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   Come Fairies, take me out of this dull world, for I would ride with you upon the wind and dance upon the mountains like a flame! 
 
   -William Butler Yeats
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   For my dearly departed grandmother.
 
   “Anything is possible provided you allow it to be.”
 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 1
 
    
 
   I groaned as I rolled over and slapped sleepily at my screeching alarm clock, the bright red numbers angrily illuminating my barely lit bedroom. I had been out too late the night before at Crust Lust, a local pizzeria and hangout, with my best friend Melanie. I kept telling her I needed to go home and study for my chemistry exam, but she talked me into staying like she always did. It didn’t help that Kellin James, the star quarterback, my friend, and all-around high school god had sauntered in while I was wrestling with my inner good girl. All it had taken to confirm my staying was one look at those baby blue eyes, messy blond hair, and well, you know.
 
   He’d hung out with us, a couple of his jock friends in tow, challenging us to game after game of air hockey followed by all of us drinking copious amounts of soda. It had been a good time, but now that I tried to rub the sleep out of my eyes, I realized I probably should have listened to the little voice inside my head telling me to go home and study. Now here I was at the butt crack of dawn pulling my chemistry book out of my backpack, my eyes bleary and my hair knotted.
 
   I tried to force my brain to focus, but it was a losing battle. Even though I was exhausted beyond comprehension, there was something else. I felt different. It was like a constant, excited flutter in my chest. A feeling kept cascading over me like today was going to be the last day of my life. I choked down the odd sensation, shrugging it off as apprehension over my test, and after forty-five minutes of making it only two pages into my notes, I closed my book in disgust and let out a frustrated sigh. I got up and went to my bathroom, deciding to just get ready for school. At least if I got there early maybe I’d get a few minutes of studying in before Mr. Gillis hit us with his test.
 
   I showered quickly and wiped the stream from the mirror, my tired face blurry among the condensation. I looked down for a washcloth so I could wipe off the mirror, my mind thinking about how nice it would be if the moisture would just disappear without me having to forage around. I gasped when I emerged from looking in the cupboard beneath my sink to find my mirror perfectly clear, not a trace of condensation in sight. I glanced around timidly and noticed all the steam in the room was now gone as well.
 
   Shrugging it off as just my good fortune, I continued to get ready. I didn’t want to dwell on it because I was a known worrier, and I already had my plate full with school, cheerleading, tests, and our upcoming homecoming. I still didn’t have a date, something that seemed to surprise a lot of people. It’s not like I didn’t want one. I just hadn’t been asked, and I figured it had something to do with how unapproachable Melanie said I was. I didn’t think I was, but apparently I was wrong, since I was still dateless.
 
   I ran my brush through my long, thick, nearly white-blonde hair. I had blow-dried it, and it tumbled to the middle of my back in soft, silky waves. My bright-green eyes looked tired, and my full lips were turned down into an exhausted pout.
 
   “Never again,” I grumbled, backing away from the mirror. I clearly needed more than four hours’ sleep in order to properly function.
 
   The sun was now peeking brightly through the trees, and I remembered my parents talking about what a wonderfully warm fall day today would be. I grabbed a pair of skinny jeans, a white lacy camisole, and a soft gray sweater from my closet, finishing the look with a delicate gold necklace and a pair of brown boots that went to my knees. I twirled in front of the mirror in my room and smiled to myself. I looked pretty good considering I’d barely had any sleep.
 
   I gave my hair a toss over my slender shoulder and gasped. It happened so fast, I wasn’t sure if I’d even seen anything, but I could have sworn I saw the blur of a man flash within my mirror. He was dressed like any normal guy my age, but I couldn’t make out anything more. I shook my head and let out a breath.
 
   I was exhausted. I was imagining things. My house was haunted. Way too many wacky scenarios started to form in my mind’s eye, so to beat them off before they got too unruly, I backed away from my mirror and firmly told myself I was just tired and it was a trick of the light.
 
   I turned and stuffed my books into my bag, all the while feeling like I was being watched, the tiny hairs on the back of my neck standing at attention. I quickened my pace and made my way downstairs to find both my parents in the kitchen, my dad at the table with the morning paper in his hands and a cup of steaming coffee in front of him and my mom whipping up pancakes at the counter.
 
   “Morning, sweetie,” my mom greeted me with a smile on her pretty face, her dark hair falling in her eyes as she quickly whisked the pancake batter.
 
   “Morning,” I replied grabbing a slice of toast from the center of the table and buttering it quickly.
 
   “You got in late last night,” my dad commented, not bothering to look up from his paper.
 
   “We were at Crust Lust and some friends showed up, so we stayed and played air hockey,” I replied through a mouthful of toast.
 
   “Kellin?” my mom asked knowingly. I felt my cheeks burn with the blush that had crept up my neck.
 
   “Um, yeah,” I answered, hoping to sound nonchalant about it. The truth was, Kellin and I had been friends since he’d moved here our freshman year of high school. I’d been first to move to the area and had been in school all of a week when he had sauntered in. We became fast friends, and it was an easy friendship as we shared a lot of the same interests. We flirted with one another, but nothing had ever happened between us. He’d dated others off and on, and I, well, I watched and smiled as he did so, never wanting to admit that I sort of wished I could be one of the girls he was interested in.
 
   It’s not that I wasn’t pretty. In fact, I was often told how beautiful I was. Melanie told me it was one of the things that made me unapproachable. A gift and a curse, but more often, it was a curse it seemed, especially with homecoming just weeks away and I still didn’t have a date.
 
   “Kellin James?” my dad asked, glancing over at me with a raised eyebrow.
 
   “Would there be another Kellin?” my mom replied with a chuckle. My dad shrugged and went back to his paper.
 
   I got up from the table, taking another slice of buttered toast with me.
 
   “I’ll see you guys later. I want to get to school and do some studying before Mr. Gillis drops his idea of a good time on us.”
 
   “Honey, you’ve barely eaten anything,” my mom tsked. “I’m making pancakes!”
 
   “I know. Rain check?” I gave her a quick peck on the cheek. She smiled and shook her head, but I knew she’d have pancakes ready for me tomorrow.
 
   I left the house with my backpack over my shoulder and pulled my car keys out. I lifted my face up to the sky and breathed in deeply, hoping to rid myself of the strange feeling still blanketing me. It was a beautiful day, and I didn’t want to miss more of it than I had to, so I stuffed my keys back into my bag and decided to walk to school rather than drive. It was common knowledge to all my friends and family that I adored the outdoors, and whenever I could be out enjoying it, I was. I ran every evening just to feel the wind on my skin as I raced down the trails through the woods behind our house. It was nothing for me to spend hours out there, sometimes just laying among the wildflowers while the sun kissed my skin.
 
   I started walking with a smile on my face as the fresh air welcomed me, but had only gone three blocks when a horn honked behind me. I turned and saw Kellin pull up to the curb in his new truck.
 
   “Hey, Ana! Why are you walking? Everything OK?” he asked, rolling down the window on the passenger side to engage me in conversation. I stepped over to his truck and shook my head.
 
   “Yeah. It was just such a nice day, I thought I’d walk,” I answered, my heart thrumming in my chest at the sight of him. His blue polo shirt clung to him perfectly, making his already bright blue eyes pop with even more color. His lopsided grin caused his cheeks to dimple in a swoon-worthy way, and the way his blond hair fell across his forehead—lord have mercy!
 
   “Well, what are you going to do later when it rains?” he asked.
 
   “It’s supposed to rain?” I asked, looking up at the clear skies, doubting his meteorological capabilities.
 
   “Yep, I can feel it in the air,” he replied seriously, his eyes focused on me. “How about you hop in and we ride to school together? I’ve been wanting to talk to you anyway.”
 
   I swallowed thickly at that news. What could he want to talk to me about?
 
   I grasped the door handle and tossed my bag on the seat. He reached over and held out his hand so I could climb in, and I took it, feeling his warmth radiate through me as he pulled me up.
 
   “Last night was fun,” he remarked as he put the truck into gear.
 
   “Yeah, it was,” I agreed, clasping my hands nervously in my lap. It wasn’t often that the two of us were alone together, and I suddenly realized how small the inside of the truck was. His presence seemed larger than the truck had capacity for.
 
   “So a bunch of us are getting together and pooling money for a limo for homecoming. I was wondering if maybe you’d like to get in on it,” he said as he turned onto Main Street.
 
   “Uh,” I replied, feeling the familiar blush creep up my cheeks again. “I-I don’t know.”
 
   “Mel is in already,” he continued, stopping at a light and glancing over at me. I scoffed. Of course she was. Chad Stevens, one of Kellin’s friends and Mel’s boyfriend, had asked her to the dance last week.
 
   “I’ll have to let you know,” I answered feebly. Now I really would need to find a date. Unless I didn’t go. It was a viable option, but one Mel would not allow me to choose. The thought of not going was better than going alone, that much I was certain of.
 
   “How’s the hunt for a date going?” he asked, accelerating quickly when the light turned green.
 
   “Great,” I lied, not wanting to sound pathetic.
 
   “Still nothing then, huh?” he replied, sympathetically glancing over at me as he turned into the parking lot of Lincoln High.
 
   “No,” I mumbled, looking down at my hands in embarrassment.
 
   “Hey, don’t worry about it. You’re used to going to things without a date anyway. Besides, you still have a few weeks left, right?” he encouraged good-naturedly.
 
   “Yeah. Yeah, of course,” I said, waving my hand dismissively as if none of this was a big deal. I knew he was trying to be kind, but it didn’t help.
 
   Kellin pulled the truck into a parking spot near the front and turned his baby blues on me.
 
   “Well, you can still come with us. You don’t need a date to go to homecoming. It’s nice to keep your options open anyway. Besides, you’re too free-spirited to be held down with anyone,” he continued, a grin on his handsome face.
 
   “It’s our senior year, Kellin. It would be nice to attend at least one school function with a date. It’s not like I purposely set out to be alone all the time,” I said softly, trying to keep the smile on my face. I’m sure it looked more like a painful grimace, though.
 
   We were quiet as he regarded me silently with a strange look.
 
   “I wish I’d have known you wanted a date. I’d have asked you,” he spoke, breaking the silence, his voice barely above a whisper.
 
   I stared wide-eyed at him, my heart jumping around in my chest at his words.
 
   “I thought I was too free-spirited to be held down with a date?” I joked weakly. Maybe I gave off the air of one who didn’t care about having a date, but lately, it was starting to bother me to always be alone.
 
   “Well, I’d hope you’d make an exception for me,” he replied easily.
 
   “Who are you taking?” I blurted out without thinking.
 
   “Oh, um, I asked Courtney,” he answered, shifting uncomfortably in his seat.
 
   I nodded, biting my lip and wishing I hadn’t asked.
 
   Courtney Fox was our cheer captain, and she was an all-around bitch. She was exactly like the stereotype depicted in those corny high school movies. Cheerleader, beautiful, and meaner than a junkyard dog. I wasn’t surprised he’d asked her. Together, they were the high school dream team, and it was widely known Courtney and Kellin had been off and on since sophomore year. It made sense for them to go together. They were in the running for king and queen anyway.
 
   “Oh,” was the only thing I could say. I grabbed my bag and opened the door to the truck.
 
   “I was serious,” Kellin said, his voice stopping me before I climbed out. “I’d have asked you. I didn’t because I figured you’d probably just go alone to it like everything else.”
 
   “Yeah, I do that a lot, don’t I?” I murmured. “I guess I don’t want to go alone this time.”
 
   Kellin rubbed the back of his neck and looked away from me, apparently fighting some sort of internal battle with himself.
 
   “Then I’m sure you’ll find someone to take you. I mean, come on, Ana. You’re beautiful. I’m honestly surprised no one has asked you, but I guess your loner reputation precedes you.”
 
   Kellin thought I was beautiful! I smiled despite myself and ignored the loner reputation comment.
 
   “Thanks,” I replied softly. I got out of the truck, closed the door, and walked to the sidewalk. Kellin caught up with me easily and walked beside me as we went into the school.
 
   “I meant what I said,” he continued, stopping at my locker. “You really are beautiful. I’m sure someone will ask you. I can see if Jared has a date—”
 
   “No thanks,” I replied immediately, effectively cutting him off. I definitely didn’t want to go with Jared Sutherland. He may be Kellin’s friend, but he was a creep as far as I was concerned. I’d heard stories about him with other girls, and I wasn’t about to end up slapping the skin off my date’s face because he couldn’t keep his hands to himself.
 
   “Just a thought,” he murmured sheepishly. “I know he’s a little too, um, excitable, but I’d be there to keep him in line.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.” I forced a smile. “It’s cool. I’m sure I’ll find a date by then. There’s still plenty of time, right?”
 
   “You’re damn right she will,” Mel’s voice cut in from behind me. I turned and smiled at my best friend. She was a pretty girl with a cute upturned nose, large brown eyes, and caramel-colored hair that fell just past her slender shoulders. She was on the cheer squad with me, and we both shared the same dislike for Courtney Fox and her friend Sasha White.
 
   “Good,” Kellin murmured, his eyes intent on me, something churning beneath them that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Was it pity? Sympathy? Either one made my stomach roll.
 
   The bell rang and I jumped, my mind still on the look in Kellin’s eyes. I’d spent my extra study time talking to my friends, and now I wouldn’t be able to look at my notes before class. Not that it mattered. I wouldn’t have been able to concentrate anyway, not with Kellin so close or with the strange feeling I was still having.
 
   “Damnit,” I groaned, slamming my locker door closed, my heart giving a start as the strange feeling bore down on me.
 
   “What?” Mel asked.
 
   “Mr. Gillis is giving us a test today, and I didn’t get to study because we stayed out too late last night,” I sighed.
 
   “You’re kidding, right?” Kellin chortled from beside me. “You’re the smartest person in our class. Hell, you’re the smartest person in the whole damn school. You can’t seriously be worried about a test. You could just close your eyes and the answers would come to you!”
 
   Mel rolled her eyes and agreed with Kellin.
 
   “She’s ridiculous. Seriously, Ana, when was the last time you ever got anything less than an A? Honestly.” Mel teased as she fell into step beside me.
 
   I grumbled an inaudible answer, causing Mel to chuckle.
 
   “Exactly. Stop worrying so much,” she said, nudging me with her elbow. When we stopped outside my chemistry class, I was surprised Kellin was still behind us. Mel looked at me, her dark eyebrows raised high. Without another word, she walked away from us, heading in the direction of her literature class.
 
   “Hey,” Kellin said running his fingers through his thick, blond hair and giving me a small smile. “There’s a party at Kevin’s Friday night after the game. I was wondering if you’d be there.”
 
   “Oh, I’m not sure,” I said, furrowing my forehead. Kevin Hall was another one of Kellin’s friends and was also on the football team. His house was party central, and I typically spent most of my time avoiding the whole party scene. I’d rather go for a run than hang out in a stuffy house filled with cigarette smoke and loud music. Besides, Kevin had a party every other week so even if I missed it, it’s not like it wouldn’t happen again in a few days.
 
   “I hope you go. It would be nice to hang out with you outside of school and air hockey,” he commented, a nervous smile on his lips. “I think you’d have fun at Kevin’s.”
 
   “Kel, there you are!” Courtney’s disgustingly syrupy sweet voice interrupted us. She walked up, wrapped her tan arms around his waist, and kissed him lightly on the lips. It must be their back on phase. I prayed I was wrong and they were simply only going to homecoming. Sasha White, Courtney’s equally evil friend, was beside her shooting me a reproachful look as she tossed her dark hair over her shoulder.
 
   “Hey,” he replied, glancing at me with an apologetic look. Courtney shook her mane of long, strawberry-blonde hair and looked at me like I was something gross she’d stepped in.
 
   “Ana,” she simpered, a thin, fake smile on her red lips. “I hope you’ve been working on our homecoming routine. Last practice, you looked like you were lost out there on the field. We’re only as good as our weakest cheerleader, and let’s face it—that’s you.”
 
   “Right,” I said through gritted teeth. “I’ll see you later, Kellin.”
 
   “Ana—” he started helplessly but was silenced when Courtney planted her mouth on his again.
 
   I walked into the classroom before I did something I’d regret. My hands were tingling with rage, something that had never happened to me before. I was usually a very reserved person, but I didn’t like it when I was made fun of, especially when it was in front of Kellin.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
    
 
   I sat in chemistry, my jaw tense as I thought about how embarrassed I’d felt. It was common knowledge that I’d once been a gymnast. My parents had moved us to Three Oaks when I was in ninth grade. My dad was a trauma surgeon, and he’d been offered a job at Mercy Medical as director of the department, a job he’d wanted for a long time. When it was offered, he scooped us up, and off we went. I’d been an avid gymnast until the move, but there weren’t any gymnastics offered here, so I joined cheerleading as a fallback. I hated it, but it was as close as I could get to my beloved gymnastics, so I did it, fake smile on my face and all.
 
   I was deep in thought when my body began to tingle. A warm flush came over me, and I pulled my eyes up from my test to see the most gorgeous guy walk through the door to Mr. Gillis’s first-hour chemistry class. I felt him before I saw him, which seemed odd, but I brushed the thought off as all the girls in class caught sight of him with sharp intakes of breath around me followed by excited whispers.
 
   His shaggy black hair fell haphazardly into his equally dark eyes; his full lips were set in a firm line, and those dark eyes were hooded by thick, sooty lashes. His long-sleeved black shirt clung to his torso, the muscles easily outlined beneath it, and his dark denim jeans hung low on his hips. He looked around the classroom disinterestedly, his eyes falling on me and stopping.
 
   I dragged in a slow breath while he studied me, and his lips quirked up into a playful smile as I tore my eyes away from his intensity.
 
   “Class, it appears we have a new student,” Mr. Gillis said, looking up from the slip of paper the guy had handed him. “This is Calix Night. Calix, we’re in the middle of a test here. I know you’re unprepared for it, but I’d like you to take it just the same. It’ll help gauge where you are on the subject, and maybe we can get you up to speed if we need to.”
 
   I glanced at Calix quickly as Mr. Gillis handed him a copy of the test. Calix’s eyes were still on me, and the small smile lingered on those gorgeous full lips.
 
   “Have a seat next to Miss Winters, please. Miss Winters, raise your hand so Mr. Night knows who you are,” Mr. Gillis called out. I raised my trembling hand into the air, and the smile broadened on Calix’s face as he made his way over to my lab table.
 
   He sat down and I felt the air crackle around him, sending the small hairs on my arms straight up. The smell of his cologne wafted to me and I closed my eyes. He smelled woodsy, like the outdoors, with a hint of spice. It was the best smell I’d ever experienced, lame as that sounds.
 
   “Hello,” he murmured, his deep voice holding an undeniably sexy accent I couldn’t quite place. It made him even more appealing.
 
   “Hi,” I murmured, my voice trembling. I buried my face in my test to avoid further conversation with him. He chuckled as he looked down at his paper.
 
   “Miss Winters, would you happen to have a pencil I could borrow?” he whispered, leaning into me, his warm breath tickling my ear and sending another thrill of gooseflesh across my skin.
 
   I fumbled clumsily through my bag, fully aware of how red my face was, and handed him the pencil. When his fingers brushed mine, a surge of energy flowed through me. It surprised me, and I snapped my eyes to him quickly, only to find him staring back at me, his dark eyes locked on mine.
 
   “Thank you,” he said calmly, his eyes never leaving my own. I shook my head and pulled my attention away from him, forcing myself to get focused on my test.
 
   I was fully aware of Calix’s nearness the entire duration of the test. He seemed to take up the whole room, in fact, and it appeared he was already gathering a fan base.
 
   Mr. Gillis assigned us a simple lab for the remainder of the class, and I wasn’t surprised when he came over to our table as I was trying to dig out supplies.
 
   “Miss Winters, would you mind taking Mr. Night as your lab partner?” he asked kindly. He leaned down closer to me and continued in a low whisper. “You’re one of my best students, and I think he’d do well with you.”
 
   I nodded, swallowing hard, and glanced at Calix, who was studying me closely, an impassive look on his god-like face.
 
   “Y-yes, that will be fine,” I murmured breathlessly.
 
   Mr. Gillis nodded and walked away to scold Brad Jenkins, who was trying to set his chemistry book on fire with his Bunsen burner.
 
   “You must be very good,” Calix’s deep voice cut through my thoughts as I placed our supplies out on the table.
 
   “I’m OK,” I replied softly. He chuckled and closed the space between us. I looked up at him nervously, unable to breathe at his sudden nearness, an incredible rush of energy coursing through me.
 
   He reached forward and picked up the chemicals from beside me and began mixing them together like he was born knowing what he was doing.
 
   “You seem to know your way around a chemistry set,” I commented as I slid my protective eye gear up on my face.
 
   “I’m a fast learner,” he answered, glancing at me quickly.
 
   “Hi,” Sasha’s silky voice said from behind Calix. I groaned inwardly. Of course she’d make herself known; she was just as bad as Courtney.
 
   “Hello,” Calix replied, taking in her looks, his eyes quickly roaming from her toes up to her face.
 
   “My name is Sasha,” she simpered, holding out her hand. He shook her hand, his dark eyes shining as his lips curled into a small smile.
 
   God, he was hot.
 
   I bit my lip and turned away as Sasha twirled her hair and giggled. He listened to her while continuing to work on our lab. I pitched in and began writing notes, not once saying a word.
 
   I was surprised when I felt his warm hand on the small of my back suddenly, and I jumped. Sasha immediately fell silent as his attention roved to me.
 
   “Miss Winters, I think it would be wise of you to pull all that beautiful hair back before you catch it on fire,” Calix remarked gently, pushing my hair back over my shoulders. “I’d hate to play firefighter my first day here. I figured I’d save that role for later.”
 
   I squeaked out a thank you and hastily pulled my hair up into a messy ponytail. He was right; we were supposed to keep our hair pulled up in lab. I’d completely flaked on it.
 
   “That was nice of you,” Sasha said sweetly, touching his arm gently. He shot me a quick wink, and I felt my face grow red again. What was wrong with me? I was blushing more than a whore in church.
 
   “Sasha, as much as I’m enjoying our conversation,” Calix said suddenly, “I’d really like to get this lab done, and I don’t want you to miss out on doing yours. It looks like your partner could really use your help over there.”
 
   Channing Hastings was clumsily moving items around on their table, his large glasses falling down his nose and sweat dotting his forehead as he tried to work on their lab.
 
   “He’s fine,” Sasha said waving him off with a roll of her eyes.
 
   “What if I told you that your beauty is distracting me from finishing mine?” His voice was like silk, and I made a point of burying my nose deeper into the notes I was taking.
 
   “Really? OK,” Sasha breathed out, batting her eyes at him and stepping away from our table.
 
   “We can talk later,” he said firmly.
 
   “OK,” Sasha repeated breathily, continuing to bat her lashes. “I’ll hold you to that.”
 
   “I look forward to it,” he replied, the smile creeping back onto his lips. He was such a flirt.
 
   Sasha walked away, her hips swaying. I caught Calix watching her go, a smirk still on his face. We worked in silence for a few moments longer before I finished the last of my notes.
 
   “I think we’re about done here,” I said, clearing my throat and setting my pencil down.
 
   “I’d have to agree, Miss Winters,” Calix replied, looking over to me.
 
   “A-Ana,” I stammered.
 
   He stared at me, a smile dancing on his lips.
 
   “My name. Um, my friends call me Ana. You don’t need to call me Miss Winters,” I continued, feeling like a goon.
 
   “I was wondering when you were going to tell me your name,” he spoke lazily. I forced a smile and started putting our supplies away, hoping to get away from his suffocating presence. It wasn’t that I wasn’t enjoying the view, he just seemed to overpower me, and I felt like I couldn’t breathe.
 
   “In a hurry to get away from me?” he asked, suddenly breaking into my thoughts.
 
   “N-no,” I replied quickly, wondering if he was a mind reader. “I just like to have everything taken care of before the bell rings.”
 
   “A bit uptight, huh?” he mused, his voice suddenly stirring a familiar memory in my mind that I couldn’t quite place, like a whisper I’d heard before.
 
   “Excuse me?” I asked, taken aback. I was not uptight!
 
   “You seem like you’re wound a little too tight. So what if your supplies aren’t put away by the time the bell rings?”
 
   “That would make me late for my next class,” I huffed, my sudden irritation at his words nipping at me.
 
   “Which would make you uptight,” he concluded, laughing softly. I shot him a look, which only broadened the smile on his face.
 
   I shut my notebook a little too forcefully, folded my arms across my chest, and eyed the clock. I definitely couldn’t wait to get away from him. Who did he think he was anyway? So what if he was gorgeous! That didn’t give him the right to act like an ass.
 
   “You’re also a little sensitive,” he murmured, sinking down into his seat.
 
   “What?” I blubbered. “I am not sensitive!”
 
   “Then why are you so upset?” he prodded, his dark eyes shining mischievously.
 
   “I’m not! I’m . . . never mind,” I snapped, stuffing my books into my bag. I didn’t need to explain anything to him, and I wouldn’t.
 
   The bell rang then, and I grabbed my bag and hauled butt out of there before I said something I’d regret. The strange fluttering feeling in my chest intensified, and I glanced over my shoulder to find him staring at me, his dark eyes narrowed, Sasha already trying to cling to his arm.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
   I was still fuming over Calix calling me uptight and sensitive. Where did he get off thinking he knew anything about me?
 
   “Hey, have you seen that delicious new piece of eye candy?” Mel’s voice cut through my irritated thoughts. I jerked my head up and gave her a disgusted look from over my school lunch.
 
   “I saw him,” I replied dryly. “His name is Calix. He’s a jerk.”
 
   “What? How do you know?” she demanded.
 
   “He’s my new lab partner,” I answered curtly.
 
   “Hot damn!” She gave a low whistle. “Jerk or not, he is one sexy mother fu—”
 
   “Seriously, Mel!” I shot her an irritated look, and she snapped her mouth closed.
 
   “OK, what happened? Spill,” she said, opening her can of diet soda.
 
   “He called me uptight and sensitive,” I huffed, dropping my fork onto my tray and turning to her.
 
   “That’s why you think he’s a jerk?” She laughed loudly, causing a few people to look in our direction.
 
   “No!” I snapped. “He just acts all uppity, plus he spent most of the class flirting with Sasha. It was annoying.”
 
   “Well, to be fair, Sasha is hot, and most guys would probably spend time flirting with her if she gave them the time of day. I mean until they actually get to know what a cun—”
 
   “You look unhappy,” Kellin commented as he plopped down beside me, effectively silencing Mel before her mouth got her into trouble. “Why are you sitting over here and not with everyone else?”
 
   I eyed our usual table, my mouth clamped tightly shut as I watched Sasha and Courtney giggle and whisper conspiratorially to one another, eyeing Amanda Fields, a quiet, mousy girl. I could only imagine the things they were saying about the poor thing.
 
   We usually all sat together, cheerleaders, jocks, and the more popular kids in school. It was a typical high school clique, and today, I wasn’t feeling it. I was definitely surprised Kellin decided to join us, though. It was no surprise that Mel would. She was a loyal friend who I knew would walk through fire with me if I needed her to.
 
   “Needed a break,” I muttered.
 
   “There he is,” Mel breathed, grabbing my arm and gazing at Calix as he sauntered across the commons looking totally badass, and if I were being honest, delicious, just like Mel had said earlier.
 
   He was still a jerk, though. I knew that much about him. I eyed him as he sat down beside Sasha. Her eyes lit up, and she immediately engaged him in conversation while Courtney moved to his other side, trying to draw his attention.
 
   “Looks like your girlfriend is talking to the new guy,” Mel commented, her eyes in the same place as mine were.
 
   Kellin stared icily over to the table where Calix was sitting. He was now surrounded by most of the cheerleading squad and a few random girls. Even the guys were looking at him like he was some kind of god.
 
   “I don’t like him,” he grumbled, his voice stormy. “He’s in my trig class.”
 
   “Did he call you uptight and sensitive too?” Mel snickered, and I elbowed her.
 
   “No, why? Who did he call uptight and sensitive?”
 
   “Ana,” she said, pointing at me and laughing. She popped a piece of her chocolate cupcake into her mouth and gave me a toothy smile.
 
   “He said that to you?” Kellin asked, a frown on his face.
 
   “It’s whatever.” I waved it off. “He’s a jerk.”
 
   “You have to admit, Kellin, Ana is uptight, right?” Mel prodded, winking at me.
 
   “Well, I mean, Ana knows what she wants.” Kellin shrugged, clearly uncomfortable. I bet he was rethinking his choice in seating.
 
   “Don’t dodge the question,” Mel pushed. “What do you really think of her? Come on. It’s just us here. Calix didn’t mind voicing his opinion, and Courtney isn’t here to kick your ass.”
 
   “Well,” Kellin started, shooting Mel a dirty look for being put on the spot. “I think Ana is smart, and if she wants things done her way then she has a reason for it.”
 
   “That’s a polite way of saying she’s uptight. Just admit it. She’s a little uptight. I mean, Ana, have you ever shown any cleavage or leg in your life?” Mel asked innocently. “It’s not like you don’t have both!”
 
   I widened my eyes at her and shook my head. She was unbelievable.
 
   “I guess she might be a little uptight, but she has her reasons,” Kellin replied weakly.
 
   “Great!” I snapped. “I’m uptight. I’m glad you all think so.”
 
   “And sensitive,” Mel added, taking another sip of her soda.
 
   “Whatever.” I picked up my tray and marched away from them, angry more at myself than them. I typically would have laughed it off, but Calix had angered me by saying it to me first. Maybe I was uptight. Big deal. It’s not like it was anyone’s problem.
 
   I spent the remainder of my lunch period in the library poring over my history book and outlining the next chapter.
 
   When the bell rang, I made my way to my history class and sank into my seat, still upset over being told I was uptight.
 
   “Hey, fancy meeting you here,” Calix’s deep voice sliced through my thoughts. I let out a sigh, and shot him my best irritated look. 
 
   He chuckled.
 
   I dug my book out, continuing to highlight and outline the next chapter, then I heard Calix click his tongue.
 
   “Look at you, being so studious. I bet you’re a joy to hang out with,” he commented, looking over my shoulder. “Is that why you don’t have a boyfriend or go on dates?”
 
   “What?” I sputtered, turning to face him. How did he know anything about my love life, or lack thereof?
 
   “Your friends Sasha and Courtney said you don’t date. In fact, they said you’re a virg—”
 
   “I swear if you finish that sentence I am going to shove my size sevens so far up your ass, you’ll be able to floss your teeth with my laces,” I interrupted angrily.
 
   His eyes glinted mischievously at my words.
 
   “And they are not my friends,” I added as an afterthought, wanting to make it perfectly clear to him.
 
   Amused, Calix roared with laughter, and a few people turned to see what was going on.
 
   “You are so feisty. I like that,” he remarked. “Not what I was expecting.”
 
   “And you’re an ass,” I snapped at him. I turned around in my seat and glared down at my book. The nerve of Sasha and Courtney! It was no one’s business what I did or who I did it with. That was going too far, even for them.
 
   I didn’t bother taking notes the rest of class. I was so angry that my hands were shaking. The moment the bell rang, I shot out of my seat and made a beeline for the door, and I was just squeezing through it when I felt a warm rush of energy flow up my arm. I gasped as I looked down and saw Calix had grabbed me by my elbow.              
 
   “What?!” I burst out, trying to pull my arm away.
 
   “Hey, calm down,” he said, rolling his eyes. “I just wanted to give you your highlighter. You dropped it back there in your rush to escape. I figured your night would be ruined if you lost it.”
 
   I snatched the highlighter out of his hand and stuffed it into my bag with so much irritation, it looked like I was punishing it for falling on the floor.
 
   “You really should calm down,” he continued, his eyes taking me in.
 
   “You should really learn how to make a first impression,” I countered.
 
   “I’m sorry. I thought I had made an impression,” he smirked, squeezing my elbow a little and sending a shiver of energy through me. I pulled it roughly out of his grip.
 
   “Everything OK?” Kellin cut in, stepping up beside me and glaring at Calix. I swallowed hard. Kellin had never come to my rescue before, and I wasn’t even sure how to react to his intimidating presence.
 
   “Everything is great,” Calix replied, his voice suddenly cold and harsh. It sent a shiver down my spine. “I was just giving Ana her highlighter back.”
 
   “Then I guess you don’t need to be bothering her anymore,” Kellin replied pointedly.
 
   A smile spilled onto Calix’s lips and he winked at me.
 
   “I think she likes it or she wouldn’t blush so hard when she talks to me,” he said, clearly gauging my reaction.
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me!” I snarled at him. “I do not blush!”
 
   I knew that was a lie because I could feel the hotness creeping up my face even as I said it. I ducked my head in anger and took a deep breath.
 
   “That’s enough,” Kellin said hotly. He put his arm around my waist protectively, and I nearly lost my cookies. Why was he touching me? He never did this. Hell, we barely ever spent any time alone, and all of a sudden he was touching me?
 
   “Ah,” Calix said, taking in Kellin’s arm around me. “The great protector.”
 
   He backed off and winked at me again.
 
   “I’ll see you later, Ana.”
 
   I looked up at Kellin, only to see the muscle in his jaw working. He was angry. I’d never seen him like that before, especially over me.
 
   He turned to me, his hand traveling to rest on my hip. He was incredibly close, and I could see the gold flecks in his blue eyes. I licked my lips nervously.
 
   “If that guy gives you any more trouble, you come tell me,” he said fervently, tightening his grip on my hip. “I have a bad feeling about him. I don’t trust him.”
 
   “Then you should tell your girlfriend since she was ogling him at lunch,” I blurted out. I immediately wanted to kick myself.
 
   Kellin dropped his hands to his sides and smiled tightly.
 
   “Right. You’re right,” he said, running his hands through his hair. I felt my heart plummet in my chest. So my suspicions were confirmed. Kellin and Courtney were back together. It wasn’t just a date to homecoming. The kiss in the hallway wasn’t just so Courtney could irritate me. They were seeing each other again.
 
   “I have to get to class,” I said, turning away from him and disappearing through the throng of students before he could say anything.
 
   This was shaping up to be a really crappy day.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
    
 
   I did not feel like going to cheerleading practice, but I wanted to get it over with. Friday couldn’t come soon enough. It meant we only had a few more games left in the football season, and I’d be free of Courtney and Sasha for a couple of weeks until basketball season started.
 
   I dressed in my practice clothes, which consisted of a tank top and yoga pants, then made my way out to the field. I knew Courtney would find something to complain about, and I shuddered at the thought. Sinking down next to Mel, I started doing my warm-up stretches.
 
   “Courtney is in one of her moods,” Mel informed me, bending down, her hair hiding her face.
 
   I rolled my eyes at the news. “What else is new?” I muttered through one of my stretches.
 
   “OK, girls, let’s get this over with!” Courtney called out, her voice filled with her snarky attitude. “I have a date with my boyfriend tonight, and I want to be able to shower before we go out.”
 
   We fell into line and worked our butts off. I flipped and pivoted perfectly throughout practice, and our tosses were spot on. Everything was going great. That is until the girls caught sight of Calix watching from the sidelines. They began giggling and looking over at him.
 
   I rolled my eyes at how they were acting while Sasha grinned at Courtney. I knew she’d be sinking her claws into Calix soon enough if she hadn’t already.
 
   “Come on, ladies! One more time! From the top!” Courtney shouted.
 
   I grabbed my head as a terrible sharp pain shot through it, causing my vision to blur.
 
   “Ana, are you OK?” Mel asked with concern, coming to my side.
 
   “Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine,” I said wincing and trying to push the pain away. Nothing like this had never happened to me before.
 
   Despite what I’d said, the pain intensified, and my hands started shaking. What the hell was happening? I glanced over to where Calix stood and saw that he appeared to be studying me closely. He shifted slightly, a look that mirrored interest on his face.
 
   I looked away from him and let out a shaky breath as we launched into the cheer again.
 
   I tried to do a backflip, but fell to my knees before I could muster the energy to perform it. Colors swirled around me and I choked back a gasp as an entirely different world lay before my eyes. No longer was I on Lincoln High’s football field surrounded by my fellow cheerleaders. Instead, I was standing on the edge of a cliff, looking down at the jagged rocks jutting out from the churning water below. Feeling the wind whipping through my hair and breathing in the salty air, I was terrified.
 
   This place was cold, with a bleakness clinging to the briny air. It wasn’t a place I’d go to make myself happy, despite the beautiful view.
 
   Something felt wrong. Then a wave of sadness and despair swept over me.
 
   Jump.
 
   I wanted to jump over the edge and make the pain go away. I stepped closer to the precipice, a tear squeezing its way out of the corner of my green eyes.
 
   “Are you kidding me, Ana?” Courtney shouted angrily, her shrill voice pulling me out of the strange vision. She came and got in my face as Mel helped me to my feet. “Get your shit together. You’re pathetic, you know that? I swear, you will be off this squad so fast if you can’t pull it together. We don’t need trash like you holding us back.”
 
   “Courtney . . . ,” I started weakly, really wanting to lay into her. But something was wrong with me, and I leaned into Mel, who looked worried as I wiped the tears from my vision. I was now sweating profusely, my eyesight swimming.
 
   “Don’t ‘Courtney’ me,” she hissed, inches from my face so only I would hear her. “And don’t think I don’t know you’ve been hitting on my boyfriend. I heard about you two in the hallway today and how you rode with him to school. You’d better start watching your back. You’ve got the entire football team watching us now because of how pathetic you are.”
 
   I didn’t bother with a rebuttal, nor did I look in the direction of the football team practicing on the field. I just didn’t have it in me, so I nodded weakly and rested heavily against Mel.
 
   “Ana, you don’t look well,” Mel commented, pushing a stray hair from my face as Courtney walked away, hands on her hips.
 
   “I don’t feel well,” I replied weakly.
 
   “Just go sit down,” she insisted, her eyes shooting over to Courtney, who was making rude comments about me to Sasha.
 
   “I just want to get this over with,” I murmured, righting myself as the music started again.
 
   I stumbled through the routine, my head feeling like it had been lit on fire. I somehow managed to get through it, flips and all, and was relieved when Courtney dismissed us.
 
   I lurched across the field, not bothering to wait for Mel. I needed to go home and lie down. I groaned, remembering I’d gotten a ride with Kellin, and it would be a hell of a walk feeling like this. I glanced up at the sky and saw storm clouds rolling in.
 
   Maybe Kellin had a bright future in meteorology after all.
 
   My vision seemed to turn on its side suddenly, and I plummeted to the hard ground. I tried to throw my hands out to stop myself, but it was no use. I hit the ground with a loud thud, and a whoosh of air left my lungs as my head smacked the sod.
 
   I heard Mel call my name, but I was too weak and dazed to answer. I felt like I was fading away, the voices in the background just a roar as I closed my eyes.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   There were voices around me, whispering things I didn’t understand.
 
   “Oracle!”
 
   “Transition.”
 
   “Nihilist, Master, she is of fire; the One.”
 
   Darkness was everywhere. Around me, above me, within me. I felt my body tremble as its coldness swept in, the voices swirling faster until they became incomprehensible, leaving me drained.
 
   “Analia. Analia. Analia.”
 
   “Can you hear me?”
 
   Warm hands shook me gently, and I opened my eyes, the pain in my head intensifying.
 
   “Welcome back,” Calix murmured, gazing down at me with clear concern. I whimpered and reached for my head, but Calix took my hands in his before I could touch it.
 
   “You fell pretty hard,” he said, rubbing my hands in his, causing the strange electric buzz to flow through them. “Just lay there for a minute, OK? Get yourself together before you try to get up.”
 
   “Ana, do you want me to call your parents?” Mel sounded frightened. Looking up, I saw I was surrounded by a small group of cheerleaders. I shook my head slightly and closed my eyes. My head was killing me. My body was starting to feel hot, and I wanted to escape my skin. Something was definitely wrong.
 
   “What happened?” Kellin demanded, breaking through the small cluster of girls.
 
   “She just collapsed,” Mel said. “I-I don’t know. She said her head was hurting.”
 
   “She’s fine. She’s probably just doing it for attention,” Courtney remarked snidely from somewhere behind me.
 
   “Yeah, this is the only time she’s ever in the spotlight,” Sasha piped up bitterly. Seeing Calix showing me compassion was probably tearing her apart, but it bothered me more than her. I wanted to tell her he was all hers, but I couldn’t find the energy to expend on such a pointless task.
 
   “Ana, what happened?” Kellin asked, kneeling beside me in his blue and white football gear.
 
   I gasped as another sharp pain shot through my head, this time causing my hands to spasm. Calix held them tighter as they shook.
 
   “Mel, did you call her dad?”
 
   “No, she said not to,” Mel said helplessly.
 
   “I’ll take her,” Calix said unexpectedly.
 
   “Like hell you will,” Kellin growled, suddenly very protective.
 
   “Listen, she needs to get home, and by the time you get that crap off, she may have gotten worse. Do you want that on your head?” Calix snapped at Kellin.
 
   Calix didn’t wait for Kellin to answer him. Instead, he leaned down and spoke softly into my ear, causing gooseflesh to surface on my skin.
 
   “Can you walk?”
 
   “I’ll try,” I stuttered. Calix helped me to sit up, then pulled me to my feet as I sagged against him.
 
   “Come on,” he encouraged, pulling me through the group of girls.
 
   “Listen,” Kellin was suddenly standing in front of us, looking menacing as all hell in his football gear, his helmet in his hands. “Get her home. Don’t mess around either. If I hear anything happened to her—”
 
   “Calm down, Romeo. I’ll take care of her,” Calix said, his voice flat.
 
   Kellin hesitated a moment before speaking again. “I’ll call you, Ana,” he said. “After practice, OK? I’ll call you the moment I’m done.”
 
   I nodded, not sure why he cared so much, especially since Courtney—oh God, Courtney. She had to have heard Kellin. There would be hell to pay now. I groaned at the thought. I heard her clear her throat as Calix pulled me away.
 
   I stumbled alongside Calix as we made our way to the parking lot. My vision was so blurry, there was no way I’d have made it home on my own. My energy was leaving my body, and I wasn’t even sure I’d make it to his car.
 
   I lost my balance and fell, but Calix caught me before my knees hit the hard pavement. Without a word, he scooped me up and rushed me to his car as if I weighed nothing at all.
 
   He placed me on the passenger seat and made sure my seat belt was fastened. I closed my eyes and whimpered as we pulled out of the parking lot.
 
   “Hey,” Calix called out, taking my hand and squeezing it. “Ana. Hey. Wake up, OK?”
 
   “Go away,” I murmured sleepily, closing my eyes.
 
   “I have something that will help,” he said, pulling over to the curb. I heard him rustling around, and suddenly, there was a cold flask pressed to my lips.
 
   “Drink this,” he commanded softly. “It’ll help.”
 
   “No,” I said pushing it away. God knew what he was trying to force on me.
 
   “Ana,” he sighed. “I swear it will help. Trust me.”
 
   I opened my mouth despite my misgivings. If it would help, I’d try it.
 
   The liquid was warm, with a thin consistency, and tasted a lot like sour honey. My headache dulled and my vision began clearing.
 
   “What is it?” I murmured, my head throbbing slightly and my throat burning from the liquid.
 
   “Just a little magic,” he replied, pulling the flask away. It was fine if he didn’t want to tell me, as long as it made the pain go away.
 
   We were quiet with the exception of me giving him directions to my house. Pulling into my driveway, Calix let out a low whistle as he surveyed where I lived.
 
   “Nice place. A castle fit for a princess,” he murmured getting out of the car. He quickly came to my side and helped me out. My headache felt like a normal one now, the fire I’d felt extinguished and my vision nearly normal.
 
   “It’s not that big,” I sighed as he walked beside me to the door.
 
   “What?”
 
   “The house. You said it was a castle. It’s really not that big.”
 
   “OK,” he smirked at me. “You’re rich, and I’m not surprised.”
 
   “I’m not rich. My parents are. I’d be fine without all of it.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure,” he remarked with a roll of his dark eyes.
 
   “Listen,” I said, turning to him tiredly. “I’ve had a rough day, OK? Thank you for helping me out. I owe you for that. But I’m not really in the mood for loads of attitude so this is where we say good-bye.”
 
   “I’d like to come in,” he stated firmly, the earlier sparkle gone from his eyes. “I want to make sure you’re OK.”
 
   “I’m fine now,” I replied hastily. I opened my door and stepped through. “Good-bye, Calix.”
 
   I closed the door firmly behind me and locked it, then went straight to my room and looked out at the driveway to see if he had left. I was surprised to see him standing in front of his very sleek sports car gazing up at my house, a strange, troubled look on his face.
 
   I couldn’t fathom what was going on in his head, so I pulled the curtains closed and flopped down on my bed, letting sleep take over, my mind reeling over what might be wrong with me.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
   I had weird dreams that night.
 
   I tossed and turned, my skin burning with a fever that threatened my very soul. I recalled my parents coming in throughout the night to check on me. I gathered from their hushed conversations that they assumed I’d caught some kind of flu and needed rest.
 
   I heard my phone ring, but didn’t bother to answer it, not having the energy even if I’d wanted to.
 
   At one point, my mom was talking to someone outside my door, and then I heard it crack open. I tried to pry my eyes open, but they wouldn’t budge, so I lay in the darkness, feeling like I was going to drown in my own sweat, not knowing if this was really happening or if it was part of my odd dreams.
 
   A warm hand had touched my cheek and then squeezed my hand.
 
   “You’re going to be OK,” Kellin murmured from beside me. “This won’t last forever, Ana. I swear it.” I felt warm lips kiss my wet forehead, and I couldn’t help but think this was the strangest dream I’d ever had. It had to be a dream. Kellin James was not in my bedroom holding my hand, kissing my forehead, and saying things that didn’t make sense.
 
   I fell deeper into sleep, the colors of my dreams swirling around me.
 
   I was in a beautiful place. There was a vast field of wildflowers and a waterfall. In the distance, I could see a castle, its large silhouette taking up a portion of the skyline. The sweet smell from all the flowers made me feel euphoric. I knew this was where I belonged and that I’d been gone from this place for too long.
 
   The pleasant vision was suddenly ripped away, and I plunged into a cold darkness, my skin prickling with fear as the acrid scent of blood and death filled my senses. My heart hammered uneasily in my chest, and I tried to suck in a breath, but I could only gag on the smell surrounding me.
 
   The darkness began to recede, and I screamed as I saw that I was no longer in my field of wildflowers. Instead, the flowers had been replaced by dead bodies, some missing eyes, arms, legs, and heads. The ones who retained their heads held looks of terror on their faces, their mouths open in surprised Os as their eyes locked with death, never to look away.
 
   I tried pinching myself, hoping to wake up, but I couldn’t pull myself from the horrible scene.
 
   A figure appeared in the distance and slowly made its way through the field of bodies, shrouded in a long, black cloak, its face hidden in the shadows. I turned and ran, tripping over dead bodies and bits of what was once attached to them. I cried out in frustration as I found myself up against a wall of stone. Looking up, I wondered if I could climb, but quickly realized it would be impossible since it had to be ten times my height.
 
   I looked behind me and was frightened as the figure glided closer. I knew I did not want to meet whatever was beneath the hood, but that seemed inevitable.
 
   “Nihilist,” the man hissed from beneath his hood as he appeared a few feet in front of me. The only thing separating us was a body that was missing its arms. I looked away, my stomach rolling.
 
   As I raked in a deep breath, my mouth filled with the taste of the dead all around me.
 
   Then a jolt of energy rocketed through my body, and I looked over to see another cloaked and hooded figure drifting across the field.
 
   “Master,” the voice intoned dully. It sounded like the dead surrounding us looked: devoid of life and meaning. The voice sounded familiar, yet so different. It was as if he’d had his soul taken from his body, only to be left with an empty shell. It made me shudder as his dark energy spilled around me.
 
   “We are close, Nihilist. I can sense her transition. One of these feeble-minded imbeciles told me where we can gain information on her whereabouts.”
 
   “And where is the traitor?” the man called the Nihilist asked, his voice deadpan, and his face hidden within the shadows of his dark hood.
 
   “Dead,” the Master answered wickedly. I felt waves of evil roll off of him and shivered as it made the air around us vibrate. “He served his purpose.”
 
   “What would you have me do, Master?” The Nihilist dropped to a knee and bowed his head before the man in front of him. I looked quickly between the two, wondering why this Nihilist would ever do the bidding of such an evil being. Despite how the situation looked, I felt something coming from the Nihilist—something that wasn’t entirely bad, but it was quite dim in comparison to the demon he bowed to.
 
   “Find her. Bring her to me. It is time she joined us,” the Master replied, his voice filled with poison. The Master’s hand came from within the cloak, and I bit my lip to keep from crying out as I saw the terrible black lines snake their way across his skin. If you could see evil course through veins, I was positive this was how it looked.
 
   The Master pressed his hand to the Nihilist’s head, and the spot where they touched glowed with a strange blue light. But as quickly as it had appeared, it was gone.
 
   The Nihilist rose to his feet slowly and spoke in a pained voice. “As you wish, Master. I will bring back the Oracle and prove my worth.”
 
   “See to it that you do. You have been a disappointment since your toxic body was birthed from your whore of a mother.”
 
   The Nihilist nodded tightly, and the dream faded slowly away as I watched the Nihilist marching from the rubble of the dead, his cloak dragging like a broken spirit behind him.
 
   The relief of normal sleep swept over me, and I embraced it without question.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
    
 
   When I awoke the next morning, the sun was peeking through my curtains. I sat up and saw that I only had fifteen minutes to get ready and make it to school. Jumping up, I grabbed a pair of jeans and thin green T-shirt and pulled them on quickly. I didn’t bother brushing my hair, opting to pull it into a messy ponytail.
 
   I stumbled and fell back, catching myself on the edge of my desk. I felt tired and weak, definitely not like myself at all. I knew I couldn’t miss classes, though. I’d never missed a day of school in my entire academic career, and I wasn’t about to start now.
 
   The weird dream was still embedded in my mind and I gave a shiver as I grabbed my backpack, hoping the feeling of foreboding would leave me before I left the house.
 
   I raced downstairs and was almost out the front door when my mom met me.
 
   “Ana, sweetheart, what in heavens are you doing?” she asked incredulously.
 
   “I’m going to be late for school, Mom,” I answered, my voice weak with exhaustion as I grabbed my leather jacket out of the hall closet.
 
   “Honey, you were really sick last night. Are you sure you want to go to school?” She reached up and touched my forehead, wincing when she felt how hot I still was.
 
   “Yes. I’m feeling a lot better. I swear,” I lied as I saw the look of skepticism on her face.
 
   “OK,” she said with a defeated sigh. “Have a good day. Call me if you need anything.”
 
   “I will. Love you, Mom,” I said, grabbing my keys. I hopped into my car and sped off to school, the dream on repeat in my head. I tried to chalk it up to whatever illness was plaguing me. Maybe the wicked fever made me dream it, kind of like a hallucination, only when sleeping. A halluci-mare.
 
   When I pulled into the parking lot, the first bell had already rung. I glanced at myself in the mirror and groaned. I looked like I’d had a very rough night with black circles under my eyes, and my forehead was beaded with dots of sweat from the fever ravaging my body.
 
   At least I’m not as hot as I was last night, I argued with myself. Surely that meant I was getting better.
 
   I half ran to my chemistry class and tried to slide into my seat unnoticed, but Sasha coughed, causing Mr. Gillis to turn around.
 
   “Miss Winters?” He sounded perplexed. “You’re late.”
 
   “Sorry,” I muttered sincerely.
 
   He nodded curtly, and I let out a sigh of relief. I caught Sasha rolling her eyes and smiled to myself.
 
   “How are you feeling?” Calix leaned over and whispered in my ear.
 
   I shivered and drew my coat closer around me. “Better,” I murmured, not meeting his eyes or caring to discuss my health with him.
 
   He backed away and didn’t say anything else, but from the corner of my eye, I could see him glancing at me.
 
   When Mr. Gillis turned us loose, Calix seemed intent on discussing my illness.
 
   “You have a fever,” he noted, his dark eyes drinking me in. I shifted uncomfortably in my seat and grunted at him.
 
   “Did you sleep well?”
 
   “Why?” I asked, frowning.
 
   “You look like hell,” he replied honestly. “Still pretty, but ragged. Kind of like someone who spent all night at a bar followed by a wild romp in a random stranger’s bed.”
 
   “Ugh,” I scoffed at the mental picture. “Thanks.”
 
   “It wasn’t a compliment,” he answered dryly.
 
   “I’d hope not,” I muttered. “I’d begin to doubt your social skills.”
 
   “You should never doubt my skills.” His face broke into a wickedly handsome grin. “In fact, I could show you a few—”
 
   “That won’t be necessary,” I replied hastily, even though my heart jumped in my chest at his words.
 
   “Your loss.” He shrugged his broad shoulders.
 
   “I doubt it,” I said under my breath. I didn’t think he could hear me, but his lips quirked up. I shook my head; apparently he had bionic hearing.
 
   We worked diligently through class and I ground my teeth as Sasha swayed over, cleavage close to bursting, and engaged Calix in easy conversation.
 
   “It’s too bad you weren’t here a week ago,” she purred, touching his arm.
 
   “Why is that?” he asked raising his eyebrows and smiling down at her.
 
   I rolled my eyes and continued making notes.
 
   “We could have gone to homecoming together. Now I have a date,” she pouted.
 
   “Ah,” he said knowingly. “That’s too bad. Guess I’ll have to find a date now.”
 
   Calix turned to me suddenly and smiled sweetly. “Miss Winters, do you have a date for homecoming?”
 
   “Oh . . . uh,” I stammered, putting down my pencil and looking from him to Sasha. She glared at me, her arms folded across her chest. I wiped at the dots of sweat on my forehead from my fever, my vision a little blurry again.
 
   “Either you do or you don’t, Princess,” he laughed softly.
 
   “It’s none of your business,” I said, turning away from him, my face heating.
 
   “She probably doesn’t,” Sasha cut in. “She tried taking Kellin James from Courtney, and she failed. He didn’t want her.”
 
   “What?” I sputtered disbelievingly, snapping my head back in their direction. “I never tried to take Kellin!”
 
   “Whatever. We saw you two together yesterday morning, and we saw how he was with you at practice. Kellin bailed on Courtney last night to go check on you. Courtney is pissed. If I were you, I’d stay away from her,” Sasha stated matter-of-factly.
 
   “Ah, Princess has a wild side,” Calix murmured, eyeing me dangerously.
 
   “No, I don’t,” I argued and then quickly clamped my mouth shut.
 
   “So you are uptight?” he teased.
 
   I rolled my eyes at him and put my notebook back into my bag. “Shut up,” I grumbled. I was sick of hearing about me being uptight.
 
   “She really is uptight. Last year at Kevin’s party, we played suck and blow, and when Mike Watkins, this hot linebacker on the football team, dropped the card and had to kiss her, she ran away like a wuss,” Sasha said, a look of menacing triumph on her heart-shaped face.
 
   “You didn’t want your first kiss to be from a drunken party game?” Calix asked with mock innocence.
 
   “No, I didn’t,” I snapped, and then my face reddened more as Sasha sat forward and opened her mouth in shock.
 
   “Oh my God!” she practically shouted. “You’ve never been kissed?! No wonder you’re such a prude! Wait until I tell Courtney!”
 
   Calix sat back in his seat, a somber look on his face.
 
   I looked from him to Sasha, who had already pulled out her phone and was texting Courtney my embarrassing news.
 
   I fidgeted in my seat, feeling my heart in my throat. This was so embarrassing. I should have known he was trying to trick me.
 
   The remainder of the morning was horrible with the news of me never kissing anyone spreading like wildfire. I guess Courtney had her ammunition, thanks to Calix and my sudden inability to think clearly.
 
   By the time lunch rolled around, I’d had so many people make kissy faces at me that I was sick to my stomach from it. I sat down at our normal table and poked weakly at my lunch, my appetite nonexistent.
 
   Mel sat down and nudged me.
 
   “So I heard word got out,” she said, shaking her head at me. “She’s such a bitch.”
 
   “Whatever,” I said softly, pushing my dry pizza around. She could say whatever she wanted. I was more concerned with the effort it was taking for me to stay awake. Whatever sickness had befallen me was really working me over.
 
   “It’s not that big a deal. So you’re waiting for the right guy. She’s just jealous because she can’t keep her legs closed for more than five minutes.”
 
   I didn’t answer because Courtney and Kellin sat down, Kellin staring at me in concern. Courtney smirked and winked at me. I looked away wondering why I sat with these people. A few moments later, Calix joined the group with Sasha in tow.
 
   “When the hell did that happen? He’s been here two days,” Mel whispered to me. I shrugged, not really caring.
 
   “Hey, Ana!” Jared called out, catching everyone’s attention. I looked up wearily, not eager to speak to him.
 
   He rushed around the side of the table, sat down beside me, and took my sweaty hand in his. “I heard you’ve never kissed anyone before. I wanted you to know I’m here to remedy that and more,” he proclaimed dramatically.
 
   I pulled my hand away in disgust as everyone laughed.
 
   “Come on, Ana! Don’t play hard to get!” he continued, leaning into me. “You need to loosen up a little! I can help with that too!”
 
   I gripped my fork, ready to put it through his eye if he kept harassing me.
 
   He grabbed me abruptly and bent me down so fast I didn’t have time to register what was happening. His lips were a hair’s breadth from my own and I struggled against him as he held my arms. People jeered and whooped their approval all around us. I felt the tingling in my hands again and let out a small moan as it went from tickling to a harsh burning pain.
 
   “Knock it off!” Kellin was on his feet in an instant. I opened my eyes long enough to see Calix watching the scene unfold with sharp, narrowed eyes that were boring into my own.
 
   Kellin grabbed Jared and pushed him away from me.
 
   “Come on, Kel! I was only teasing,” Jared reasoned. “Besides, she needs it, and since you haven’t done it—”
 
   Jared was immediately silenced by Kellin shoving him hard in the chest, sending him flying over a garbage can.
 
   Then Calix was on his feet, staring down at me with a curious expression on his face. It looked like he was torn between wanting to help me and wanting to finish my social demise.
 
   “Are you OK?” Mel asked, concerned as she reached for me.
 
   I shook my head, tears burning my eyes, and got to my feet, not bothering to grab my tray. I rushed away from the commons without looking back even though Mel was calling my name.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
    
 
   My hands continued to burn, and I cried out in a bathroom stall as they ached. I was so angry, I wasn’t sure if the pain was from clenching my fists tightly or something else.
 
   I didn’t have to wait long to find out.
 
   The pain increased the more I thought about my embarrassment, and I shrieked in agony as tiny little red and blue flames danced from my fingertips. I scurried out of the stall and practically fell over trying to get to the sink to extinguish the fire.
 
   The water poured cold and harsh onto my hands, and I blubbered like a baby as I stared at my blistered skin. I was in shock. I was hallucinating. I had a brain tumor.
 
   So many things spiraled through my head, trying to explain away what had just happened, but none of them did it. Something was happening to me, and I was terrified.
 
   Hugging my tender hands to my chest, I whimpered, and when the bell rang, I didn’t bother leaving the bathroom, grateful when no one came in. I sat in the stall clutching my hands, wanting them to not hurt anymore. Wanting the fever to go away. Wanting whatever was happening to me to stop.
 
   I fell asleep with my head against the wall of the stall and was jolted awake later by the bathroom door slamming shut.
 
   “Can you believe he jumped up and pushed Jared like that? All for her?” Courtney’s angry voice cut through the silence.
 
   “I know! And what was up with Calix? He acted like he was going to help her! He doesn’t even know her. At least Kellin has been around awhile,” Sasha piped up.
 
   “She’s pathetic. She pretends to be so shy and timid, but I know exactly what she is. She better watch herself around Kellin. He’s mine,” Courtney said evenly, her voice filled with poison. I bit back tears, wishing I could tell them that both of the guys were safe from me. There was no way they’d want an uptight circus freak anyway.
 
   They left the bathroom soon afterward, and I looked down at my hands. They were completely healed, with not a trace of the burns. I gaped in shock, unsure if I should believe what I was seeing.
 
   I tried to push the memory of the strange dream out of my head as it prodded me to remember, and I trembled when I recalled the men in it. Had that been real too? What was happening?
 
   I rushed from the bathroom and ran down the hall, not caring if someone had something to say about unsafe hallway procedures.
 
   I needed air. Fresh air. I was suffocating in madness it seemed. I was hot. I had a fever. My head felt like it was going to explode. My hands could burst into flames. I was going crazy.
 
   Air. I needed air.
 
   “Ana? Ana!” Kellin called from behind me. I kept running out the doors and straight to my car, the cool autumn air on my face.
 
   I dropped my keys in my rush to get into my car and fell to my knees, tears flooding my eyes as I tried to find them, desperately trying to gulp in the fresh air.
 
   “Hey, Ana, what’s going on?” Kellin asked, bending down in front of me and grabbing my shoulders. “Talk to me.”
 
   “I-I need to find my keys. I need to go home,” I cried, wiping angrily at my eyes. “I need air!”
 
   “Calm down,” he said gently. “Let me help you.”
 
   He tightened his grip, and I bit my lip as a tremor of pain nipped at me.
 
   “You’re burning up, Ana,” he murmured, pushing strands of my blonde hair out of my sweating face.
 
   “Just leave me alone, Kellin. If Courtney finds out you’re out here with me there will be hell to pay,” I said frantically, trying to push him away. He lifted me to my feet and stared at me, his blue eyes quickly sweeping my face.
 
   “Let me help you, Ana,” he repeated, his voice soothing. My head felt numb inside and I stared dazedly at him. “Calm down.”
 
   “I’m calm,” I whispered, wondering how that was true. It was like his words had commanded me to be calm and my body had obeyed without question. My mind flashed back to the field of the dead and how the Nihilist in my dream seemed to obey willingly. I visibly shuddered at the memory.
 
   Kellin placed his hands on either side of my face and studied me closely. “What’s going on, Ana?”
 
   “I-I don’t know,” I answered, my voice shaking. “I had a bad dream last night, and my head hurt yesterday. Then all that stuff happened today and . . . and . . .”
 
   I didn’t want to tell him about my hands bursting into flames. I already seemed like a big enough nutjob; no sense in adding to it.
 
   “I took care of Jared and Courtney,” he said gently. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry they were doing that to you.”
 
   “She’s your girlfriend,” I said softly, my heart thumping unevenly in my chest. “What’s that say about you?”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked, narrowing his eyes and dropping his hands to his sides.
 
   “I-I don’t know. Never mind. I’m sick or something,” I muttered, wiping at my eyes hastily. “I just need to get out of here.”
 
   “I’ll come with you,” he replied, taking a step forward and reaching for me.
 
   “No. No, I-I don’t want you to. Just . . . just leave me alone, Kellin,” I whispered, backing away from him. I didn’t know what I was capable of. I’d just had my hands on fire in the bathroom, and then I’d suddenly healed the burns. I could be a walking bomb or a hallucinating psychopath, neither thought comforting and neither one something I wanted anyone to know about.
 
   I got into my car and backed away before he could say anything. When I looked in my rearview mirror, he was still standing where I’d left him, a deep frown carved into his features.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
    
 
   I wasn’t surprised when my phone rang later that afternoon and Mel’s name popped up on the screen.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Is everything OK? You weren’t at cheerleading,” she said the moment I answered.
 
   “Yeah, I just needed to get away. I don’t think I could’ve managed an afternoon listening to Courtney pick at me,” I sighed and flopped back onto my bed.
 
   “Well, listen, Ana. We all know how Courtney and Sasha are. They’re jealous and cruel. That being said, I think I have the perfect solution!”
 
   “What’s that?” I asked slowly, wondering what scheme Mel had cooking in her pretty little head.
 
   “It’s obvious she thinks you’re after Kellin, right?”
 
   “Obviously,” I agreed, exasperated.
 
   “So get a boyfriend!”
 
   “Uh, I can’t even get a date to homecoming, Mel. How the hell am I supposed to just acquire a boyfriend?”
 
   “That’s where I come in! I talked to Chad, and he said he has a friend named Brandon who is in the market for someone to hang out with. You could be that someone!”
 
   “Mel, I appreciate where you’re coming from on this, but maybe it’s not something I should be pursuing right now,” I answered, my voice tiny as I thought about what would happen when I went out on a date with someone and accidently lit him on fire. I could see the headlines in the newspapers:
 
   Crazed Teenager Sets Date on Fire While Reaching for Popcorn
 
   I winced at the thought.
 
   “Maybe it’s exactly what you need right now, Ana,” Mel cut in before I could let my tragic thoughts wander further. “Think about it—they all think you want their men. Get one of your own and problem solved!”
 
   I sighed and picked at a piece of lint on my sweater, wondering how bad it could possibly be to try. Maybe it would take my mind off all the strange things happening to me.
 
   Or maybe it would make things worse.
 
   “No, I don’t think so,” I responded softly, the terror from the flames still fresh in my mind. “I think right now I really just want to be left alone, Mel. I want some time to sort through things. Maybe in a couple of weeks if I’m feeling better, you can set something up for me.”
 
   “Ana, what’s going on?” Mel asked, the concern evident in her voice. “Just a few days ago, you were all about dating and homecoming, and now you’re acting all weird. If it’s Courtney and Sasha, then let’s do something about it.”
 
   “It’s . . . it’s not them. Not really, anyway. I’ve just not been feeling well these past few days. I think I really need to relax and not stress. I’ve been having bizarre dreams, and I’m tired, Mel. I promise everything is OK. I think I just want some time to myself right now.”
 
   “OK,” Mel answered slowly. “I’m not going to push you. But I know you aren’t telling me everything, so I’m just going to say this, you know where to find me when you’re ready to talk.”
 
   “Thanks, Mel,” I smiled sadly at her intuitive nature. She knew me so well.
 
   We hung up shortly afterward, and I rolled over in my bed, terrified of what might happen when I closed my eyes.
 
   I wasn’t disappointed.
 
   He’s nearby. I can feel him. The air crackles whenever he’s too close to me.
 
   I take a small, quiet step to the large, heavy, wooden door and push my hand against it, making it slowly creak open. He’s standing there, his back to me, shrouded in his long, black cloak as he stares out over the balcony to the dark city below.
 
   This place, it’s his home. The walls are made from coarse dark stone, and the candelabra holds the stubs of barely there candles, their flames dying as the cold night wears on. His bed is messy, but I know he hasn’t been sleeping in it. He’s been busy doing things that make my stomach twist into knots.
 
   He’s whispering, upset. The electricity in the air magnifies, and I can feel the hairs on my arms stand on end.
 
   Without warning, he reaches out and overturns a table laden with scrolls and various other trinkets. The sudden movement causes me to take a frightened step back.
 
   He continues to trash the room, the air thick with his anger. He moves swiftly, and my eyes are barely able to follow his movements as he rips apart pillows and shatters the delicate stoneware on a nearby table.
 
   When he runs out of things to break, he falls to his knees, buries his hidden face in his hands, and sobs. I want to go to him. I need to go to him. He is my flame and I am his moth.
 
   I approach him hesitantly, wanting to see his face, to see the tragedy written upon it. I reach out and place my hand on his shoulder, and the despair and bleakness that engulfs me makes me want to vomit.
 
   His head snaps up at my touch and he looks around trying to find me, but I am just a dream. I catch the moonlight reflecting off his dark eyes and recoil.
 
   I see no face. There is only the bottomless blackness of his dead eyes, the whites completely gone. The eyes of the hopeless, of a darkness so grand and tragic, it takes my breath away.
 
   He is the Nihilist, the Destroyer, a puppet for his Master. All is lost in his eyes, and I know if I give in, I too will fall victim to this tragic story.
 
   Our story.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
    
 
   I awoke the next morning with a desperate need to clear my head. The fever had abated, but it was still there. I wanted to push past it, though, so I quickly got ready for school, making sure to stuff my running clothes into my backpack. I had every intention of walking to school and then going for a run afterward since there wouldn’t be cheerleading practice today.
 
   I kept my head down and made it to my first class without a hitch. The seat Calix sat in was empty, and I felt my heart thrum a little for whatever reason. I wondered where he was. It didn’t feel right—I didn’t feel right—without him beside me. I glanced around and saw Sasha was in class so that couldn’t have been the reason.
 
   Fifteen minutes into class, my head snapped up, and I looked expectantly toward the door. It was like a weird sixth sense I had about it, and moments later, there he was, all tall and swoon-worthy, waltzing through the doorway.
 
   Mr. Gillis didn’t say a word to Calix as he sauntered into the room and over to his seat. He slouched down into it, a bored looked on his handsome face. I fidgeted uneasily in my seat as his presence threatened to suffocate me.
 
   When Mr. Gillis cut us loose, I turned to Calix and studied him for a moment, wondering if I should say anything.
 
   “Like what you see?” he inquired with a raised eyebrow.
 
   I felt my face stain red with embarrassment and shook my head quickly, then looked away. I made sure to busy myself with our lab supplies.
 
   “You know, it’s OK to want, Ana,” his soft voice cut into my embarrassment.
 
   I looked at him wide-eyed, wondering what he was talking about.
 
   “I-I don’t want anything,” I stammered, letting out a nervous laugh.
 
   “Are you sure? You look like you know exactly what you want, but are too fearful to grasp it.”
 
   “Uh,” I said breathily, feeling like my entire body was on fire, and then silently praying I wouldn’t be demonstrating my newfound ability for my classmates.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he persisted, his desire to make me feel uncomfortable working.
 
   “N-nothing. I think we should work on our lab,” I said, wiping at my sweating, feverish brow. How is it I could be feeling entirely normal, but one word from him would make me feel like I’d stepped into a circle of raging fire?
 
   “I think life would be so much easier for you if you just let go once in a while,” Calix continued, his eyes tracing my every movement as I nervously rattled around beakers and chemicals.
 
   “What makes you think I don’t let go?” I asked, trying to gain control of the conversation.
 
   “Kiss me,” he stated evenly. “Right here.”
 
   “W-what?” I blubbered, dropping my pencil. It rolled off the table and fell to the floor with a soft clatter.
 
   “You heard me, Princess. Or are you too uptight?”
 
   “I-I,” I stammered, my tongue and stomach both twisted into knots. What was happening? He couldn’t be serious. He was crazy. And the worst part about it was that in the back of my mind, I was considering it.
 
   I shook my head at how ludicrous this entire situation was. “You’re with Sasha,” I said softly, breathing out as my hands shook.
 
   “Am I?” he asked quietly, sliding closer.
 
   The heat from his body came off him in waves and made my head spin.
 
   “I don’t make out with other people’s boyfriends,” I stated evenly, desperately trying to come to my senses. Calix had an intoxicating effect on me, one I could feel all the way to my toes.
 
   “Oh, I’m sure a title wouldn’t stop you,” he coaxed, his fingers tracing my knuckles gently.
 
   I sucked in a breath as the electricity zinged through my body. The feeling was delicious, making my head feel muddled, confused, like I was lost in his words, willing to do whatever he told me to.
 
   “Despite your apparent thoughts about me, Calix,” I said acidly, finally able to pull myself together, “I am not the type of girl to intrude on someone else’s relationship, no matter how new it is or who it’s with.”
 
   “You have no idea what I think about you,” he said, the silkiness gone from his deep voice. “Besides, I’m fairly certain that soon enough, you’re going to lose your holier than thou persona, and you will be sharing stolen kisses with someone. I just figured since it’s bound to happen, it may as well be me.”
 
   “Ugh,” I rolled my eyes at him. “You have the personality of a snake, the attitude of someone more important than yourself, and the emotional range of a pebble. I’m sorry if I’m not interested in canoodling with the great and powerful Calix Night!”
 
   Calix grinned at me, and the smile reached his eyes, lighting up his impossibly dark demeanor.
 
   “I’m more snake-like than you know, more important than you can imagine, but you are right. My emotions are a little stagnant.”
 
   I shook my head at him and was just about to let him know what I thought about his existence when Sasha interrupted with a breathy giggle.
 
   “Hey, Calix. I missed you last night,” she said touching his arm.
 
   He winked at me before turning his attention to her, and I rolled my eyes. I busied myself with our lab and ignored them, lost in my thoughts about the conversation we’d just had.
 
   Where did he get off thinking I’d want to kiss him? And in the middle of class in front of everyone? He was crazy. Insane. But I scolded myself because deep down, I had wanted to throw caution to the wind and do as he asked.
 
   I had enough problems. Making out with the boyfriend of one of my enemies didn’t seem like the best plan of action, and I grimaced as I thought about the repercussions.
 
   “Right, Ana?” Calix’s voice pulled me out of my thoughts, and I looked at him, exasperated.
 
   “What?” I ventured wearily.
 
   “We were just talking about what rejection is like,” he continued smoothly, a dangerous glint in his midnight eyes. “I was telling Sasha to go easy on you. It’s hard on someone like you, when rejection is all you know. I mean, you’ve never been out on even one date, right?”
 
   “Oh, go to hell,” I snapped at him. “And for the record, I have been out on a date before. Just because I rejected you doesn’t give you the right to start crap with me!”
 
   A triumphant grin swept his handsome features. I stuffed my books into my bag and caught sight of the confused look on Sasha’s face as I stood up to leave.
 
   “You shouldn’t run away from me, Ana,” Calix scolded sweetly. “After all, the chase is the sweetest.”
 
   I gave him a rude gesture, which made him chuckle as I swept from the classroom, not in the mood for any more of his crap.
 
   I managed to make it through the rest of the day without a hitch, thanks to staying in the third-floor girl’s bathroom at lunch and the fact that I didn’t see Calix for the remainder of the day.
 
   I hurried outside when the bell rang without so much as a look over my shoulder. I wanted to go running. I was going to suffocate if I didn’t get out of there soon.
 
   “Ana!” Kellin shouted, jogging over to me. I sighed and pulled my long blonde hair up into a ponytail as I waited for him. I’d already changed into my running clothes before the final bell had gone off. I had made sure to have an entire homework-free night, too, so I didn’t even worry about bringing my bag with me.
 
   “How are you feeling?” he asked, stopping in front of me and looking down at me with his impossibly blue eyes.
 
   “I feel tired. Overwhelmed, annoyed, confused,” I said, the words tumbling out of my mouth before I could think.
 
   “Wow. OK. Do you want to talk about it?”
 
   “No, I don’t,” I sniped, looking past him to see Courtney and Sasha watching us from the sidewalk with nasty looks on their faces.
 
   “Where are you going?” he asked, looking me up and down, concern etched on his face. “Why’d you walk to school this morning? It’s getting cold out, and you’ve been sick.”
 
   “I’m going running, Kellin,” I sighed. “I just want to be outside. I need to clear my head.”
 
   He reached out instinctively and touched my forehead. “You’re still running a fever, Ana,” he said, frowning at me. “Just go home and rest. You need to rest, not run. Not with this . . . illness.”
 
   “Please, don’t,” I said, looking away from him.
 
   “Don’t what?” he asked, confused, dropping his hand to his side.
 
   “Act like you care, Kellin. Leave me alone. Courtney is watching, and I don’t have it in me to combat two enemies at once. I mean, thanks for your concern, but I’m fine without it.”
 
   “Ana,” he said, his brow furrowed as he looked from me to Courtney. “Let me help you.”
 
   “With what, Kellin? Getting over you?” I snapped my mouth shut the moment the words had fallen from my lips. I hadn’t even wanted to admit them to myself, but there they were, ugly and exposed, which is exactly how I felt in that moment as he stared down at me in shock.
 
   “Getting . . . what? Ana?” he asked, sucking in a deep breath, his eyes widening at my revelation.
 
   “Just forget it. I’m sick, Kellin. Delirious even. I-I have to go,” I said, my face flaming red.
 
   I ducked my head and walked as fast from the scene as I could, feeling mortified. I couldn’t believe I’d just admitted my feelings to Kellin.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
    
 
   I ran until I thought my lungs were going to give out, with my heart pounding and my head aching. I was sweating and knew it had to do with not only the vigorous run but also the fever still niggling at me.
 
   I rolled the recent events around in my mind, trying desperately to sort through everything. Had there been flames on my hands in the girl’s bathroom? And what about the strange visions? And Kellin. Oh, God, Kellin.
 
   I winced as I replayed my words to him over and over.
 
   OK, so I did like him. I hadn’t wanted to admit it, but there it was. Lately, though, there was Calix. He was pushing confusing thoughts around my head too. He was mysterious, dangerous in a frightening, quiet way, with an abrasive personality that left me on pins and needles. And the way I felt around him, well, I’d never felt that much of a charge with anyone. Not even Kellin.
 
   What was I going to do about it, though?
 
   Nothing. That was the perfect response. I was just going to continue on like none of this, flame hands included, were happening.
 
   I started my run again along the familiar dirt path, the dull thud of my feet hitting the ground echoing in my ears. Suddenly, my body felt like it was on fire again, and I stopped to look down at my hands. When I saw they weren’t ablaze, I breathed out a sigh of relief. However, I was so warm, I thought I might choke on the heat. I gulped down breath after breath of cool air, but it didn’t help quell the fire raging within me.
 
   I looked around and saw I had made it to the small lake at the edge of the woods, so without thinking twice, I peeled off my clothes, leaving only my bra and underwear on, and practically threw my sweltering body into the cold autumn lake water.
 
   I gasped at the sudden shock, but quickly acclimated to the waters and felt the hotness leave my body. I had no clue if it was caused by my long, vigorous run, or if something else was at work, but whatever it was, I was feeling better.
 
   I floated on my back for a long time, my head aching slightly as I looked up to the darkening sky. I was far from my house, and it would take me a long time to get back, even if I was running full speed. I let out a deep, calming breath and rolled onto my stomach to swim to the shore. I was shocked to find someone on the shore staring at me, a smile on his face.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12
 
    
 
   “Well, look who it is,” Calix smirked at me as I was treading water. He was dressed in dark running pants and a hoodie, both of which somehow made him appear even hotter than I thought possible. I shot him an angry look and glanced over at my clothes lying next to him. I silently scolded myself for thinking this was a good idea.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I demanded, my body shivering in the lake water.
 
   “Thought I’d go for a run. I can see it was a good idea now that I’m here,” he replied idly, his coal-colored eyes fixed on me.
 
   “You often just decide to go for long runs in the woods?” I snapped irritably.
 
   “What, are you the only one allowed to do that?” he countered, a cocky look on his face. I rolled my eyes and let out a sigh.
 
   “Look, I’d like to get out. Can you please turn around?”
 
   “Oh, you’re not dressed, are you?” he asked bending down and picking up my clothes. He grinned at me and I had the sudden urge to kick him in his perfect teeth. As if he didn’t already know I was only in my underwear.
 
   “I’m serious, Calix. Turn around. I’m cold and I need to get dressed,” I said through my chattering teeth. He surveyed me for a moment before taking a few steps to the water’s edge and dropping my clothes. Without a word, he walked back to where he’d been standing and turned around.
 
   I took the opportunity, and hurried to the shore, where I pulled my clothes on over my wet body. I was now freezing. I shook my head in disbelief. I couldn’t seem to get my body temperature under control, and it was annoying. First, I’m on fire, literally, and then I’m normal, followed by feeling like there was a furnace inside of me, and now I was shivering like I was standing naked in the Arctic.
 
   “May I turn around?” he inquired as I was pulling on my shoes.
 
   “Yes,” I grumbled, standing up and wrapping my arms around myself.
 
   “What are you doing out here all alone when it’s almost night? This has to be a few miles from your house,” Calix commented as he turned to face me. I pushed past him and started toward the trail, not interested in pursuing a conversation.
 
   “Are we not talking?” he pressed, falling into step beside me. “Because it’s a long walk back if we aren’t talking. I think it’ll be uncomfortable.”
 
   “Then don’t follow me,” I replied evenly, quickening my pace.
 
   “I’d feel bad if I didn’t escort you home. It’s getting late and all,” he answered nonchalantly.
 
   “Trust me, I’m OK with going on my own.” I exhaled, my breath visible in the cool autumn air.
 
   “I’m not,” he returned, matching my pace. I rolled my eyes and broke into a jog, but he followed suit. I could feel the strange electricity zinging between us, and I trembled as it flowed through my body, making me want to do things I wouldn’t normally do.
 
   We’d run in silence for about fifteen minutes when I couldn’t stand it any longer. “What were you doing out here?” I burst out, turning to him, my green eyes narrowed suspiciously.
 
   “I enjoy nature. I like to spend my time outdoors,” he replied, his words laced with honesty and his dark eyes wide and innocent. “These woods looked inviting, and I decided I’d check them out. Kevin told me they have a lot of running trails, and running is therapeutic for me, so here I am. I just got lucky and found you, I guess.”
 
   I eyed him and nodded, accepting his answer. If anyone could understand his need for running and nature, it was me.
 
   “So do you go swimming in the cold often?” he inquired, his full lips turning up into a quirky smile.
 
   “I don’t make a habit of it,” I muttered, walking up the trail.
 
   “I’d hope not. You’re going to get sick, and then you won’t be able to cheer,” he replied, burying his hands into the pockets of his hoodie.
 
   “Like I care about that,” I sighed, realizing I didn’t care if I ever put my cheer uniform on again. I hated Courtney and Sasha, and having to face them made my stomach twist. They both thought I was after their boyfriends, if that’s what Calix was to Sasha.
 
   “You should care. You’re pretty good at it,” he said.
 
   “How would you even know? You’ve been here all of a week,” I huffed, feeling all sorts of bitchy.
 
   “I’ve been to your practices,” he pointed out. “Where did you learn to do all those flips?”
 
   “Gymnastics,” I grunted sullenly.
 
   “Well, you look incredible. You’re easily the best on your squad,” he said.
 
   I felt my cheeks grow warm at the compliment. “Thanks,” I said, wrapping my arms tighter around myself. My god, it was freezing out.
 
   “Here,” he said, stopping me and taking off his hoodie. “You’re freezing.”
 
   He didn’t wait for me to protest before pulling it down over my head. I wanted to tell him no, but it smelled like him, and it was warm. I shook the crazy thought out of my head.
 
   “Thank you,” I said, feeling a shiver go up my spine as he adjusted the too-big sweater around me, his nearness making my stomach do somersaults.
 
   “It looks good on you,” he murmured, pushing my long, wet hair away from my face. I stared into his dark eyes, mesmerized. They looked like they had seen so many things, things I wanted to ask him about, but knew I shouldn’t. Not when he was with Sasha. Not when I was trying to get over Kellin. Not when I was bursting into flames or hallucinating, neither a desirable quality in a person.
 
   I turned and started walking again and heard him chuckle before catching up to me.
 
   “I heard you don’t have a date to homecoming,” he started.
 
   “I’m not surprised. It’s all over school. That and my lack of a love life,” I groaned, my cheeks flushing with embarrassment.
 
   “I don’t understand why you’re embarrassed about it.” He shrugged. “I think it’s a turn-on.”
 
   My cheeks burned a deeper red and I hung my head to hide my face. He thought inexperience was attractive? What the hell was he doing with Sasha then? God knows how experienced she was.
 
   “It’s embarrassing because I’ll be eighteen soon and I haven’t even been close to it,” I murmured, not knowing why I was divulging any information to him. We weren’t friends.
 
   “I thought you said you’ve been on dates?” he inquired, calling me out.
 
   “I went out on one sophomore year with a guy named Andy Harris. He never called me back, and then I saw him out with Courtney a few weekends later,” I said softly. That wasn’t my crowning social moment, and it was probably right around that time when Courtney and I became bitter with one another.
 
   “I figured I wasn’t dating material,” I continued softly. “I basically stopped trying after that.”
 
   “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard,” Calix snorted with a shake of his head. He caught my look of irritation quickly and gave me a reassuring smile.
 
   “What I mean, Ana, is you shouldn’t let one bad experience stop you from being happy. The guy wasn’t worthy of you anyway,” he added knowledgeably.
 
   “And how would you know about his worthiness?” I asked tiredly.
 
   “Anyone who would take you out and not call you back, not kiss your lips, is a damned fool and doesn’t deserve you,” Calix stated fiercely.
 
   My heart skipped a beat at his words. He seemed to have so many personalities. He was the most confusing individual I’d ever met.
 
   “Whatever. No one has asked me since. I attribute it to me just not being datable,” I said with an indifferent shrug. “I mean, I guess I could just go out and be one of those girls who makes out with every guy. That would probably get the vast majority of my enemies off my back. I think it’s what everyone expects me to do.”
 
   He grabbed my arm abruptly and turned me to face him, his dark eyes serious as he gazed down at me. I gulped as he took a step closer, my heart beating unevenly in my chest.
 
   “Never, ever, sacrifice what you want for what is expected of you. You’re better than that, Princess. Doing what everyone else wants and what is expected makes you live a life that isn’t yours, and you deserve to have everything you want,” he murmured, brushing my cheek gently with the back of his warm hand, sending familiar zings of energy through my skin.
 
   “Why are you being nice to me? You don’t know me.” The words popped out of my mouth before I could think them through.
 
   “Is that what I’m doing?” he mused softly, his eyes sucking me in. “Maybe I should get to know you.”
 
   Butterflies danced in my stomach as I stared up at him. His shaggy black hair fell into his eyes and a muscle tensed along his jaw like he was trying to control himself. And his tattoo. I hadn’t noticed it before, but I could now see it barely peeking at me from beneath his black undershirt. I followed his cotton-clad arm down to his wrists and saw the hint of it disappearing beneath the sleeve.
 
   I envisioned it wrapping itself around his torso like a snake, then frowned as I saw a flash of it in my mind. I took a step away from him, frightened to know if I was correct about it.
 
   I started running again, and he fell into step beside me, the electricity bouncing between us as we huffed and puffed down the trail.
 
   It was nice running with him, I had to admit. It sounded crazy, but I didn’t feel as tired or worn-out as I pushed myself down the trail. Almost like we were eating one another’s energy. I pushed the ridiculous thought out of my mind and pressed on.
 
   “Do you have any brothers or sisters?” he asked as we slowed to a walk. The clearing to my house was just ahead, and I guiltily wanted a few more moments with this enigmatic man.
 
   “No,” I answered, staring straight ahead. I’d always wanted a brother or sister, but it wasn’t in the stars it seemed.
 
   “Spoiled only child? That explains a lot,” he said, the all too familiar mischievous glint in his eyes.
 
   “What about you?” I snapped, immediately coming unglued because of his ridiculous assumptions. I knew this nice moment between us wouldn’t last. “Where do you live? What do your parents do? Are you an only child?”
 
   “I live nearby. My mother is dead, I’m not close to my father, and I am an only child now since my brother was murdered.”
 
   “Oh,” I said feeling my face burn. “Sorry. I-I didn’t realize . . . ”
 
   “What? You didn’t realize my mom was dead and my brother was murdered? I wouldn’t expect you to know that. We only just met.”
 
   I sucked in a sharp breath, dumbfounded. I didn’t even know what to say to him. I guess it was easy to figure out where his attitude stemmed from. He didn’t seem to have a very bright past.               
 
   “I see what you’re doing there behind those beautiful eyes, Princess. Don’t. Don’t feel sorry for me or try to figure me out. It is what it is.”
 
   “Why do you call me Princess?” I asked, hoping to change the subject.
 
   “Because I like it, and I’ve seen where you live,” he said through a forced smile.
 
   “I didn’t earn any of it. It’s my parents’ place. I just live there. I’d be perfectly content with a small house or whatever,” I stated, knowing it was the truth.
 
   “Mhm. I can imagine you in generic clothes, a small house with one bathroom, and walking to school every morning.”
 
   I rolled my eyes at him. “You don’t know me,” I said, holding my chin up. “I’m not like you think I am.”
 
   “You’re right,” he agreed. “You are surprising. Unexpected, in fact.”
 
   He reached out and touched my face gently with his warm fingers, sending a buzz of electricity through my body.
 
   “Do you really not have a date to homecoming?” he asked softly.
 
   “I don’t,” I answered, drawing in a shaky breath.
 
   My phone rang then, effectively shattering whatever moment we were having. I fumbled for it quickly.
 
   “Hey, Mel,” I breathed nervously into the phone.
 
   “Hey, wanna hang out tonight?”
 
   “Um, yeah. I guess,” I replied, turning away from Calix.
 
   “Good, because we need to talk,” she continued. “I’ll be at your house in ten, OK?”
 
   “Yeah, see you then,” I answered, wondering what she wanted to talk about. My stomach twisted at the possibilities. Maybe there was some new rumor about me floating around.
 
   “Plans?” Calix asked, jolting me from my thoughts. I looked up at him in surprise, having forgotten he’d been standing there the whole time.
 
   “Mel is coming over,” I answered. “I . . . uh . . . better go. She said she’ll be here in ten. Thanks for your hoodie.”
 
   I took it off and handed it to him; he took it from my hands and smiled sadly at me. He wasn’t the same snarky person he had been, and I wondered how often his personality changed.
 
   “I guess I’ll see you in class tomorrow,” he said, backing away from me. I nodded and watched him as he turned and jogged away.
 
   The way his shoulders slumped forward made me think he was sad. I wasn’t sure why that bothered me, but it did, and I couldn’t shake the feeling as I walked into my house.
 
   There was something about Calix Night that I was drawn to, whether I wanted to admit it or not. Something that frightened and excited me.
 
   And that’s why I needed to stay away from him.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Mel pulled up to my house the moment my feet hit the stoop.
 
   “Hey,” I greeted her tiredly.
 
   “Please tell me Kellin was telling the truth about you confessing your undying love for him,” she said immediately, her eyes lighting up.
 
   “Oh, no,” I groaned, opening the door. She followed me up to my bedroom and looked pointedly at me.
 
   “Spill,” she demanded, sitting down in my desk chair.
 
   “I wouldn’t put it in so many words,” I sighed. “I may have mentioned something that he might have taken as meaning something else.”
 
   “Well, if you didn’t say it then how the hell would he think it meant that?”
 
   I groaned again and launched into what had happened after school. She listened with rapt attention, nodding appropriately or shaking her head.
 
   “OK, so you definitely said it,” she said, nodding.
 
   “Maybe, but I didn’t mean it like that. It’s not like I’m lovesick over him or something!”
 
   “Ana, so what? You like him. Now he knows.” Mel shrugged.
 
   “I don’t want to like him, though,” I said, flopping onto my bed. “I really don’t. In fact, I don’t want to like anyone right now.”
 
   “Who else do you like?” Mel narrowed her eyes suspiciously at me, and I grimaced.
 
   “No one,” I backtracked.
 
   “Ana,” she warned, raising a perfectly tweezed eyebrow at me.
 
   “Fine. I sort of feel something when I’m around Calix,” I muttered quickly. “It’s not that I like him, though. It’s different. He sort of frightens me a bit, and it’s like I’m drawn to him.”
 
   “I thought you hated him!” she exclaimed in disbelief. “Wait. He frightens you?”
 
   “Yeah, kind of, and I did hate him. I mean, I do! Like I said, these feelings are different.”
 
   “Girl, you need to sort yourself out,” Mel laughed. “Neither one of them are bad picks. Too bad they both seem to be taken, though.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. I’ve made a vow to just lie low for a while. You know, try to blend into the cream-colored walls or something.”
 
   Mel nodded sympathetically, and we eventually changed the subject to Kevin’s parties, school, homecoming, and random gossip. When Mel left, I let out a sigh, relieved to be alone. I didn’t know what to think.
 
   I did know that I meant what I said to Mel about lying low. I was done being the center of bad attention, especially considering the whole flame bit was still creeping around in the back of my mind.
 
   There was something wrong with me, and I prayed no one ever found out about it.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14
 
    
 
   I somehow managed to avoid most interactions with everyone over the following weeks. After the dreams I’d been having, I felt incredibly uneasy. The dreams had pelted me every night; some seemed good and made me feel euphoric, like the one where I was in the field of wildflowers. Others, like the dead bodies in the field, made me feel like I was going crazy, and maybe I was. I hadn’t had another flare-up, so to speak, of the fire on my hands, for which I was grateful.
 
   I made it a point, though, to keep my distance from people, especially Kellin and Calix, choosing to occupy my free time in the library, or sadly, my stall in the third-floor girl’s bathroom. I wasn’t sure when my next fire outburst would be, and I wasn’t eager to find out.
 
   I nodded appropriately when I was approached by one of my friends, and I smiled whenever necessary. When Calix tried to engage me in conversation in class, I’d answer if one was required, but I never tried to further our conversations. He seemed genuinely disappointed at my lack of communication, which I guessed came from his wanting to get a rise out of me.
 
   I couldn’t let it happen, even if I really wanted to get snarky back to him when he pushed my buttons. I figured the less I said, the better we’d all be. More strange things had started happening, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t finding myself more concerned about the state of my mental health. In addition to the dreams and fire, there was something else. Something downright creepy.
 
   I’d awaken nearly every night to the sound of breathing in my bedroom, and I knew it wasn’t me I was hearing. Whenever I’d sit up and look around, there would be nothing there. I’d started covering my bedroom mirror because—and I know it sounds crazy—I could swear I’d see a shadow of a person flit through it.
 
   When I wasn’t seeing shadows moving in my mirror or hearing breathing that wasn’t my own in my bedroom, I was running the trails behind my house, trying to clear my head. Random visions had started to happen during the day, and I found them troubling, considering I was barely sleeping to start with.
 
   For instance, I kept seeing the strange kingdom near the wildflower fields. Whenever I tried to approach it, the vision would swiftly end, leaving me back wherever I’d been before the sight started. I’d even seen the answers to Mr. Gillis’s chemistry quiz, and I couldn’t help but feel like I’d violated some school code of conduct.
 
   I was grateful the whole catching on fire thing hadn’t happened again. I tried to push the thought out of my head that it was tied to my emotions when I was upset. Maintaining my distance was not only helping with keeping Courtney and Sasha off my back, it was also keeping me from spontaneously combusting.
 
   Kellin seemed to be avoiding me as much as I was avoiding him, and I sort of missed him. I kept my head down whenever I was near him mostly because the less attention I paid to him, the less crap I had to deal with from Courtney. She seemed to have felt like she’d won, and I didn’t have to listen to her run her mouth about me to anyone who would listen. It was a great feeling until I realized I was losing one of my best friends over her ridiculous antics.
 
   I was getting ready for the football game by doing stretches when Mel dropped down beside me.
 
   “Hey, stranger,” she said, a small smile on her face.
 
   “Hey,” I replied, smoothing out my blue and white cheerleading skirt.
 
   “So are you ready for tonight?”
 
   “Um, tonight?” I asked, my brow furrowed as I tried to recall if there was something I was supposed to be doing other than cheering at this game.
 
   “Kevin is having a party at his place after the game. I figured maybe you’d like to come with. Brandon, remember Chad’s friend? Well, he’s going to come. I thought it wouldn’t be a bad idea if you met him.”
 
   “Oh, I hadn’t planned on going,” I said as I tried to breathe through a long stretch.
 
   “Ana, listen. I know something is going on with you and you don’t want to talk about it. You have dark circles under your eyes, and you’ve been so, so distant. Are you mad at me or something? Are you having problems at home or . . . or, I don’t know . . . ,” her voice trailed off as she stared helplessly at me. “Is it something to do with Kellin or Calix?”
 
   “No, I’m not mad, Mel,” I breathed out, closing my eyes. “There’s nothing happening at home. I’m just going through some things right now I’m trying to deal with. It’s nothing, really.”
 
   “Then come out tonight, Ana! Take your mind off of everything.”
 
   I regarded her silently and let out a defeated sigh. I had been ignoring everyone lately, and I missed my friends. If anything started feeling weird, I could just leave. It could be that simple.
 
   “I’ll go,” I whispered.
 
   “What? You’ll go? Really?” Mel squealed, leaning over and hugging me tightly. “We are going to have so much fun! I honestly thought you’d say no!”
 
   “I sort of did say no,” I pointed out as I pulled away from her. She grinned at me and shook her head.
 
   “Whatever. You’re coming and I’m happy! We can stop at my place and change after the game and ride to the party together.”
 
   I shrugged, my way of agreeing.
 
   “OK, ladies! We need to get out there and cheer our butts off tonight! Our guys need our support!” Courtney’s shrill voice cut through our conversation. I sighed and turned my attention to the bossy strawberry-blonde who had the ability to ruin any goodness I happened to feel.
 
   Sasha stood at her side, a sneer on her face as she regarded us. I hadn’t been bothered by the two of them since I’d started keeping to myself. 
 
   “We are going to run out there and give it our all, girls!” Courtney shouted, her plastic smile stuck to her lips. I looked away disgusted. I blamed her for losing my friendship with Kellin, but I also blamed myself for letting her come between me and him. We hadn’t necessarily been clinging to one another, but we’d been pretty close.
 
   “Ana!” Sasha shouted, and I looked back with wide eyes at my two nemeses, wondering what I could have possibly done now.
 
   “We’re going to need you to sit this game out. You haven’t been really trying lately, and let’s face it, you aren’t exactly the glue holding this team together,” Courtney simpered at me. I looked at Mel, who was wearing the same shocked expression as I was. I thought we were good now. I’d lost a friend over these two! I had thought I’d been doing everything right, and now this!
 
   I ground my teeth and felt the familiar surge of burning tingling at my hands.
 
   “I have been working my ass off learning these new routines,” I seethed, feeling my face grow red with my anger. “I have been keeping away from you two and whatever you’ve deemed your flavor of the month! This is bullshit!”
 
   “Ana,” Mel warned, shooting me a look that silently begged me to be quiet. We both knew standing up to them would mean an uncomfortable daily experience, but I was fed up.
 
   “Excuse me,” Courtney hissed taking a menacing step toward me, Sasha on her heels.
 
   “You heard me,” I replied evenly, holding my chin up in defiance.
 
   “You are nothing, little girl. You aren’t even worth the free air you breathe,” Courtney sneered, coming to stand right in front of me, her hands on her slender hips. “You didn’t even have to stay away from Kellin. He wouldn’t want you if you were the last female on earth. That’s how much you disgust him. Ask him yourself.”
 
   “I will,” I snapped at her. Without waiting for her response, I turned on my heel and marched away, my hands burning painfully. I broke into a run as the pain intensified, and I locked myself in a bathroom stall in the locker room once I was able to enter the school.
 
   A bathroom stall. My sanctuary.
 
   I chuckled darkly at the thought. That was all it took for the fire to erupt from my hands. I groaned in pain as the heat ate at my skin, the delicate tissue bubbling beneath the dancing flames. I closed my eyes and tried to drag in deep breaths, but the effort was useless. I felt my body begin to shut down, and I wondered how my charred body would look to whoever found me.
 
   Sweat poured from my brows, and I crinkled my forehead, letting out a cry as the flames traveled up my wrists, leaving the skin peeling and blistering beneath. The room began to swirl around me, but instead of fighting it, I embraced it, hoping wherever this round of odd dreams took me, it was somewhere I could have peace.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15
 
    
 
   Wildflowers.
 
   They surrounded me as I lay amongst them, my body at peace. I breathed in the fragrant scent and closed my eyes in relief. If this was heaven, it was exactly as I dreamed it would be. The skies were so blue, the clouds so white, and the foliage seemed to possess a life, a will, of its own as it danced in the gentle breeze.
 
   I wasn’t sure how long I lay in the flowers, but it wasn’t long enough.
 
   I opened my eyes and frowned as a dark shadow was cast over me. I sat up on my elbows and stared in wonder at it. It had the form of a man, only he was nothing but a swell of darkness. I wasn’t frightened of it though I knew I should be. He was a dark creature. But I sensed a light within him and I put my hand out to touch him.
 
   The shadow hesitated as it loomed over me, and I was surprised when it reached out to me, its hand brushing against my fingers.
 
   Electricity. The same as I felt around the cloaked man in my dreams.
 
   “Not yet,” his oddly familiar voice caressed my mind. “Not yet.”
 
   “I want to stay,” I whispered, staring helplessly up at him, my heart painfully beating in my chest. I didn’t want to go back to my life. It was riddled with pain, heartache, and confusion. I wanted to stay among the flowers.
 
   “Stay away from this place,” he warned softly in my mind. “It will be your undoing.”
 
   “I don’t want to stay away,” I said desperately. “This is the only place where I don’t hurt.”
 
   “But you will hurt here,” he replied, his voice velvet in my head. “In time, the pain will find you. Open your eyes, Ana.”
 
   “No,” I shook my head at him. “Don’t make me leave!”
 
   “Open your eyes!”
 
   I was slung out of the dream just as quickly as I’d fallen into it.
 
   “Ana! Open your damn eyes!” Mel’s scared voice called out. I snapped my eyes open and stared dazedly at her.
 
   “What?” I asked, confused.
 
   “Oh my God! What the hell happened? I found you lying passed out on the floor! Are you OK? Talk to me, Ana,” she said, her voice shrill with fright and concern.
 
   “Oh,” I replied, shaking my head and looking down at my hands and arms. Once again, like I knew they would be, they were perfectly normal, as if the flame had only existed in my mind.
 
   Just like his voice.
 
   “I . . . I don’t know.” I frowned in frustration. “Was I out here on the floor in the middle of the bathroom?”
 
   “Yes,” Mel said, her eyes wide.
 
   “Hmm,” I pondered. I thought I’d been in the stall with the door locked, but then again, I also thought I’d been on fire. Clearly that wasn’t true or I’d be a charred piece of meat, not a living, breathing seventeen-year-old.
 
   “Are you OK? I mean really, Ana. Everything has been weird with you lately,” Mel pressed, helping me to my feet.
 
   “It’s nothing. Low blood sugar,” I said, waving her off.
 
   “I’ve noticed you haven’t been eating,” she huffed. “Let’s go get you something to eat.”
 
   “No, you’re not even supposed to be in here, Mel! Why aren’t you on the field with the rest of the squad?”
 
   “And leave my bestie to fend for herself? Not a chance,” she snorted. I smiled at her loyalty, but I knew deep down, cheerleading meant a lot to her.
 
   “I’m fine. I’ll walk back out to the field with you and grab a snack at the concession stands. I just need to eat something,” I lied, hoping she didn’t see through it.
 
   “Fine,” she replied. “But you better eat an entire plate of loaded nachos, or I swear I’m going to put you in my car and drive you to Crust Lust and force an entire pizza down your throat.”
 
   “Fair enough,” I answered, falling in step behind her.
 
   We walked in silence to the concession stand, and I turned and smiled at her. “Go cheer, Mel,” I encouraged. “I’ll be OK.”
 
   “Ana,” she sighed and looked at me sadly. “If you won’t talk to me about what’s happening, then please talk to someone. You’re acting different, and I’m worried about you.”
 
   “I know,” I replied softly. “I’m changing, Mel. I can’t explain it. I just feel different, but I’ll be OK.”
 
   “Promise?”
 
   “Promise,” I nodded my head and forced a smile onto my face.
 
   “Courtney and Sasha—” she started, but I held up my hand and shook my head.
 
   “I’m going to deal with them in my own way,” I said firmly, not exactly knowing what that way was. After all, the being distant thing hadn’t worked. Maybe I needed to do the opposite.
 
   Mel nodded thoughtfully and hugged me. “I’ll see you after the game?”
 
   “Yes,” I answered. “Now go! I need nachos, and you need to cheer!”
 
   She smiled and trotted off to the field, and I let out a sigh. I ordered a small plate of nachos and sat on the bleachers in my cheer uniform.
 
   The game was spectacular, and despite everything happening, I found myself on my feet cheering loudly along with everyone else.
 
   Kellin made some incredible throws and had even scored a few touchdowns on his own. He was a beast on the field, and I bit my lip as he took his helmet off, his blond hair wet with sweat. He wiped at his brow, and a funny feeling hit the pit of my stomach.
 
   “Are you enjoying the game?” Calix’s smooth voice asked from beside me. I turned and looked at him and felt my heart jump into my throat. His dark hair was disheveled, and he looked like he’d just stepped off the cover of Heartthrob Magazine with his tight, long-sleeved black shirt, black leather jacket, and jeans.
 
   “Yes, quite,” I replied, clearing my throat.
 
   “You’ve barely eaten your nachos,” he said, nodding at the tin I held in my hands. I looked down at them and frowned. I hadn’t been hungry, and even if I had been, the excitement from the game would have left me too distracted to eat.
 
   “I’m not really hungry.” I shrugged. “Do you want some?”
 
   “I could eat,” he said, taking the nachos from me and stuffing one in his mouth.
 
   I chuckled softly and turned my attention back to the field, where Kellin was looking at me. I was surprised to see his gaze focused on me, and I glanced over to see Courtney also looking in my direction, an angry glare on her face.
 
   I smiled and gave Kellin a small wave. The corner of his full lips pulled into a tiny smile, and he gave me a nod. If Courtney had been mad before, it was nothing compared to the livid look on her face now. She turned to Sasha and both began talking quickly while glaring at me and Calix in the stands.
 
   Nothing like pissing off both of them at once.
 
   I turned to Calix and took a nacho off the plate and put it in my mouth and chewed slowly, relishing in the look of disbelief on their faces.
 
   “You really enjoying pissing people off, don’t you?” Calix’s voice cut through my moment, and I turned to him, surprised he was keenly aware of the situation unfolding in front of him.
 
   “You know,” he continued, smiling at me. “You could always just ignore them.”
 
   “I’ve tried that,” I answered, cocking my head at him, wondering why he was offering me advice.
 
   “Well, it’s obvious they enjoy provoking you. I think they’re jealous of you.”
 
   “Really?” I snorted at the notion. They didn’t have any reason to be jealous of me.
 
   “Really,” he replied somberly as he put another nacho in his mouth. I stared at him, mesmerized by his beauty. He really was out of this world gorgeous.
 
   “I say you either learn to ignore them or you do something about it. Be you! You’re a feisty girl,” he said, grinning at me. “Do something or don’t do something. Just choose one and go with it, and stop worrying what everyone thinks!”
 
   I let his words sink in. It’s not like I didn’t have enough on my plate already what with the weird visions and hand burning. I had convinced myself over the past few days that I was dying of a brain tumor. What better way to go out than to do what he was suggesting? Be remembered for trying. Be remembered for being me. I just had to decide which route to take.
 
   “I’m not like that,” I admitted with a sigh. “I don’t know what to do. I’m not brave enough to choose and commit, for one thing.”
 
   “What does bravery have to do with desire,” he asked softly, a coy smile on his face. “You want to be remembered, right? That’s most people’s greatest desire. This is your last year of high school. Plan your move, Princess. I’d be eager to see what you come up with.”
 
   I smiled nervously at him, the guy I’d been avoiding, the one who made the hairs on my arms stand up whenever he was near. He was danger personified, but he was glorious because of it.
 
   Like an evil genius.
 
   I was beginning to like him more and more. Maybe avoiding him hadn’t been a good idea after all. He seemed to understand my unspoken words, which made a shiver go up my back. How did he know I wanted to be remembered for something?
 
   My brain felt hazy suddenly, and I frowned. My thoughts swirled and didn’t feel like my own anymore as I stared at him.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he murmured, leaning in to me. “Feeling off?”
 
   I nodded, my brow furrowed. These thoughts didn’t feel like mine. I wanted him. I wanted to go with him and do whatever he told me to do. I’d do anything for him.
 
   He brushed a piece of my blonde hair away from my face and smiled down at me.
 
   “You should just do it,” he whispered, getting so close to my face that his warm breath tickled my lips.
 
   “Do what?” I asked dazedly, breathing in his sweet, intoxicating scent.
 
   “Whatever is in that pretty little head of yours,” he purred.
 
   Kiss him. I should kiss him. Right here. Right now. With everyone watching.
 
   I leaned in closer to him and closed my eyes. I wanted him so badly, and it felt so wrong, but it also felt like my world would be set on fire if I said no, if I didn’t do it.
 
   These thoughts weren’t mine! He was a jerk, remember? I already promised myself he was off limits!
 
   I argued with myself as we stood nearly touching, everything he’d said whirling through my mind.
 
   The ache in my chest grew. He was my other half. I needed him. I was nothing without him. He was here for me. I am his and he is mine.
 
   I broke whatever spell had come over me with a shake of my head and backed away from him, feeling my face grow red. I’d almost done whatever the voice in my head told me to do.
 
   Voice in my head. Great. I did have a tumor. If I’d had any doubts before, I was now positive my demise was fast approaching.
 
   “I-I’m sorry,” I stammered as I looked up at him bashfully. “I-I think I have low blood sugar or something.”
 
   “Oh, yeah?” he chuckled and let out a sigh. “Well, there’s no cure like nachos, right?”
 
   “Right,” I forced a smile and took a nacho off the plate. “I-I should go. I’m going to this party with Mel tonight, and I need to go find her because we’re riding together.”
 
   “I hope I see you there,” he replied solemnly, a strange look in his midnight colored eyes.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, me too,” I said breathlessly. I hastily made my way down the bleachers and turned back to see him eating the nachos I’d left with him, a small smile on his handsome face.
 
   I found Mel quickly enough and practically pulled her to the parking lot.
 
   “What’s wrong?” she asked as I tugged on her.
 
   “I almost kissed Calix,” I hissed at her. Her eyes grew about three times their normal size, and she let out a low whistle.
 
   “Wow. How did that happen? Tell me everything!”
 
   “It didn’t happen,” I corrected as I climbed into her front seat. “It almost did, and I can’t even explain it. One minute, we’re watching the game and eating nachos, and the next minute, I’m fighting with myself to keep my hands and lips off of him. It was insane, Mel. It was like I had no control over myself.”
 
   “Well, you must have had some control if you didn’t do it,” she pointed out as she turned her car onto Main Street.
 
   I swallowed thickly, knowing that even now, I wanted him. Something I couldn’t explain had happened back on those bleachers. Something scary. Something I might not want to fight next time.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16
 
    
 
   We went to Mel’s house and right up to her room, still discussing me and Calix.
 
   “He’s so hot,” Mel gushed. “I’d have just done it, honestly.”
 
   “I still want to,” I admitted, feeling confused, like the weird thoughts were still in my head, just not as strong.
 
   “Then do it! Take him right out from under Sasha, see how she likes it! He’s obviously into you too, Ana. I mean, come on! You know he wanted it or he wouldn’t have been so close to you.”
 
   “I can’t,” I said shaking my head. “He’s a huge jerk. I’ve made it a point to avoid him, and I can’t go from one extreme to the next.”
 
   “Then what about Kellin?” she asked innocently as she tossed me a barely there black halter top and a short, ripped jean skirt. I eyed them apprehensively, wondering if she realized what she’d given me to wear.
 
   “What about him?” I asked, still staring at the clothes in my hands. If I could call them clothes; there wasn’t much material there.
 
   “Oh, please!” she rolled her eyes as she pulled a sequined tank over her head. “Kellin wants you so bad it hurts to look at him. He’s constantly watching you. Haven’t you noticed?”
 
   “No,” I answered honestly. I hadn’t exactly been around much to notice any of my friends lately.
 
   “He asks me about you practically every day,” Mel continued as she pulled on a pair of skinny jeans. “He told me he’s been giving you space because you seemed to want to be left alone. Seriously, though, Ana. Kellin wants you.”
 
   I bit my lip as I contemplated her words.
 
   “If you can almost kiss Calix in front of everyone, you can certainly take on Kellin at a party,” Mel piped up, interrupting my thoughts. “And there’s always Plan B: Brandon.”
 
   I looked at her feeling confused, and she sighed and stepped in front of me to place her hands on my shoulders.
 
   “Courtney and Sasha are bitches, Ana. Maybe going after one of the guys will knock them down a peg or three. Besides, if you don’t land Kellin or Calix, then you have Brandon to fall back on. It’s a win-win, really.”
 
   “I . . . I can’t do that,” I stammered. I had zero experience when it came to romanticism and the opposite sex. I’d end up doing their homework, not them. I winced at the thought.
 
   Then something else surfaced in my mind. A conversation I’d had with Calix about something just like this. I frowned as I tried to recall the words, but it had been so long ago, I couldn’t remember the specifics.
 
   “Put on this outfit and see where the night takes you,” Mel said firmly, pulling me from my thoughts. “If you decide not to do anything, then you still looked great. If you do decide to do something, you looked great doing it.”
 
   “Your logic is so skewed,” I muttered, taking the outfit into the bathroom.
 
   “I know,” Mel laughed as I disappeared.
 
   I looked at myself in the mirror and let out a nervous sigh. I could do this. I could wear this outfit, go out with my friend, have some fun, and see where the night led. Hopefully back to my bedroom, where I could be alone once again.
 
   I pulled the outfit on and felt so naked. The halter top was low cut, short, and wrapped around my abdomen, leaving my somewhat tanned midsection showing. The plunging neckline didn’t leave much to the imagination either. I looked down at my belly ring and chewed my lip nervously. Mel had talked me into getting it over the summer, saying I’d look sexy with one. I’d fought her all the way to the parlor, but now that I was looking at it, it didn’t look bad. In fact, it really did look good on me.
 
   The skirt was short. Too short. And definitely showed a whole lot of my long legs. I gulped as I looked at myself in the mirror again. This was so out of character for me. Everything was anymore, though. I was turning into some kind of freak anyway.
 
   “Come on, Ana! I want to do your makeup and hair!” Mel called from the other side of the door. I took a deep breath and pulled it open.
 
   Mel’s face split into a huge grin as she surveyed me. “Now that’s what I’m talking about!” she squealed. She pulled me to her vanity and began fussing over my hair and makeup. Within a half hour, she had me looking like I’d stepped off the runway for a fashion show.
 
   I studied my reflection in the mirror and barely recognized myself. My green eyes were brighter than ever, and my full lips were plush pink and oh so kissable. If I had anyone to kiss, that is.
 
   “You look incredible,” she grinned at me. I did a turn in front of her mirror and nodded. “Brandon is going to flip when he sees you.”
 
   “Brandon?” I asked, confused, as I gazed at myself.
 
   “Uh, your date. Remember? I told you he was meeting us there with Chad!”
 
   “Oh, yeah, right,” I replied. I’d forgotten about having a date. That took the pressure off a bit.
 
   Brandon. I could handle Brandon.
 
   We made our way out to Mel’s car and over to Kevin’s house. I’d only been to a handful of parties, and every time, I’d spent it out on a patio or lawn by myself waiting for Mel to hurry up.
 
   “I can’t wait to see the look on Kellin’s face when you show up,” Mel gushed as she pulled up the winding driveway to Kevin’s immaculate home.
 
   “What about Brandon?” I asked, confused.
 
   “Screw Brandon,” she scoffed. “If you can get Kellin or Calix, you’ll be my hero!”
 
   “You know I can’t do that,” I laughed uneasily. I remembered the way Calix smelled and winced. He was all around me even when he wasn’t here. The thought was unsettling. And frightening.
 
   Every thought going through my head was scary. I still didn’t feel like myself, as though the voice was still lurking in the back of my mind.
 
   And it probably was, I reminded myself. Brain tumor and all that.
 
   I followed Mel into Kevin’s house and was met by a surge of loud music, smoke, and my drunken classmates dancing and yelling. This was a crazy party and bigger than any of the others I’d ever been to.
 
   “Melly Bear,” Chad greeted her with a huge grin on his face. He scooped her tiny body up into his arms and squeezed her tight. I felt my heart tug a little at seeing them so happy. I wanted that. Not Chad, but someone who was that excited to see me walk into a room.
 
   “Where’s Brandon?” Mel asked as he put her back down on her feet.
 
   “Couldn’t make it,” he grimaced and then looked over at me wide-eyed. “Whoa,” he remarked, taking me in. “Wow, Ana. Wow.”
 
   “Hey,” Mel said, slapping at him playfully.
 
   “Sorry, I’ve just never seen her like that. She looks incredible,” Chad said with an approving nod.
 
   Mel grinned at me. “See? Even my boyfriend wants you!”
 
   Chad’s face burned red with embarrassment, and I felt a surge of sympathy for him. Mel was a good-hearted girl, but she was blunt sometimes.
 
   “Well, I guess I’ll just get a drink,” I said with a shrug. So no date. Big deal. I could handle this. I could always leave if things got weird. I sighed in relief and smiled at my friends.
 
   “You’re going to drink?” Mel asked in surprise, and I shrugged.
 
   “Sure. Why not? I didn’t get all dressed up to sit on the lawn.”
 
   She grinned at me and pulled me and Chad over to the keg, where he got us a round of drinks. I caught wolf whistles from some of the guys on the patio and blushed.
 
   The night wore on slowly, and I consumed more than my share of alcohol. My head was swimming by midnight, and I was laughing like I was the happiest person in the world. Quite a change considering the sudden turn of events in my life.
 
   Mel and Chad had walked away and left me to go dance, and I leaned lazily against the railing of Kevin’s patio and looked up at the moon. Something about the darkness felt comforting. Almost like the shadow man I’d seen. He had been comforting, even if he was a bit frightening.
 
   “I barely recognized you,” Calix’s soft voice pulled me from my thoughts.
 
   I leveled my tipsy gaze at him. “I’d recognize you anywhere,” I commented with a smirk.
 
   “I don’t think you would,” he chuckled. “Especially with so much alcohol in your veins. I’m surprised you’re able to stand.”
 
   “I am perfectly fine,” I said dismissively. I tilted the remainder of my glass to my lips and finished draining it.
 
   I gasped when I pulled the glass away from my lips to find Calix incredibly close to me.
 
   “Scare you?” he murmured, staring me in the eyes.
 
   I felt my stomach flop uncomfortably at his closeness and let out a breathy laugh. “You aren’t so scary.”
 
   “No?” he asked with a raised eyebrow. “Well, you don’t really know me either, Princess.”
 
   “Princess,” I scoffed at the term. “Hardly.”
 
   He chuckled and smiled at me. I gazed into his dark eyes and felt a pull in the pit of my stomach. I wanted him. I wanted him to want me. No, I needed him. He was my air. I was nothing without him.
 
   I winced and shook my head to clear the weird thoughts from my mind. They weren’t mine! Were they? I frowned as I tried to sort through the jumble of confusing thoughts in my head.
 
   “Are you OK?” he murmured, tilting my chin up with his strong hands.
 
   “No. I mean, yes,” I breathed out, not even sure how to answer him.
 
   “Is there something I can do?” he asked gently.
 
   Tell him you want to be alone. Walk away. Don’t look back.
 
   “I . . . I need you to leave me alone,” I blurted out.
 
   I shook my head in shock at my words. I didn’t want that. Did I? What was happening inside my head? It was like I had two beings in there, as though an angel and a demon were fighting for my attention.
 
   “Really?” he asked in surprise. “I wouldn’t have guessed that.”
 
   “It’s . . . it’s true,” I answered as if on autopilot. “I need to go.”
 
   “Ana,” he said, reaching out and grabbing me by my elbow, his eyes narrowed. “You don’t always have to listen to the good voices, you know. Sometimes the bad ones can be good too if you give them a chance.”
 
   I felt like I’d been doused in cold water. He couldn’t possibly be inside my head.
 
   “I-I have to get out of here,” I said, stumbling past him.
 
   This was unreal! Were there really voices in my head? How did he know about them? I felt myself begin to panic as I pushed through the crowd of people.
 
   I made my way to the kitchen and approached the two guys manning the hard alcohol.
 
   “Hey, Ana,” Brett Peters said, looking me up and down. “Need something?”
 
   “A drink, please. Something hard,” I added breathlessly. I needed to drink until I didn’t feel anymore. It was the best plan I had at the moment.
 
   “I have something hard for you,” Jason Munson spoke up with a harsh laugh. I rolled my eyes at him and took the shot Brett offered me, downing it.
 
   “Another,” I demanded, handing the glass back to him. He grinned and pour me another. And another. And another.
 
   My vision swam so I leaned against the counter to steady myself. The euphoric numbness was taking over, and I let out a contented sigh.
 
   One more.
 
   I slurped it down as Jason and Brett high-fived one another for my effort.
 
   “Ana,” Kellin said, his warm hand touching the small of my back.
 
   “Kellin,” I slurred out, trying to focus my gaze on his face. It swam before my vision and I frowned. That last shot may have been overkill.
 
   “I think you’ve had enough,” he said gently. Brett and Jason booed him and he shot them a dangerous look before pulling me away from my new friends.
 
   “I think I could probably have one more since I’m dying anyway,” I reasoned as I grabbed one last shot.
 
   “Ana, don’t,” Kellin murmured. “You’re going to get sick.”
 
   “I am sick,” I replied in a monotone. I tipped the shot back and let it burn its way down my throat.
 
   “Let me get you out of here,” he offered kindly, his hand on the small of my back again.
 
   “How about no,” I laughed and grabbed his hand. I pulled him out to the center of the room where a mass of bodies was dancing.
 
   “What are you doing, Ana?” he asked, looking around, a nervous smile playing on his lips.
 
   “Dancing,” I replied, swaying my hips and pulling him closer. “What are you doing?”
 
   “I guess I’m dancing,” he replied helplessly, placing his warm hands on my hips and moving along with me.
 
   “We’ve never danced together,” I murmured. “Why haven’t you ever wanted to dance with me, Kellin?”
 
   “I’ve always wanted to dance with you,” he replied, a fire growing in his eyes.
 
   “Ah, but you’ve always been with Courtney,” I said, moving closer to him until our bodies were touching. I felt him tense at our closeness, which only made me want to break through more.
 
   Alcohol. My social lubricant.
 
   “It’s more than that,” he answered, looking down at me.
 
   “Well, you have me here, Kellin. Dance with me,” I whispered into his ear. His grip tightened around me, and without warning, he was moving against me and swinging me around like he’d somehow been a dancing champion in his previous life.
 
   He had moves I’d never dreamed of. His hands were everywhere as he led me through the music, and I couldn’t keep track of the room as we whirled around it. When the song ended, I was pressed close to his thick chest, my lungs aching from my breathlessness.
 
   I looked up at him and he was staring down at me, a storm swirling in his blue eyes. A muscle in his jaw was tense, and I saw it working as he thought through his next move.
 
   “Come with me,” he said evenly, and before I could answer, he was pulling me through the room and out the front door. I saw Mel and Chad as we passed by, and they looked from Kellin to me, clearly confused by what was happening.
 
   Kellin took me to his truck, lifted me up into the passenger seat, and buckled me in. He made his way over to his side and climbed in behind the wheel, then sat there staring straight ahead, the heat radiating off of him as he fought with himself.
 
   He turned the key, making the truck roar to life, and then squealed the tires all the way out of Kevin’s driveway.
 
   We drove in silence, and I didn’t say a word as he pulled down a dirt two-track outside of town. We drove for what felt like hours deep into the woods before finally coming to a stop in the center of a clearing.
 
   A clearing filled with dancing wildflowers.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 17
 
    
 
   “What are we doing?” I breathed out as I studied the field through the pane of glass separating me from my beloved flowers.
 
   “Enjoying the view,” he commented, sliding over and unbuckling my seatbelt. I looked up to him and gave him a nervous smile.
 
   “How did you know I like wildflowers?” I asked after a pause.
 
   “You aren’t all that hard to figure out,” he replied. “You’re always drawing them in your notebook. I knew these flowers were still in bloom despite the lateness of the season. You deserve to enjoy them before they’re gone.”
 
   “You know what I draw in my notebook?” I mused.
 
   “Yes,” he replied easily.
 
   “How?”
 
   “I just do,” he answered simply.
 
   “I drank too much,” I said with a slur, feeling my head spinning on the inside.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I want to touch the flowers,” I said suddenly. Before Kellin could stop me, I opened the door to his truck and stumbled out to the flowers, where I twirled around in the middle of them. It was like I was feeling what they felt—calmness, ease, joy, a freedom to dance with the wind.
 
   Heaven.
 
   I fell backward, but instead of hitting the cold, hard ground, Kellin’s arms wrapped tightly around me, and he pulled me down with him. I clung to him as my drunken state slapped at me.
 
   “I’ve said this to you before, Ana. I know you don’t think it’s true and that I’m not serious, but you are so beautiful,” Kellin murmured, his arms wrapped tightly around me as I snuggled next to him.
 
   “I know you mean it,” I replied softly. “I just know there’s nothing you can do about it.”
 
   Kellin sat up suddenly and leaned down over me, his blue eyes intense beneath the full moon. He pushed my hair away from my face and stared fondly down at me, a sadness in his pretty eyes.
 
   He went from looming over me to being just a breath away from my face, his eyes sweeping my face hungrily. I licked my lips in anticipation, not knowing if this was a good idea or not, and then deciding I didn’t really care.
 
   He pressed himself against me and his warm lips found mine. They moved expertly over mine, his breath warm and sweet and his hands gently cupping my face.
 
   This was nice. I liked it. My first kiss was from Kellin James. It was beautiful if truth be told. It was perfect. Peaceful. Serene. Gentle.
 
   His desire grew more intense, and he pressed his lips harder into mine. A little moan escaped my mouth as his hands raked through my hair. Just when I thought he was going to take things to the next level, he stopped and rested his forehead against mine, his breathing ragged.
 
   “I’ve wanted to do that for so long, Ana,” he breathed out. “You have no idea.”
 
   “I think I have some idea,” I answered faintly.
 
   He rolled off of me and stared up at the night sky, a sad look marring his handsome face again.
 
   “What’s wrong? Was I bad?” I asked, feeling nervous.
 
   “No! No way, Ana! You were, for lack of a better word, amazing. Everything I’d dreamed it would be.”
 
   “But?” I pressed, knowing there was a but coming.
 
   “But I shouldn’t have,” he finished with a sigh. “Not yet. Not like this. You’re drunk. There’s . . . there’s more I need to say to you and I can’t. It’s not right.”
 
   “Courtney?” I asked softly as I sat up.
 
   Kellin followed my lead and looked off in the distance. “Yeah, there’s that, but it’s not really the main reason,” he said gently.
 
   “What’s the main reason?”
 
   “Because,” he shrugged helplessly. “I didn’t really want to do this. Not like this. I was forced into it. It wasn’t my plan, but then I spent so much time with you that I-I started to really like you. I don’t want to do it like this because there’s so much more to it, and I want you to have the choice.”
 
   “What?” I asked tensing. “You didn’t want to? You were forced? A choice? I’m here, Kellin. Ask me and I’ll choose.”
 
   “It’s not like you think,” he answered hastily.
 
   “Then what the hell is it?” I pressed, wrapping my arms around myself as the cool autumn air nipped at my skin. “I’m pretty sure you just said you liked me but that you were forced into it.”
 
   “I did, but I can’t explain it to you, Ana,” he replied helplessly, offering me no real clue what the hell he was talking about. “I shouldn’t have done this with you. I didn’t want this to happen. I wanted . . . I wanted you to know, to decide for yourself. It was a mistake. I’m sorry.”
 
   I looked over at him, and seeing the pain in his eyes, I swore loudly. “You son of a bitch!” I climbed swiftly to my feet, surprised at how agile I was despite my intake of alcohol. “You brought me out here to the middle of nowhere to pull this crap? You knew how I felt about you, and you took tonight to take advantage of those feelings? You know that was my first . . . my first kiss,” I said, stumbling over the embarrassing words. “I wanted the first time to mean something, and you played me. I can’t believe you, Kellin! Where is Courtney? Sasha? I bet they’re all having a good laugh knowing you’ve brought me out here to leave me. That was it, wasn’t it? You were supposed to leave me out here in the dark, all scared and alone, while you returned to them all smiles to tell of how you triumphed. Well, I have news for you, Kellin! I’m not afraid of being alone! I’m not afraid of the dark. I am the darkness. If you only knew,” I hissed, turning on my heel and marching away from him back toward the road.
 
   I had every intention of leaving him standing there just like he had intended doing to me.
 
   “Ana! Stop!” he shouted, running to catch up to me. He grabbed my arm and tugged me around to face him.
 
   “Leave me alone,” I snapped at him, attempting to push him away.
 
   But he was strong and held onto me tightly. “What did you just say?” he demanded, shaking me slightly.
 
   “I said leave me alone!” I shouted at him, once again trying to shove him away but failing. God, he was seriously like pushing against a brick house.
 
   “No, before that, Ana! What did you say about the darkness?” he asked, his teeth ground tight as he stared at me.
 
   “I said I am the darkness!” I answered, wondering why the hell I would say that to begin with.
 
   Sure, I had weird visions and dreams and I could burst into flames, but darkness? That was new. Must be my drunkenness, I reasoned. Or my brain tumor.
 
   “No. No, you are not!” he shouted, shaking me roughly. “You are not the Darkness, Ana! You are the Light! You are our Light! My Light! Don’t ever say those words again!”
 
   “Ow, stop it, Kellin!” I shouted at him. “You’re hurting me!”
 
   He continued to shake me, his face contorted in some sort of torturous, unrelenting pain, and I winced as his fingers dug into my skin.
 
   “Stop it!” I cried out, tears leaking from my eyes in rivers of fear and pain. This wasn’t the Kellin I knew.
 
   I fell to the ground as he let go of me and he took a frightened step back. His eyes raked over my tear-stained face, and I saw a look of profound sadness, sorrow, and panic wash over his. He turned abruptly, leaving me on the ground, and jumped into his truck.
 
   He roared past me without bothering to stop to pick me up and take me home. I stared after his angry taillights in disbelief and shuddered as they disappeared into the night.
 
   I wrapped my arms around my sore body and curled into a helpless ball on the cold ground in the middle of the woods. This would definitely help me to get over him.
 
   Kellin clearly hadn’t been the friend I’d thought he was, and that hurt more than him shaking me.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 18
 
    
 
   When I woke up, I wasn’t in the forest anymore. I sat up, confused, and stared around at the unfamiliar bedroom I was in. I knew I’d fallen asleep on the ground in the woods after Kellin had left me, so how the hell did I end up in someone’s bedroom?
 
   I glanced down at myself and saw I was wearing a familiar oversized black hoodie. I pulled it back to look down my shirt and gave a sigh of relief when I saw I was still dressed in my outfit from last night underneath. My mind skirted back to how I had ended up in someone else’s bed, though.
 
   Panic began to rise in my chest, and I was just about to lose my senses when the door cracked open and Calix’s familiar dark head of hair popped into my view.
 
   Instead of relief flowing through me, confusion blossomed, and I stared at him wordlessly as he walked into the room and stood at the foot of the bed.
 
   “I-I,” I stammered, wincing as my head throbbed.
 
   “You’re confused,” he filled in the blanks and sat down on the edge of the bed, giving me a kind smile.
 
   I nodded without a word, waiting for him to continue.
 
   “I have a confession,” he said softly, not meeting my gaze.
 
   “What?” I asked uncertainly.
 
   “I followed you and Kellin out to the woods. I was worried about you having drank so much, and I didn’t want harm to come to you because of it. I’m sorry I didn’t get there sooner, though. I got lost on some of the trails back there and it took me a while to find you. I’m sorry I was late, Ana. I knew this was going to happen.”
 
   “Thank you,” I answered without hesitation. If he hadn’t come out there and picked my drunk butt up off the cold ground, I’d probably have frozen to death.
 
   “You aren’t upset that I followed you?” he asked, his dark eyes narrowing.
 
   “No,” I replied. “I’d have probably died out there in the cold in that outfit. You probably saved my life.”
 
   “So I’m your hero?” he asked, his face breaking into a look of relief.
 
   I chuckled at him and nodded. “I guess you are,” I answered.
 
   “You know, back in the day, when a hero rescued a damsel in distress, the hero was rewarded with a kiss,” Calix continued slowly, a sly smile touching his lips.
 
   I rose to my feet and sank down beside him on the edge of the bed. I leaned in and kissed him gently on his cheek.
 
   “Really. Thank you, Calix. You’re one of the last people I’d expect to come to my rescue,” I said with a sigh.
 
   “Then you have an awful outlook on me,” he replied softly. “I’d come to your rescue if it meant I had to claw my way through Hell itself.”
 
   I stared at him dumbfounded. What was with these guy professing their feelings for me lately?
 
   “Don’t look so shocked, Princess,” he said, nudging me with his shoulder. I winced in pain at the bruises from Kellin’s grip.
 
   Calix narrowed his eyes the moment the pain shot through me, and he focused directly on my arms. Without asking, he grabbed my arm, pulled the sleeve of the oversized sweater I was wearing up, and sucked in a breath.
 
   “Kellin did this to you?” he asked sharply as he inspected the small fingerprint bruises on my arms.
 
   I nodded wordlessly as I studied Calix’s face. It was smooth and almost porcelain-like. As if he had been carved from ivory. His lips were full and pouty, and his ears came to a slight point, making them seem almost elvish. He had a chiseled jaw and wide, dark eyes with incredibly long lashes that fanned out to his cheeks whenever he blinked or closed his eyes. His dark, shaggy hair was cropped closely at the sides, leaving the center long.
 
   And his tattoo.
 
   I could see the tattoo clearer now, and I wasn’t surprised it was what I’d originally thought—what I’d known it was. The enormous snake protruded out of the collar of his shirt and I traced it down his arm and saw the snake coiled around his wrists.
 
   “He was drinking. He was upset about something I said. I’m sure he didn’t mean it,” I said absentmindedly, knowing I sounded ridiculous trying to make excuses for him. Maybe they were true, or maybe he was just a jerk. It was open for debate.
 
   “He had no right,” Calix hissed between his perfectly straight, white teeth. “None, Ana!”
 
   He turned his eyes toward me, and I gazed into them, noticing flecks of violet within the iris. Such beautiful, mesmerizing, strange eyes. I was surprised I’d never noticed them before.
 
   “I’ll get you some aspirin,” he said, getting to his feet. He promptly disappeared and returned within moments with two aspirin and a glass of water.
 
   I swallowed them gratefully and let out a soft sigh.
 
   “I need to go, Calix. My parents are going to wonder where I am,” I said as I watched him pace the bedroom, his mind clearly elsewhere.
 
   “Don’t they think you stayed with Melanie?” he asked, stopping to stare at me.
 
   “Yes,” I answered, not surprised he knew that. It only seemed logical.
 
   “Stay with me,” he said suddenly, and I looked at him in surprise.
 
   “What? Why?”
 
   “Because I want you to,” he said with a shrug.
 
   “We hardly know each other,” I scoffed.
 
   “Which is why you should stay. Get to know me, Ana. You might actually end up liking who I am.” He smiled sweetly at me and I laughed.
 
   “I shouldn’t,” I said, getting to my feet. “I had a bad night last night. The last thing I need is both Courtney and Sasha on my ass about you guys. Besides, it makes me feel like a hussy.”
 
   “A hussy?” he mused. “Are we in eighteenth-century Europe or something now?”
 
   “No,” I chuckled. “I just didn’t want to say the word they would use.”
 
   “They,” he said stepping close and smiling down at me, “are complete idiots. You should never give a damn about what a bunch of nobodies have to say about you. You are so much better than they are, and you do it without even trying.”
 
   “It’s funny you should say that since you’re dating one of them,” I pointed out.
 
   “Dating one of them? I’m not dating anyone,” he replied easily. “I don’t date. Not really. I mostly just take what I want and walk away.”
 
   “Well, aren’t you just the best catch?” I tossed out in disgust. I hated guys like that. The ones who used women and left them heartbroken and wrecked somewhere.
 
   “I’m not the best, Ana,” he admitted. “I’m actually a terrible person, and I hurt people. I’m honest about it, though. I won’t hide from the truth. I am who I am, regardless of how bad it sounds.”
 
   “Gee, you just get more and more appealing,” I sighed with a shake of my head.
 
   “Don’t you feel better knowing, though?” he asked softly. “I could lie to you and tell you everything you want to hear, but I’m not that guy.”
 
   “Does Sasha know who you are?”
 
   “Sasha doesn’t matter, Ana. Like I said, she’s a nobody. She’s at her peak. This is as good as it’ll ever get for her.”
 
   “Then why be with her, Calix? Why put the two of you through the effort? You know, she genuinely likes you,” I said forcefully, wondering why the hell I was sticking up for her. “If you don’t like her then let her go.”
 
   “You’re right,” he agreed. “I have my eye on something way better anyway.”
 
   I swallowed thickly and looked away as his eyes fell on me. I couldn’t deal with this right now, especially not after my evening with Kellin.
 
   “I need to go, Calix. I’ll . . . um . . . talk to you at school on Monday or something,” I said, getting to my feet again and pulling his sweater over my head. I was back to wearing the skimpy outfit from last night, and Calix practically drank in my presence.
 
   “If you want to go, then you may,” he murmured, a storm churning behind his dark eyes. “But Ana, I know things are tough for you. I can see it with every breath you take. You’re hiding something from the world. You make excuses for who you are, but that’s all they are—excuses. You’ll never be happy if you never embrace what makes you different. I will be here for you when you’re ready to confide in someone.”
 
   I stared at him in shock, his words hitting too close to home for me. I nodded tightly and left his house, my head swirling with the words he’d said.
 
   Calix Night was about as ordinary as I was.
 
   And that was frightening.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 19
 
    
 
   I made it through another week of school without so much as being looked at by Kellin. I had gone back to being distant, not knowing what to even say to him if given the chance and not sure I even wanted it.
 
   Kellin looked tired whenever I saw him. Dark circles shadowed his once brilliant blue eyes, and his face sagged with stress. I felt a pang of sympathy for him, but I quickly reeled it in when I thought about how he’d left me lying in the middle of the woods drunk, in tears, and in pain.
 
   Calix, on the other hand, seemed to find me regardless of where I went. He even knew which bathroom I hid in during lunch and made it a point to wait for me by the doors. I had started out being exasperated with him and had pushed past him each time, making sure to close the door firmly behind me. I always caught a grin out of the corner of my eye and knew this was fun for him. He enjoyed our cat and mouse game, and truth be told, I sort of enjoyed it too.
 
   That Friday, I had decided to have lunch in the commons with Mel and Chad, and I wasn’t surprised when Calix flopped down in the seat next to mine. Mel looked at me with wide eyes, clearly demanding an explanation for his sudden presence. I shook my head at her, hoping she wouldn’t say anything. I’d told her about Kellin, and he was on her list, as she had put it, boycotting him right along with me.
 
   “Hello, ladies,” Calix greeted us with his smooth voice. “Chad.”
 
   Chad smirked at him and said hello. Chad could get along with practically anyone, and just because Kellin hated Calix didn’t mean Chad would. I thought secretly Chad might be boycotting Kellin too because I’d hardly seen the two of them talk since the party last weekend.
 
   “How are you feeling?” Calix asked me softly as he leaned into me. “I haven’t had a chance to really talk to you since last weekend.”
 
   He hadn’t been making it to his classes, but I’d seen him randomly walking the halls. I had wanted to inquire as to where he was going when he was supposed to be in class, but I decided against it, knowing he was probably doing something he wasn’t supposed to be doing, so not knowing his whereabouts was probably best on my end anyway. I didn’t want to be an accomplice to any shenanigans he was getting himself into.
 
   “I’ve been OK,” I shrugged. I’d been having the dreams and visions just as before. They seemed shorter, though, and hazy, like I was trying to view them through a pane of glass while it poured rain outside.
 
   “You know, they say you can tell if someone is telling the truth by looking at their eyes,” he commented as he pushed a strand of blonde hair out of my face. I caught Mel and Chad watching us closely as I gave Calix a small, nervous smile.
 
   “Really? Do my eyes tell you I’m lying?” I asked breathlessly, turning to him and letting him study me for a moment.
 
   “Ana, your eyes say many things to me,” he replied gently, his voice a soft purr. “For instance, they tell me you haven’t been sleeping. You toss and turn all through the night, plagued by what an average person would call a nightmare. Instead, you refer to them as bad dreams because you know you have yet to see a true nightmare.”
 
   “My eyes told you all of that?” I gulped uneasily as a chill rushed down my spine at his words. My mind swung back to when I thought he was planting thoughts in my mind, when I thought he was one of the voices in my head. I shook the odd thought off and focused my attention back on him.
 
   “They also tell me you have a secret,” he continued. He reached out and touched my hand, causing a jolt of electricity to flood through me. It was uncomfortable at first, but it became a pleasant hum as his large, warm hand rested on top of mine—like it belonged there.
 
   “What’s my secret?” I whispered, praying he didn’t know about my flaming hand parlor trick.
 
   “That you want me to go to homecoming with you tomorrow night,” he finished, a smirk on his face.
 
   Mel burst into laughter and Chad chortled along with her. Ah, he was so slick, and it made me smile. I looked up and saw Kellin glaring at us from across the commons, Courtney cuddled up beside him, while Sasha looked like she was going to throw up at the sight of Calix next to me.
 
   Calix loved to be challenged. He wasn’t the only one who could read people.
 
   “Actually, I’ve been hoping to get you all alone so I could ask you, but since we’re here and you mentioned it, yes, I do want you to go to homecoming with me,” I stated matter-of-factly, bravely rising to his challenge.
 
   Instead of him being shocked, he grinned at me. “As the beautiful princess commands,” he said, bowing his head to me. “And so it shall be.”
 
   He got to his feet and without pause, leaned down and kissed me on my cheek, gentle as can be. His lips were hot and the energy emanating from him soared into me, making me feel like I’d just taken an hour long nap. I felt awake and refreshed. Something I hadn’t felt in a long time.
 
   “Wear red. It’s my favorite color,” he whispered quickly in my ear before disappearing back into the school. I stared at him in disbelief, surprised at his sudden display of affection.
 
   “Wow,” Mel murmured, watching him go. “He is so hot.”
 
   Chad just shook his head and bit into his hamburger.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 20
 
    
 
   I had pushed the weird dreams, visions, and even my infrequent flaming hand trick out of my head by ten o’clock that night as I sat with Mel in our favorite booth at Crust Lust. We’d gone shopping after school for a homecoming dress for me and had such a good time, the awesome mood had followed me throughout the night. Mel had skipped cheerleading practice and I had quit the squad earlier in the day, much to Courtney’s apparent frustration. Now she’d have to find new ways to torment me.
 
   “I can’t believe you’re going to homecoming with Calix,” Mel gushed, biting into her pizza. “He is so ungodly hot.”
 
   “I know,” I grinned as I sipped my drink and bit into my breadstick.
 
   “He has those dreamy eyes and a great butt,” she continued, grinning wickedly at me.
 
   I laughed at her accurate description.
 
   “So tell me about how you two started getting along!” she pressed on eagerly.
 
   “Well, after Kellin left me in the woods, I guess I passed out. I told you I woke up in Calix’s bedroom and how he said he’d followed us. I guess I just sort of realized maybe he wasn’t as big a jerk as I originally thought he was.”
 
   “But didn’t he tell you he was a bit of an ass?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said with a sigh. “But it’s whatever. We’re just going to homecoming together. It’s not like I’m destined to be with him forever or anything like that.”
 
   “Not that I’d mind being with him forever if I were in your place,” Mel remarked dreamily.
 
   “You have Chad,” I pointed out.
 
   “I do,” she grinned at me.
 
   We ate our pizza in silence before Mel spoke up again. “You are going to look killer in that dress you bought tonight!”
 
   “I hope so,” I said through a mouthful of pizza. I’d gotten a long, slinky, bareback red one with a plunging neckline. It was a little more daring than I’d typically wear, but when I looked into the mirror, I felt like a million bucks, which sold me on it. It helped that I’d remembered the look on Calix’s face when he’d seen me in my outfit the previous weekend at the party, and I sort of wanted a repeat, even if I still did feel a little apprehensive around him.
 
   “Honestly, though, I’m really nervous,” I admitted. “Calix is so different, you know? I kind of feel like he knows me without actually knowing me. It’s weird. He says the things I’m thinking, and it’s almost like he’s in my head sometimes.”
 
   “I think you’re right to be nervous. I mean, Calix is hot. Like lava hot, Ana. He’s intense, and I kind of feel like he’s dangerous. Like he has this mysterious vibe coming off of him. He even makes me nervous. I would be all over that, though, if I were you.”
 
   We laughed and talked a bit more before Kellin and his crew walked in. I quickly hung my head, not wanting to make eye contact with Kellin. I was still super pissed at him over the whole woods ordeal.
 
   Mel looked from me to Chad, who was in the group, and I saw her tense. I knew she wanted to hang out with Chad, and I didn’t want to take that away from her.
 
   Kellin and his crew made their way over to our table and Chad leaned down and kissed Mel on the lips.
 
   “Mind if we join you guys?” he asked, the question directed at me as Kellin stood silently beside him, his gaze anywhere but on me.
 
   “No, it’s OK,” I said softly. I saw Mel’s face light up and I knew enduring this thirty-minute meal would be worth it just so she’d be happy. She’d have done it for me.
 
   The guys slid into the booth and I bit my lip as Kellin sat down beside me. The group fell into easy conversation as I pushed my piece of cold pizza around my plate.
 
   “Ana,” Kellin cleared his throat and said my name barely above a whisper. I stopped pushing my pizza around and stared down at my plate, feeling frozen in place. I didn’t answer him, and he didn’t say my name again, taking the hint that I was still mad at him.
 
   “So, Ana,” Jared said, causing the table to quiet down.
 
   I grimaced wondering what words of wisdom he was about to spew.
 
   “I was wondering if you have a date to homecoming yet. I figured if you don’t, we could go together.”
 
   I cast a quick look at Mel, who seemed just as surprised as I was over Jared’s seemingly kind invite.
 
   “Um, I’m sorry, Jared. Someone has already asked me,” I answered softly.
 
   “Really?” Jared asked, sounding let down at the news. “Damn. That figures.”
 
   I shrugged and went back to poking my pizza and was surprised when Kellin spoke up, his deep voice causing the group to quiet down again.
 
   “Who are you going with?” he asked, studying me with his tired blue eyes.
 
   “Calix Night,” I answered, deciding I didn’t care if he approved or not. I saw him grip his fork tightly, and it bend beneath the pressure he was inflicting on it.
 
   “Christ, Ana! You seriously couldn’t find anyone better to take you?” he asked through gritted teeth.
 
   “I guess everyone else had already decided I was more of a drunken mistake than anything,” I shot back. I felt the uncomfortable silence flow from the group, and I immediately regretted my choice of words. Now they were going to think we’d hooked up or something. Oh, well. I was tired of worrying about what everyone thought.
 
   “I never said I regretted you, Ana,” Kellin whispered.
 
   Jared gave a low whistle, and I knew the rumor mill would start spilling out all sorts of stories now.
 
   “No, just that it was a mistake. I need to go,” I said, rising to my feet. “I think I’ve had enough fun for one night.”
 
   Kellin rose to let me out, then followed me. “Ana, wait!” he called out as I stalked through the parking lot. I’d ridden with Mel so this was going to be a long walk home. I silently vowed to start driving myself places.
 
   I kept walking without acknowledging him. His hand caught my elbow suddenly and he pulled me to a stop.
 
   “Where are you going?” he asked staring down at me.
 
   “I’m going home,” I pulled my arm away from him and turned to continue my angry march through the crowded parking lot.
 
   “Ana, come on,” he said exasperated, grabbing me and stopping me again. “I should have done this sooner. I’m sorry. What happened last weekend shouldn’t have happened.”
 
   “Yes, I know that!” I snapped at him. “You made that abundantly clear as you drove away, leaving me all alone in the middle of nowhere!”
 
   “For Christ’s sake, Ana!” he shouted, running his hands through his thick blond hair in frustration. “That’s not what I meant! I meant it should have happened. I wanted it to happen. I just didn’t want it like that. Not without you knowing the truth about me first.”
 
   “You displayed all the truth I needed to see, Kellin,” I spat at him. “You know, I always thought you were a good guy. I looked up to you, and I hate to admit it, but I actually wanted you. I wanted to be with you. How messed up is that?”
 
   “It’s not messed up, Ana,” he sighed and stepped closer to me, effectively blocking me in so I couldn’t run if I needed to. I thought about my flame hand and decided it had better work when I needed it or it would be an absolutely worthless ability.
 
   “I’m glad you want me,” he said softly.
 
   “Wanted, Kellin. Past tense,” I interjected.
 
   “Regardless, Ana. I want you too. I’ve wanted you for so long it hurts. I never thought I would, but then I got to know you, and I knew I’d made the right decision coming here for you.”
 
   “You came here for me?” I asked skeptically. “Tonight?”
 
   Kellin let out a sigh and looked up to the sky. He looked like someone asking for help from a greater power.
 
   “Sure. Tonight, Ana. I screwed up last weekend. I panicked. It all became too real for me and I hurt you. You have no idea how much pain I was in as I drove away. When I realized how much I messed up, I turned around and came back for you, but you were gone. I looked for you. I called your phone even. I was terrified something had happened to you.”
 
   “And yet you never found me. I’d think if you were so worried about someone and couldn’t find them, you’d let someone know they were missing!”
 
   “I did find you,” he answered sourly. “I knew you were with Calix. I’d called Mel after I scoured the forest for two hours looking for you. She told me he’d called her and told her you were with him.”
 
   “Good thing my knight in shining armor showed up,” I snapped at him. “If it weren’t for Calix, I might have died out there!”
 
   “Ana, I’m sorry. What do I have to do to prove it to you? I’ll do anything. It’s going to be a rough life if all we do is fight with one another.”
 
   “You’re kidding, right? After we graduate from here, I’m gone, Kellin. You won’t ever have to see me again.”
 
   “I don’t want that, Ana. Not being near you would kill me. I meant what I said that night. I want you more than I want the air I breathe!”
 
   “You sure have an odd way of showing it. I mean, you were right back in Courtney’s arms on Monday,” I pointed out, folding my arms across my chest.
 
   “What am I supposed to do? You have no idea what I’m going through! And the damnable part about it is I can’t even tell you! So I’m stuck here confessing my feelings for you without a shred of goddamn proof other than my word, and since I already screwed that up, I’m left here with nothing. And there you are. Beautiful, intelligent, strong, courageous, and about to be swept off your feet by someone I hate and don’t trust. How is that for a love story?”
 
   I didn’t say anything as he stared down at me. His blue eyes no longer had the brilliant color to them. They had dulled in appearance, and he looked like he’d aged tremendously in the last week. The dark circles beneath his eyes looked like bruises, and I knew there was more going on with him than he was telling me.
 
   We were both liars in the grand scheme of things. Me not telling him about my visions and dreams or telling him I could burst into flames. And him not telling me whatever he was hiding. As odd as it sounded, we made the perfect tragic couple.
 
   “How has it been possible to be with Courtney when you claim to have feelings for me?” I ventured. The pained expression returned to his face, and he frowned.
 
   “She’s been awful to me, Kellin. She’s a cruel, vindictive, jealous person. I quit the squad today. I can’t stand her.”
 
   “I heard,” he whispered staring down at me. “I’m sorry you felt you had to do that, Ana. I know how much gymnastics meant to you and how this was all you had now. I blame myself for that as well.”
 
   I remained silent as I stared past him. I wanted out of this situation. Even going home to my awful dreams beat standing here hashing it out with Kellin.
 
   “Don’t go with Calix to homecoming,” Kellin said softly. “I know I don’t deserve to have a say in what you do, Ana, but please, at least hear me out. Something about him isn’t right. He’s dangerous. Too dangerous for you. I’m so worried about you, I can’t eat or sleep. Please, just promise you’ll consider what I’m saying. I don’t want you to get hurt. If something happened to you, it would kill me.”
 
   I sucked in a shocked breath at his words and stared up disbelievingly at him. “What?”
 
   “You heard me,” he said, his voice wavering. “I don’t want you to get hurt. I love you.”
 
   “Kellin—” I started, but he silenced me by placing his finger softly against my lips.
 
   “Ana, I know I don’t deserve your trust now after I ruined it, but please, I beg you to consider what I said to you. He’s a danger. I want you to be happy. Always. You won’t find that happiness with Calix.”
 
   “And you think I could find it with you?” I inquired. “After what you did to me?”
 
   “I hope someday you’ll forgive me, Ana. I understand it’s not at this moment.”
 
   I remained quiet as he regarded me carefully.
 
   “Do you really not trust me?” he leaned in closer so our faces were nearly touching.
 
   My heart thrummed nervously in my chest and my stomach was in knots. “I want to,” I said softly. “I really do, but I can’t. Not now.”
 
   “It won’t always be this way,” his eyes searched my face quickly, and I swallowed hard. He leaned in even more, and I closed my eyes because seeing his face was painful to me.
 
   “Ana! Are you OK?” Mel shouted.
 
   Kellin pulled back, running his hands through his hair quickly as he cast me a hasty glance.
 
   Mel looked from him to me, her confusion evident.
 
   “Uh, yeah. Yeah, I’m fine,” I said, noting how breathless I sounded.
 
   “Well, I was worried,” she said slowly, looking over to Kellin, who was staring at the ground. “Do you want to go home?”
 
   “Yeah, we should,” I said, straightening up and pushing past Kellin. I was surprised when he grabbed my arm and pulled me into a tight embrace. Mel stared wide-eyed at me, and I averted my eyes, not knowing how to react to his sudden hug.
 
   “Just think about what I said, Ana. I’m sorry for everything. Remember our dance last weekend? Remember how much fun we had?” he whispered into my ear. “I’ll dance with you all night if it’ll help. I’d dance with you forever.”
 
   I didn’t say anything as he pressed his warm lips to the top of my head affectionately. He pulled away suddenly and without a backward look, he returned to Crust Lust, leaving both me and Mel staring wordlessly after him.
 
   “What the hell was that?” Mel breathed, pulling her gaze from the doors Kellin had disappeared behind.
 
   “An apology,” I answered softly.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 21
 
    
 
   I tossed and turned all night with Kellin and Calix’s faces dancing in my dreams. At one point, I was jolted awake because I felt someone or something touch my hair. I groaned as I pulled my pillow over my head.
 
   When I woke up the next morning, I was groggy and irritable. I quickly got dressed in a pair of faded jeans and a soft black sweater. I pulled my long, blonde hair back into a ponytail and dabbed cherry lip gloss onto my lips. That expended just about all the energy I had.
 
   I skipped breakfast, citing my rush to get to school to talk to Mel. I drove slowly to school and arrived a few minutes before the bell rang. When I saw Courtney and Sasha waiting for me by my locker, I cursed under my breath.
 
   “Well, well, well, look who it is,” Courtney simpered, looking me up and down while Sasha glowered at me.
 
   “What do you want, Courtney?” I sighed, opening my locker and pulling out my chemistry book.
 
   “I heard you were out with Kellin last night. In fact, I heard a few things. You’d better stay away from him,” she snarled at me, her eyes flashing menacingly.
 
   “I wasn’t out with Kellin. I was out with Mel. Kellin and the guys showed up and had pizza with us. That’s it,” I explained, not knowing why I was bothering. It’s not like it would matter to her. She was looking for a fight it seemed.
 
   “I don’t really care, Ana,” she hissed, advancing on me. “I want you to leave him alone. If you don’t, I swear I am going to make your life a living hell.”
 
   “That goes for Calix, too,” Sasha added, sneering at me. “Tell him you aren’t going to go to homecoming with him.”
 
   Courtney reached out and knocked my books out of hands. I glared at her angrily, my entire body on fire from embarrassment as people walked by snickering. My hands started shaking and I felt the burning coming on. I quickly turned around and shoved my hands deep into my locker in the hopes no one would see what was happening to me.
 
   “Pathetic,” Courtney snarled. I heard the click of her heels as she and Sasha swaggered down the hall.
 
   “God,” I winced, tears pricking my eyes as I tried to stave off the pain that was overwhelming me. A light blue and red flame danced around my hands and I bit my lip hard, the metallic taste flooding my taste buds.
 
   “Everything OK?” Calix asked from behind me, and I groaned softly. Why did he think now would be a good time to try to talk to me?
 
   “Y-yeah. Everything is fine,” I breathed out, noting how shaky my voice was.
 
   “Are you sure? It looks like you’re trying to crawl into your locker,” he continued, taking a step closer to me.
 
   “Stop! Don’t come any closer,” I said, feeling frantic. The last thing I needed was someone seeing this. “I’m fine.”
 
   “No, you’re not,” he said stepping forward and tugging me away from my locker. A sharp jolt of his electricity zapped me and I felt faint. I stared up into his dark eyes guiltily.
 
   “What were you doing?” he asked.
 
   I looked down at my hands and frowned. The pain was gone, along with the dancing flames. There wasn’t even a mark on my hands. I couldn’t have imagined it. It didn’t make sense.
 
   “I-I don’t know,” I admitted. “I don’t understand—”
 
   “You’re acting weird,” he commented. “Do you want me to take you to the nurse?”
 
   “No, I’m fine,” I said breathing out and wiping my hands on my jeans, looking at them again.
 
   “Yeah, Ana, those are your hands,” Calix said slowly, watching me closely, a peculiar look on his face. I was pretty sure I was losing it.
 
   “I know,” I said, biting my lip again.
 
   “I’ll walk with you to class,” Calix said snatching my books up. I didn’t object and fell into step beside him.
 
   “Calix?” I asked after a moment, having calmed down.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Is there... I mean, was there anything going on with you and Sasha?”
 
   “I already told you,” he answered, his voice tense.
 
   “I know, I guess. She’s really adamant about me staying away from you. I sort of figured you two had something more going on than what you said because of how you were together. She told me not to go to homecoming with you,” I finished, feeling lame for asking him about his personal life.
 
   “What did you tell her?” he asked, slowing his pace.
 
   “I didn’t really say anything. I mean, look,” I said with a sigh. “She’s obviously into you, and she and Courtney are not great people to be enemies with. I don’t want any more problems. Believe me, I have enough going on as it is without their added drama.”
 
   Calix stopped and turned toward me, the peculiar look still on his face.
 
   “Ana, what aren’t you saying?”
 
   “I guess I’m saying maybe we shouldn’t go to the dance together. I don’t want any more problems from anyone. I can just hang out at home. I had sort of planned on doing that anyway before this,” I finished, feebly gesturing between us.
 
   “No,” Calix said firmly, his coal-colored eyes flashing. “You are going to that dance with me. You are not a back-down kind of girl, Ana.”
 
   “It’s just—” I started but he silenced me at once by pinning me to the wall and moving up against me so fast that I barely had time to register his movements. I looked up into his eyes, my knees weak from his nearness, the electricity between us jumping back and forth as he gazed down at me.
 
   “Take what you want,” he murmured, his melodic voice dancing on my ears. “You want this, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes,” I whispered without giving it a second thought. I frowned at my immediate response. We didn’t have that great or friendly of a relationship, but now things were different between us, and I couldn’t figure it out. Had I let my guard down?
 
   “Maybe you’ve changed, Princess,” he said gently, nudging my chin up with his soft fingers. “Maybe I’m everything you’ve ever dreamed about.”
 
   His words took me by surprise because they hit so close to home. I had been dreaming and seeing things lately. I looked up at him curiously but his handsome face remained impassive, as if he spoke words that had no bearing on whatever was happening in my life.
 
   Just a coincidence.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 22
 
    
 
   We made it through class without any major issues other than Sasha’s villainous glares. Calix was kind, sweet even, and it was like being around a completely different person—one I liked.
 
   He walked me to every class, and at lunch, he came and sat down at the table with me. Mel and Chad smiled knowingly, and I averted my eyes from them, embarrassed.
 
   “What?” I asked nervously as Calix turned and gave me a tiny, knowing smile. I grinned back shyly, still trying to get used to this new, nicer Calix.
 
   “Come with me?” he murmured, his eyes searching mine quickly.
 
   I wordlessly got to my feet, following him without question, and was surprised when he led me to the deserted third-floor girls’ bathroom.
 
   “Uh, what are we doing?” I asked as we stopped outside the door. He only turned and grinned at me before pushing open the door. I followed him inside and was surprised—no, shocked—to see he had a small basket of food sitting on the sink waiting for us.
 
   “What is this?” I asked with a laugh, looking at him for an answer.
 
   “Lunch,” he grinned, going to the basket and pulling out a sandwich for me. I took it gratefully and leaned against the wall, breathing out a contented sigh.
 
   “I can’t believe we’re eating lunch in the girl’s bathroom,” I said, biting into the delicious sandwich.
 
   He took a large bite of his sandwich and smiled at me. “I thought you liked this place,” he said around a mouthful of meat and cheese.
 
   “It beats sitting in the commons with Courtney and Sasha glowering at me,” I agreed, taking another bite.
 
   We were quiet as we chewed, each of us lost in our own thoughts.
 
   “I wasn’t with Sasha,” Calix’s deep voice said suddenly, and I looked at him with raised eyebrows.
 
   “Calix, you don’t need to tell me,” I said bashfully. “I don’t need to know. It was a dumb question, and it’s not any of my business.”
 
   “No, it wasn’t a dumb question, Ana,” he said coming to face me. “Nothing happened between us. Sasha White just doesn’t do it for me.”
 
   “Oh,” I said nervously. “I just assumed you two were, you know.”
 
   “Silly girl,” he chuckled softly. “Why have a commoner when I can have a princess?”
 
   My face flamed red and I looked away from him. He laughed softly before backing away from me.
 
   “You want to go do something fun?” he asked suddenly.
 
   “Like?” I asked curiously.
 
   “I don’t know. Let’s go swimming,” he suggested with a shrug. I laughed at the suggestion thinking he was joking but saw that only seriousness danced in his eyes.
 
   “It’s autumn, Calix. It’s really cold,” I said with a nervous chuckle.
 
   “So? Don’t be so uptight,” he teased, winking at me.
 
   I shot him a look and nodded. “Fine. Let’s go,” I challenged.
 
   A large grin swept over his face, and he pulled me by my hand out of the bathroom. We ran down the hall, and I couldn’t help but grin as the air rushed by us. I’d never skipped class. My heart thrummed at the possibilities before us as we stole these precious hours.
 
   “Ana?” Kellin’s voice called out to me as we raced out the front doors of the school. I came to a halt and looked back at him standing on the steps to Lincoln High, a pained expression on his face.
 
   “Ana, are you coming?” Calix asked, pulling on my hand. The pinprick of electricity flowed through me like shards of lightning. I frowned and stared down at his hand wrapped around mine. I liked the electricity, the unknown, the excitement Calix produced.
 
   With Kellin, there had been comfort, ease, and predictability.
 
   But no electricity.
 
   I craved that energy, the feeling as it flowed through me. It pulled at me, called me to come home. I was different and so was Calix, I just knew it. It was the only explanation for what I felt whenever we were around one another and whenever we touched. I needed this. It may be the answer I’d been looking for.
 
   “Yes, I’m coming,” I said, looking back at Kellin standing on the steps. His face fell at my words, and it cut me to my very core, but I turned my back on him and followed Calix to his car.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 23
 
    
 
   I stopped to catch my breath.
 
   I did a lot of running, but it was nothing compared to the paces Calix was putting me through. He chuckled as he stared down at me, my hands on my knees as I sucked in as much oxygen as I could.
 
   “Why aren’t you tired?” I snapped irritably at him.
 
   “I don’t really get tired when I run,” he replied easily, shrugging his broad shoulders.
 
   “You suck,” I gasped as I straightened up, which made him laugh harder.
 
   “I thought we were going swimming?” I said, starting to walk past him. “This is running, not swimming, unless you meant swimming in my own sweat.”
 
   “No, I meant swimming, Princess,” he said falling in step beside me. “Come on, you need to push yourself. At this rate, we won’t get there until dark!”
 
   “Where is there exactly?” I asked, my voice sounding a little whiny.
 
   “It’s just past that hill, I promise,” he replied, tweaking my nose and grinning.
 
   “Fine,” I grumbled, breaking into a trot beside him. I didn’t kick it into high gear, but I did manage to keep up with him.
 
   When we broke the clearing, I was shocked to see where he’d brought us. It was the same overlook I’d seen in my vision when they’d first started. I swallowed hard and tried to calm my heart as it thumped unevenly in my chest.
 
   “Look familiar?” he asked softly, watching me.
 
   “Uh, no. No.” I said, forcing a smile onto my face. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “Just figured you ran out here a lot and maybe you’d been here before,” he shrugged and looked off into the distance.
 
   “I’ve never been here,” I murmured taking in the mass of water in the distance. I knew if I walked to the edge of the cliff, I’d see the broken rocks below, and I shuddered.
 
   “Are we … are we just going to jump off the cliff?” I asked, my voice shaking slightly.
 
   “Are you kidding me? If we jump from that cliff, there’s a good chance the only swimming we’d be doing is in our own blood. You couldn’t survive a fall off of this thing. There are too many rocks below,” he said, walking to the edge and staring down at it.
 
   “See? Come look,” he said, gesturing for me to get closer.
 
   “Uh, that’s OK. I believe you,” I said with a shudder. If my vision was correct, I knew exactly what the bottom looked like.
 
   “Are you afraid of heights?” he teased with a laugh and a grin.
 
   “No, I’m afraid of falling,” I sniffed and looked away. He really did like to tease me, although I don’t think he was doing it to be cruel. It was just his personality.
 
   “I’d never let you fall,” he responded solemnly, causing the air to crackle around us. I swallowed hard and stared at him, unsure of what to say. Sometimes he said things that took me by surprise.
 
   “So, um, where are we swimming?” I asked, hoping to distract him.
 
   “Over here,” he said, a tiny smile still on his face. I followed him as he led us down a small trail that sloped down to even ground. It was a pretty spot, but the air was cold, and I shivered as a gust blew through my blonde hair.
 
   “Ready?” he asked enthusiastically, and I grimaced. Now that I was here, I didn’t want to do this. It was too cold and I’d freeze. I should have thought this through more.
 
   Calix pulled his shirt off and my eyes grew wide as I took in his form. His body was sculpted and chiseled in such a way that it left me breathless. Magnificent would be a good word to describe him. And oh so hot.
 
   And the tattoo.
 
   This was the first time I was actually seeing it in its entirety, having only ever envisioned it before, and it made me wonder if what I was seeing was real or not.
 
   Inked deep into his skin was a monstrous serpent with coal-black scales. It seemed they glistened beneath the sun, and I couldn’t be sure, but it looked like it had a life of its own. I stared in wonder as it snaked its way down his arm and around his torso, finally coming to rest on his broad shoulders. I could have sworn I’d seen it wrapped around his wrist before. I shook the thought out of my head. I didn’t trust my thoughts nowadays.
 
   “Are you coming?” he asked, straightening up as he stood staring at me, wearing nothing more than a pair of dark boxers.
 
   “Uh,” I stammered, pulling my eyes away from his body and the enormous, inked snake resting on his shoulders.
 
   “Don’t think too hard,” he replied dryly. “I’ll be in the water so feel free to join me once you’ve decided.”
 
   I watched him wordlessly as he walked into the water and his body slowly disappeared beneath the gentle waves. I wrapped my arms around myself tightly and bit my lip, trying to decide my next move. I couldn’t very well jump into the water with my clothes on, but the next option was in my underwear and that just made me feel uncomfortable.
 
   I watched for Calix to emerge for so long, I started to panic, wondering if maybe he’d drowned.
 
   “Calix?” I called out nervously.
 
   No answer.
 
   “Calix!” I shouted, the panic rising in my chest. Where the hell was he?
 
   I quickly pulled off my shoes and let out a disgusted sigh as my pants followed suit. I left my T-shirt on and ran into the water, waist deep, letting out a shocked gasp as the near freezing waters pelted me.
 
   I gazed around frantically, trying to find him bobbing among the waves, but he was nowhere to be seen. The ice-cold waves had my legs nearly frozen, and I wrapped my arms around myself in an effort to stay warm.
 
   I nearly screamed my voice out calling for him, only to then find Calix right behind me, grinning like a fool.
 
   “Oh, my God!” I shouted hoarsely, slapping at him.
 
   “What’s wrong? You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” he teased, his full lips tipped up into that magnificent grin of his.
 
   “You jerk! I thought you had drowned! I thought you were dead!” I snarled, slapping at him angrily.
 
   Calix grabbed my hands easily and let out a loud laugh that echoed off the rocks.
 
   “It would take more than a swim to kill me, Princess,” he laughed, merriment dancing on his face.
 
   “Where the hell were you?” I demanded, taking a deep breath, hoping to settle down my nerves.
 
   “Swimming,” he said with a shrug. “Trying to see how long it would take you to join me.”
 
   “You did that on purpose?” I demanded.
 
   “Maybe,” he grinned. “It worked. You were worried about me. Meaning deep down inside that very beautiful, very uptight body of yours, you care about me.”
 
   “I’m so going to drown your ass!” I snapped at him, moving toward him.
 
   He dodged out of my way and disappeared again into the water. I searched around for him feeling frustrated.
 
   Without warning, my legs were pulled out from beneath me, and I plunged into the frigid water. My hands shot out instinctively as I tried to catch myself but it was no use. I went whole body into the freezing water, my senses obliterated by the piercing cold. When I resurfaced, it was to find a laughing Calix bobbing alongside me.
 
   “I freaking hate you!” I sputtered at him through my chattering teeth. If I thought I was cold before, it was nothing compared to how I felt now. Even my goose bumps hurt as they popped up along my skin.
 
   I turned my back on him and tried to make my way to shore but he caught me by my arm quickly and pulled me to a stop.
 
   “Are you cold?” he asked solemnly.
 
   “What the hell do you think?” I shivered, trying to pull away from him.
 
   “I’m sorry. Come here,” he said, the laughter gone from his voice. He opened up his arms and waited for me to come to him. I chewed my lip nervously before moving tentatively toward him. When I was within arm’s reach, he made the final move and pulled me into him.
 
   It was instantaneous. A warmth so grand flowed from him into me that I immediately stopped shaking and relaxed against his thick chest, his strong arms wrapped around me.
 
   He held me without a word until the sun started to recede on the horizon. I felt like I was in a daze, unable to pull myself away from it. Time seemed to stand still and yet it continued to pass all around us.
 
   “We should go. It’s getting late,” he murmured into my ear. The tickle from his warm breath sent shivers down my spine, and I nodded, my head still pressed against his warm chest.
 
   He pulled me to the shore, my head feeling fuzzy and weird. The moment he released me, the biting cold hit me again, and I shivered. My mind awakened, and I stood blinking rapidly, trying to figure out what had just happened.
 
   The sun was barely peeking above the horizon, and we would be plunged into darkness regardless of how fast we tried to hurry home.
 
   “Here,” he said grabbing his leather jacket and placing it gently on my shoulders after I pulled my jeans back on. “You’re going to need this. It’s a bit colder out than I anticipated.”
 
   I nodded wordlessly and followed him out to the trail leading back the way we’d come. I wasn’t sure if it was the freezing cold that kept me moving or the sudden fear of the impending night, but I pushed myself to run as fast as I could beside him. Something in the air felt different, and it wasn’t good.
 
   Calix seemed to sense it too because he picked up his pace, and I pushed harder to keep up with him. When we reached his car, he put me inside so fast that it was a whirlwind. I watched him as he stopped in front of the car and looked into the darkening woods, a grim expression marring his handsome face.
 
   His lips moved quickly, I couldn’t make out what he was saying, but I could have sworn I saw his hands glow blue for just a moment. When I blinked my eyes, it was gone and he was climbing into the driver’s seat. I must have imagined it just like I did with the flames I’d had on my hands because when he got into the car, there was nothing abnormal about him.
 
   “We should hurry,” he said, putting the car in reverse and peeling out of there.
 
   I couldn’t have agreed more. Something in the air felt off, and I wasn’t eager to find out if my feelings were right or not.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 24
 
    
 
   Calix dropped me off at my house and even walked me to my door. He was acting incredibly strange, though, and kept looking around like he was checking for someone.
 
   “Are you going to Kevin’s party?” he asked as we stopped at my door.
 
   “Yeah, Mel is supposed to come pick me up after the homecoming game,” I replied as I unlocked my front door.
 
   “I have something I need to take care of so I’ll see you there, OK?” he inquired, looking around nervously again. I furrowed my brows and tried to follow where he was looking but didn’t see anything out of the ordinary, even though I still had a creepy feeling.
 
   “Yeah, sure,” I replied.
 
   “Hey, Ana?” Calix asked turning back around to face me. “Have you seen anything strange lately?”
 
   “Strange?” I asked. “Like what?”
 
   “I don’t know. Forget about it,” he said, stepping off my stoop. “I’ll see you tonight.”
 
   Before I could pursue the odd question further, he was already climbing into his car. I shook my head and went upstairs to my room and pulled off his jacket.
 
   Crap. I forgot to give it back to him.
 
   I brought it near my face and took a big whiff of it. The smell was intoxicating, and I felt like a nut job smelling his coat, but it was so worth it. I put my hands in the inner lining after noticing something heavy within it.
 
   Inside was the same flask he’d given me the day I’d had the headache. I was surprised I hadn’t felt it while wearing the coat.
 
   I opened the flask and took a whiff of it. It didn’t have much of a smell, so I bit my lip nervously, contemplating my next move.
 
   I was not uptight.
 
   I tipped the flask to my lips and let some of the sour fluid into my mouth. It definitely wasn’t the same stuff as had been in it before. This tasted bitter. Like a storm. Then sweet. Like bliss. I drank until there was nothing left in the flask.
 
   My vision fogged. I reached out to my dresser to stop from falling and was fortunate enough to catch myself. I slowly lowered my shaking body to the floor and leaned against the wall as the colors of the room swirled.
 
   Wildflowers.
 
   They were everywhere, but there was something very wrong with my beautiful flowers. A fire, hot and merciless, engulfed them, their delicate petals folding and curling only to become ashes.
 
   I looked around, desperate to escape from the field, but only walls of fire surrounded me. And then there he was, standing on the other side of the field of flowers, his hands held out as he commanded the flames.
 
   Nihilist.
 
   “Why?” I cried out, trying to run to him to get him to stop. But fire would erupt in front of me each time I made progress, the hot flames singeing my skin and clothes.
 
   He ignored me and commanded the flames higher. They rose into the sky, and in the distance, I could hear the frantic cries of people in the town bordering the majestic palace.
 
   These people would all die if someone didn’t stop him!
 
   I raced forward, frantic to get him to listen to me but I was met with a wall of flame. I screamed as the flames burned my skin, the pain overwhelming as my pretty blue dress caught fire. I desperately tried putting the fire out, but it only grew more and more intense as it devoured my body.
 
   I closed my eyes, waiting for the pain to stop.
 
   I thought I was dead, that I had died from all the pain and fire, but when I opened my eyes, I was lying on my back in the largest bed I’d ever seen in my life. I sat up, confused, and took in my surroundings.
 
   It was a majestic bedroom fit for royalty with its large, plush drapery, golden ornate moldings, regal furniture, and large balcony accessible through French doors. I sat up and stared down at myself. I was in the same powder-blue dress as I’d worn in the field. It was unlike any dress I’d ever seen in present day. The material was soft, like velvet, but it was also sheer and layered over my small body in waves of splendor. It was strapless but had long, gauzy sleeves that fell past my fingers.
 
   It was beautiful, much like the room I was in.
 
   I made my way to the door and peered out into a long, lavish hallway. I wasn’t sure how I knew, but my feet led the way down the massive staircase and straight to a room located in the depths of the palace.
 
   I heard voices coming from the room, and I stood outside and listened as they argued.
 
   “We cannot let her go! If Zaros gets her, we will all be doomed!” a man called out angrily, his accent thick.
 
   “What choice do we have? Zaros’s army is outside our gates as we speak! We’re doomed either way!” another voice shouted.
 
   “My Lord, the Oracle is your daughter, my sister,” a third voice spoke up calmly. “Niall and I have worked hard to keep her safe, to keep this from happening. We aren’t about to give up now when the enemy is at our gates. We will fight.”
 
   “Niall,” a fourth voice said gruffly and I imagined this to be the king the others were speaking to.
 
   “Yes, my Lord?” a voice spoke up, his accent thick, different. There was a familiarity behind it but I couldn’t place where I knew it from.
 
   “My daughter is your betrothed. Will you fight for her, for our kingdoms, with the knowledge that it may be your last battle?”
 
   “It would be an honor to die in the name of the princess,” Niall stated immediately, without hesitation. “I freely give my life for her and for our kingdoms.”
 
   This guy must really love the princess, I mused. He was ready and willing to die for her. Now that’s love. She’s a lucky girl, whoever she was.
 
   “Then we fight!” the king bellowed. He was met by a round of loud cheering, and I cringed, knowing the force they were up against was stronger and more merciless than they realized.
 
   The Nihilist would stop at nothing to get what was his, and this princess was his.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 25
 
    
 
   I awoke with my head aching and my body covered in sweat. I glanced blurrily around my room, trying to get my vision to straighten out, and let out a yelp when I saw a strange shape flit quickly through my mirror.
 
   I climbed clumsily to my feet, my hands shaking as I ran to cover the mirror.
 
   Not this again, I groaned.
 
   I sank down on my bed and rested my head in my hands. I felt like the room was spinning. Whatever Calix had in that flask was bad news. I couldn’t directly connect the drink with my visions, but I’d never experienced them so intensely before.
 
   I glanced at the clock and saw it was already past ten. Grabbing my phone, I frowned when I saw a text from Mel.
 
   I’m riding with Chad. Jared is with us. Best if you drive yourself tonight. He’s being extra creepy.
 
   I sighed and sent her back “K” and made my way to the bathroom, wondering if I should even go since I felt awful from whatever had just transpired on my bedroom floor.
 
   I turned the water on in the shower and climbed in to let it pelt me. My knees were still shaky and I groaned as I quickly washed my hair. When I was done, I climbed out and brushed and dried my hair, noting the moisture in the air had disappeared once again simply by my wanting it.
 
   Maybe I’d been bitten by a radioactive spider while I’d slept. Or maybe it was my brain tumor. I let out a sigh then put on some makeup and grabbed a pair of black ripped jeans, adding a short, V-neck shirt with a pair of black high-heeled boots. A hint of my bare tummy peeked out, and I grimaced, hoping it wasn’t too much.
 
   Maybe Calix was onto something. I might be just a little uptight.
 
   I grabbed his leather jacket and put it on, then headed out, deciding I’d rather go out than stay in my what I was now sure was my haunted bedroom. I was really trying not to dwell on the strange image I’d seen in my mirror. Or the strange images I was seeing in what I figured was my diseased head.
 
   I walked to Kevin’s house. It took a lot longer than I had anticipated, and I was OK with that. I needed the cool night air on my face. I’d hoped it would help clear my head.
 
   By the time I arrived, it was well past eleven and the party was in full swing. I walked through the door and went straight through the living room to the keg outside the patio door.
 
   “Hey, Ana!” Brett greeted me.
 
   “Not manning the shot station tonight?” I asked as I took the glass of beer from him.
 
   “I’m doing both. I’m pretty versatile,” he answered, pouring me a shot.
 
   I tipped it back and drained the contents easily enough.
 
   “So, you got a date to the homecoming dance tomorrow?” he asked, pouring another shot for me.
 
   “Yes,” I answered drinking down my second drink, but having to chase it with my beer. That one had been nasty.
 
   “Mind if I ask who?”
 
   “Calix Night,” I replied, looking around and wondering where he was.
 
   “Oh, shit,” Brett said softly.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Nothing. He’s just a scary dude.”
 
   “He has his moments,” I muttered dryly, still scanning the area for signs of anyone else I knew, like Mel or Chad.
 
   “I heard he got into a fight with your boy Kellin,” Brett continued as he handed glasses of alcohol to a couple of girls.
 
   “Wait. What?” I asked, my attention snapping back to him.
 
   “You didn’t know?” he asked with raised eyebrows. “Yeah, at the football game tonight. I guess they got into it in the parking lot before the game started. I heard it took a few members of the team to break them apart.”
 
   “Were they hurt?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he answered with a shrug. “Unfortunately, I didn’t get to see it, only heard about it.”
 
   “Have you seen Mel tonight?” I demanded. I had to find her and get answers.
 
   “Yeah, she was in the garage playing beer pong last time I saw her,” he replied, handing me another shot. I quickly swallowed it and handed the empty glass back to him.
 
   I made my way to the garage wondering what the hell was going on. Maybe that’s why Calix wasn’t here. Maybe he’d been hurt. Both he and Kellin were big guys, after all.
 
   “Mel!” I shouted when I spotted her. “Mel!”
 
   “Ana!” she squealed, running over and hugging me. “I was worried you were going to bail.”
 
   “What happened between Calix and Kellin tonight?” I demanded, ignoring everything else.
 
   “Heard about that, huh?” she said, pulling on my arm and leading me away to the corner of the garage where there was less noise.
 
   “Yes. Brett told me. What happened?”
 
   “I’m not real sure. I saw Kellin come up to Calix and they started talking like nothing, you know? It didn’t look hostile at all. And then Kellin threw a punch and Calix flipped his shit and hit back. It took like seven guys on the team to separate them. Do you think they were fighting over you?”
 
   “I sure hope not,” I muttered, finishing my glass of beer.
 
   “Kellin is here,” Mel said. “Maybe you should go talk to him. You guys are friends, and despite him being a jerk leaving you in the woods, maybe he really is sorry, Ana. You really should talk to him.”
 
   “I don’t know,” I sighed. “I’m still pretty pissed about it. I’m not ready to talk to him yet.”
 
   Mel nodded sympathetically at me.
 
   “Ha-have you seen Calix tonight?” I asked looking around.
 
   “No,” she answered. “I see you’re wearing his jacket, though. What’s going on with you two? Like, for real.”
 
   “Nothing. We’re just friends,” I responded, my stomach flopping at the words.
 
   “Friends who skip classes together and let you wear their jacket?” she asked knowingly. I didn’t reply, not knowing what to say. There wasn’t anything romantic happening between us despite how it all may look, but I knew she wouldn’t believe me.
 
   “I need a refill,” I said, and she nodded.
 
   I quickly walked back to the keg and had Brett refill my glass. Jason had materialized and sat holding a bottle of hard alcohol and I nodded for him to give me some. He did rather eagerly, and before long, I was feeling tipsy with the room spinning around me.
 
   I went out to where everyone was dancing and danced alone, my drink in my hand. I moved to the music and didn’t bother looking around to see what others thought.
 
   “Ana,” I heard a voice call over the music. I didn’t stop to look around to see who was calling my name, content to be in my own little drunken world.
 
   “Ana!” this time he called louder. I moved deeper into the bodies of dancing people so whoever it was wouldn’t bother me.
 
   I felt someone grab my arm and pull me to them suddenly, and I stumbled into Kellin, his blond hair disheveled and his blue eyes wide.
 
   “Stop,” I grumbled, pulling my arm away from him.
 
   “I need you to come with me,” he said reaching for me again and pulling me out of the throng of dancing bodies.
 
   I tried to fight him off but was unsuccessful as he continued to lead me quickly through Kevin’s living room to the patio.
 
   “Kellin, stop!” I snapped at him, fighting to get away.
 
   “Ana, listen to me,” he commanded, pulling me roughly to him and looking down harshly at me. “I don’t have time to explain it, but I need you to trust me.”
 
   “Screw you,” I hissed at him. “The last time I trusted you, you left me in the middle of nowhere in the freezing cold!”
 
   “And I said I was sorry,” he replied through gritted teeth. “But we can talk about that later. Right now, I really need you to do as I say.”
 
   “No! I’m not doing anything with or for you!” I snarled angrily at him. He had some nerve coming in here and ruining my good time.
 
   “I swear to God, Ana, I will pick you up and haul you out of here. Do you understand me? There is something bigger than you and me happening, and I need you to come with me.”
 
   “Go to hell,” I shouted, pushing against him. He grabbed me again and began hauling me roughly through the crowd of people. I took note of some of the looks on people’s faces as he pulled me through the crowd. Some were even whispering.
 
   “Stop it, Kellin!” I demanded angrily. “I’m not going with you!”
 
   “Yes you are, Ana!” he said, turning abruptly to me and pulling me so close to him, our noses were nearly touching. He lowered his voice and his blue eyes flashed.
 
   “Come with me, Ana,” he said calmly, his voice engulfing my senses. I winced as it fell on my ears. “You need to come with me. Walk out of here with me quietly.”
 
   I blinked rapidly and was just about to agree to everything he was telling me to do when Calix’s voice interrupted.
 
   “Nice try, Romeo. I can take it from here,” he said, grabbing hold of me and pulling me close to him. I snapped out of whatever spell I’d been under and stared blurrily out at Kellin, whose face had gone from calm to irate.
 
   “Look, Ana needs to come with me. I’m the one she’s supposed to be with, not you. She is my charge.”
 
   “Looks like there’s a new boss in town,” Calix replied icily, wrapping his arm protectively around my waist. “And I think Ana wants to be with me anyway, Bornian.”
 
   What the hell is a Bornian?
 
   “Like hell she does,” Kellin growled. “You’ve gotten into her head.”
 
   “You’re one to talk,” Calix snapped back. “Weren’t you the one trying to compel her just now?”
 
   “I was trying to get her to safety. Stay out of matters you don’t understand, Xanatharian.”
 
   Calix tried to pull me past Kellin but Kellin got in front of Calix and pushed him hard in the chest.
 
   Calix took a step back and let out a dark chuckle before looking back to Kellin, his eyes flashing black.
 
   “Watch yourself. I don’t think you realize who you’re dealing with. I allowed you to attempt to fight me before. I will not allow it again.”
 
   Kellin launched himself at Calix and I stumbled to the side. I immediately pulled myself together and tried to separate the two of them. I didn’t have a clue what the hell they were talking about, but I knew I wasn’t going to stand around and let them fight about who I left with.
 
   “Knock it off!” I shouted, pushing between them. “I’m so sick of everyone! Just stop it!”
 
   They immediately looked at me and forgot about the fight they were about to get into.
 
   “I’m not going with either one of you. I’m going home alone. And here,” I pulled off Calix’s jacket and tossed it to him. “Take your jacket.”
 
   I stomped past them with all eyes on me and made my way out to the street. I managed to stumble a few blocks in the direction of my house, and then that eerie feeling from earlier washed over me.
 
   I looked around nervously, suddenly wishing I had a ride home. I peered through the darkness and saw shadows flit through the trees. My breath hitched in my throat and I started to run, silently cursing my poor shoe choice and alcohol consumption.
 
   I made it to Rockwell Park and cut through the trails, winding through the trees knowing it was dark but also knowing the shortcut would bring me five minutes closer to home.
 
   The shadows pursued me, and by the time I was halfway down the dark trails, I was gasping for air and my feet were killing me. I couldn’t go on anymore, so I stopped and raked in a few deep breaths, looking around. There was nowhere to go.
 
   The shadows were everywhere, their red eyes peering out at me from the darkness.
 
   I was surrounded.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 26
 
    
 
   I pulled my phone out of my pocket and pressed the name on the screen without bothering to look at who I was calling. Anyone would be great at this moment.
 
   “I-I’m in Rockwell Park on the trails,” I stammered. “I’m not alone. Help me.”
 
   I dropped my phone as one of the shadow creatures lunged, knocking me to the ground. Screaming, I kicked at the red-eyed monster as it as crawled on top of me and tried to hold me down. I kicked and bucked, effectively tossing it off of me.
 
   When it spoke, it was in a language I didn’t understand. The other creatures stood like dark sentries on the edge of the woods as they watched the creature circle me like I was its prey.
 
   I sat up slowly, my heart hammering in my chest as I realized there was no way in hell I was coming out of this without a scratch.
 
   “Get to your feet, girl,” the creature sneered at me. “I fear you not.”
 
   I climbed slowly to my feet and was barely able to stand. No more alcohol for me, especially if I was going to have to fight shadows in the park in the middle of the night.
 
   “I-I don’t know what you want,” I stammered. The creature advanced on me and hit me square in the face with enough force that my knees buckled beneath me.
 
   “You are nothing,” it hissed at me as it landed a rough kick into my side. I felt bones snap as his foot made contact with my ribs and a painful cry escaped my lips.
 
   The creature let out a nasty cackle and kicked me again. Blood spurted from my mouth and I fell forward onto the dirt, wishing the pain would stop. Again and again, he kicked me. When that wasn’t fun for him anymore, he lifted me to my feet and I sagged forward, blood coming from my nose and mouth as I stood before this devil.
 
   “You are powerless, as I knew you would be,” he sneered at me, his red eyes flashing dangerously. “You cannot be the one.”
 
   “Then why don’t you just kill me?” I challenged weakly. Anything to make the pain stop.
 
   The creature lurched at me, and I pulled together all the strength I could muster. My hands began to tingle and ache and I knew what was coming. I didn’t try to keep it at bay, hoping the flames would engulf me and put me out of my misery.
 
   I let out a cry as the creature hit me again hard in the face. I was lifted off my feet upon impact and flew backward through the night sky only to land many feet away from him in a flameless heap on the ground.
 
   I rolled over, groaning and gasping for air, awaiting another blow, but then the shadow of a man came zooming into my view at speeds so fast, I couldn’t register where he was in comparison to where he’d been.
 
   He stopped suddenly in front of the shadow creature and plunged his fist through its chest. The creature’s eyes widened in an O of surprise before he exploded into dark bits and disappeared. The man didn’t hesitate and made for the edge of the trees where he began mercilessly taking out the creatures trying to flee the scene.
 
   It was over within seconds, all the creatures either dead or having escaped as the man stood in the center of the trail, his back to me. He flitted in and out, a dark shadow that slowly began to show his true form.
 
   Finally, he stood in front of me in his human form and I let out a gasp. It didn’t seem possible.
 
   Calix was staring down at me, his face alternating between a mask of terrifying anger to one of outright concern.
 
   He came to me quickly and scooped me into his arms as I struggled to breathe. I felt like I was dying.
 
   “Not tonight,” Calix whispered in my ear as the world began to whirl around us. “Tonight, you live.”
 
   I felt a horrible pull in my stomach as we were whisked away into darkness.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 27
 
    
 
   I went through a fit of terrifying dreams that night. The Master was there, cackling and burning villages to the ground with the Nihilist at his side, and the wildflowers swirled around me as I went in and out of various visions, all involving some sort of horrible scene with people dying. And then one hit me so hard, I felt my hands tremble and my stomach roll.
 
   I was thrown into a dark, barren landscape, the trees scrubby and sparse. I looked around apprehensively, terrified of what new horror awaited me. Men dressed in tarnished armor on horses approached, and I watched as they disappeared into a narrow canyon. I was flung from there to watching them standing before a stone wall with hanging vines and intricate designs carved deep into the stone. I watched interestedly as one of the large men placed his hand on the center of a design that looked like a skull.
 
   “Pugare impura,” he said in a deep, rumbling voice.
 
   I gasped as the vines came to life and moved aside and the stone wall turned to a strange, silvery liquid that the men on their horses just stepped through. I didn’t have to worry about making my way inside, though, because I was once again flung to another scene with the man who had opened the gateway.
 
   He was standing in front of another, much larger man, and I furrowed my brows as I stared at him. He was young and extraordinarily handsome with long dark hair and equally dark eyes, and he looked familiar, though I thought I’d never seen this man before in my life. He was tall and broad and looked like he knew how to handle the sword at his side. His size made him intimidating, but his facial features made me feel he wasn’t as mean as he appeared.
 
   “My Lord, we have failed in retrieving the Oracle. The Shades we sent were destroyed by Him.”
 
   The man turned his back to the horseman and was quiet before he spoke in a deep voice with a thick accent.
 
   “Then we simply send more. There is no way he can defeat them all, even with the Oracle at his side.”
 
   “My Lord, one of the survivors said the Oracle hasn’t Transitioned and hasn’t been bound. She remains untarnished.”
 
   “That is good news,” the man murmured, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.
 
   “What would you have us do, my King?”
 
   “Jaris, she is mine by law. I was hoping to save my bride by taking her life so she would not be forced to suffer at the hands of Zaros. I was hoping to save us all by having her disposed of.”
 
   “My Lord?”
 
   The man was quiet as he contemplated his next move. He gently fingered a photograph. I stepped forward to peer at it and gasped. It was a photo of me in my cheerleading outfit. How did this man in what appeared to be an entirely different world have a photograph of me? I stepped away fearfully, wondering what the hell was happening.
 
   “Continue as planned. Take her life. If the Shades cannot succeed, then bring her to me alive, and I’ll do it myself. She does not deserve the pain that awaits her, and I shall put her out of her misery before it begins.”
 
   Jaris bowed his head and left the room swiftly.
 
   “My dear Analia,” the king murmured. “It is a fate worse than death to be a slave. I will not let you succumb to the same destiny as my mother.”
 
   The dream faded away and I was left in darkness. I slipped into a dreamless sleep then, and when I finally woke, the sun was barely peeking above the horizon.
 
   I was in Calix’s bedroom tucked into his soft, warm bed.
 
   Looking around quickly and feeling frightened, I saw Calix asleep in a chair in the corner of the room. His long, dark lashes fanned across his ivory cheeks and his chest rose and fell as he slumbered.
 
   I tried to get out of bed but cried out as pain racked my body, sending tremors through me.
 
   “Ana,” Calix was at my side immediately, his concerned eyes raking over my face.
 
   “Please,” I trembled. “If you’re going to kill me, just do it. Don’t make me suffer.”
 
   “I’d never hurt you,” he said gently, his brow furrowing at my words.
 
   “What are you?” I whispered. “What were those things?”
 
   “I am Fae,” he answered immediately. “And those things were Shades. Someone must have sent them after you.”
 
   “You’re speaking a whole other language,” I breathed out painfully, knowing full well my ribs were broken. The dreams from the night were still lurking in my mind, and I knew there was something I should remember but I pushed it out of my head, not wanting to relive any more of the terror I’d felt.
 
   “I know I am,” he apologized, pushing my hair out of my face. “I promise to tell you everything, but first, I really want to heal you.”
 
   “Heal me? Like take me to the doctor?” I winced.
 
   “No, Princess,” he said with a soft chuckle. “Like I want to connect with you and use your powers to heal you.”
 
   “My what? I don’t have powers.” I groaned as I tried to shift in the bed.
 
   “Then what exactly do you call those flames you wield? They aren’t a figment of your imagination,” he said, gently squeezing my hands.
 
   “How do you know about that?” I gasped. Even I hadn’t really thought they were real.
 
   “I know a lot more than you think,” he replied. “Now, will you allow me to bind with you briefly so I can combine your powers with mine?”
 
   “What will happen if I do? Is it going to hurt?”
 
   The word “bind” made my stomach knot. The men in my dream spoke of it and they seemed concerned about me doing it. Then again, I was pretty sure they’d sent those things to kill me so maybe not binding was a bad idea if they were so against me doing it.
 
   “Nothing will happen except you’ll feel better and maybe be a little tired.”
 
   “H-how can you do that?” I asked, wondering if maybe I’d hit my head so hard I’d blacked out and this entire thing was just another dream, that everything was just a bad dream caused by my possible brain tumor.
 
   “It’s part of who I am. It’s one of my many abilities,” he explained, still holding my hands in his. “You have to trust me, though, OK? Do you trust me?”
 
   “Yes,” I answered without bothering to think it through. He’d rescued me so he must be one of the good guys.
 
   “Good,” he smiled, and I felt the jolt of electricity flow through my hands again. “Close your eyes, Ana.”
 
   I did as he said. I felt the electricity flow up into my arms as he tightly squeezed my hands.
 
   “You’re fighting me, Ana. Don’t fight me. Give me your ability,” he murmured as my shoulders and chest began to feel warm.
 
   “I don’t know how,” I whispered, my body trembling.
 
   “Open yourself up to me. Let me take what I need. What I want. It won’t hurt,” he replied softly, his voice shaking slightly.
 
   “I can’t,” I whimpered, frightened. Sure, he had saved me, but he was asking me to give him anything he wanted. Now that I’d had a moment to think, I wasn’t sure if it was such a good idea considering I knew nothing about what was going on, who he really was, or anything in between those things.
 
   “There is another way,” he said, releasing my hands and sighing. “I wouldn’t feel right doing it without your permission, though.”
 
   “What is it?” I asked curiously.
 
   “I simply take it from you.”
 
   “OK,” I replied as shooting pains crowded my chest. The pain was overwhelming, and I hoped whatever he had in mind would help and not hurt.
 
   “Close your eyes,” he said, taking my hands in his again. “This may sting a little.”
 
   I wasn’t prepared for the onslaught, and I groaned and arched my back as the electricity shot through me. Then the pulling starting. I felt like I was being pulled in every direction, my very essence thinning out as he picked and chose from it like he was in an aisle at the grocery store.
 
   A sweeping heat rushed through my body, and I felt it leave me and enter him. He groaned as it hit him, and I peered out from beneath my lashes to see his eyelids fluttering, a look of pure ecstasy on his face.
 
   The warm flood of heat hit me again, this time coming from him. It centered itself in my chest and from there it spread, enveloping me in a blanket of comfort. I breathed out a contented sigh as I began to warm. I felt like I was on the most amazing drug and was never going to come down.
 
   When it receded, I opened my eyes dazedly and stared at Calix. He was smiling down at me, a look bordering shame on his face.
 
   “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” he asked pushing my hair away from my face again tenderly.
 
   “Not at all,” I murmured, my eyes heavy with sleep.
 
   “Sleep, Princess,” he said gently, his voice sounding like it was coming from far away as I slid into a heavy sleep.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” I heard him whisper sadly as the comfort of sleep took over me. “Forgive me.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 28
 
    
 
   This time when I woke, it wasn’t to awful pain. Instead, I felt perfect. Like I was shiny and new. I sat up and looked around the sunlit bedroom wondering where Calix was. I saw a note sitting on the table beside the bed, and I picked it up, scanning it quickly.
 
   Ana,
 
   I had to leave you, and I’m hoping I return before you wake. However, if I do not, please wait for my return. There is much we must discuss, and it is not safe for you outside the walls of my home. I have left you something to eat in the fridge.
 
   Thinking of you,
 
   – Calix
 
   I placed the note back on the table and looked around glumly. I was really hoping he’d be here and we could talk. Feeling hungry, I took his suggestion and went to the fridge, where I found a box with two slices of vegetable pizza inside and a can of soda next to it labeled with my name. I smiled despite the odd situation I was in and pulled the food and drink out and sat down at the table to enjoy my cold pizza.
 
   I had no idea how he knew I liked only vegetables on pizza, but he knew. I pondered it while I chewed my second slice before the thought occurred to me that maybe he could read minds.
 
   I set the pizza down, suddenly feeling sick to my stomach.
 
   He had to be able to read minds. There was no other way around it. Last night, when I was passing out, he’d answered my thoughts about dying without me saying a word. I knew there were other instances, too, where it had happened between us, and it left a foul taste in my mouth.
 
   He had been inside my head this entire time!
 
   I felt so used and dirty. He had known all my most intimate thoughts. Every single moment, every single day.
 
   “It’s not what you’re thinking,” his soft voice jolted me from my thoughts, and I stared up at him frightened.
 
   “H-how did you get in here? I didn’t hear you come in,” I stammered, rising to my feet and backing away from him.
 
   “It’s my house, Ana. It was easy to get in,” he replied dryly.
 
   I stared at him wide-eyed, and he let out a sigh.
 
   “I can travel through various forms. For instance, today I used the mirror,” he said, gesturing toward the floor-length mirror hanging on the hall wall.
 
   “Do you do that often? Travel through mirrors? Is it you who’s been in my bedroom?”
 
   “Your bedroom?” he asked, suddenly bristling. “I’ve never gone into your bedroom, Ana. Ever.”
 
   So maybe my bedroom was haunted.
 
   “Y-you can read my mind?” I demanded pushing on, not wanting to dwell on the bedroom thing.
 
   “No, not really,” he said, running his fingers through his thick, black hair. “It’s more of a feeling I get when I’m around you. It’s like I just know what you’re thinking. I wouldn’t call it mind reading. It’s more like mind feeling if I had to describe it.”
 
   “Do you do that with everyone?” I asked.
 
   “No, it’s only with you,” he breathed out. He came to me and took my hands in his and squeezed them. “Ana, we have a lot to talk about.”
 
   “I know,” I frowned looking up at him. “What am I? Am I like … you?”
 
   “No, you are definitely not like me, sweetheart. You are far better than I am,” he replied with a wry smile.
 
   “I don’t understand,” I said shaking my head.
 
   “Come,” he said, leading me to the living room. He sat down on the cushy couch and pulled me down beside him.
 
   “Do you remember your parents reading you fairy tales when you were younger?”
 
   I nodded, waiting for him to continue.
 
   “Well, we are those fairy tales, only in a darker, more twisted form,” he stated, his eyes shining brightly.
 
   “What do you mean? A-are you bad? I mean, I saw you kill those things on the trail. You saved me from them.” I was so confused.
 
   “Ana, understand when I say we are all a little dark on the inside. Just because I saved your life doesn’t make me a saint. In fact, it makes me the worst kind of hero.”
 
   I was quiet, waiting for him to continue, and when he finally did, his voice was stronger than it had been before.
 
   “I am going to tell you a story. It is the truth as far as I know. Do you want to hear it?”
 
   I nodded eagerly and waited for him to speak again. When he did, he closed his eyes and let out a deep breath.
 
   “Many years ago, there was a young man named Zaros Shadowmoore. He was the crown prince of Lor’Lak, a realm of Winterset, the world I come from. He was madly in love with Emeline, princess of Asmite, a kingdom in the south of Winterset. They were to marry, but unfortunately, it didn’t happen. Emeline, at her father’s command, chose Lauris, prince of Dar’ish, over Zaros.
 
   “This crushed Zaros, for he had not known Emeline was also being courted by another. The tiff led to Zaros becoming bitter. He tried to move on, and when he became king of Lor’Lak, he took another as his wife and she bore him two sons.
 
   “Winterset was beginning to see hard times as the years passed. The Ascarians, a kingdom in the deep south of Winterset, had begun to rebel against the other kingdoms. It was filled with the worst criminals and dark creatures. Things that had been rejected by their people. They lived on the edge of the realms and they only found glory in maiming and killing others. They would pillage villages and leave women and children for dead.
 
   “In an effort to quell the tension that had arisen between the kingdoms of Lor’Lak and Dar’ish, and for his own selfish desire of once again controlling Zaros, King Lauris proposed a treaty in the hopes of becoming allies with the kingdom of Lor’Lak. King Lauris proposed his one and only daughter be married to Zaros’s heir. Zaros agreed.
 
   “The Ascarians had kept attacking everything they could and their strength had grown. The Ascarians had risen.
 
   “Zaros’s eldest son, Xalvador, crown prince of Lor’Lak, was at an outpost after hearing word from scouts that the Ascarians had been sighted nearby. He was to launch an attack on them before they could cause harm to anyone.
 
   “But it never happened. The Ascarians attacked the prince and his troops in the dead of night, and while they fought long and hard, the prince perished in the battle. His body was burned with the rest of his men, and only his sword was recovered.
 
   “Zaros, enraged and grief-stricken at the loss of his eldest and most cherished child, pleaded with the other kingdoms to aid him in a war against the Ascarians, but the other kingdoms denied him.
 
   “When he approached the gates of Dar’ish with his only surviving heir in tow, begging for help because of the inbound Ascarians, King Lauris invited him in and they shared a feast at the same table. Zaros asked to see his future daughter. As is tradition in Winterset, should one be betrothed to another and one subsequently perishes, the betrothal falls to the next child in line, meaning Zaros’s surviving son would marry King Lauris’s only daughter. The reluctant King Lauris had a beautiful blonde-haired child brought before Zaros and his son. Her beauty was unlike any they had ever laid eyes on before.
 
   “The child held out her tiny hand to Zaros’s heir, and when the young man took the little girl’s hand, flames erupted.
 
   “Queen Emeline snatched the child away as Zaros looked on in shock. King Lauris immediately withdrew from his contract with Zaros and had him removed from his palace and kingdom.
 
   “Now Lauris had not only taken the love of his life, but he had also taken his son’s future bride. And he knew why.”
 
   Calix stopped to take a sip of water and clear his throat as I leaned forward, eager to hear how this story played out.
 
   “Why? Why did he not want the two of them together?” I demanded, upset at the unfairness of King Lauris’s actions.
 
   “Long ago, there was a prophecy made. It had died out over the centuries, though, long forgotten as the years went by and people moved on from the old ways. You see, in Winterset, the Fae possess certain abilities. Think of it as magic. Not every Fae possesses them, but those who do are well cared for and almost revered, even those with very little magical ability. For instance, I knew a man who had the ability to make it rain. Except the rain would only fall over him. He was a bit of a joke, but he was still held in high regard in his village.
 
   “So there was this prophecy made, and Zaros, being the man he was, had not forgotten it because his own great-great-great-grandfather had made it,” Calix paused, his eyes downcast.
 
   “Two Opposites will attract
 
   Their powers detached
 
   Apart they are harmless
 
   Together set the world in darkness
 
   Ruled by One
 
   They blot out the sun.
 
   Fire ignites
 
   When they unite
 
   One of Light
 
   And one of Shadow
 
   With one another
 
   Set the world in sorrow.”
 
   “And he, Zaros, thought Lauris and Emeline’s daughter was the one from the prophecy?” I asked softly.
 
   “He did. He was overjoyed to realize he was only missing one of them since it appeared the son he hated was what he needed to conquer everything in his sight,” Calix said bitterly, rising from his seat and looking out the window. “Zaros made a point of seeking out the Ankh of Dominus, an item giving him unprecedented control over those in the prophecy. It was easy enough for him to find once he started killing people to get it. Once he had it, even the will of his son was broken, leaving him nothing but a shell,” Calix finished softly.
 
   “That’s horrible,” I muttered. “Isn’t there anything you can do to stop him?”
 
   Calix laughed harshly and looked at me like I hadn’t been paying attention.
 
   “You cannot stop a storm, Ana. It will rage despite you begging it to stop,” he stated.
 
   “I get that, but what about the girl? What happened to her?”
 
   “Oh, the princess from Dar’ish? She died shortly after Zaros left the castle. Within days, actually,” Calix said, taking a step toward me.
 
   “Oh my God,” I whispered, shaking my head. “That poor little girl. What happened to her?”
 
   “You tell me,” Calix said softly, kneeling in front of me and brushing a stray piece of hair away from my face. “What happened to the beautiful Princess Analia?”
 
   “I-I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking you,” I said, swallowing thickly at the familiar name.
 
   “I think that poor little girl is sitting right here in front of me, listening to her future unfold,” Calix said gently.
 
   “Wait. What?!” I jumped up from my seat. “I am not this dead princess! I was born in Boston! My parents—”
 
   “Are not your parents, Ana. You were not born anywhere in Earth Realm.”
 
   “You’re crazy,” I hissed at him.
 
   “Am I?” he demanded. “Then how is it you can do the things you do? Explain it to me, because I would love to know! You’ve been thinking you’re crazy this whole time!”
 
   “I don’t know,” I said feebly, and Calix nodded knowingly as he put his hands on my shoulders.
 
   “Then can’t we agree that what I’m telling you is a very real possibility?”
 
   “How did I get here?” I asked, my voice tiny.
 
   “I heard that once King Lauris realized what you were, they faked your death and sent you here with the hopes no one would find you. You were left in a parking lot next to your father’s car. He loved you from the moment he saw you. They adopted you immediately.”
 
   I tried to hold back the river of tears threatening to spill but they erupted from my eyes anyway. My entire body racked with sobs and I was surprised when Calix wrapped his strong arms around me and held me tight. He didn’t say a word as I cried into his chest. I somehow knew everything he said was true. The field of wildflowers. I remembered them from my brief time in the palace. My mother would take me there and we would laugh and run through them.
 
   “You found me,” I whispered when I’d cried myself out. “Who are you, Calix?”
 
   “I am a Guardian, Ana. I am a Silent Sentry.”
 
   “What is a Silent Sentry?” I asked sniffling.
 
   “It’s one who possesses an immense amount of magic. It’s my job to guard, to stand watch. I had to find you. Winterset is falling apart. War is ravaging the land. Zaros is going nuts trying to find you because he, too, knows you’re alive. I wanted to get to you before he did,” Calix said, hugging me closer to him.
 
   “And the Nihilist?” I ventured, recalling the shadowy man from my visions.
 
   “He is one of the two. He is of Shadow,” Calix answered stiffly.
 
   “And me? Am I of Light?” I asked, a memory stirring in my mind from a time when I’d had too much to drink.
 
   “You are absolutely Light, Ana,” Calix answered, kissing my forehead.
 
   “If the shadow one is called a Nihilist, what am I called, if all of this is correct?”
 
   “The Oracle,” Calix said softly, looking down at me. “You are the foreseer, the one who will predict the tide of war, who will guide the king’s hand as he attacks his enemies. You are the bringer of life. Coupled with the Nihilist, the destroyer, the bringer of death, an undead army can be amassed that will be expendable. It will not matter how many are lost in battle because more can be pulled from the peaceful slumber of death. This is why Zaros needs the Oracle. Not only are you his sight, but you are also the key to the vast army he needs to overthrow the kingdoms of Winterset.”
 
   I shuddered at his words, my body trembling as I tried to come to terms with this new and very terrifying reality, confirmation of my dream. I was being pursued by many. This frightening new reality made me tremble and I felt my knees shake violently as I tried to rake in a deep breath.
 
   “Are you OK?” Calix asked gently as I wiped faintly at my brow.
 
   “I don’t know,” I murmured, feeling lightheaded. “I think I need to sit down.”
 
   Calix guided me to the sofa, where I sank down and closed my eyes.
 
   “Is he bad? The Nihilist?” I asked after a few moments of silence.
 
   “Why do you ask?” Calix asked carefully.
 
   “Because when I see him in my visions, he looks so sad. I don’t think he wants to be doing the Master’s bidding. I think it kills him inside.”
 
   “I don’t think he has a choice, and death and darkness are all he knows now,” Calix answered softly, pulling away from me. “I think he’s been doing the Master’s bidding for so long, he doesn’t know what is right and wrong anymore. So yes, he is bad, but only because it wasn’t his decision.”
 
   “That’s sad,” I said, sighing. “Do you think I can save him? Because I want to save him, Calix.”
 
   “Do you now?” Calix murmured. “It is only logical you would since you are his other half, the one he is destined to be with. You are not whole unless you are together. But know this, Ana, maybe he doesn’t want to be saved.”
 
   “Everyone wants to be saved,” I countered, sitting up and looking him in the eye. “And I’ll do it. I’ll save him if it’s the last thing I do. No one deserves to be controlled.”
 
   “Then we should probably start working on your abilities,” Calix said, smirking at me. Only this time, there was a sadness behind his eyes. “You can’t go fighting the bad guys without being able to wield your magic.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 29
 
    
 
   Calix filled me in on some other things as I sat with him on his couch that afternoon. He told me the Nihilist and the Oracle were able to control the four elements completely, but other Fae were also able to control the elements, though never all of them. He said he had the ability to control water and could make ice, but was unable to use wind, fire, and earth. His abilities made him an asset to his realm of Xanathar, which is why he was held in such a high prestige among his people. He told me how once the full power of the Oracle, me, was awakened on my eighteenth birthday, I would be able to come together with the Nihilist and we would be able to control a fifth element known as Void.
 
   When I asked what that was, he gave a low whistle and told me to imagine utter darkness with all the things I feared writhing inside it. That it was the place of death, the place where lost souls go when they die. I grimaced and didn’t question it anymore, hoping maybe I could save the Nihilist before we were united and forced into an eternity of servitude to the Master.
 
   “How do I bind to the Nihilist?” I questioned as I followed Calix to his front door.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You said on my eighteenth birthday I could come together with the Nihilist. What did that mean? How would I do that?”
 
   “It’s a sacrifice you have to make to him. You accept him as your other half. He will take care of the rest,” Calix said, not looking at me as he spoke, which made me think he knew more than he was letting on.
 
   “Yes, but how?”
 
   “You give yourself to him. He accepts you. There’s an exchange between the two. According to what I’ve studied regarding it, you don’t need to be willing in the exchange once you’ve accepted him.”
 
   “That’s not very helpful,” I grunted. “I just don’t want this guy to find me, bump into me in the grocery store, and bind himself to me.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure that’s not how it happens,” Calix said with a light chuckle.
 
   He opened his front door and then turned abruptly back to me.
 
   “Ana, those things last night, they weren’t good things; do you understand?”
 
   I nodded my head, knowing full well how bad they were and what they intended to do to me. I couldn’t bring myself to tell Calix about the vision I’d had of the king. There was so much I didn’t know or understand and yet, and something in the back of my head told me to keep my mouth shut at least until I had a chance to absorb it all.
 
   “I want you to be extra vigilant, and please, if you need to go anywhere, call me. I don’t want you to ever be alone again. We’re a team now, got it?”
 
   “Got it,” I replied. He turned away and I followed him out to his car and got in. When we got to my place, he walked me to my front door and looked down at me.
 
   “Be careful, OK? I’ll be here to pick you up at eight. I promise.”
 
   “OK,” I replied, looking up at him. I had the urge to kiss him, but I thought better of it, something still nagging at me in the back of my mind.
 
   “Oh, and Ana? Watch out for people you think you can trust. Not everyone is what they seem.”
 
   Calix walked away without another word, and I stood there watching him go, wondering if this was the beginning of the end for all of us as his words rang in my ears.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 30
 
    
 
   I took a shower and then lay down on my bed, desperately wanting to fall asleep and wipe some of the exhaustion out of my mind. Now that I knew I wasn’t crazy, I had a lot more on my mind, like how to find the Nihilist and save him, myself, and the entire realm of Winterset and how to avoid those who wanted me dead.
 
   I grimaced as I dozed off, wondering how in the world I was going to pull off that feat.
 
   When I awoke, it was from a seemingly comfortable sleep, something I hadn’t enjoyed in a long time.
 
   I got up and saw I had a text from Mel.
 
   Are you sure you don’t want to ride with us tonight?
 
   I knew they had all pooled their money for a limo, and I frowned as I thought about the fun I’d be missing hanging out with Mel in it. Then I remembered Kellin, Courtney, and Sasha would also be there. That helped make my decision a lot easier.
 
   I’m sure! Thnx for asking!
 
   I went to my closet, pulled out the red silk dress, and stared at it for a moment before putting it on. It clung to my slender body in just the right way and I really felt beautiful in it. I sat down in front of my mirror and began the task of putting my makeup on.
 
   By the time I was done, I looked like I’d just stepped off a modeling runway, and I couldn’t help but smile at my reflection. I looked nothing like I typically did. I had swept my hair half up and let the rest cascade in soft waves down my back, then I’d sprayed myself with some shimmer spray so my skin glistened beneath my bedroom light. I finally pulled on my high heels, put in the small teardrop earrings, and stood up.
 
   “Here we go,” I muttered, looking into my mirror.
 
   The doorbell rang at that moment, and I glanced at my clock. It said eight exactly. I had to smile at his punctuality.
 
   I walked from my bedroom, making sure to turn out the light. I went carefully down the stairs and saw Calix standing at the bottom, talking to my parents with a smile on his handsome face.
 
   He was dressed in all black, even his dress shirt. The only pop of color on him was his red tie. I could see the hint of his tattoo peeking up through the collar of his shirt and I felt a thrill of excitement course through me at the sight of him.
 
   He was gorgeous.
 
   My mom was staring at him with rapt attention and I knew she was appreciating how he looked. Even my dad seemed impressed.
 
   When they caught sight of me descending the stairs, they all drew in a collective breath, and the smile on Calix’s face broadened.
 
   “Wow,” he said as I stopped on the last step and he offered me his hand. “You look breathtaking, Ana.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said, blushing.
 
   “Honey, you look beautiful,” my mom said, teary-eyed. I smiled at her sadly, wondering if she had ever had any intention of telling me I was adopted. The thought made me sad.
 
   Calix squeezed me gently around my waist as the sadness flooded through me, and I knew he was sensing my emotions like he said he could.
 
   We smiled for my mom’s camera, and eventually, my parents let us leave the house. Calix escorted me to the car, where I slid in as he closed the door. When he got in, he turned to me and smiled.
 
   “Ready?”
 
   “Yes,” I said, forcing a smile.
 
   We pulled out of the driveway onto the road, and it wasn’t long before Calix began to talk.
 
   “Don’t let any of this bring you down, Ana. I know you’re sad about your parents, but remember, they love you,” he said, reaching over and squeezing my hand. I gazed down at his hand over mine and the beautiful corsage he had placed on my wrist at my parent’s.
 
   “Calix?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “Did you want to go to homecoming with me because I’m more of a duty to you than … than someone you like?”
 
   Calix was quiet as he drove and he finally pulled over to a curb and put the car into park.
 
   “Ana,” he said gently, turning to face me. “I wanted to go to homecoming with you because I’m interested in you. I shouldn’t be, but I am.”
 
   “Really? Even though I’m some Oracle and destined to help destroy the world?”
 
   “Especially because of that. It makes you more interesting,” he said smiling at me. I nodded, accepting his answer, and he squeezed my hand again before putting the car into drive and heading to the school.
 
   When we arrived, Calix came around the side of the car and helped me out.
 
   “So I was thinking,” he said as I wound my arm through his.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Well, with the impending end of our world, maybe you and I should start practicing a bit. You know, get you in tune with your abilities so should anything happen, you will be able to properly defend yourself.”
 
   “Do you think something is going to happen?” I fretted, stopping and staring up at him.
 
   “I think anything is possible, and we should be prepared for it,” Calix said gently. I nodded, knowing exactly where he was coming from. He was right. And if I were being honest, I was a little curious to learn what I could and couldn’t do. I was really interested in seeing him in action again too, truthfully.
 
   We made our way into the beautifully decorated gym amid stares from our classmates.
 
   “Everyone is looking at us,” I whispered to him.
 
   “Let them,” he replied with a smile. I grinned back at him forgetting all about our troubles and wanting to enjoy this night with him.
 
   “Ana! You look amazing!” Mel greeted me with a hug.
 
   “Thanks,” I said hugging her back. “So do you!”
 
   “Let’s go dance!”
 
   Before I could reply, she had pulled me out to the dance floor. I laughed and joined her, forgetting about all my problems. We’d danced through at least four songs before I felt warm arms encircle me from behind. I didn’t need to guess who it was. His presence overwhelmed my senses.
 
   “May I have this dance, Princess?” Calix asked, his breath tickling my ear. I nodded as goose bumps flooded my skin.
 
   He pulled me close, and I relaxed against him as we moved slowly to the music.
 
   “This is my first high school dance,” he mused.
 
   “Don’t you have dances where you come from?” I asked, looking up at him.
 
   “Princess, we don’t even have cars where we,” he corrected me with raised eyebrows, “come from. We used to have dances, but the time for them has long passed what with all the warring. There is nothing left to celebrate.”
 
   I frowned, my heart aching for the people of Winterset.
 
   “You know when I said you were absolutely Light?” Calix asked after a moment.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I meant every word of it, Ana. There is so much peace and goodness coming from you, your light blots out everyone in this room. It’s intoxicating. Don’t ever lose that, OK?”
 
   “I’ll try,” I whispered, staring up at him.
 
   “Promise me,” he urged. “Don’t lose yourself in the madness that lies before you. In the Darkness. If you become lost, even I won’t be able to save you.”
 
   “I promise,” I agreed, swallowing hard, wondering if I could hold out through it all.
 
   We danced through the remainder of the song in silence, the warmth of his body radiating through me. When it ended, he went to move away from me but I grabbed his hand and pulled him closer, not wanting him to leave.
 
   “What’s this?” he asked, a tiny smile on his lips.
 
   “One more?” I asked hopefully.
 
   “For you, anything,” he answered, and we danced through another song, this time, his strong arms wrapped tightly around me. When it ended this time, he kissed me tenderly on my forehead and walked away. Where he was off to, I had no idea, but he disappeared into the darkness.
 
   “Oh my God, Ana! Calix is so into you!” Mel said, coming to my side and squeezing my arm.
 
   “You think so?” I asked, turning to her.
 
   “Without a doubt!” she exclaimed. She grabbed my hand and I danced with her again. We were having fun; more than I thought I’d have. A slow song started again, and Chad weaseled his way between me and Mel so I stood awkwardly off to the side, wondering why Calix hadn’t returned.
 
   “Dance with me?” Kellin’s soft voice asked.
 
   My attention snapped to the side and I saw him standing beside me, his blond hair disheveled and his blue eyes sad. Sighing, I nodded and allowed him to steer me out to the dance floor.
 
   His hands slid down my waist as I placed mine on his chest. I secretly wondered if Courtney was nearby, waiting to scratch my eyes out.
 
   “You are simply breathtaking tonight, Ana,” he sighed, his eyes drinking me in.
 
   “Thank you,” I murmured.
 
   “Are you having fun?” he asked, looking down at me.
 
   “Yes,” I answered. “Are you?”
 
   “No,” he replied. “It’s been hell, actually.”
 
   “What do you mean? Is your date that bad?”
 
   “Of course she is,” he remarked. “She’s not you.”
 
   “Kellin—” I started, but he shushed me.
 
   “Listen, Ana. I screwed things up between us. I know that. You may not ever want to be my friend again, and I guess I deserve that after what I did. I just want you to know I’m here for you. There’s a lot going on that I want to tell you, but can’t. It’s important for you to know I’ll never hurt you again if you just give me another chance. I know you like this Calix guy,” he said desperately. “But please, Ana, reconsider. Please. I don’t beg, but I’m begging you. Come with me. Choose me! I will keep you safe and make you happy. I swear it.”
 
   “Kellin, if you’d have said this to me only a few weeks ago, things may have been different. Now you’re saying these things to me after leaving me in the middle of nowhere and while your girlfriend watches us from across the room. You don’t see anything wrong with that picture?”
 
   “You’re right. I’m an ass,” he sighed. “But I can fix it. I don’t like Courtney, Ana. Honestly, I’ve never liked her.”
 
   “Then why be with her?” I asked, bewildered.
 
   “Because I was afraid to be with you,” he replied painfully. “Because I didn’t want you to hate me. If I could tell you everything, it would make this so much easier. Then you’d understand.”
 
   “I won’t be around forever, Kellin,” I stated sadly, knowing that at any moment, I’d be embarking on my journey to save a world I barely knew anything about, to save some man I felt drawn to in a vision, or if my visions were correct, running for my life because some kingdom wanted me dead.
 
   “What does that mean? What are you talking about?” he pressed, pulling me closer to him.
 
   “It means there are things happening outside of here that need my attention, and I have no choice but to do as I’m asked,” I replied, not sure how to word it so I wasn’t saying things to him that I shouldn’t.
 
   “Asked or commanded?” he demanded, stopping our dance. I looked up at him, confused, and then it dawned on me. He’d said some really odd things to me over the past few weeks. And at the party last night, he’d called Calix a Xanatharian. I’d been so caught up in everything, I’d failed to remember it, but now that I was standing there facing him, I was almost certain he knew more than he let on.
 
   I dropped my hands from his chest and backed away with my mouth open.
 
   “Ana?” he asked reaching for me. “Ana, no! It’s not what you think!”
 
   I turned and high-tailed it out of there, not knowing what I thought. Calix had said not everyone was what they seemed. Maybe Kellin was one of the people he was talking about. Or maybe I was overreacting.
 
   Regardless, I needed some air. I needed out of there to sort through my thoughts.
 
   I burst through the doors and out to the school lawn. I half ran, half walked to the trees lining the edge of the property and drew in a shaky breath as I wiped the tears from my eyes.
 
   A cold crept up on me and I turned and peered into the trees. Gooseflesh prickled my skin, and I took a step back as I struggled to breathe.
 
   Something was coming.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 31
 
    
 
   I recognized the glowing red eyes as they peered at me through the woods. I backed up quickly, knowing there was no way in hell I could fight it off, having failed the previous night. What were these beings called? Shades?
 
   I heard the rustling on the wind, and I knew there were more tonight than there had been last night. I turned tail and ran as fast as I could across the darkened lawn, tripping over my dress. I fell forward and ate dirt. I climbed to my feet and attempted to run away but I was still off balance. I screamed as one of the creatures launched itself at me through the air.
 
   I knew the impending pain all too well.
 
   It hit me with the force of a ton of bricks, effectively knocking me onto my back. I tried to block its hits, but it was relentless.
 
   “Help!” I screamed. “Help!”
 
   I could hear the sound of the other creatures as they closed in around us, and if someone didn’t come quick, I’d be taking a dirt nap very soon.
 
   Calix suddenly appeared from out of nowhere, and I had to do a double take as he just popped into existence in front of me. He knocked the monster off of me and they circled each other, Calix’s eyes flashing near black as he contemplated his next move.
 
   I was all too aware of the other approaching creatures, and I tried to warn Calix, but it was too late. They appeared behind him, and I knew we were outnumbered.
 
   “Ana, run,” he hissed at me.
 
   “N-no. I won’t leave you,” I stammered, shaking my head.
 
   “Stupid girl,” the creature laughed darkly. “Your heart blinds your eyes.”
 
   Calix moved so fast, he was just a blur. He plunged his fist into the creature’s chest causing it to explode in a flurry of blackened mist. The other creatures launched themselves at him and he fought them mightily, his body moving quickly as he expertly cut through his enemies.
 
   It was mesmerizing, like watching a beautiful dance.
 
   I was so caught up watching him, I’d missed the creature lurking on the edge of the group. He caught me around my neck, cutting off my air.
 
   I clawed at him as his firm grip tightened around my throat. I wanted to call out to Calix but there was no way he could help me, not with twenty other creatures attacking him.
 
   I tried desperately to suck in air but it was useless. My head became heavy and my eyelids felt like they were being forced shut. I was just about to let go when I was suddenly released.
 
   I fell roughly to the ground as the creature grunted in an O of surprise. I stared up wondering who my savior was.
 
   Kellin stood with his hand wrapped firmly around the creature’s throat, holding it at least a foot off the ground. Wind whipped around him and lightning struck a nearby tree.
 
   If I had to put a face on the God Zeus, I imagined he’d look a lot like Kellin in that moment.
 
   “You will not have her. Tell whoever your master is that the Left Hand awaits him.”
 
   In a moment I will never forget, Kellin took his free hand, and with a look of concentration on his face, opened the most terrifying hole in existence I’d ever seen. Well, the first I’d ever seen, anyway.
 
   I felt it rip as it pulled open, the air heavy on us as it tore through our reality. I stared stunned through the other side and saw a dark place, one I’d visited before in a vision, lying just beyond the gateway.
 
   With incredible speed and precision, Kellin launched the creature through the portal. He turned, glanced at me, and raised his hands in the air. The wind whipped around us, and the creatures Calix still had on him were lifted into the air and spun like they were in a tornado. Kellin directed them to the portal where he threw them in, screaming and clawing at him as he closed the gate.
 
   I stared up in shock at Kellin as Calix fell to his knees beside me, pushing my tangled hair out of my face and inspecting me.
 
   “Ana, are you OK?” Calix asked. “Ana!”
 
   I couldn’t pull my eyes away from Kellin as he stared sadly down at me. He was one of us. I’d had my suspicions, but this was unreal. This whole time, he’d been here with me, and I hadn’t known.
 
   “What did you do to her?” Calix demanded, looking up at Kellin.
 
   “Showed her the truth,” he answered softly. He knelt in front of me and took my hands in his.
 
   “Ana, talk to me. Are you OK?”
 
   “I-I,” I stammered, blinking rapidly at him.
 
   Kellin James was one of us.
 
   It kept repeating inside my head. Why wouldn’t he tell me? Why did he lie to me? He was the Left Hand? I’d heard that before.
 
   I racked my brain, trying to pool all my incoherent thoughts together, but it was a jumbled mess inside my head at that moment.
 
   “Ana, sweetheart, you’re bleeding,” Calix said, touching my bruised face gingerly. “Let me help you.”
 
   “I don’t want help,” I breathed out, still staring at Kellin’s worried face. Then I let out a guttural scream, all of my anger and sadness and betrayal erupting from me.
 
   Calix looked up at Kellin quickly, a troubled expression on his face as I continued to scream.
 
   “She’s going to draw attention to us,” Calix said rapidly. “I’m going to Faze her.”
 
   Kellin nodded tightly, a sour look on his face.
 
   Calix pressed his palm to my head, and just like that, the world went black.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 32
 
    
 
   When I awoke, it was to a screaming headache. The room spun around me, the colors swirling, making me nauseous. I whimpered as I clutched my head, the pain worse than the other headache all those weeks ago.
 
   “Ana, you’re awake,” Calix breathed, coming to my side and pushing my hair off my sweaty forehead. “Drink this.”
 
   He pressed a flask to my lips, and I drank without question. The headache receded almost immediately, and I laid my head back on my pillow as the room stopped spinning.
 
   “What is that stuff?” I asked, my voice hoarse.
 
   “It’s called Honey Rind,” he answered, immediately offering me more, which I accepted. “It’s pretty good at healing most ailments, Fazing included.”
 
   “Fazing,” I muttered, opening my eyes and looking at him. “Don’t you ever Faze me again.”
 
   “I didn’t want to, Princess, but you were screaming like someone just murdered your dog. We didn’t want to draw attention to ourselves.”
 
   “Where is he? Where is Kellin?” I demanded, my voice aching as I tried to yell.
 
   “Easy, now. Kellin isn’t here. We thought it best if he weren’t here when you woke up,” Calix said, sighing.
 
   “Good thought,” I mumbled. We were both quiet for a moment before I spoke again.
 
   “Did you know about Kellin being from Winterset this whole time?” I asked.
 
   “Not this whole time, no. I always had my suspicions, but it wasn’t until recently that I was able to confirm it. I wanted to tell you but I wasn’t sure how. I mean, he’d been your friend for the last four years of your life. That would have been a blow to you.”
 
   “It wasn’t your place to tell me anyway,” I sighed. “Besides, you sort of did tell me when you said not everyone was what they seemed.”
 
   Calix nodded and looked away. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry you had to find out like that.”
 
   “It’s not your fault,” I grumbled. “Kellin should have told me a long time ago.”
 
   “He should have,” Calix agreed. “But I’m sure he had his reasons or orders.”
 
   “Orders?” I asked my attention snapping over to him.
 
   Calix tucked his head and fiddled with a string hanging from his black shirt. “You don’t think someone from Winterset would just show up and befriend you for the last four years out of sheer coincidence, do you? He’s here for something. I don’t trust him, Ana. I’d actually prefer it if you stayed away from him. He’s very powerful. He can wield Wind and God knows what else.”
 
   “You said some Fae could wield the elements, though,” I said, frowning.
 
   “Some can, but Ana, what Kellin can do is, for lack of a better word, amazing. He tore a portal right in the middle of the school lawn. I haven’t met many who can do that at will. Portaling is a big deal and hard as hell to do. It takes someone very strong to be able to simply tear the fabric between our worlds.”
 
   “Y-you can’t do that?” I asked.
 
   “I’m a Sentry, Ana. I can do many things. Just because I can do it doesn’t mean it’s a commonplace ability. It’s nearly unheard of nowadays.”
 
   “Do you think he’s in league with Zaros?” I questioned, my heart beating hard in my chest. “The Ascarians?”
 
   “I have no idea who he’s in league with, and I doubt he’s going to tell me. I think we need to focus on getting you trained because, sweetheart, this battle is going to happen whether you’re ready for it or not. You can walk into the fray prepared or not but if you at least have some grasp on what you’re able to do, you might be able to survive it.”
 
   “I’m afraid,” I said, my voice shaking. “I’m so afraid, Calix!”
 
   “I know you are. Fear is what drives us, though. It’s what motivates us to overcome our adversaries. Fear is good, Ana. You should be afraid. I’d question your sanity if you weren’t.”
 
   “Calix, on my eighteenth birthday, what will happen to me?”
 
   “It’s called Transition,” he replied delicately. “It happens to all Fae who possess powers. Those who are stronger have a longer Transition. You’ve already begun yours. It started with the headaches and fever. Then, tell me, Ana, did you notice other things happening more? Visions? Dreams?”
 
   “Yes,” I whispered. “I-I’ve seen things.”
 
   “What have you seen?” he prodded. I could tell he was trying to control his eagerness, and I grimaced.
 
   “Just a field of wildflowers. A field of dead bodies. The Master. The Nihilist.”
 
   “Really?” he commented, and I saw his Adam’s apple bob in his throat as he swallowed. “Did you see what they look like? Did you see the Nihilist’s face?”
 
   “No, he’s always hidden in his cloak,” I replied, knotting my hands on my lap.
 
   “Is there anything else? What do you feel when you have these visions?”
 
   “I feel scared. I feel like I will belong to this Nihilist. Like I won’t be complete without him. Like I will love him, but it’ll be more than that. It’s like my soul will sing only for him. My heart will be his, and it can never belong to another. If my heart fails to beat, then so does his.”
 
   Calix stared at me solemnly before reaching for my hands and squeezing them.
 
   “It is said the binding between the Nihilist and the Oracle is quite extraordinary. That together, you become one. I do not doubt you feel the way that you do. It’s action and reaction when the time comes that matters.”
 
   “And I have no choice in binding with him? Will I be forced to love him forever?”
 
   “I don’t have all the answers, Ana. I will say this, though, isn’t it easier to know you are guaranteed love lasting an eternity rather than living a life not knowing if someone will ever love you, let alone forever?”
 
   “It’s not easy, Calix,” I scoffed at him. “I want to choose who I love, who I spend my life with. I don’t want to spend my life stuck with someone who kills innocent people and only lives for the blood of others, to be with someone who only cares for a life of Darkness and is controlled by another! By that line of thinking, I may as well be stuck with Zaros forever since he’s the puppet master anyway.”
 
   Calix sat back and turned away uneasily, a bitter look marring his face.
 
   “That is a bleak outlook,” he said quietly, rubbing his forehead. After a moment of silence, he knelt in front of me and studied me, a troubled look now on his face.
 
   “Will he come for me?” I asked, my lip trembling and my eyes stinging with tears.
 
   “Yes, Ana,” he breathed, running his fingers gently through my hair. “He will come for you. He has been waiting a long time for you. This much I know.”
 
   “I think I’ve seen the Ascarian king,” I said, my voice wavering. “He wants me dead.”
 
   “Of course he does,” Calix replied painfully. “The Ascarians are just as bad as Lor’Lakians. No one has ever seen the Ascarian king. He remains quiet, unseen. Their former king passed away and they were without one as the councils decided the fate of the crown. They appointed their new king only recently, and everything has been in disarray since.”
 
   “He seems familiar to me,” I murmured. “H-he seems just.”
 
   “Just?” Calix snorted. “How is he just if he wants you dead?”
 
   “Perhaps it’s because he wants me dead that he is just,” I countered softly. “He wants to save his world, and I am the key. Would you allow me to live knowing I will be the reason for thousands, if not more, dying?”
 
   “I would breathe my own life into you, Ana. That is how much I want you to live.”
 
   He hung his head sadly, and I could only sit there, his words echoing in my mind.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 33
 
    
 
   Much to my surprise, Calix was willing to start my training immediately after our conversation. I figured he’d want me to lay in bed and rest, but his eyes lit up when I suggested it.
 
   By midafternoon, I found myself in his basement surrounded by punching bags, floor mats, and a wide array of weapons, some of which I’d never seen before and cringed at the thought of using.
 
   “What’s this one?” I asked, delicately fingering a jeweled circular knife.
 
   “That, Princess, is called a chakram, and it is a very dangerous, powerful weapon,” he answered, picking it up. I stared in awe at him as he twirled it in his hands and demonstrated how it worked. I gasped when he threw it and it embedded in the forehead of the dummy across the room.
 
   He walked over, pulled it out of the dummy, and brought it back to me to look at. I turned it over in my hand, my heart racing.
 
   “This particular one can be used in close combat. It can split into two pieces,” he said, stepping behind me and taking my hand, wrapping my fingers around the jeweled handle of one of the weapons. The heat from his body made me shiver, and the gooseflesh traveled along my skin as his warm breath tickled my neck.
 
   He walked me through a few maneuvers, and I tried to concentrate but there was something about him that made it difficult. Maybe it was his warm touch or maybe it was the way he gently guided me. Whatever it was, it left my heart thumping hard in my chest.
 
   When he released my hand, I felt let down, and it must have shown on my face because he thumbed my chin quickly and gave me a small smile.
 
   “I’m curious about your ability to wield the elements,” he said, bringing me to the center of the mats. “Show me what you can do.”
 
   “Uh,” I said, staring at him dumbly. “I can’t really do anything.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I mean, I can’t control it,” I added.
 
   “What typically sets it off?” he asked, circling me slowly.
 
   “When I’m upset,” I said, my eyes following his slow movements. He was up to something.
 
   “I see,” he said softly. He moved so fast, all I saw was a blur. I gasped when he sprang at me, knocking me to the ground, then leaped from me quickly, waiting for me to get up.
 
   “What the hell?” I shouted, climbing to my feet.
 
   “Fight me, Ana,” he commanded. “If you don’t, you’re not going to be very happy with the outcome.”
 
   “Calix—” I started to protest but the words were cut off as he shot a jet of sharp icicles at me, narrowly missing my head. I ducked and looked at him, my eyes wide with shock.
 
   “You son of a bit—” I yelled, but the rest of my sentence was drowned out by a large ball of ice.
 
   I tried to dodge his attacks and found myself winded quickly as he lobbed ball of ice after ball of ice at me. I was breathing hard, my lungs aching. He was not going easy on me.
 
   “I can’t,” I choked out, holding up my hands for him to stop.              
 
   “You can,” he shouted, shooting another jet of ice at me. I fell to my knees to avoid it and immediately felt the tingling starting in my fingers. I looked at Calix, frightened, and he stared at me as the flames broke out on my fingers and spread to my hands.
 
   “Help!” I shouted as the flames crawled up my wrists, singeing my clothes and burning my skin. The pain was intense, and I was close to vomiting because of it.
 
   “Focus, Ana!” he shouted.
 
   “I-I can’t!” I screamed in agony as I rocked on my knees. “Calix, please! Help me!”
 
   Calix was on his knees in front of me in an instant, his darks eyes flashing as he reached out and took my flaming hands in his.
 
   “Breathe, Ana,” he commanded gently.
 
   “Please, it hurts,” I cried as the flames were now at my elbows. I could see my blistered skin bubbling beneath the fire, and I choked back a sob.
 
   “Close your eyes,” he said, as the flames surrounded his hands. I stared in wonder at him because he didn’t burn. “Close your eyes and breathe.”
 
   I did as he commanded, the tears running down my cheeks. Suddenly, I was filled with a warmness that was pure bliss. The pain in my body receded, and I was left with a cold feeling on my hands, like they’d been submerged in ice water.
 
   I opened my eyes to find Calix’s hands wound tightly around mine, a thin layer of ice covering them.
 
   “How did you … how are you able to do that and not be hurt? Not be burned?” I asked, astonished as I stared at our frozen, interlocked hands.
 
   “Because I control the flame, Ana. It does not control me,” he replied simply. Our hands warmed, and I gasped as Calix’s hands emitted flames.
 
   “Please,” I begged, trying to pull away from him. Instead, he held my hands tighter and stared me defiantly in the eyes. “I-I thought you couldn’t control fire! How are you doing that?”
 
   “I have a very unique gift when I’m with you, Ana,” he murmured, his hands still tightly clutching mine. “Like with healing, remember?”
 
   I nodded, feeling sick to my stomach. It just didn’t seem right.
 
   “Understand, we control these flames, Ana. Us. They do as we say. Believe in that, and nothing else matters,” he said fiercely. I nodded again and tried to calm myself as the heat grew intense on my skin again. “Breathe. Trust me.”
 
   “I trust you,” I whispered, believing the words as the flames grew higher.
 
   There was no pain, and I looked at him in surprise. He smiled and pushed the flames higher until they licked at the ceiling.
 
   “Flame is powerful. It’s the very essence of our hearts. It’s what fuels our desires, what drives us in anger, and what can bind us forever.”
 
   I nodded at his words, dumbfounded as the flames danced in our hands.
 
   He extinguished them immediately, and I was left staring into his eyes. Then he leaned in toward me without warning, and I opened my eyes wide as his lips pressed onto mine. He pulled me into his strong arms, and I nearly melted as his warm mouth worked its way around mine. I felt the flame he spoke of rising deep in my chest and I wanted to lose myself in it. His hands roamed my body and a soft moan escaped my lips as he held me tight.
 
   When he pulled away from me, I felt like he was taking a piece of me with him. I stared at him in wonder as he gently thumbed my cheek.
 
   “I’ve been wanting to know what that was like for a really long time,” he breathed out, resting his forehead against mine.
 
   “And?” I asked breathlessly.
 
   “Now I can never be without it.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 34
 
    
 
   I went home that night feeling lighter and freer than I’d ever felt before. Even with my uncertain future looming, I couldn’t shake my giddiness about Calix’s kiss. It consumed me, like he had ignited a fire deep within my soul.
 
   And I was genuinely happy.
 
   I had never felt this way before, and when I threw myself down on my bed this time, I was wearing a huge grin as I squealed into my pillow like a lovestruck teenager, which is probably what I was.
 
   I closed my eyes and breathed out deeply as the hopes for a peaceful sleep overtook me.
 
   There was nothing around us, just the two of us in a cold, gray world. I was a silent spectator to a heartbreaking madness. I wanted to look away, but I was pulled closer, my curiosity the devil on my shoulder.
 
   Calix was smiling sadly down at me, his dark eyes dancing with tears. He leaned in and caressed my face affectionately as the tears formed rivers down his porcelain cheeks.
 
   He loves me, I thought as I watched him. He’s hurting. I’ve hurt him.
 
   “Tas musa en primo, non finnas,” he whispered in my ear as a tear slipped down and fell onto my face. “Vos tia minas perpetum. Mi lita est lita tu. Lita.”
 
   It was then I was able to see what was happening, and I choked down the bile rising in my throat.
 
   I was lying dead in a pool of my own blood, my face battered and bruised, my brilliant green eyes open wide as they locked with Death’s. A thin streak of blood trickled from the corner of my mouth, and I gasped as Calix reached down and pulled a thin dagger from his boot and cut his palm, the crimson blood leaking out immediately. He licked at the wound, his blood clinging to his mouth, and leaned down to gently kiss me, our blood attaching to his cracked, quivering lips.
 
   My body was bent and broken in so many painful ways, I had a hard time looking at myself. I must have fallen hundreds of feet to look that way.
 
   He placed his shaking hands on my chest and I felt a swell of electricity flow through me as he concentrated on his task, his long, dark lashes resting damply on his cheeks.
 
   There was nothing. No flash of light, no sounds other than his trembling breath. There was no warning. He smiled a small, sad smile before his body crumpled down beside me, his eyes just as glassy as mine, a prisoner of Death.
 
   “No!” I shrieked, trying to rush forward. “No! Calix!”
 
   I was pulled away before I could see the rest of the scene, my heart hammering painfully in my chest.
 
   We were both going to die.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 35
 
    
 
   I woke up struggling to breathe, my head spinning as I tried to focus my eyes in the dark bedroom. In my disorientation, I caught sight of a flurry of activity as a dark form scurried toward my mirror.
 
   Without bothering to think it through, I launched out of bed and threw myself down on top of whatever it was with such force, it even took my breath away.
 
   Oomph! The figure let out a whoosh of air as I fell on top of it. We rolled around on the floor, struggling with one another, my hands punching whatever I could come in contact with.
 
   The figure rolled me roughly onto my back and pinned my arms above my head, its breath ragged from the struggle.
 
   “Calm down, Ana. It’s me,” Kellin’s deep voice commanded from above me. Hearing him did nothing to calm me. I kicked and bucked at him, and he tightened his grip on me and leaned down closer to my face.
 
   “I swear I will Faze you, Ana. Stop!”
 
   Hearing the word “Faze” made me immediately stop fighting. “Why are you creeping around in my bedroom in the middle of the night while I’m sleeping?” I demanded breathlessly.
 
   “Because it’s my job,” he answered thickly. “And I wanted to make sure you were OK after everything.”
 
   “Well, I’m fine. Now get off of me!”
 
   Kellin released me and offered his hand. I took it and allowed him to pull me to my feet. I leaned over to flick on the lamp by my bed and sat down on my rumpled covers.
 
   “Explain yourself,” I said evenly, looking up at his tired face. “Why are you in my bedroom?”
 
   “I’ve been lying to you, Ana,” he started and sat down beside me.
 
   “Clearly,” I answered dryly, wondering if this was the moment when he revealed my worst fear—that he was in league with my enemy.
 
   “It’s not that I wanted to,” he continued. “It’s just we were hoping to take out Zaros before any of this started affecting you.”
 
   “Wait. So you don’t work for Zaros?” I demanded. “For the Ascarians?”
 
   “Work for Zaros? The Ascarians? Are you kidding me? No!” he practically shouted, his blue eyes wide.
 
   “So when were you thinking would be a good time for me to know all of this?” I gestured around irritably. “We’ve been friends for ages, Kellin!”
 
   “I know, Ana! I was going to tell you. I swear I was.”
 
   “When? After I’d burned down the school because I couldn’t control the fire that magically bursts out of my hands? Or was it when I accepted I was so crazy with hallucinations that I had my parents check me into the nearest psych ward?”
 
   “I wouldn’t have let those things happen,” he replied fiercely. “I was trying to protect you from all of this.”
 
   “Well, great warrior, you failed! Now tell me, whose side are you really on?”
 
   “Side?” he asked, blinking his tired, blue eyes. “I’m on your side, Ana.”
 
   “Do you even know which side is mine, Kellin?”
 
   “Don’t you dare talk like that,” he hissed, his eyes flashing painfully. “Zaros will not take you. I’d die before I’d let that happen.”
 
   A memory from one of my visions prodded my mind, and I shook my head, not wanting to deal with that barrel of monkeys at the moment.
 
   “What are you, Kellin?”
 
   “What do you mean? I’m Fae, the same as you,” he replied, obviously confused by my question.
 
   “No, I mean, how are you able to manipulate Wind and rip portals into other realms like it’s nothing. Calix said you’re very powerful to be able to do those things.”
 
   “Did he now?” Kellin mused. “Well, I assure you, Ana, I am on the side of the Light. I was born in Bornia, one of the realms of Winterset. I am the son of King Renius. My realm and yours, Dar’ish, have a treaty. I have sworn myself to serve King Lauris in his endeavor to extinguish Zaros. I was sent here seventeen years ago and I have succeeded—until Calix arrived.”
 
   “Calix?” I snorted, folding my arms across my chest. “Wait. Seventeen years ago?”
 
   “Yes,” he answered solemnly.
 
   “H-how old are you exactly?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at him.
 
   “In human years?” he asked, apparently thinking about it. “I’m roughly one hundred and thirty, give or take.”
 
   “A hundred and thirty!” I shouted, my eyes wide as I took in his impressive one-hundred-thirty-year-old form. “I don’t understand. H-how are you even alive, let alone look like that?” I gestured at him, feeling my face flame.
 
   “We age differently in Winterset, Ana,” he said gently. “I am only twenty in Fae years. I was sent to watch over you when I was seventeen, in Fae years, of course.”
 
   I breathed out and shook my head, clearly not understanding any of it. “So, what am I? Like four in Fae years?” I looked at him; it was a crazy notion.
 
   “Hardly,” he snorted, looking me up and down. “while it is true you would be quite young according to our standards, you’ve spent nearly your entire life here in Earth Realm. You are as you stand at seventeen. You’ve grown as humans do.”
 
   “That is so confusing,” I muttered.
 
   “Maybe this will help you to understand. If we Fae take a human from Earth Realm and place him in Winterset, he will age slower, as we do. The human will never be a Fae, but will be able to gain what our realm offers in the way of aging. If a Fae comes to Earth Realm, the same laws apply. You will age as they do here. Fae don’t often come to Earth Realm simply because it can shorten our life span. However, there are some who opt for a shorter life because, in Winterset, it can seem like an eternity before death claims us, if it ever does.”
 
   “Why would my parents send me here knowing I’d age quickly? The sooner I reach eighteen, the sooner Zaros can claim me!”
 
   “I don’t believe King Lauris and Queen Emeline were terribly concerned about that at the time. They just wanted you to be safe until they could figure out a solution. Your brother, on the other hand, was livid about it, which explains why I was sent.”
 
   “My brother?” I ventured, knowing I must have one, but I hadn’t really come to terms with it. I’d been a single child my whole life as far as I knew, and now all of this was thrust on me.
 
   “Prince Soran, yes. He asked me to stay with you, and so I did. He is my best and most loyal friend. Your family is quite close to my own. I would do anything for them. For you. I have remained near you since I brought you here, never once returning to Winterset. My duty is to protect you.”
 
   “You don’t even know me,” I answered dazedly. “I was just a child then. Why would you leave your life in Winterset for me? Regardless of your allegiance to my family, Kellin.”
 
   “I understand you are filled with questions, Ana,” he murmured. “Some I simply cannot answer because I swore I would not, at least until I had your family’s permission.”
 
   Kellin paused and stared intently at me, his blue eyes wavering a little.
 
   “You were the most beautiful child, Ana. You still are the most beautiful woman I have ever laid eyes upon. Your parents, your brother, would be happy and proud to see the person you have become.”
 
   “And yet they never came for me,” I replied, my lip trembling. “They left me here. They left me to believe this was my life when it clearly wasn’t. What sort of people do that?”
 
   “The kind who love you,” he answered fiercely, stooping down in front of me. “Aside from how terrible it all looks, the most important thing to remember is that they love you. We love you, Ana.”
 
   “You’re a prince?” I asked faintly. “You said your father was a king.”
 
   “Yes,” he murmured. “I’m also more than that, Ana. I want to tell you—”
 
   “But you can’t,” I finished lamely, already knowing what he was going to say. “Why you, Kellin? Don’t tell me it was because of some loyalty thing, either. Why are you really here?”
 
   Before he could answer, Calix appeared from out of nowhere, causing me to nearly fall off of my bed in shock.
 
   “Kellin, somehow I’m not surprised to see it has been you skulking around Ana’s bedroom in the wee hours of the night,” Calix’s voice dripped poison.
 
   “Calix,” Kellin replied, standing up and reaching his impressive height of over six feet tall, tall enough that he could rival Calix.
 
   “I thought we’d agreed you’d keep your distance from Ana while she worked through all of this,” Calix said, taking a dangerous step forward.
 
   “I was keeping my distance while she was awake. It’s still my job to oversee her, though, regardless of my agreement with you,” Kellin replied easily, not backing away. I couldn’t see why he would, either. It was clear he could handle himself, even against a force like Calix.
 
   “Well, you see, that’s a problem for me,” Calix chuckled darkly. “I don’t want some guy creeping around my girlfriend’s bedroom while she’s sleeping. That borders on disturbing. People go to jail for that sort of thing here.”
 
   My attention snapped to Calix at the mention of me being his girlfriend. We hadn’t had that discussion, and while it was surprising to hear it come from his mouth, I wasn’t upset about it. In fact, my heart beat quicker at the prospect.
 
   “Girlfriend?” Kellin asked sharply, looking from Calix to me. “Ana? Is-is that true?”
 
   “I-I guess,” I replied dumbly, feeling the tension in the room wrap around me like a thick, uncomfortable blanket. The wool kind. The kind that pricks your skin and makes you itch.
 
   “He … you … you cannot be with him, Ana,” Kellin said, his hands shaking. “You don’t even know him! He entered your life a few weeks ago from a world you knew nothing about! I don’t even know who the hell he is! It’s unsafe!”
 
   “And you!” he hissed at Calix, his voice thick with warning. “You know who she is and what lies in her future! I don’t care if King Lauris and all of the Sentries sent you, you know she is spoken for! You have no right—”
 
   “I have every right,” Calix growled, shoving Kellin. “Do not pull the prince card on me, Bornian!”
 
   “Ana,” Kellin said, turning to me, his eyes frantic, begging. “Please, listen to me! This is a dangerous time, a time when you need friends, real friends. You know me. You can trust me. Please. I will go back to Winterset and find out what is going on and why Calix is here. Why no one told me about another Sentry. You don’t know enough about our world to start trusting everyone who walks into your life.”
 
   “I’d have known about that world if you’d have told me about it instead of lying to me!” I snapped at him. “If anyone is to blame in all this, it’s you! You’re the one who has ruined everything!”
 
   A muscle tensed in Kellin’s jaw. He turned his back on me and walked to my antique, floor-length mirror and pressed his hand on it. The glass shimmered and turned into the same strange silver liquid I’d seen in the Ascarian kingdom.
 
   “I have only obeyed my orders. Had I obeyed my heart, you would have been mine long ago,” he said, looking over his shoulder at me before disappearing into the mirror.
 
   The shimmering liquid shuddered before solidifying, and I was left staring at it, dumbfounded.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 36
 
    
 
   I asked Calix to leave shortly after Kellin disappeared through my mirror. He nodded tightly and left abruptly without so much as a good-bye.
 
   I felt torn.
 
   I had been a whole person only a few weeks ago, and now I was being pulled in different directions by two people I deeply cared for, each taking a piece of me with him.
 
   I’d been angry with Kellin over the whole woods incident, but I hadn’t known then what I knew now. I felt like I’d been hit with a storm and the rain wouldn’t stop coming. I didn’t know who to trust since I’d been lied to so much. Even Calix, just randomly turning up out of nowhere, left me with an inkling of doubt. Regardless of that doubt, though, I wanted him. I needed him. It wasn’t just a lovestruck thing. We were meant to be together. I knew that much, and it was frightening.
 
   Deep down, I think he knew it too.
 
   The skies were dark and cloudy the remainder of the weekend, and when I awoke on Monday morning for school, they were so dark it was difficult to discern night from day. The rains came down in torrents of huge drops that hurt when they hit you. The wind was blowing so hard, the trees were bending from the pressure being exerted on them. There was really only one reason for any of it.
 
   Kellin.
 
   I rushed into the school with the other students, completely soaked and shivering. I made my way straight to Kellin’s locker and saw him standing with the door open, not really even there, his mind somewhere far away.
 
   “Kellin?” I said softly, coming up behind him. He didn’t turn around to look at me. Instead, he shook his head and reached into his locker for his books.
 
   “I’m sorry for what I said,” I continued, biting my lip.
 
   “Why are you sorry for speaking the truth, Ana?” he asked after a tense moment of silence.
 
   “Because it hurt you,” I whispered. “That wasn’t my intention.”
 
   “I think it’s fair to say the journey to good intentions can leave a path of destruction,” Kellin said dryly, turning to me. The dark circles beneath his eyes made me draw in a sharp breath. He was exhausted beyond measure. He was hurting.
 
   “Everything is happening too fast. I’m lost, Kellin,” I said softly.
 
   “I can only make sure no harm comes to you, Ana. I can’t change your mind about how you feel. You’ve clearly moved on from any semblance of affection you had for me. I’m sorry I messed up. I can’t apologize enough for it. But this, you with him, it tears my heart out, Ana,” his teeth were clenched tightly as he hissed the words through them, his blue eyes shining with a layer of tears. “I’m gone after today. I’m going back to Winterset, and you will be assigned a new Sentry. If Calix is who he says he is, he will be your new Sentry.”
 
   “Kel—” I started but was interrupted by Courtney.
 
   “I thought I told you to stay away from my boyfriend,” she said, stepping between me and Kellin menacingly.
 
   “I … Kellin?” I asked in disbelief.
 
   Was he really still with this horrible beast? After all the things he’d been spouting to me?
 
   He must have sensed what I was thinking, much like Calix could, because I stared wide-eyed at him when he spoke.
 
   “Courtney, you are a horrible, terrible person. I have wasted too many nights with your name on my lips. For some reason, I thought courting you would make the pain of my reality disappear. Instead, it took what could have been and twisted into a knot I cannot undo. You are my second biggest regret, my first being that I ever stepped foot into this godforsaken realm in the first place. You, Courtney Fox, are not my girlfriend, nor will you ever be again. We are through, and I don’t even want my name to ever touch your harsh lips again. This has nothing to do with Ana. It has to do with me and you. Me because I was a fool for thinking I could do this, and you because, well, you’re you, and you will never make anyone happy until you figure out what makes you unhappy. We’re done.”
 
   He didn’t wait for her answer and pushed by us without so much as a backward glance. Courtney’s face fell but she recovered quickly and glared daggers at me.
 
   “You!” she hissed, advancing on me. “You! You did this! We were fine until you started bothering him!”
 
   “I didn’t do anything!” I shouted as she lunged at me, her claws flashing.
 
   She dug at my skin and pulled at my hair. I felt the fire burning beneath my skin and I cringed, taking the beating she was handing me, but only because I didn’t want to hurt her.
 
   We fell to the ground in a twisted knot of long hair, arms, and legs. I could hear people cheering around us and I ground my teeth as I tried to control the flame aching to get out. I landed a hard hit to her face in an effort to get out from beneath her. That only fueled her fire more when she saw the trickle of blood coming from her nose.
 
   She hit me across my face and that was all it took for me to lose what little control I had. The fire burst from some unseen area of my body and ignited her thin blouse, the flame quickly climbing up to eat at her long hair. I stared down at my hands and noted that they held no flame, but burned like they may.
 
   She screamed and batted at the fire as I watched in wide-eyed horror at what I must have done. Luckily, someone remembered Fire 101 and knocked her to the ground, smothering the flames.
 
   “Ana,” Calix’s voice cut through the horror.
 
   I looked up to see Calix standing above me breathing hard, his eyes flashing dangerously.
 
   He held his hand out to me and I took it without hesitation, desperately needing to get out of there, to get away from the accusing eyes of my peers, to get away from the stench of burned hair, flesh, and clothing.
 
   He led me out into the raging storm as fire erupted from my hands.
 
   “Calix,” I whimpered, clutching my hands to my chest. “Calix!”
 
   He turned to me in the rain, wrapped his hands around my flaming ones and rested his forehead against mine.
 
   “Breathe, Ana,” he said gently. “Remember what I said. You control the flame.”
 
   I pulled in deep breath after deep breath as Kellin’s storm raged around us until the flame had died out and I was left standing drenched in the middle of the parking lot, Calix’s arms around me as I cried.
 
   “Let me take you away from here,” Calix murmured, kissing the top of my head. I nodded and let him walk me to the edge of the dark tree line.
 
   “What? W-where’s your car?” I asked looking around confused.
 
   “I have a much faster way to travel,” he answered, smiling down at me. He opened his arms and I stepped into them.
 
   The moment he wrapped his arms around me, I felt a pulling in the very core of my body. It was so strong, it made me tremble.
 
   “The first time is always the most uncomfortable,” he whispered.
 
   The pull grew sharper, and I felt like the air had been sucked out of my body. I clung to Calix as I caught glimpses of passing scenery, followed by blackness, then a flit of more scenery.
 
   When our feet finally touched down, I was trembling and shivering so badly, Calix pulled off his jacket and wrapped it around me.
 
   “It won’t always be that bad,” he said, hugging me.
 
   I looked around and saw we were standing in the middle of a cozy log cabin, a fire crackling merrily in the fireplace.
 
   “What is this place?” I asked, looking around in wonder, my teeth chattering. “How did we get here?”
 
   “This is my secret hideaway,” he said, leading me to the oversized couch in the center of the room. “I used one of the many ways Fae can travel.”
 
   “Will I be able to do that too? Travel like that?” I asked, thinking about what good time I could make to class in the morning, then realizing I never wanted to return to school. I’d just set Courtney on fire. There was no way I’d ever be able to go back.
 
   “Perhaps,” he answered delicately.
 
   “Why perhaps?”
 
   “Only a very small handful of my people can travel in such a way. I would imagine you would use a different route, so to speak. However, if you enjoy it, you can always adapt to it.”
 
   “I wouldn’t say I enjoyed it,” I replied hastily. “I felt like we were traveling through a black abyss. It was cold and frightening. I was afraid of falling.”
 
   “I was with you, though, Princess. You were safe. I’d never let you go,” he said, leaning in and kissing me gently on the lips. A swell of electricity flowed through my body at his touch, and I ran my hands through his thick, black hair, wanting more. Demanding more. I wanted to distract my mind from what had just happened with Courtney, and Calix was the perfect distraction.
 
   He obliged my desires, his hands roaming every curve of my body, his touch warm and gentle with the undercurrent of electricity.
 
   I wasn’t sure how long we’d been there, but it must have been for hours. When I opened my eyes, it was to see myself wound tightly around his hard, warm body on the couch in front of the dying fire.
 
   His eyes were closed, his long, sooty lashes resting gently on his flawless ivory cheeks. I had a flashback of my vision of him dying beside me, and I shuddered. He squeezed me tightly in his sleep, and I laid my head back on his chest, feeling the thick muscles through the T-shirt he was wearing.
 
   I’d only just found him, and I didn’t want to lose him.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere,” he murmured, and I jumped at the sound of his sleepy voice.
 
   “It creeps me out that you can do that,” I said, shaking my head, my long, blonde hair falling over my shoulders. “Are you sure you don’t read minds?”
 
   “I’m sure,” he replied softly. “I think I was just thinking the same thing as you. That’s all.”
 
   He kissed me gently on the lips and pulled the blanket up around us.
 
   “People are going to begin to wonder what happened to you. To us,” he murmured, noting the time.
 
   “I don’t care,” I replied. “I-I can’t go back. Not now.”
 
   “Really? You don’t care? What happened to my uptight princess?” he teased lightly, brushing my hair back from my tear-stained face.
 
   “I’m still here. I’ve just decided there are some things I can’t change, like what people think and what I’ve done.”
 
   “You may be able to someday,” he said thoughtfully.
 
   “What?”
 
   He shrugged. “Well, you’re Fae. Some are fortunate enough to possess the power of suggestion.”
 
   “You mean compulsion?” I asked, my brows furrowed.
 
   “Yes, I suppose you could call it that if you’re gifted enough to actually control someone. I was talking more about persuasion.”
 
   “You can do it, can’t you?” I asked, sitting up and staring down at him. “The night at the game, on the bleachers with the nachos! I almost kissed you! I couldn’t explain it at the time, but that’s what it was, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Perhaps,” he answered sitting up. “Are you mad?”
 
   “Yes! How dare you try to control my mind!”
 
   “Believe me, Ana, I wasn’t controlling your mind. Besides, I wouldn’t have kissed you. Not like that. I was testing you. I wanted to know how strong you were, if you would be able to fight it, and you did. I was proud of you.”
 
   “Proud of me because I fought off your freaky mind powers?” I asked skeptically.
 
   “Yes. If Zaros … if he gets you, Ana, he has the power of compulsion and it’s powerful. It’s extremely strong,” he whispered. “It doesn’t help that he also has the Ankh of Dominus, either. You wouldn’t stand a chance in your current state. He has men who follow him without question. Not because of compulsion, but because they have dark hearts like he does. They can control the mind. I want you to be able to fight for yourself when I’m not there. You need to be able to.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t you be there?” I asked, my heart racing as I replayed the horrible vision in my mind.
 
   “Because,” he said sighing and taking my hands. “I might get called away. If that happens, I won’t be of any help to you. You have to be able to fight on your own.”
 
   “Then teach me, Calix. I’m afraid.” My voice shook as I spoke the truth. It was more than fear. It was terror. I’d seen what the Master was capable of. I saw what he was doing to the Nihilist, his own son.
 
   “I will,” he promised.
 
   “I don’t want to go back. I want to stay here with you,” I said, untangling myself from him the rest of the way and getting to my feet. “If we go back, there’s a good chance I’ll be in a lot of trouble for what happened with Courtney. I want to stay right here, far away. I want to learn everything I can. I don’t want to hurt anyone!”
 
   “Ana,” he breathed, standing up to join me. “Come here.”
 
   He opened his arms wide, and I fell into them sobbing. I was terrified. Was Courtney OK? Had I really hurt her? Was this the beginning of what I was to become? Someone who hurt people?
 
   “Shh,” he murmured, holding me tightly. “You still have a choice in who you become. What happened today was an accident. I should have told you sooner, and then I could have taught you how to control your powers. I’m so sorry, Ana. It’s my fault.”
 
   I let him hold me until the tears subsided. Leaving unexpectedly like this was like tearing off a Band-Aid. I knew this day was going to happen, I just didn’t want it to be like this. My parents were going to be worried about me. My friends would be worried. In the end, though, maybe this was simply for the best.
 
   “Teach me, Calix. I want to—I have to—learn,” I said, looking up into his dark eyes.
 
   He studied me for a moment before nodding. “I will teach you everything, Ana. I’ll save you or die trying.”
 
   His words made me wince, and I realized there may be many people willing to sacrifice themselves for me. I couldn’t let them die for me. There had to be a way around it, and I would find that way.
 
   “It’s for a good cause,” I murmured. “Me focusing everything I have on learning is what’s important. My future is in Winterset, not here. It was never here.”
 
   “You’re beautiful,” he said, cupping my face in his hands. “I admire your determination, Ana. You’re perfect on the inside and the outside. It’s what takes your beauty to a whole other level. It’s why he wants you. You are the ultimate weapon for him. The perfect balance to the Nihilist.”
 
   His words made me shudder.
 
   “Balance or not, I’m in charge of me. My birthday is only a few days away. If they find me, Calix—” I stammered, uncertain of what would happen to me without proper training.
 
   “They won’t,” he assured me, kissing me gently. “They won’t.”
 
   “I’ll hold you to that,” I whispered before pressing my lips to his again.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 37
 
    
 
   I turned my phone off that night, my heart heavy with sadness, my multitude of messages unread. No one would find me out here in the middle of the mountainous area, wherever this area was. Even Calix wouldn’t tell me, which did make me a bit uneasy. But I trusted him.
 
   We went to sleep that night, his arm wound tightly around me as I rested my head on his chest. I listened to his slow, even heartbeat as he slept, wondering how I’d gotten to this point in my life.
 
   And Kellin.
 
   My heart ached for my friend. For someone I had maybe even loved at some point. I knew he was hurting. There wasn’t anything I could about it, though. Our time was over before it had even started, and now he was gone. I didn’t even know if I’d ever see him again. I prayed that if I ever got the chance to look into his eyes, it would be because we were still on the same side and I wasn’t some puppet for the Darkness.
 
   I closed my eyes, trying to push my parents’ and Mel’s worried faces out of my mind. Sleep came sometime soon after, and I struggled to keep my eyes open, not wanting to lose the remainder of the night, not wanting to glimpse what I knew was coming.
 
   The air was heavy with sadness, the regret nearly choking me as I watched the scene before me.
 
   “You are late,” The Master growled, turning his cloaked form to the Nihilist as he entered the room and dropped to his knees before him, his dark hood hiding his face.
 
   “I’m sorry, my Master,” the Nihilist said thickly, his voice deep, an unbearable undercurrent of remorse weaved into it. “I was held up trying to tie up the loose ends.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “I have succeeded, My Lord,” the Nihilist answered hollowly. “It is only a matter of days now.”
 
   “Excellent,” The Master said, the wicked smile evident in his voice. “And what of the village Sarnias?”
 
   “Razed to the ground, my Lord,” the Nihilist replied in a small voice.
 
   “And the survivors?”
 
   “There weren’t any. We took their heads and sent them to Dar’ish for them to see our majesty and strength, my Master. We burned what was left of the bodies. Everything as you commanded.”
 
   “This brings me joy, Nihilist,” The Master said in his deep, gravelly voice. “You have done well, my son. Do not try to fight me again, though. I will not be so forgiving next time. You will bear more than scars if you try to overcome me again.”
 
   “My Lord,” the Nihilist bowed his head, and my heart ached for him. He had tried to escape! He didn’t want this. I had to save him.
 
   “Soon, you will be joined by the Oracle,” The Master said, turning away from the Nihilist and walking to a raised dais in the center of the room. It looked like an altar where they laid out bodies for sacrifice. My stomach twisted into knots at the thought.
 
   “What will you do to her?” the Nihilist asked, his head snapping up, the dark hood still covering his face.
 
   “Whatever I want,” he cackled. “She is there for your strength and for my enjoyment, and I do intend to enjoy her before I hand her over to you. I want to break her. I earned the look Lauris will have on his face as I take his virgin daughter from him.”
 
   Bile rose in my throat, and I took a frightened step back. There was no way I could let him get me. He had terrible, despicable plans. It was more than hurting and killing others. He planned on carving out my soul in the process.
 
   “My Lord,” the Nihilist interjected, his voice strained. “If the Oracle is mine, I would like her to remain untarnished. She is my promised.”
 
   “She is mine first!” The Master snapped, turning his cloaked form back to the Nihilist in a flurry of anger. “As was her mother! I will take her, and you will accept that. And if you question my rule again, so help me, you will regret it. I have been kind in allowing you freedom of thought. I can take all of that away. Just. Like. That.”
 
   The Master waved his hand and the Nihilist bowed his head in defeat. I felt his will sag from his body. Not even he could fight it.
 
   I struggled to open my eyes, terrified to hear any more.
 
   My eyes snapped open and I found myself all alone in the bed, the blankets pulled snugly up to my neck, my body drenched in sweat.
 
   The spot where Calix had slept was cold. He’d been gone for a while. I frowned. Where could he have possibly gone? We were surrounded by hundreds of miles of woods and mountains as far as I could tell.
 
   Not that it matters, I reminded myself. He traveled wherever he wanted by whatever means he used.
 
   I wandered out to the large picture window and gazed outside, my stomach churning. What I’d seen left a gaping hole within me, but it also made me more determined to find a way out of this. People were dying over it. The Nihilist, even though he murdered and tortured for the Master, was just another innocent bystander, and even he did not deserve what was happening to him.
 
   I needed Calix. I needed him to teach me. I needed him to hold me and tell me we’d get through this. I looked out through the thick trees, wondering if he was out there somewhere in the foliage. Off in the distance were picturesque snowcapped mountains. The beauty was astounding, and I breathed out appreciatively despite my troubled thoughts.
 
   I turned around and gasped as I nearly collided with Calix, who had been silently standing behind me.
 
   “You scared me,” I winced, clutching at my heart.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he murmured, his face twisted in sadness.
 
   “I was worried. Where were you? Are you OK?”
 
   “I’m fine,” he answered. He pulled in a deep breath, and the sadness was erased from his face.
 
   “Did you miss me?” he asked, the tiniest of smirks on his lips.
 
   “I … yes. I did,” I answered simply. No point in denying it. I had it bad for him.
 
   He leaned down and kissed me gently, and I relaxed against him peacefully as his arms circled around me.
 
   “Did you sleep well?” he inquired, pulling away.
 
   “Yes,” I lied, kissing him again. He smiled through the kiss and I could feel a ribbon of sadness flow through him. We were so connected, it was frightening. I wondered if all Fae were like this.
 
   “I’ll have to go away more often,” he mused, his lips trailing a line of tender kisses down my neck.
 
   “Where did you go? Are you sure you’re OK?” I breathed out. He stopped the progression down my neck and pulled away from me, an all-business look on his face. I guess I ended that tender moment.
 
   “I was curious about whether anyone was looking for us, so I popped into the school,” he said, shrugging his broad shoulders and turning away from me to walk to the kitchen.
 
   “And?” I pressed, following him. I wasn’t sure if I even wanted to know.
 
   “They’re looking for us,” he said, opening the refrigerator and pulling out a bottle of water before turning to me. “And no, no one saw me.”
 
   I regarded him silently, my heart hammering a million miles an hour in my chest. My parents must be devastated.
 
   “H-how’s Courtney?” I croaked out, scared to hear the answer.
 
   “Well,” he said thoughtfully. “Terrible. Her entire face was burned pretty bad all the way down her neck. She would have been disfigured for life.”
 
   “Oh no,” I moaned, closing my eyes, the tears stinging my eyelids. I had hated Courtney, but I never wanted to see harm come to her.
 
   “She’s going to be OK, Ana. I made a stop at the hospital and healed her. She will be fine now. I owed it to you. I hate to see you sad and upset.”
 
   “Y-you healed her? How? How were you able to not be seen?” I asked, opening my eyes, my heart beating fast at the prospect of things not being as bad as I thought.
 
   “You forget what I told you, my dear,” Calix said softly, his dark eyes wavering. “I am a Silent Sentry. It’s my job to be undetected.”
 
   “Thank you, Calix,” I managed to say before the tears slipped out. “I can’t thank you enough. I didn’t want anyone to get hurt. I-I didn’t want any of this to happen!”
 
   “Hey, Ana, baby,” Calix said putting his water bottle down then coming to me and cupping my face. “This was going to happen whether it was yesterday, tomorrow, next week, or next year. Your disappearance was inevitable. At some point, you had to return to Winterset. Hurting Courtney was a hiccup, but I fixed her.”
 
   “I know,” I mumbled, my stomach churning with worry. “I just don’t want to be remembered as the person who set her on fire and then disappeared.”
 
   Calix leaned down and kissed me lightly on the lips.
 
   “Let’s not waste what time we have worrying, OK? We have a lot of work to do,” he said, taking my hand and squeezing it. “Come on, let’s get to it, shall we?”
 
   I nodded and let him steer me outside to the open space behind the house.
 
   “Fire,” he stated, walking away from me as I stood on the edge of the clearing, the kind, caring Calix now replaced by the serious teacher. “You are of fire. Think of it as passion, Ana. It’s capable of burning a hole through your entire world. It can open new doors and destroy the ones built to keep you out. Wield it with caution, for a flame always burns someone.”
 
   “That sounds dark,” I said, eyeing him as he turned to me with a demure smile on his face.
 
   “I suppose that’s all a matter of perception, much like the way fire can cause pain if you allow it to,” he said, nodding toward my hands. “Now, my beautiful Princess, let’s fight!”
 
   He whipped out razor sharp shards of ice and whizzed them at me. I was able to duck right before they would have hit me square in the chest. I stood back up and gaped open-mouthed at him. He only grinned at me and shot another volley in my direction.
 
   I ducked, dodged, flipped, and rolled, using my gymnastic knowledge to avoid his onslaught, my lungs aching as I tried to breathe through it all. He was relentless, and I couldn’t imagine having to face him in a real fight.
 
   “Ana! Attack back! I’m not going to get worn out here, so you need to try to take me out!” he called, the air around me freezing. I shivered as it grew colder and colder. I looked down at my hands and saw a thin layer of ice had formed on them and it was becoming harder and harder to move.
 
   “Quick, Princess! Best plan your next move!” he yelled out, a wicked glint in his dark eyes. I was just about to call him a harsh name when I became immobile, completely frozen in place as ice quickly built a wall on my skin. I gaped at him, unable to speak.
 
   “I told you,” he grinned, walking calmly to me. “Now what are you going to do? You’re frozen in place. I bet that’s really cold.”
 
   I wanted to slap the skin off his smug face. I knew he was doing this as a lesson, but it was still irritating.
 
   “Should you meet the Master, you must be able to fight. If he doesn’t take your mind, know that he will take your body and put it through the harshest lessons you’ll ever learn,” Calix continued, his voice bitter and angry. “The pain and torment you will endure will make you want to succumb to him, Ana. I don’t want to see you broken like that.”
 
   Broken. Just like the dream.
 
   He reached over and pressed his very hot hand to my forehead and the ice around me immediately melted, leaving me shivering. It was very reminiscent of what I’d seen the Master do in my visions. Something churned deep in my stomach, and I looked up at Calix with wide eyes.
 
   “You speak like you know the Master’s lessons well,” I said softly, searching his face for a hint of explanation.
 
   “All too well, one might say,” Calix said painfully, a shadow falling over his already dark features. “He killed my mother.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 38
 
    
 
   I stared at Calix, dumbfounded, my mouth opening and closing in an effort to find the right words to say to him.
 
   “Don’t,” he whispered when I reached out to touch him. “Don’t pity me, Ana.”
 
   “Calix, I’m so sorry,” I said gently. “I had no idea.”
 
   “It’s not something I tend to talk about,” he answered, straightening himself and turning fiercely toward me. “You need to focus and learn how to do this, Ana. I couldn’t bear it if my mother’s fate became your own.”
 
   I nodded wordlessly, knowing there weren’t enough words in my language to express the grief I felt for him. Instead, I focused on the task at hand, and we started round two of practice. By the end of the day, I was sore and exhausted out of my mind but had been successful multiple times in sending a flaming ball of fire in the direction of Calix. He had grinned jubilantly as it hurtled toward him, only to freeze it midair. I stared sullenly as he turned the ice to water, fully extinguishing my attempts.
 
   He had congratulated me on being able to create the fire and had rushed toward me and scooped me into his arms, feeding my mouth with his excited kisses. That was really all I needed to push myself even more. The thought of him so happy and holding me made me try even harder, and when the day ended, I counted it as a complete success.
 
   “You know,” Calix said, looking at my red, nearly blistered hands from all my fireball throwing, “you really need to focus on how you control the fire, baby. Remember what I said?”
 
   “I control the flame, the flame doesn’t control me,” I repeated, remembering his words.
 
   “Exactly,” he said, taking my hands in his. The warm electricity and energy flowed through me, and I stared down, still amazed, as he healed my hands.
 
   “You can heal too, Ana,” he murmured, kissing my hand gently. “Just because I borrowed from you doesn’t mean you’re barren in that department. We need to work on that as well.”
 
   I nodded, wondering the circumstances involved and cringed. There was really only one way to do it, and it meant one of us getting hurt. No matter the amount, it still made my stomach churn.
 
   “How about we relax for the rest of the night?” Calix suggested as we walked into the house.
 
   I nodded eagerly at the idea of resting. We’d put in so much hard work all day, the prospect excited me.
 
   I made my way to the bathroom and quickly showered, my mind on what must be happening back home. I let the tears stream down my face as I thought about my distraught parents and Mel. I knew leaving without so much as a good-bye was wrong, but I also knew it was for the best. Saying good-bye would only make the pain worse, and I knew I may not have been able to take the steps needed to leave.
 
   It was better this way.
 
   I dried my eyes and dressed in a pair of sweatpants and a tank top. Calix had the place fully stocked, and I silently wondered if he’d planned this getaway all along.
 
   “Hey,” Calix said, looking up at me from the breakfast bar in the kitchen, where he was placing large sandwiches onto a plate for us.
 
   “Hey,” I answered, forcing a smile onto my lips.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Calix asked immediately, his brow knit in concern.
 
   “Nothing,” I said, waving him off. “I was just thinking about my family.”
 
   “Ana,” he sighed, coming around the bar and hugging me. “I know this must be hard on you. It’s worth it, though. Someday, when all of this is over, you can go back to them.”
 
   “I’ll never be able to go back,” I sniffed. “I think we both know this is a one-way ticket, Calix.”
 
   He didn’t say anything as he held me, and I knew he didn’t want to chime in his thoughts because they were the same as mine.
 
   “You’ll have me forever, Ana,” he murmured, tilting my head and planting a gentle kiss on my lips. “I promise we’ll make this right.”
 
   I nodded and took a deep breath. No sense in crying over it.
 
   We went to the living room and sank down onto the plush couch. Calix handed me a turkey sandwich and flicked on the television.
 
   “What would you like to watch?” he asked, flipping slowly through the channels.
 
   “How about a movie? A funny one,” I added in the hopes that comedy would make me lighten up a bit.
 
   Calix obliged, and before I knew it, we were cuddled up on the couch watching a movie about four friends time traveling through a hot tub.
 
   I began to tune the movie out midway through, my thoughts circling around the impending future. My heart rate picked up, and I swallowed hard, trying to get myself to calm down.
 
   I may not have a very long future ahead, and if I did have one, it was looking pretty bleak considering I was just a puppet for my Master.
 
   Nausea rolled in when I realized I had silently acknowledged him as my Master. There was no way I could allow it. I’d die before I’d let it happen.
 
   And then it struck me—the words from the Ascarian king. He planned on killing me not out of anger and hatred, but out of protection. He wanted to protect people, and my death would mean there would be no Oracle, and without an Oracle, Zaros wouldn’t be as mighty. I could die and make it all go away. Maybe that’s what the whole vision I’d had with Calix had been about. I didn’t want him to suffer the same fate as me, but my death could just end it all. It would give the kingdoms of Winterset hope. If I weren’t there, then they may be able to overcome Zaros.
 
   My breathing picked up as I acknowledged I had less than a week until I Transitioned. My birthday was only days away. I was on a countdown to oblivion. My inevitable end. I’d die either way because there was no way I was going to let Zaros take me.
 
   I cried out as my hands burst into flames. Calix immediately wrapped his hands around mine and looked me in the eye as the tears streamed down my face.
 
   “Ana, calm down,” he murmured. “Calm down.”
 
   I shook my head, my sobs racking my body.
 
   I felt the coolness of his ice cover my hands and the heat disappeared, followed by the familiar zing of his healing powers course through me.
 
   “What’s wrong? Talk to me,” he said gently, pushing my hair away from my face and thumbing away a rogue tear.
 
   “Calix,” I said, my voice shaky. “I think I know how to save the world.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 39
 
    
 
   He stared, waiting for me to speak.
 
   “The Master needs me to bind with the Nihilist, right?” I asked delicately, licking my lips nervously. “Well, what if … what if he can’t make that happen?”
 
   “He will make it happen if he gets you, Ana,” Calix interjected. “If Zaros gets to you, then it’s game over.”
 
   “I know,” I continued slowly. “But what if I’m not around?”
 
   “Ana, while the idea of staying hidden is a great one, I don’t think it will work for long. He’s been planning this for a long time. We won’t even be able to stay here for much longer. He will find you.”
 
   “I know, and that’s the problem, right? But what if I’m not here to be found?”
 
   Calix looked at me, the confusion evident on his face.
 
   “I’m not following you, sweetheart,” he said, shaking his head, his dark locks falling into his eyes.
 
   “What if I died?” I breathed out painfully, the thought one that was all too frightening.
 
   “What?! Are you kidding me, Ana?” Calix jumped up from the couch like I’d set him on fire.
 
   “If I’m dead, he can’t get to me, Calix! It’s the only way!”
 
   “Like hell it is,” Calix growled, coming at me and grasping my face firmly in his hands. “No, Ana. Get that thought out of your head right now!”
 
   “Calix,” I said, wrapping my hands around his. “You know it’s the only way.”
 
   “No,” he said fiercely, a muscle twitching in his jaw. “There are other ways, Ana. There have to be. Your death won’t be what you think it is.”
 
   “What are the other ways, then? Because the way I see it, we’re at a dead end! With me o-out of the picture,” I stammered, my stomach rolling. “There’s no Oracle. If there’s no Oracle, then the binding can’t happen. And if that can’t happen, Zaros won’t have all the pieces. He can be fought and beaten if I’m not around! Admit it, Calix! It’s a way out.”
 
   “No,” he responded, his voice small and vulnerable. “No, Ana. It’s a way out of one life. It is not the answer you seek. Believe me.”
 
   “Will you help me?” I pressed on, not caring about his cryptic words as a tear slipped out of my eyes. “Please, Calix?”
 
   If I had to die, I wanted it to be at the hands of the one I loved, and I had to face facts. I loved him.
 
   “No,” he replied again, his voice shaking with sadness. “I will not, Ana. It is a way out, but I won’t help you do it. Just the thought...”
 
   He turned away from me and walked to the large picture window, where he stood staring out into the darkness. He remained silent, and I noticed his shoulders shake a little.
 
   “Calix?” I asked gently, coming up behind him.
 
   “I love you, Ana,” he said, turning around, a tear slipping down his cheek. “I’m in love with you and have been since the moment I laid eyes on you. I have done terrible things to be here in this moment with you. I will not be the one to end your life. It can’t be me.”
 
   “Calix, I love you too,” I replied, falling into his arms and holding him tight.
 
   “Then don’t talk like this anymore, OK? We need you. I need you as you are now.”
 
   I nodded and felt his body relax against mine. I wouldn’t talk like that anymore. But that didn’t mean I wouldn’t still think about it.
 
   It was the means to an end.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 40
 
    
 
   “She’s gone,” Kellin’s worried voice rang out through the dense fog.
 
   “How could you lose the Oracle!” an enraged voice shouted, and I narrowed my eyes in an attempt to see who was speaking.
 
   “I failed. I was caught up in my feelings, and I lost her. I’m sorry. I will find her. I swear it.”
 
   “Seventeen Earth Realm years you have stood by and watched her! And now, when she is needed the most, you’ve lost her? I trusted you with her!”
 
   “I am sorry,” Kellin murmured.
 
   The voices faded away, and I was swept to the clifftop again.
 
   I watched myself from a distance as I walked to the edge of the cliff, my long blonde hair whipping behind me. I was wearing the white dress from my previous vision. My face was stricken with sadness, and tears rolled down my porcelain cheeks in waves, my black mascara following in a dark trail.
 
   I stopped at the edge of the cliff and looked out to the horizon then closed my eyes.
 
   A means to an end.
 
   The sentence caressed my mind, and I embraced it, wanting it, needing it.
 
   Jump.
 
   The word was a whisper on the wind.
 
   Jump.
 
   In my head, pressing me, demanding.
 
   Jump!
 
   “Yes,” I whispered, my eyes closed.
 
   I was now the girl on the edge of the cliff. I felt my heart hammering painfully in my chest, and I raked in a deep breath, my last effort at life.
 
   I held out my arms and fell to the jagged rocks below, a peaceful fall, the cold wind whipping through my tangled blonde hair.
 
   For someone so close to death, I’d never felt so alive.
 
   I knew the cold, cruel stop was fast approaching, and my heart rate picked up. I let out a scream, my lungs aching as my final cries filled the evening air.
 
   “Ana! Ana!”
 
   Calix was shaking me through my screams. When I opened my eyes, he was staring at me, a terrified expression on his handsome face.
 
   “It’s a dream. Just a dream,” he said, pulling me close to him. “Are you OK? What did you see?”
 
   “They aren’t all dreams, Calix,” I said shakily. “It is the future, and I can’t run from it.”
 
   “Talk to me,” he said painfully, holding me tighter. “What did you see? Who did you see?”
 
   “I-I heard Kellin,” I said, trying to regain my composure. “I think he works for Zaros.”
 
   “Kellin?” Calix asked, pulling away from me, his eyes narrowed. “Why do you think that?”
 
   “Because he was getting scolded for losing me. Whoever it was, they were very angry at him, and he kept apologizing for it.”
 
   “I see,” Calix said, sitting back and releasing me.
 
   “He’s coming to find me. Soon. I can feel it.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes,” I answered resolutely.
 
   “What else?” Calix pressed.
 
   “N-nothing. There’s nothing else,” I replied, not wanting to tell him about jumping. I wanted to save him the pain of knowing I’d not only seen it once, but twice now.
 
   Calix eyed me skeptically but didn’t pursue the subject.
 
   “Let’s sleep. If Kellin is coming, we’re going to need to be prepared, and that means even harder work tomorrow,” Calix said, pulling me to him.
 
   I obliged and closed my eyes, his arms tight around me.
 
   “Everything is going to be OK, Ana,” he whispered. “Trust in me. I love you.”
 
   “I love you too,” I replied.
 
   I only hoped love was enough to get us out of this mess.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 41
 
    
 
   We awoke early and ate a quick breakfast, followed by a morning of grueling fighting stances, flame wielding, and one-sided dueling.
 
   I was barely able to conjure a flame. Calix would shoot ice shard after ice shard at me. He was unforgiving in his attacks, too, citing that when I came face to face with my enemies, they wouldn’t go easy on me.
 
   By lunch, I was an exhausted mess, my hair tangled and spots of dirt on my face.
 
   “Can we be done?” I groaned as we finished lunch and made our way back out to the yard.
 
   “Absolutely not,” Calix said firmly.
 
   I mumbled irritably at him and stood my ground as he began his onslaught again.
 
   I was stumbling through the moves he’d taught me when I felt a sudden pull in the center of my chest. It went from a pull to my body demanding it.
 
   I threw up my hands as a shard of dagger-like ice came spiraling at my head, and an incredible rush of wind whipped forward and knocked the ice aside, sending it careening into a nearby tree trunk.
 
   I followed my instincts and twisted my hands. The wind increased and scooped Calix off the ground, sending him sailing into the air. He landed with a loud thump across the clearing, his arms and legs spread out at odd angles.
 
   “Oh, my God! Calix!” I shouted, running over and falling to my knees beside him. His eyes were closed and his mouth was hanging open slightly.
 
   “I’m so sorry! Please, answer me, Calix!” I panicked, shaking him roughly. When he didn’t respond, I laid my hands on his chest and felt every ounce of desire pour through me into healing him from whatever injuries I’d caused.
 
   I cried throughout the entire process, the warmth flowing from my hands into his limp body.
 
   “Why are you crying, Princess?” Calix’s voice interrupted me.
 
   “Wha—, Calix? Oh my God!” I threw myself down on top of him and hugged him fiercely. “I thought I’d killed you! I thought you were dead!”
 
   “It would take more than a gust of wind to kill me, sweetheart,” Calix chuckled, running his hands through my hair.
 
   “Wait. Were you faking?” I asked, pulling away so I could look down at him.
 
   “Well, I mean you clearly lifted me into the air with your newfound ability and tossed me over here. My elbow did hurt,” he continued, his eyes full of mischief.
 
   “You faker!” I howled, leaping off of him. “You lying sack of monkey shi—”
 
   His laughter cut off the rest of what I was going to shout.
 
   “I said you hurt my elbow, Ana. And you healed it. Nice work, baby!”
 
   “I should lift your ass fifty feet in the air and power slam you! I thought I’d killed you!” I shouted at him angrily.
 
   “And now you want to try to kill me? Sweetheart, make up your mind! Do you want me safe and sound or laying broken on the ground?” He flashed a playful grin at me, and I rolled my eyes irritably at him.
 
   “Right now, I’d like to smack you,” I grumbled.
 
   “Don’t be upset. Do you realize what you just did?” Calix inquired.
 
   I swallowed hard and looked at him. “I did just do that, didn’t I?” I yelped.
 
   “You did! You’re getting it! You’re Transitioning, Ana! In a matter of days, you’ll come into all of your powers. How are you feeling?”
 
   “Incredible,” I answered honestly. “I mean, I’m scared, but at least I might be able to fight.”
 
   “I think this calls for a celebration,” Calix said, climbing to his feet. “I have just the thing, too.”
 
   He took my hand and pulled me inside the house, leaving me on the couch.
 
   “Wait here,” he said with a wolfish grin and disappeared into the kitchen. I waited for him, my stomach dancing with butterflies.
 
   “What do you think?” he asked, setting a plate of chocolate chip cookies down in front of me.
 
   “Did you, I mean, how did you bake cookies without me knowing?” I asked through my surprised laughter.
 
   “Well, I didn’t make them. I picked them up a few days ago,” he answered with a small laugh. “That Nabisco sure knows what he’s doing.”
 
   “It’s the thought that counts,” I grinned at him as I bit into one of the soft cookies and let out a contented sigh. Even through all the madness, fear, and stress, a chocolate chip cookie could still calm me down like it did when I was five.
 
   We sat and ate in silence until I asked a question that had been plaguing the back of my mind.
 
   “Calix? The Sentries... um... both you and Kellin spoke of them. What are they exactly?”
 
   “The Sentries are an elite group of warriors formed by the kings of Winterset. Only the best get in,” he answered, looking away from me and swallowing his cookie. “We are recruited based on our abilities.”
 
   “And you’re one of them? And Kellin, too? How did you two not know each other?”
 
   “The Sentries are secret and separate, Ana. We aren’t meant to know one another. It has always been that way. Naturally, a Xantharian Sentry would not know one from Bornia as we are kept secret from our neighboring kingdoms.”
 
   “What do you do as a Sentry?”
 
   “Whatever they tell us to,” he sighed. “It’s political, mostly. We watch and report back. We protect our realms. Everyone, the kings and rulers, pretend to be friends, but secretly everyone hates everyone else. We’re all liars deep down inside. We just do what we’re told, even if we disagree with it.”
 
   “Do you... I mean have you ever...killed anyone?” I asked softly, placing my cookie back down on my plate.
 
   “Yes,” Calix answered despondently. “I have.”
 
   “Is it hard? To end a life? I mean, I might have to do it someday, and it scares me. Even if it is someone who is bad.”
 
   “Don’t you think that maybe even the bad deserve to live? That perhaps they don’t have a choice in the matter?” Calix justified, his eyes watching me closely.
 
   “By that definition, doesn’t everyone deserve to live? Even those the bad people are killing?”
 
   “Do you want a perfect world, Ana? Because no such thing exists. You cannot rid the world of evil. Without it, there is no balance. Without balance, there is only chaos.”
 
   “You think if the world was filled with good it would be chaos?” I asked in disbelief. “How would there be chaos?”
 
   “Eventually, being a saint gets old. People get bored. We need the bad to make life worth living. It gives us something to overcome. How mundane would life be without evil? We’d tire of it and we would find ways to reinvent it,” he replied with a shrug.
 
   “You sound an awful lot like someone who wants to set the world on fire for the sake of the heat,” I countered, feeling my face burn with my irritation.
 
   “Well, we all want to be warm, don’t we?” he muttered, looking away from me. I shook my head incredulously at him but didn’t bother to continue the argument. We obviously had different views on the way the world should be.
 
   “It’s hard at first,” Calix said in a soft voice, and my attention snapped back to him.
 
   “To kill for the first time,” he continued. “It’s like most things in life that you do for the first time. You’re nervous. Your hands shake. Your heart hammers like a drum in your chest. Then the moment comes, and you become lost in it. All the fear, nerves, shaking leave your body, and you’re left with a hollow feeling echoing through your soul. You become empty. Nothing. The more you do it, the more lives you take, the more it takes a piece of your sanity with it. A piece of your own soul. At some point, you can’t come back from it, and you don’t deserve the air you breathe. You become a thief. You deserve nothing because you are nothing. Just like the dead.”
 
   “Jesus,” I whispered, staring at him in horror.
 
   “That’s not you, though, Ana. You are not a killer. You, my divine princess, are a savior,” he said, kneeling in front of me and looking earnestly up at me.
 
   “Being a saint gets boring, though, remember?” I remarked faintly.
 
   “Even a saint can sin,” Calix answered, gently touching my cheek with his hand. The electricity from his touch zinged along my flesh, and I shivered despite myself. His words were terrifying.
 
   “I wouldn’t be much of a saint,” I said, staring back into his dark eyes.
 
   “You’d be the perfect kind,” he replied softly, leaning in to place his warm lips on mine. I let out a sigh and kissed him back despite my fear over his words.
 
   He had that uncontrollable effect on me.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 42
 
    
 
   “What news do you bring to me, Nihilist?” The Master’s deep voice rumbled as I gazed through the haze in the direction of his blurry form.
 
   “My Lord, I fear the Oracle is looking for a way out. She will never side with us,” the Nihilist spoke, his voice strong and sounding almost proud. “She is of pure Light and will not waver.”
 
   “That is why you are to break her, slave! It is your most important job. Need I remind you what will happen should I intervene on your behalf?” The Master hissed, sending torrents of gooseflesh across my body.
 
   “I cannot break her. I do not wish to,” the Nihilist spoke, his voice wavering.
 
   The Master strode purposefully toward the Nihilist and wrapped his fingers around his throat. The Nihilist gasped and choked in an effort to breathe. I took an angry step forward but stopped when I realized I wouldn’t be able to end it if I wanted to. This was a vision, and I was just a bystander.
 
   “Listen, and listen well,” Zaros sibilated, his voice deep and menacing. “You will break her. You will take her. You will be the cause of her sorrow, her pain, and all the madness she endures. It is your job, Nihilist. You are the destroyer, and you will destroy her. That is how this works. She is ours!”
 
   He released the Nihilist, who rubbed his neck as he raked in deep breaths. “She will kill herself before she joins us,” he said softly. “She would die.”
 
   “And you love her, don’t you?” the Master inquired, turning away from the Nihilist, his long black cloak dragging behind him.
 
   “I do,” he replied, his voice barely above a whisper. “That is why I cannot do this to her.”
 
   “This is exactly why you do it! Love!” the Master spat. “There is no such thing! You have been tricked! She has waged a war on that soft heart of yours! She is playing you, and you are a fool to fall for it. A fool! There is no love!”
 
   “Then I am a fool who has been defeated,” the Nihilist stated simply, rising to his feet. “I cannot do this. I will die before I hurt her.”
 
   The Master turned abruptly and with lightning fast agility, came face to face with the Nihilist. “Exactly,” he hissed through his teeth. “That’s the spirit! When she Transitions, you will be there, and you will die for her. Now, that is how you bind, Nihilist! There is no escape from your fate, from your destiny. She is life. You will arise fiercer than ever before! Save her by binding with her. I will spare her, your so-called beloved.”
 
   “You will spare her?” the Nihilist asked, seemingly shocked at the Master’s sudden generosity. “You will let her go?”
 
   “You have my word,” the Master smiled wickedly at the Nihilist, showing his teeth. “I will let her go. Bind with her, and I will allow you to decide what we do with her. It is my gift to you, my son.”
 
   “Blood bond?” the Nihilist asked softly.
 
   Without hesitation, the Master produced a long, jeweled dagger from within his cloak and slashed at his hand, sending a wave of red from it. I winced as the Nihilist took the blade and mimicked the motion, causing his own hand to bleed. They placed their hands together and the Master smiled triumphantly at the Nihilist as their hands glowed dimly before the light faded away.
 
   “Her fate rests in your hands,” the Master said triumphantly. I couldn’t read what was going on because his face was covered by his dark cloak, but I couldn’t shake the feeling the Nihilist had just made a deal with the devil.
 
   “Ana! Pay attention!” Calix shouted as I stared off into space, nearly getting hit by one of his ice shards. I shook my head and focused my gaze on him, forcing a smile.
 
   “I think I need a break for a minute,” I replied, my mind still on the dream I’d had the night before.
 
   “Ana, you know the enemy will not give you a break—” Calix started, but I shook my head at him.
 
   “Please. I need to rest. We’ve been working so hard lately, and I’ve been doing awesome. You even said so yourself,” I pleaded tiredly. “I can use wind effectively; I can sort of use fire too.”
 
   “Your fear of being burned prevents you from using it the way it could be used,” Calix countered. I let out a sigh of relief as he lowered his hands and walked toward me. “But fine, we can take a break.”
 
   Calix had been short with me all morning, and I’d been skating around the subject. He’d barely slept last night and said he needed to go for a run to clear his head. When I’d asked him if I could join him, he’d kissed me on the forehead and tucked the blanket tightly around me before walking out of the room.
 
   We’d barely spoken since, and I sank down on the grass, waiting for him to join me. Instead, he walked past me into the house, and I chewed my lip, wondering what was wrong with him.
 
   He finally reemerged nearly a half an hour later with two swords in his hands. I stared at him as he marched past, his mouth set in a hard line.
 
   “Come. Break time is over,” he shouted from where we practiced. I climbed cautiously to my feet and approached him slowly, wondering what he had in store for me.
 
   “Here,” he said handing me one of the heavy swords.
 
   “Um, what are we doing?” I asked, taking the sword awkwardly.
 
   “We’re fighting,” he said tersely, taking a step away from me.
 
   “For real?” I gulped, looking from the sword in my hand to him.
 
   “For real. I plan on drawing blood, so be on your toes. Use your abilities, use what knowledge you have, cunning, speed, whatever you possess. I will not go easy on you, and I will not stay my hand. I expect you to fight as hard.”
 
   “Calix,” I started, my heart hammering fearfully in my chest. “I don’t know how to do this!”
 
   “I taught you stances and some other things. You’re a few days off from Transition. I cannot keep babying you,” he snapped.
 
   I winced at his harsh words but took my stance and waited for him to attack, completely terrified out of my mind.
 
   He lunged at me, and I dodged him clumsily. He whipped back around and slashed at me. I yelped as the sword ripped a gash into my T-shirt. I stared down in shock and then back at him. His face was expressionless as he pushed forward at me again, and I parried his attacks, never able to get one up on him.
 
   He was strong. He grunted as he slashed his sword through the air at me. I was tiring quickly as I tried to hold him off. His sword contacted my own and I groaned as I tried to overcome him, my arms shaking with the effort.
 
   He hit me hard with a blast of ice and I fell backward. He was on me within moments, and a dagger emerged from his pocket as he straddled me, the cold steel from the blade biting into my neck painfully.
 
   “And now you’re dead,” he murmured, pushing the dagger harder against my neck. I felt my skin break and a trickle of blood drip down my neck.
 
   “Calix,” I managed to choke out. “Please.”
 
   He blinked rapidly and fell off of me, a dazed look on his face. I reached for my neck, and when I pulled my fingers away, there was a smear of blood on them.
 
   I looked at the blood—my blood—on my hands and stared open-mouthed at Calix, who was looking at me with a pained expression.
 
   I climbed to my feet and raced into the bathroom to survey the damage to my neck. It wasn’t a tremendous amount of blood or a very deep cut, but my skin was split open. I pressed a washcloth to it and tried to blink away my tears.
 
   This wasn’t like Calix. He wasn’t this person. I wasn’t sure if he was stressed or what, but something wasn’t right.
 
   I tried to heal the cut but I was so distraught, I couldn’t focus on it. Instead, I bandaged it the best I could and left the bathroom feeling sad and confused. I understood he was trying to prepare me for what may happen, but going to the point of physically hurting me had me worried.
 
   I left the bathroom and wandered back out to the practice area only to find it deserted. I looked through all the rooms of the house and called out to Calix but he was nowhere to be found. Feeling lost, I went and lay down in the bedroom, then I grabbed my phone. I hadn’t turned it on in days, and I wondered what tragedy awaited me when I checked my messages.
 
   I stared at the screen as it loaded the many messages and voicemails.
 
   There were a lot of messages from my parents, my mom mostly, begging me to come home and talk to them. To call them, to message them, to let them know I was OK and safe. Telling me they loved me and missed me and wouldn’t be upset if I just came home. Everyone and everything would be OK.
 
   Then there were messages from Mel saying basically the same thing, telling me there were rumors about me and Calix, that Kellin was also gone, that Courtney was fine, and I wouldn’t get into trouble if I just came back and talked to someone.
 
   I felt a tear trickle down my cheek at the words of my family and friends. And then there it was—a message from Kellin.
 
   Ana, please, I beg you, tell me where you are. You are not safe! Please, let me come to you. I swear on my life I mean you no harm. Do not trust Calix. I have been in Winterset trying to figure out who he is, if he’s a Sentry. Ana, I can’t find anything on him! Come back to me. I pray you’re safe.
 
   I stared at the message for what felt like hours, reading and rereading it. Any other time, I’d have tossed it aside, but after what had transpired today with Calix, I wasn’t so sure. I chewed my lip nervously, my fingers fidgeting over the keypad, unsure if I should let him know where I was. But then, I didn’t even know where I was.
 
   I am fine. Please do not worry about me. Calix is keeping me safe. I do not know where I am. Calix said it’s better this way. I trust Calix despite your misgivings. If you see Mel and my parents, tell them I’m sorry and that I love them.
 
   I hit send and winced as I saw it had been delivered but was unread. I shut my phone off and closed my eyes, praying I could sleep in peace just once before I Transitioned and all hell broke loose.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 43
 
   There were screams, and they tore a hole through my heart. I covered my ears and closed my eyes as the cries grew louder. I slid down to my butt and rocked myself in an effort to quell the strange feelings rising up inside of me. I felt fear, despair, pain, and none of it was my own. It was the people. The ones in the town.
 
   I forced my eyes open and stared in horror at the burning town I sat in the center of. Children with their skin sizzling, their cries high and terrible, fell over around me as their mothers, some of whom were on fire, screamed and reached out for help.
 
   Men on black horses rode through the town, torches in hand, lighting everything on fire. Men, women, children, and animals ran through the streets, tripping over one another in a panicky effort to escape. The men on the horses would thrust their sharp swords through their victims as they tried to escape, showing no mercy. Or maybe the mercy was death. I didn’t want to think about it.
 
   And then there he was.
 
   The Nihilist, on a horse so large and black with red eyes, that even I backed away knowing he couldn’t see me. The Nihilist pushed his blade forward, and it sliced through the torso of a terrified man, dropping him to his knees as he died.
 
   I swallowed thickly wondering what had happened to the man I’d witnessed countless times showing love and compassion. This wasn’t him. Something had changed in him.
 
   I heard trumpets sound, and the Nihilist looked up beneath his dark hood. I followed his gaze and saw a small army of men dressed in golden armor approaching, blue flags raised high in the air.
 
   Dar’ish.
 
   I knew it instinctively.
 
   The army raced through the town, fighting the dark soldiers and showing them the same mercy shown to the people who had been set afire and carved up. The Nihilist made no effort to move. Instead, he sat on his horse and watched the scene unfold in front of him.
 
   “Nihilist,” a man in golden armor hissed. “I’ve been wanting to meet you again.”
 
   “And so you have,” he said in a monotone, sliding off the terrifying creature.
 
   “Where is my sister?” the man in the golden armor shouted, jumping from his horse and drawing his sword.
 
   “How would I know?” the Nihilist said idly. “If I had her, if I were bound to her, wouldn’t she be here on my arm doing my bidding?”
 
   “My sister is a good woman and would never fall to the Darkness,” the man growled, moving forward.
 
   “Ah, but she has fallen,” the Nihilist murmured. “She has fallen for the Darkness.”
 
   The man in the armor lunged at the Nihilist and their swords clanked together loudly. I watched, mesmerized, as they fought, each an extraordinary swordsman. The Nihilist used flame, but it was quickly extinguished by the armored man’s wielding of the water element.
 
   “Tell me where my sister is, and I’ll let you live,” the armored man shouted, his blue eyes flashing.
 
   “You would give me no gift,” the Nihilist spat at him. “My only job is to die!”
 
   The armored man came at the Nihilist and they parried and swung at each other again, sparks flying off their swords as they mercilessly clanged against one another. The Nihilist knocked the armored man to the ground and placed his sword at his neck. I caught a glimpse of a tattoo on his wrist and frowned, something unpleasant stirring in the pit of my stomach.
 
   “Do it,” the armored man shouted, his face sweaty and bleeding. “Kill me.”
 
   “No!” I shouted. “Please! No! He’s my brother! Please don’t hurt him! This isn’t you!”
 
   The Nihilist hesitated and looked around, his face still hidden within his cloak.
 
   “I know you’re here,” the Nihilist whispered. “I can feel you all around me, Analia. You are a part of me, and I am a part of you. Can you feel it?”
 
   I swallowed thickly, the tears streaming down my face. All I could feel was despair and heartache.
 
   “Please,” I whispered again looking over to my brother still laying beneath the Nihilist’s sword.
 
   “If I kill him, you will not love me,” the Nihilist said softly, wiping at what must have been a small cut above his eye. “But if I don’t, the Master will punish you. Punish us. What punishment do I deal to you, my sweet Analia? The loss of your brother or the torture of the Master?”
 
   “Punish me. I don’t care. I can handle the Master. I will freely go to him if you spare my brother.”
 
   I choked the words out, knowing I’d do anything to save the brother I didn’t know. After all, he’d come to save me if the situation were reversed. I just knew it.
 
   “Analia,” my brother managed to rasp out from beneath the sword. “No! Don’t you dare! If you’re still here, please, don’t do this! There will always be another way.”
 
   I looked from my crumpled brother on the ground to the cloaked Nihilist and nodded.
 
   “I swear on my life that I will end this. That I will save us. I will bind with you.”
 
   The Nihilist stood staring at the place where I was on my knees begging, the cloak still covering him, his hand still firmly holding the sword to my brother’s neck.
 
   “Your eighteenth birthday is two days away, Oracle,” the Nihilist said forcefully. “Are you prepared to do as you’ve promised? To bind with me?”
 
   “Yes,” I replied softly,
 
   “Then it is done. I will come for you in two days’ time.”
 
   I screamed as the Nihilist shoved the sword into my brother’s shoulder. The blood gushed out in a crimson river and he moaned in pain.
 
   The Nihilist looked down at my brother and spoke, his voice rough.
 
   “The next time we meet, Prince Soran, I will not miss my mark,” the Nihilist stated before leaping onto his horse. I gulped as the horse and its rider blurred to nothing more than a black shadow and faded away.
 
   When I turned back to my brother, his eyes were closed and he wasn’t moving. I rushed to his side and tried to reach out to him but there was nothing I could do, and I wept for him.
 
   The scene faded away, and I floated through the darkness, my soul on fire and my lungs begging for air.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 44
 
    
 
   I tried to pry my eyes open but I couldn’t. I was so hot. It was worse than when I’d first started Transition. I felt like I lay in my bed for days, drenched in my own sweat, the fever ravaging my body.
 
   “Shh, be still,” I heard Calix whisper as I thrashed restlessly in the bed. He pressed a cool cloth to my head, and I moaned at his touch.
 
   “Kill me,” I rasped. “Please.”
 
   “Drink this,” he said, his voice pained. I felt the familiar flask touch my lips, and I opened my mouth and gulped down the bitter liquid. It did nothing to stop the fire burning within me.
 
   “Make it stop,” I moaned, able to open my eyes to a narrow slit. Calix tried to wipe the sweat from my face but it was coming out of me in torrents. I noticed a small cut above his brow and shivered, trying to place what was happening.
 
   “I can’t,” he answered sadly. “This is just how it has to be until you finish Transition. I’ll be here the whole time. I promise.”
 
   “I’m afraid,” I breathed out painfully.
 
   “I know, my sweet Ana,” he murmured back. My mind swirled around his words, and I prayed I wouldn’t put two and two together. It was all too familiar.
 
   I reached out desperately to grab onto something as I began the plummet into another vision.
 
   “Ana,” Kellin spoke loudly. “I call to you, Oracle. Come to me!”
 
   I fell to my knees as I landed in the vision, my head spinning, inside a large stone room.
 
   I must be in a castle in Winterset, I thought to myself, trying to make sense of how he could summon me.
 
   Kellin focused his gaze on where I’d fallen, and I stared up at his massive form fearfully.
 
   “Ana, Princess, if you can hear me, please listen closely. You are in danger. I cannot get to you, and if I could, I fear it would not be in time. I do not know if Calix has told you about how we travel as Fae, but I need you to pay attention. Please, Ana. If you can hear me or see this in a vision, listen and do as I say.”
 
   I tried to respond but I wasn’t able to, and I knew it wouldn’t matter. He couldn’t hear me.
 
   “You are of Light. You can travel through the Light. Get to a safe spot. Go home, Ana. I will find you there. I’ve been trying a trace on you but you are so far away that I cannot locate you. Step into any light and focus on where you want to be. Focus hard, Ana, and keep that desire in your mind as you move to it. Never let it go. Just get out of wherever you are. Zaros has amassed a terrible, vast army. Our sources say he moves for you. The Nihilist is coming, Ana. Please, I hope you can hear me. Come to me so I can help you! I can’t lose you, Ana. I can’t.”
 
   Kellin’s voice cracked and I stared at him, watching a tear stream down his perfect cheek.
 
   “Get away from Calix. He won’t save you, Ana. He’s one of them! Please, step into the light and come to me!”
 
   I was jerked out of the vision and quickly thrust into a flurry of images, all of them a montage of my life, of things I’d already experienced. I saw my childhood; my real mother staring fondly down at me; my parents’ stricken faces as Kellin held me in his arms and tore open a portal to Earth Realm; my adopted parents’ smiling faces; me on Christmas when I was eight, Kellin grinning at me over a slice of pizza; Mel’s laughing face; homecoming; Calix entering my life. Then I saw Kellin kissing me in the field of wildflowers in the woods after Kevin’s party, Kellin’s sad face as he looked defeated, watching me dance with Calix. There was Calix guiding me through my abilities. His kisses. His passionate face as he watched me wield my magic. The dagger to my throat as he stared down at me, not himself. His snake tattoo. The Nihilist as he loomed over my brother, the cut on his forehead, the tattoo peeking out from beneath his cloaked arm.
 
   That voice.
 
   The chilling, deep, accented voice I’d struggled to place, certain I knew it. Knowing I didn’t want to accept it.
 
   Calix. My Calix.
 
   My Nihilist.
 
   I was slammed back to reality and my body arched. I levitated off my bed, my shrieks of pain and comprehension finally hitting me full force. The wind whipped around the room, knocking things over; the earth shook the floorboards and rattled the windows, I erupted into flames and the thunder rumbled as the rain poured down in waves.
 
   The hour was midnight, and I, Ana Winters, had finally met my destiny.
 
   I was the Oracle, and I had to end this.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 45
 
    
 
   When I opened my eyes, sunlight was streaming into the room and Calix was nowhere to be seen. I sat up and looked around, my vision crisp, my senses incredible. Everything felt sharp, tangible. Even the air I breathed had an energy I could feel within it.
 
   I rose to my feet and looked at myself in the mirror, then gasped.
 
   I looked so different, yet I knew I was the same.
 
   I was breathtakingly beautiful, my green eyes brighter than they’d ever been. My hair was thicker, sweeping down my back in blonde waves, my lips full and pink, my ears came to a very subtle point. I seemed taller, almost regal looking.
 
   I looked down at my hands and flames appeared as I thought about them. They didn’t hurt me. Instead, it was like a gentle, pleasant tickle, like they belonged on my fingertips.
 
   I breathed out and stretched, feeling like an entirely new person. And I guess I sort of was. I was the Oracle, the Seer, Bringer of Life. I hung my head, my heart hammering painfully in my chest.
 
   Calix.
 
   He had to be here somewhere.
 
   What was I going to do?
 
   I knew what I had to do. It was the beginning of my new life, and I had to put the old one to rest. I had to put this one to rest, too.
 
   I walked to the bathroom and showered, going through my morning routine as if nothing were different. I knew deep down inside this was just my way of coping with what I had to do.
 
   I pulled the lacy long white dress out of the closet and smiled sadly at it. My death dress. My birthday dress.
 
   I put on the pretty gown and walked out to the living area. I saw Calix standing with his back to me on the patio, and I straightened myself and went out to greet him, the love I had for him causing the butterflies to flutter in my stomach. And then the fear of him making them twist into terrified knots.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 46
 
    
 
   He didn’t say anything as I stood behind him. I eyed his tattoo warily, the snake, a symbol of his darkness. There were scars, jagged and angry, on his back, deeply embedded into his skin. I knew who had placed them there.
 
   I prayed I was wrong. I silently begged I was.
 
   “You’re awake,” he murmured without turning to me.
 
   “Yes,” I replied. I placed my hand over my mouth quickly as I realized even my voice had changed. It was like a beautiful song escaping my lips, a small tinkling, pleasant sound.
 
   He turned slowly to me, his dark eyes sad and heavy as they took me in.
 
   “Breathtaking,” he murmured, eyeing me. “Like an angel.”
 
   “Really?” I asked nervously, not knowing if he knew that I knew who he was. Who I hoped he wasn’t.
 
   “The most beautiful woman I have ever seen in my entire life,” he said, stepping close to me. He reached out and placed his hand on my cheek. The zing of energy was so strong it made my knees buckle.
 
   He caught me easily in his arms and pulled me close.
 
   “Happy birthday,” he said softly into my ear before planting a sweet, gentle kiss on my lips. I kissed him back with wild abandon. I didn’t want him to be the Nihilist. He couldn’t be. Not my Calix.
 
   When he pulled away, I saw the tiny cut above his eyebrow and my stomach sank. The same cut I knew the Nihilist had been wiping at as he held a sword to my brother’s throat.
 
   “It’ll be OK, Ana,” Calix said, placing his forehead against mine. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”
 
   He wanted my trust. He doesn’t know that I know, I thought frantically. He still thinks I’m in the dark about who he is. I grasped at the hope I could get away and do what I had to do before he realized I knew. It was the only way to save him—to save my family, my kingdom, Kellin. I couldn’t falter.
 
   “I know,” I breathed out. I hesitantly leaned forward and pressed my lips to his again, a tear leaking out of my eye. He was not the Nihilist. Calix was gentle and sweet and compassionate. The Nihilist wasn’t. I’d seen him kill, raze a city, hurt children. He couldn’t be both people. He just couldn’t. Within the Nihilist, within all the torment and control he was under, was my Calix. I couldn’t let him go on living like that.
 
   I would freely give my life for his.
 
   He kissed me hard, passionately, his large hands touching me everywhere, drinking in my kisses like he was dying of thirst and I was the only one who could save him.
 
   And I could. I would.
 
   He pulled my dress off and I stood in nothing but my bra and underwear in front of him. His eyes took me in hungrily as I stared mesmerized at the large snake wrapped around his body. I reached out and delicately touched it, and I could have sworn it moved within his skin. He let out a shaky breath and closed his eyes as my fingers traced the snake up to his neck.
 
   “I love you,” he whispered, opening his dark eyes.
 
   “I love you,” I replied painfully.
 
   He lifted me up into his arms and carried me to our bedroom, where he placed me gently on the bed and loomed over me, a troubled look on his face.
 
   “Yes,” I said to the question he wasn’t asking.
 
   “Are you sure?” he murmured, his fingers tracing my jawline.
 
   I nodded and he pushed me down onto my back and pressed his warm body on top of mine.
 
   “There’s no going back, Ana. Do you realize this? What this means for us?”
 
   “I understand. I want this, Calix. It may … it may be the last time we are ever together,” I choked out.
 
   “No, baby. No,” he said hoarsely. “We will make it through this. I promise.”
 
   I pulled him down to kiss me and let go of everything. I wanted to remember us like this, not how I had seen the future.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 47
 
    
 
   I awoke hours later, naked, Calix’s arms wrapped tightly around me, the light from the setting sun spilling into the room.
 
   “I was wondering when you would wake,” he murmured, brushing my hair away from my face.
 
   “Were you watching me sleep?” I asked, biting my lip and praying I hadn’t said anything in my sleep.
 
   “I was,” he said solemnly. “You’re so beautiful, Ana. What we did meant so much to me. You have no idea.”
 
   He closed his eyes and breathed in deeply, a look of serenity on his face. “I never want to lose you. Promise me that I won’t.”
 
   “Calix,” I said delicately. “I can’t make you that promise. You know that, right? Just like you can’t make me that promise. Zaros is coming for me. The Nihilist... he is coming for me today.”
 
   “I know he is,” Calix answered painfully, wincing, his body giving a small shudder. I bit my lip nervously and looked toward the setting sun.
 
   “The light, it’s leaving,” Calix murmured, kissing my bare shoulder. “The darkness will be here soon, Ana.”
 
   “I know,” I breathed out. “That’s when he will come for me. He is of Darkness and I am of Light.”
 
   Calix nodded and kissed me deeply.
 
   “I have a gift for you,” he said, moving to get out of bed.
 
   “You didn’t need to—” I started but he hushed me by placing his finger on my lips.
 
   He walked to the nightstand, opened the drawer, and pulled out a small wooden box, then sat down beside me.
 
   “Ana, I want you to have this,” he said in a hushed voice. “I want you to wear it and always think of me, no matter where you are or what is happening. I want you to know you are mine and I am yours. Forever.”
 
   I opened the box and saw a beautiful necklace inside. It was the same snake carved into Calix’s skin, its eyes glittering ruby jewels. It was made out of the prettiest metal I’d ever seen, the details of the snake so intricate, it was as if the snake were alive.
 
   “Calix,” I said breathlessly. “This is … this is beautiful.”
 
   “It is the symbol of my house,” he said thickly. “The House of Night.”
 
   The words sent a shiver down my spine, and I winced, knowing in my heart what that meant. He removed the delicate necklace from the box and put it on me, his warm fingers brushing my skin. He kissed my neck, and I closed my eyes, dying inside.
 
   How could the world be so cruel? To give me a love and then pull it away from me. To make the one thing I loved more in this world a cruel nightmare, one I couldn’t be with the way I wanted to be.
 
   We were destined to work against one another, him Death, me Life, always on opposing teams. Is that what forever would be like? Always dancing away from one another, me eluding him? Him destroying, me trying to salvage what was left? Trying to overcome? To fight?
 
   No.
 
   I couldn’t live that way. I wouldn’t.
 
   This would be my one and only move as the Oracle. As the bringer of life. Ending my own would save so many.
 
   “I got you a cake,” Calix said, getting to his feet and looking at the sun again. It had dipped lower in the sky.
 
   It was almost time. I think we both knew it.
 
   “Is it chocolate?” I asked, staring up at him with my big, green eyes.
 
   “Your favorite,” he smiled sadly. He leaned down and kissed my lips again, then went to the door, where he stopped and looked back at me. “Not everything in this world needs to end in fire or darkness. Remember that for me, OK?”
 
   “Of course,” I said, smiling through my tears. “I promise.”
 
   He disappeared through the doorway, and I hastily got dressed in my white dress and stepped into the fading sunlight streaming in on the floorboards.
 
   “To the cliff,” I whispered, envisioning the high walls, jagged rocks, and turbulent water.
 
   I felt a pull in the center of my chest and I was swept away, leaving Calix behind.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 48
 
    
 
   I stood looking over the cliff, my hair whipping behind me in the harsh wind. I looked down to the jagged rocks below and knew the fall would be a gentle escape, that I’d die before the pain set in.
 
   I looked down at my phone and pulled up Kellin’s number, ignoring his unread message.
 
   I’m ending it tonight. The sun sets on the cliff, and with it, so do I. This is me saving the world.
 
   I hit send and threw the phone over the edge, watching as it smashed into hundreds of tiny pieces on the rocks below.
 
   “Ana?”
 
   I froze as Calix’s voice cut through my terrified thoughts.
 
   I slowly turned and looked at him over my shoulder.
 
   “Don’t come any closer, Calix,” I said, my voice shaking.
 
   “Ana,” he said again, his voice pleading. “Baby, what are you doing?”
 
   “Putting an end to all of this madness,” I replied, my voice barely above a whisper. It carried on the wind, though, and Calix’s face twisted in pain.
 
   “Ana, don’t do this. You promised,” he said, taking a tentative step toward me. “I’ll keep you safe.”
 
   “Calix, please,” I begged, stepping closer to the edge. “I know who you are.”
 
   “I know,” he replied, taking another step. “You’ve always known.”
 
   I frowned at his words, knowing they were true and that I hadn’t wanted to believe them.
 
   “You’ve known and loved me despite it. You are not this person, Ana. You cannot end your life. We need you. I need you.”
 
   “You need me so you can hurt people, Calix. You aren’t yourself when you’re in Winterset. You are the Nihilist, and the Master controls you. It’s too strong of a hold to break. Let me save you, please!”
 
   “Ana, I need you to not do this. You don’t understand what you’re doing. You think you’re helping, but you aren’t. I would not lie to you about this. I swear to you this is not the answer you seek. It will only do harm. Don’t do it. Please! Come back to me, and I swear to you I will do everything I can to keep you from harm. If you don’t, I don’t know what will happen.”
 
   “I don’t believe you,” I replied, taking another step toward the edge of the cliff. One more and I’d be over the edge, tumbling to the last moments of my life.
 
   Jump.
 
   That voice, tickling my mind. I swallowed hard as I felt a heaviness settle over me.
 
   “Please,” he begged, his voice cracking. “If I save you—”
 
   “Then don’t,” I answered. “Let me go.”
 
   “I cannot do that. I love you!”
 
   Jump!
 
   “I love you too.”
 
   I looked at the pain in his eyes and closed my own. I took that one final step and felt myself fall, my body cutting a smooth line through the air as I plummeted to my death. The last thing I saw as I opened my eyes was Calix’s horrified face staring over the edge of the cliff as I fell, his agonizing scream echoing in my ears.
 
   I landed with a thud, the darkness coming for me before the pain did. I let out my final breath, Calix’s name on my lips.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 49
 
   Calix
 
    
 
   Her body was broken but I cradled her in my arms, the tears pouring from my eyes. I’d never loved anyone so much in my entire existence, and here she was, dead in my arms.
 
   Another death, another of my victims.
 
   I let out an anguished cry and hugged her broken and bleeding body to my chest. I didn’t want to let her go. I’d have figured a way out of this mess. For her, I was prepared to do anything.
 
   In Earth Realm, Zaros wasn’t able to control as easily as he did in Winterset. The distance was too great. Still, the pull was there, small, but nagging at my mind, at hers. I’d heard him whispering to her. I’d been able to push his compulsion away and close off my mind, but I knew he had something to do with her jumping. 
 
   I placed her body back onto the ground and stared down at it, every ounce of my sadness washing over my cheeks.
 
   I knew what I had to do. I knew what would save her but it would come at a cost. One I was willing to pay to keep her alive, to bring her back to me. Even if she hated me for it, at least she would get a chance at life.
 
   Even if that chance meant I wasn’t a part of it with her.
 
   I pulled the thin dagger from my pocket and sliced a gash into my hand, the same spot where I’d cut myself earlier to make the pact with my father. I licked at the blood, feeling its warm bitterness on my lips.
 
   I leaned over her body and kissed her bleeding lips, effectively exchanging our blood. Her lips were soft and warm and our last hours together flashed in my mind’s eye. It had been the best moments of my life, lying in that bed with her in my arms, knowing she gave herself to me, that she had known who I was when she did it. She was an angel, pure and simple, and loved without a care. She was my angel, and I wanted her back.
 
   “Tas musa en primo, non finnas,” I whispered in her ear, using the old and powerful language of our people, the words of binding, as a tear slipped down and fell onto my cheek. “Vos tia minas perpetum. Mi lita est lita tu. Lita.”
 
   This is where we begin, not end. You are mine forever. My life is your life. Our life.
 
   I repeated the words in my head and placed my hands on her broken chest. I bound us, grateful she’d lain with me earlier. Had she not given herself to me, it wouldn’t have been possible to finish the binding. The disgust took over me, knowing I’d slowly been trying to bind with her for weeks. Then, I had been a cold, uncaring man. Ana had awakened something else inside of me, though. From the moment I laid eyes on her, I came alive, I knew she was my reason for trying to overcome all of the treachery. This moment would change us both, shape us into something both ugly and beautiful. I shuddered as I thought about what I would become, but she was worth it. Zaros knew this was how we would bind, the clever snake. This is what he had meant when he told me I was thinking correctly about dying for her.
 
   I didn’t care about the consequences. I needed her, not because she was my Oracle, but because I simply loved her and didn’t want to exist without her. It wouldn’t be living at all. It would be like fighting to breathe for the rest of my life, and no one wants to live struggling for air.
 
   I dug deep into the darkness looking for her, and when I sensed her near, I grabbed her and pushed her to the surface. She stared at me, pleading, her large green eyes begging me to leave her, but I could not. Not my angel. My princess. My Oracle. She was meant to live for me, not die.
 
   An exchange. Her life for my death. I knew it was the completion of the binding. A sacrifice had been made by both of us. I was Death, eating it for her so she could breathe again. In the back of my mind, I knew I had taken some of her abilities when we’d first met just so I could give her life again. It was our destiny, and I did not regret it. Not at this moment.
 
   “Death unites us, not separates us. We will meet again, my sweet angel,” I said as I pressed my lips to hers and released her back to the mortal realm.
 
   She reached her arms out to me, and I simply watched as she disappeared from view.
 
   I stood in the void, knowing my time had come. The binding was complete.
 
   The time of the Nihilist, the destroyer, was at hand, and there would be hell to pay. I only prayed for my victims’ sake that Ana could save me from myself.
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