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This is dedicated to Sacred Heart School, where I first became acquainted with angels and private schools. 

Note

Shadowlight Academy is a Reverse Harem New Adult Bully Romance Academy Series

What does it mean to be Reverse Harem?  It means there will be three or more love interests for the Female Main Character, she will end up with three or more. Although this takes place at a high school Academy, the characters are 17+ and there are consensual sex, some language, and mature situations.

Prologue

A wave of warmth, scented with cinnamon, entered the still darkness of my room.  As I sat up in bed, it tickled my nostrils and brought me to a state of semi-consciousness; aware I was in my room, but with the distant knowledge that I wasn’t fully awake.

In the corner, between my clutter-filled dresser and my half-opened window, I saw his shadow. He’d come again, dark, silent and mysterious as he stood waiting for me to acknowledge him. I should have been filled with fear and the desire to scream out for help. My body should have reacted swiftly to the intrusion, shooting out of bed and clambering to find the comfort of my parents’ room.  But I felt safe and longed for him to stay.

He stepped forward, shadows forever keeping him obscured and allowing me to take in only the breadth of his shoulders, his strong and powerful height and just a hint of glimmer in his eyes. I detected a flash of joy and love in that glimmer.

When he sat on the edge of my bed and reached out to caress my face, I didn’t flinch or back away.  It was as it should be, as it always should have been.  His touch belonged to me; his hands, his fingers, all so warm, caring, loving.  My head suddenly heavy, I leaned my cheek into his palm, wanting more than just a gentle caress.

His fingers were strong, yet soft and heated with emotions as he pushed them into my hair, pushing back the mess of long dark tangles that resulted from my disturbed sleep. I knew I looked dreadful, my eyes puffy from sleep, my face gaunt and pale in the moon glow, my hair frazzled and sticking out in all directions.

“How beautiful you are, Lux.” Lost in a fog of distance, his voice barely made it to my ears, but his fingers...

I closed my eyes and lost myself in his touch, wanting to remain there forever, wanting his touch to delve deeper, become a part of me.  Both of his hands grasped me, his fingers plying the skin at the base of my neck for a thrilling moment before slowly traveling over my shoulders and down my arms where he weaved his fingers through mine.

“My love,” I murmured gently as I leaned into his chest, sighing from the sheer pleasure of being with him.

The stillness filled me, bringing a sense of peace and serenity that surpassed any and every waking moment. He was the anchor I needed, the love I longed for.

The distant echo of scratching and clawing broke the silence, our moment of loving stillness cut short. A hiss, vile and decrepit, filled the room, shaking the walls and changing the course of the wind. The scent of cinnamon dissipated, taken over by the malodorous scent of death and decay.

“No,” I cried as my fingers instantly tightened around his.  Fear pounded at my heart and tears blurred my vision. “No!”

“Help me, Lux.” Though calm reigned, his voice carried the urgent message with a tinge of fear.

“What can I do?”

“Help me.”

Tightening my grip with every ounce of strength I had, I held onto him, but with immense difficulty.  A powerful force, stronger than I could ever have imagined, pulled at him, tearing him from me.

His eyes, the only feature visible on his shadowed face, widened with fear. “Don’t let go.”

“I won’t. I’m holding on. I won’t let them take you.  I won’t let them win.” My throat constricted with pain and fear while my heart was gripped in a vice of aching so strong I could feel my life ebbing away.  If I lost him, my life had little meaning.  

I couldn’t hold on much longer.  His fingers slipped through mine, the warmth of his touch giving way to cold emptiness.  I was losing him.

“They’re here,” he said.

I could hear the struggle in his voice and knew we lacked the ability to battle them.

“They have me, Lux and they’re too many and too powerful to overcome.”

“No,” I cried.  “I won’t let them take you.  Hold on.”

The final touch of his fingers ebbed away, and my room was suddenly icy as a cool wind howled its way through my window, bringing with it the dust and ashes of the dead.

Only a vague shadow of him remained, withering away as they took possession of him.

I wanted to scream, to cry out at the unfairness of finding such immense love only to have it torn from my clutches. Racked with dry sobs, my chest rose and fell, my cries silent as they remained choked in my throat.

“Be careful, Lux,” he warned, his voice now distant and ethereal. 

His struggle, heartbreaking to hear through the mist of dark chants and deadly murmurings, brought a wave of panic that pressed me to rise from my bed.  I had to save him, keep him from disappearing, but my body was leaden and uncooperative, unwilling to perform the tasks I asked of it.

Feeble and useless, I remained in my bed, watching the only love I’d ever known fade away.

“I love you, Lux.” His faint cry broke through the cold and dark wind.  “I will always love you.” Then he screamed, “Beware the beautiful ones.”

A vacuum; my room was suddenly void of air, neither cold nor warm, not a sound from within or without, not a trace of his love or even his existence.

He was gone.

Chapter 1

Living in San Francisco would be vastly different from our time spent living in Seattle, my father had assured me. Whether the change was to be positive or negative, he did not say.

Sitting in the back of the baby blue Lincoln Continental my father was so proud of, I watched the city sights pass by, passive and unimpressed.  Mom had barely said a word and I wondered if she was as disenchanted with this move as I was.  It was the third in two years, each move allowing us just enough time to get cozy and familiar, but not enough to ever build any concrete bonds and friendships.

Friends are overrated, my dad often said.  

That was fine for him, he was a loner; an archaeologist who preferred to spend his days with the dead rather than with the living.  Although Mom shared his profession, she didn’t exactly share his opinion of people.  She’d promised more dinner parties, more gatherings and more fun in this new city.

“Did you see the Golden Gate Bridge, Lux,” Dad called over his shoulder.

“Sure, Dad,” I droned.  I’d seen so many bridges in our years of cross country treks that few impressed me anymore.

He turned onto the city streets, climbing the impossibly steep hill that seemed to go on forever.

“Those cable cars sure are a throwback to the good old days, aren’t they, Laurie?” Impressed by the pretty red trams, Dad kept toe to toe with one of them as we headed towards Chinatown.

Mom offered him a tired smile as she nodded.

“I’m told there are great markets here.  You can literally find anything,” he said.

“I’m sure we can,” Mom said softly, her tone reflecting just how tired she was.  “Do you think you could put off the grand tour until we’ve settled in, Bill?  We’re all exhausted and simply want to explore our own new home.”

Dad reached for Mom’s hand. “Sure, honey.  Forgive my exaggerated enthusiasm. I just wanted to show you guys just how great it’s going to be living here.”

He turned the car and headed for Nob Hill.  “Getting to work will be a snap,” he said.  “The university is literally a five minute drive.”

“Unfortunately I can’t say the same,” Mom said.  Though her tone was pleasant enough, I could tell this didn’t please her.  “The museum is clear across town.”

The narrow, winding streets of the city, crowded with shops, homes and offices, gave way to broader roads dotted with huge estates, gated in and unimaginably expansive, each mansion was grander than the last. Clinging to my state of unhappiness at our latest move, I swallowed a gasp of awe, but couldn’t keep my eyes from opening wide as I tried to take in each lavish home.

“This is home to Richard Kingsley,” Dad stated proudly as he slowed the car to an embarrassing crawl.  When no response came, he continued.  “He’s my new boss, the dean of the university.”

Mom’s lips pressed into a tight grin as she gazed at the impressive home.  “That’s nice, dear.  Perhaps you TWO can ride together.”

Detecting the note of sarcasm in her voice, I suppressed a smile and kept my eyes on the huge wrought iron gate. “I love the bird they have on their gate.  It’s cool, like kind of gothic, you know,” I said.

“That’s a raven, dear, and yes, you're right, it does have elements of the gothic style, though clearly Victorian in every other aspect.”

Beyond the gate, the home was far from what I’d imagined a dean could afford.  Immense and undeniably beautiful, something about the estate caused an uncomfortable chill to crawl up my spine.

A movement caught my eye in the driveway and I focused in to find a handsome young man preparing to board a black Bentley SUV.  He stopped; his hand perched on the open door of the large vehicle, his gaze haunting as it found me through the distance and held me with an unknown purpose.

His sun-bleached hair was swept back, his chin high, his shoulders straight, giving him an air of refinement that contrasted with the lacrosse outfit he wore.  However, beneath his aristocratic air, something feral lived in his gaze.

I turned away, disturbed by the intensity and familiarity of his hazel stare. My mind quickly flipped through the number of young men I’d met in my life; the school I’d just left behind, the few young men I’d met when Mom had brought me for a brief visit to my new school last spring.  I even thought of the celebrities I’d seen in the movies.

No one resembled the tall young man with the strong chin and determined gaze. His lips were pouty and full, and cheeks were sculpted like a Greek statue. 

When I turned back to him, his eyes were on me, having never left.  A knowing smile touched his lips then disappeared as he boarded the Bentley. He was one of the most beautiful boys I’ve ever seen.

“Isn’t it lovely?” Dad chimed.

“It certainly is impressive,” Mom said.  “I hadn’t imagined we’d be living so close to such extravagance.”

Neither of them commented on the handsome young man with the golden hair and brazen stare.

“I’m afraid our new home is going to be considerably more modest,” Dad said as he finally pressed on the accelerator.  

Indeed, the huge mansions gave way to stately homes which slowly diminished in size and splendor to resemble the neighborhoods I’d grown up in.  Victorian homes, neatly lined up in rows, were painted in a pastel rainbow, each individual and unique.

“How absolutely charming,” Mom exclaimed, sincerity filling her words for the first time since leaving Seattle.  “So rich in character and history.”

“Told you you’d love it.”  Dad beamed with pride.  He pulled up in front of the three-story coral and sea foam Victorian house, cut the engine and turned to me.  “How do you like it, Buttons?”

Knowing full well it didn’t hide my displeasure at this move, I forced a smile.  I couldn’t deny the house was pretty, in a very doll house sort of way, but it didn’t make up for the fact that I’d once again have to start anew.

“Cheer up, Buttons.  I know you’ll just love it here.”  He opened the car door and stood to admire his latest acquisition.  “This is a brand new start.”

“Sure, Dad.”  I stepped out of the car.  “But you’re not the one who has to deal with a new school, new students and new teachers.  I have nothing familiar to lean on, no friends, only the vast unknown of this new land.”  

He came around the car, ruffled his hand though my hair and chuckled.  “Spare me the melodrama, Lux.  In case you’ve forgotten, I’m going to be dealing with a new school, new students and new teachers as well.  The new professor at a university is always subject to a degree of skepticism from the faculty, not to mention the student body.  Can you imagine what my first few days will be like?”  He took the walkway to the front door, made a grand gesture of pulling out the shiny new key and inserted it into the keyhole beneath the brass doorknob.

“Yeah, but you’re entering what you called the best archeological department on the west coast and you’ll have plenty of advantages.  What advantage am I going to have?  None, nada, nil.  I just have to chuck aside everything and everyone I knew in Seattle in order to start all over again.  And for how long?  A semester?  A term?  A season?”

His unflappable sense of humor didn’t wane under the harsh truth of the situation.  Dad grinned as wide as could be, he pushed open the door, pinched my cheek and whispered, “Welcome to your new abode, Buttons.”

Mom stepped up behind me.  “I wasn’t too pleased with moving again either, Lux, but I think we could truly be happy here.  San Francisco has so much to offer, and Seattle isn’t that far away if you really want to go back and visit your friends from time to time.”

I nodded, knowing an argument was futile.  When would I ever have the opportunity to go back simply to visit the few friends I’d just barely gotten to know?

We walked into a living room larger than the ones from our last previous three homes. “The movers should be just an hour behind us.”  Dad’s cheery voice echoed against the walls of the vast and empty room.  

“It’s so big,” Mom said. “The furniture we have will barely fill the rooms.

“This living room is almost twice as big as the one in Seattle,” he went on.  “And wait until you see the kitchen.”

I left them alone in their discovery of their new home and took the stairs that led to the second story leading to the bedrooms. Mom would surely exclaim when she saw the huge bedroom that took up almost the entire floor.

Where did that leave me? I wondered.  

Past the bathroom I found a narrow stairwell leading to the third floor.  A tiny oval window offered the only source of light in the otherwise dark stairwell. No light switch, no overhead light bulb with a tiny linked chain, no wall sconces; nothing.

This is fine during the day, I thought as I made my way up, but how will I find my way at night?  I put the question far behind me as I reached the upper level.  Hardwood floors shined under the brilliance of the sun that showered the room through the large windows at the front and back of the room.

The steeple ceiling rose high above in the center, but dropped down considerably on either side.

The front corner of the large room opened into a smaller round room; the bathroom.  How exquisite, I thought, my own bathroom, as peculiar as it was in its circular wall.  Tall, thin windows lined the front half of the room.  A red antique claw foot tub sat at the far back of the room, allowing a decent amount of privacy from the neighbors.  The tiny sink would be more than adequate for my needs and the small linen closet was perfect.

It was hard to remain angry with my father for moving us here as I slowly fell in love with the room.  

Two doors, narrower and shorter than standard, flanked the room.  I turned the antique porcelain knob to the first one and found a small, low storage area.  The other opened onto a surprisingly spacious closet.

“How do you like your new room, Buttons?”

“Really?” I turned in surprise.  I hadn’t dared hope it could truly be all mine.

Mom and Dad came in and explored every corner.  

“This use to be the attic,” Dad said as he traced his hand over the woodwork of the back window.

“And did you see the view?” Mom added as she stepped in beside him.  “Lux, you can see clear over the surrounding homes and glimpse at the bay.”

Dad came around and wrapped his arm around my shoulders.  “Are you starting to like San Francisco a bit more now?”

I grinned.  It was a pretty cool room.

“Now let’s go grab some dinner before the movers arrive,” Mom called out as she exited my new bathroom.

We only had time to take a few bites before the moving truck pulled up in front of the house.  While Mom and Dad ran about directing the burly men to put the dresser here, set the table there and haul the boxes up there, I climbed my private stairwell and waited for my things to be brought up.

The first item to arrive was the burgundy velour armchair that had belonged to my grandmother not so long ago.  I had the movers set it by the back window where I looked forward to reading a good book or flipping through a fashion magazine while enjoying the warm rays of the morning sun.

Soon after, the remainder of my furniture was brought up.  Once the movers had placed my bed in the center of the room, set my antique desk beneath the front window and put my dresser beside the bathroom door, I sent them on their way and enjoyed rediscovering all the little knickknacks and treasures I’d packed into my grandmother’s old steam trunk over a month earlier.

“How’re you settling in, honey?”

Mom’s voice was gentle and caring as she padded silently into my room.  I’d just pulled out the old china doll grandma had given me ten years earlier and I suddenly missed her terribly.

“Pretty good.”

“You missing anything?”  She reached out to pat the hair of my doll, her eyes misting over.

“No, I think I’m good.”  My voice was thick and hoarse.

“I miss her a lot too, honey.”

“I know you do, Mom.” I nodded, not wanting to talk about it anymore.  The sudden move to San Francisco had come just weeks after my grandmother’s funeral.  I knew Mom was frazzled by it, but I wasn’t in the mood to share my feelings.  “I’m tired of all the constant changes.”

She nodded her understanding. “Are you ready for your first day at school tomorrow?”

“As ready as I can be.  I don’t really know what to expect... what to wear, how to do my hair, how to act, who to befriend, who to trust, where to go, how to get there, what weather to...”

“I understand, Lux,” Mom cut in with an amused grin.  “I’ll make it up to you.  I may not be able to do much to ease your entry into yet again another new school, but I’ll do my all to make this home the best you’ve ever had.”  She kissed my brow and rose to leave.

“Mom,” I called out.

“Yes, honey.”

“I love you.”

“I love you, too.  Get a good night’s sleep.”

I knew my nerves wouldn’t really allow for that, but I nodded and smiled all the same.  Once I’d heard her steps fade down the stairs, I put the rest of my things away and made my bed.

After trying out my new tub, I set out the clothes I would wear the next day; black leather pleated mini-skirt and a simple white shirt, open at the collar. Underneath was my lacy black bra, which was going to show through the white shirt. What I planned on wearing was simple, yet edgy, I thought. I could always spice it up by wearing a lacy red bra underneath, but I wanted my first day in school to be tame, even mundane.  Doing anything that could leave me expelled once again was not an option, so I opted for the large jewel encrusted crucifix instead.  It added just the right amount of color and flash to my otherwise simple attire. 

After that, there was little more I could do to ensure the next day ran smooth except get into bed early.  I pulled back the covers and lay back only to turn onto my stomach moments later.  I breathed in the fresh scent of my freshly laundered sheets, wanting desperately to find comfort and solace.  Ten minutes later I shifted over to my side and hugged my pillow for a few minutes before flipping onto my back to stare at the ceiling for a full half hour.

Sleep would not come.

The air was silent, the room darker than the one in Seattle had ever been.  Only a scant amount of moonlight entered via the back window, setting a cool glow against the dark armchair.  It flowed across the polished floor and up to the foot of my bed.

When shadows, dark and ominous, danced along the far wall, my breath caught in my throat.  The trees outside, my brain quickly rationalized, but I knew it was more than that.

I sat up, my gaze immediately drawn to the armchair by the window.  The silhouette of a man with long hair, poised, confident and strong, sat staring up at the moon.  His hands were clasped tightly, his index fingers pressed together and pointing up under his chin in a pensive pose.

“Lothario?” I murmured.

“You remember.” He leaned forward, turned to me and smiled. “I’m flattered.”

The moonlight glowed golden on his skin and flickered silver in his eyes, making his long white hair luminescent.  He was ageless; he was magnificently beautiful.

“How long has it been, Lux?” 

His smile was glorious, more so than I remembered; his appeal ageless, his wisdom ancient and his charm never ending.

“Five years,” I said.  “You haven’t changed.”

A brief rumble of laughter echoed in the stillness of the night.

“I can’t say the same for you, lovely Lux.”  He shifted over to face me, his legs propped up and dangling over the armrest.  “You’ve grown into quite the exquisite young woman.”

“Thank you.”  Twelve when I’d last seen him, I’d become a puddle of pre-pubescent mush before his grand charm and eloquent compliments.  I now wanted to ensure I maintained full control of my emotions and attraction to him. 

“I assume you're settling in nicely.”

Looking at the pleats and lace that edged my sheets, I shrugged and fiddled with the fabric.  “As best as I can, I guess.” 

“I hear San Francisco has excellent weather.”

I looked at him and smirked.  Weather?  After all I’d been through I should be ecstatic about the fair weather?  “That may be true, but it still doesn’t guarantee we won’t have to move again, and all on my account.”

“I think you’d do well to truly settle into your new life here.  You’ll be here for a lot longer than you’ve grown accustomed to.  There’s so much work to be done.”

“Is that why we came here, to San Francisco?”

“Could there be any other reason?”

“Well, I thought my father really liked this new school he’ll be teaching at.”

“I am pleased to hear he’s happy with that, but no.  The reason for the move is considerably more important than that.  We’re not in the habit of doing anything in vain.”

I should have known.  Somehow I’d assumed this move was to be a new start, a real new start.  Then again this kind of thing had been going on since I’d turned two, though Lothario hadn’t been present in my life back then, but another.

“You’ve done well these past five years,” he went on.  “You’re strong, calculating and wise.  You get the job done in an efficient way.”

A slow smile made its way to my tired lips.  I certainly tried to do the best I could. I drank up his praises.

“But this past year you’ve grown weary.  I know the tasks set upon you can at times be overwhelming, but you’ve allowed yourself to become careless, getting caught in situations that should be easily averted.”

My shoulders fell in dismay.  Was he berating me?  “I’m sorry.  I try to do the best I can.”

“Really?” He cocked a skeptical brow.

“Well.” I tried to keep the defensive edge out of my voice. “I have a lot going on in my life. I mean, everything was so much simpler when I was younger.  There was no doubt I was completely devoted to this new aspect of my life, but...”

“I understand the pressures of being an adolescent.” He flashed me a knowing grin.  “Gone are the days of being carefree.  Gone is the ability to remain impervious to the questionable glares of others.  You want to fit in, to be pretty, to be liked, to be loved.  You’re more concerned with catching the eye of a young suitor than anything else.”

“I’m not as boy crazy as you're making me out to be.  In case I need to remind you, I also have an education I have to get through.  Homework is time consuming and being a teen is pretty stressful at times.”

He rubbed his fingers against his temple.  “I’m too old for this,” he groaned.  “Perhaps I’ve expected too much from you, put undue pressure on you.  I’ve been told I can be rather demanding.”

“Good to hear.”

He fisted his hands together and his lips pursed into a pensive pucker. “Perhaps it’s time you had another guardian, someone younger and more in tuned to the needs of a teenager such as yourself.”

“Did I hear a note of condescension in there?”

“Of course not.  I’m merely being pragmatic and shrewd.  You're going to have a ton of work here and you need someone a little more... hands on.  A guardian who is your age and better able to fit in to your daily routine at school.  A guardian who’ll be a lot more help than I can be at this time. A guardian you can be friends with.”

“Friends?” Frowning with disbelief, I glanced at him.  I’d managed a few acquaintances, a few kids I hung out with on a few rare occasions, but true friends?  No, they always freaked out when they discovered I wasn’t exactly like them.  I couldn’t really remember the last time I’d had a real friend, someone who knew and understood me, someone I could share secrets with.

Lothario rose, tall and imposing in the dark shadows, his shoulders almost touching the steeple ceiling. His inner glow radiated from him as he turned to me, warming me.  A few long and elegant strides brought him to Grandma’s steam trunk.  “Everything you need is under the bottom panel,” he said, patting the trunk.  “I want you to know you can always rely on me for a helping hand.  If ever you need me...”

“I know, Lothario, and thanks.  I’ll let you know the minute I can’t handle it.”

“We wouldn’t entrust such an immense task on you if we weren’t completely confident of your abilities.”  He straightened his shoulders and a light fluttering sound came from behind him.  His inner glow intensified, lighting the room with such brilliance, I felt certain our new neighbors would be awakened by brightness.

The fluttering increased as wings, thick with ivory feathers, rose behind him.  I’d seen him take flight on more than one occasion and it never failed to inspire me.  Sitting in awe as his wings spread out touching the highest point of my vaulted ceiling, I smiled, optimistic for the first time since learning of this latest move.

“Until we meet again, faithful one.”  He winked and disappeared.

Chapter 2

Shadowlight Academy was imposing at first glance.  Navy blue uniforms, crisp, clean and perfect.  Boys with short cropped hair; their chins up, their shoulders back.  Girls with not a hair out of place, their grins formal, their gazes scrutinizing.

I looked down at my edgy but simple outfit and knew I’d have to go and find out what had happened to the uniform I’d ordered.  Though a part of me enjoyed being set apart from the clones who surrounded me, I knew I had to do everything I could to fit in.  My father had done so much to get me into this very picky and particular private school, using his ties to the dean of Rothschild University, Mr. Kingsley, to get Shadowlight to overlook the fact I’d been expelled from my old school.  However, I knew he wouldn’t be able to keep me in if I didn’t fall in line. 

Following the flow of students who passed through the doors of the academy, I entered my new school.  Once a convent, the academy retained much of the look and feel of years gone by.  The occasional crucifix was hung over doors, warding off evil.  Highly polished planks of wood covered the floor of the narrow halls, adorned in the corners with white ash inlay.  Chair rails ran the length of the hall leading to an old office converted into a locker alcove.  At the end of the hall, a Prie-Dieu reminded everyone of the buildings prior vocation.

My first stop was the head mistress’s office to finish off the paperwork that followed me to this new school and get my new class schedule.  Perhaps she would also have some news on my school uniforms, though I secretly wished they’d remain lost forever.

“Miss Bright,” I said as I entered the spacious office with a view on the zen study garden.  “I’m...”

“Lux Collins,” she cut in as she stood and held her hand out.  She was an imposing figure, standing close to six feet tall and leaving no doubt she was in charge. “I’ve been expecting you.”

She swept an inquisitive gaze up and down the length of me, her gaze harsh as she appraised my attire, but a note of interest sparked in her eyes.  “I take it there’s a good reason you don’t have a uniform.”

“I haven’t received it yet.”

“I’ll make sure you get it by the end of the day.” She repressed an amused grin as she took her seat. “Please sit down.”

I handed her my rather thick school file and she flipped through the pages, her face alternating between displeasure and great interest. “You’ve had a tumultuous school year to say the least.”

“I guess I’m just the type kids don’t like.  Trouble finds me in pretty short order.”

She smiled. “I’m sure a pretty girl like you attracts more than just trouble, but let me assure you that Shadowlight Academy could be just the school to put a little space between Lux Collins and trouble. This is a wonderful school, and we’re proud of every single graduate.  I’m sure you’ll love it.”

My smile felt pasted on as I listened to her rattle off the advantages of going to such a prestigious school. I nodded at the appropriate moments, said, “How wonderful,” when she mentioned how small the classes were and forced a laugh as she went on and on about the fun-filled pranks teachers were apt to pull in order to keep students in line.

The office door cracked open and I was relieved by the intrusion. Finally, someone to put an end to this endless meeting.

Miss Bright’s eyes lit up as she looked over my shoulder.  Probably a teacher she had a crush on I thought absently. I chewed on a nail as I waited for her to finish with the intruder and get back to my class schedule.

“Braxton, you're just in time.”

“Happy to be of help, Miss Bright.”

The voice was surprisingly younger than I’d expected, obviously not that of a teacher, but my interest level didn’t go further than that.

When Miss Bright cleared her throat for the third time, I glanced at her. She cocked her brow towards the door with interest and seemed genuinely dismayed by my lack of curiosity.

A quick sidelong glance told me it was a young male student dressed in a navy blue uniform.  His shoes shined, his pants fell into a neatly hemmed line over them and there was no sign of a knee deforming the perfect pleat.  My disinterested gaze didn’t go further than that before turning to Miss Bright.

“I’ve arranged to have a student show you around. He’ll show you where your classes are, the cafeteria, study halls and anything else you might want to find.” Once again her eyes reflected dismay.

The young man stepped forward, forcing me to give him the attention Miss Bright seemed so eager for me to bestow on him.

My lazy, disinterested breath caught in my throat as I looked up at him and I had to fight to keep from gaping.  Suddenly my heart raced and my mind tried to make sense of it all.

“Braxton Kingsley,” the gorgeous young man said, his lips twitching into a cockeyed grin, his hazel eyes twinkling with the knowledge of the effect he had on women.

My voice was useless as it gurgled and croaked as I tried to think of something to say.  He was the young man I’d seen through the raven adorned gate; the young man in the lacrosse outfit. I was certain of it.  His white-blond hair, swept off his face, but falling in haphazard curls at his neck, gave him an allure that was irresistible.

The navy jacket was broad at the shoulders and exquisitely filled.  Adding to his lurid appeal was one unclasped top button of his shirt teamed with his slackened navy tie.  The uniform shouted refinement and conformity, but that slack knot whispered of the wild boy inside.

His eyes gave nothing away, making it impossible to know whether he recognized me or not.  We’d had such a strong connection, how could he not remember me?

“Braxton knows everything there is to know about Shadowlight Academy, and he’s rather smart, too.  You’ll do well to follow his lead.  Sports, extracurricular activities, student blog, charity events, fund raisers... he runs it all, and we all love him for it.”

“Kingsley,” I finally said in a surprisingly cool tone.  “I’ve heard the name before.  Are you related to...?”

“Richard Kingsley?” he finished.  “Yeah, he’s my uncle.  I’ve been staying with him for a while.”

“Well, I hope I’ll have the opportunity to meet him.  He had a hand in getting me here and I owe him a big thank you.”

“Maybe you should wait and see if you like it here first.” Dark and ominous, his voice contradicted the light of playfulness in his eyes. 

I cocked my head and prepared to protest.  This was supposed to be the turning point in my life.

He gave a small smile. “Joking. There’s enough seriousness going on out in these dedicated halls of higher learning,” he said, waving the comment away.  “Just my idea of humor.  I’m sure you’ll love it here.”

Despite my best effort to remain aloof and unaffected, he warmed me.  He was charming, funny and far better looking than a guy should be. Even Miss Bright seemed to be crushing on him.

“You’ll be in good hands, Miss Collins,” Miss Bright said as I stood to follow Braxton.

“Thank you.”  

Braxton pushed open the door and guided me down the hall.

“You know,” I said.  “I really appreciate all this, Braxton, but...”

“You can call me Brax,” he injected with a panty-melting smirk.  “All my friends do. And trust me, you’ll want me as a friend at Shadowlight.”

Friends?  Aren’t we being a little premature?

“Sure,” I said with a tight, polite smile.  “Brax... I think I can find my way well enough.”

His brow creased over his darkening eyes, revealing a hint of something dark hiding beneath the angelic curls.  I’d always been a sucker for the dark, brooding type and this guy, was slowly working his way into that place I simply didn’t want him to go.

Don’t get all charming with me, I silently warned.

“Look.” He stopped and looked around as the last of the wandering students found the classes.  “I arrived here just last year.  I know what it’s like being the new kid in school, especially since you’re starting a month late.  We’ve all had a chance to get acquainted and you're the perfect stranger thrown into the bunch... the outsider, the intruder, the girl the kids will turn their shoulder to.  These are privileged kids, we’re talking about.  They already have their nose in the air, and they love to flaunt it, especially on scholarship students.”

“Thanks for making it sound so appealing.”

“But if you stick with me...”  He wrapped his fingers seductively onto my arm.  “You’ll be safe...safer, that is.”

“Thanks, but I think I’m good.” The thought of relying on him was appealing, but I knew I worked best alone and on my own.  

He grinned, trying to hide his disbelief.  “You’re brushing me off? Not interested in my seductive charms? Fine.”  He held his hands up and took a few steps away.  “I’m cool with that.  But Miss Bright, my uncle and your parents all expect me to ease you into the life of Shadowlight.  They’ll be all over me if I let you go off on your own.”

I inhaled my exasperation and pouted my petulant lips.  “Seriously?” I groaned in dismay.

He flashed me his killer smile and a little part of me disintegrated inside.

I shook it off and shrugged at my fate.  There was no way I was about to let him know the effect he was having on me.  “Well, beggars can’t be choosers, or in this case, the new kid at school can’t be too picky about the company she keeps.”  I shot him an analytical gaze.  “I guess I could do worst.  You could have been a puss infected ogre who has to be slain for impersonating an Adonis.  But you really do appear to be what you are; a boy.”

He cocked his head to the side then rolled his eyes before giving me a once over.  “For a girl as hot as you, you have a wicked sense of humor.  Come on.”

The tour around the school was pleasant enough.  Every floor shined, every wall immaculate and every window glistened.  We poked our heads into a few of the classes, which were small, both in size and the number of students.

“They like to keep the ratio small.  I think the biggest class we have is twenty-two students and that’s the drama class.”

“Cool,” I muttered, my attention less on class ratio and more on the peculiar-looking student roaming the halls.

“Teachers here are really hands on, taking the time to sit and talk things through with students on an individual basis. The small teacher-student ratio at Shadowlight is one of the reasons it is the top prep school in the nation.”

“Uh-huh.”  My gaze followed the movements of the lost student, picking up on...

“What’s your average?”

“My what?” I said softly.

“Hey, are you even listening to...?”

I didn’t give him the chance to finish.  The strange student turned the corner and I shot off after him the moment he was out of my sight.  Darn it, I thought.  This was my very first day.  Couldn’t I at least get a break?

Rounding up the corner, I sprinted to him, grabbed him by the collar and shoved his face to the wall.

“What the...?” He muttered.

His hair, jet black, long, and falling in thick sheets just above the collar of his jacket, smelled sweet, musky and masculine.  No, I thought, this is not the average, run of the mill student. Taking a firm hold of his leather jacket, I spun him around.

Through his initial spark of annoyance, he grinned, the most seductive, wicked grin I had ever seen.  His jade green eyes, narrow and amused, looked down at me with curiosity. My breath caught in my throat. He was truly breathtakingly beautiful. 

“I take it you're new here,” he said, his full sultry lips never losing their amused curve. “First day’s nerves... it can make you do crazy things sometimes.”

“I... I thought you were...” I backed away and released him, taken aback by my error.

“In this neck of the woods, we usually settle for a congenial handshake and a brief, but impressive introduction, the likes of, hello, my name is so-and-so and I’m from such and such institution.”  He cradled his chin between his thumb and index finger.  “Although, I have to admit, there’s something uniquely charming and pretty hot in your approach.”

“Sorry, I really thought you were something... um someone...”

“No apologies needed.  In fact, I really wouldn’t mind starting again.”

I backed away.  “You were so...” My gaze traveled over his strong shoulders before clearing the top of his head and looking for signs of something different.

Squishing his nose and tightening his gaze, he looked above him.  “Do I have something gnarly in my hair or what?”

“You’re human,” I murmured to myself.

“Say what?” After a perplexed moment, he chuckled. “Oh you must be confused by my animal magnetism.  But, yes, I assure you, I am human.”

“You don’t say,” I droned and walked away.

“Hey.” He was suddenly serious as he walked up and kept stride with me.  “You weren’t kidding, huh?”

“About what?”

“Me being human.”

“Forget about it.  Like you said, first day jitters.”

“No.” He grabbed my arm and pulled me to a stop.  “You're Lux, aren’t you?”

Alarmed, it took me a moment to realized he’d read my name off my schedule.  “Yeah.  What of it?”

“It means light, right?”  His chuckle was edged with nervous energy.  His grip on my arm tightened as he pulled me closer.  “Look, I had a weird dream last night.  Aside from the strange sense of being elsewhere, I don’t really remember much, except the light, a startlingly bright light.”

“That’s nice, but I’m not a dream interpreter.” I turned to walk away, but he maintained his hold.

“Something strange has been happening to me lately. I’ve been strange lately. You saw it.  Whatever it is that you saw, it wasn’t your imagination.”

My gaze met his, my dark eyes connecting with his eyes, strange eyes that were the deepest green surrounded by a ring of pure blue. He was looking at me earnestly, and I thought I saw vulnerability in those sure, cocky eyes for a moment.

“Beautiful,” he whispered as his eyes shifted away.

“What do you mean?” I asked, wanting more.

Behind me I heard Braxton’s footfall and instantly saw the protective veil that shadowed the green eyes before me.  “Beautiful,” he whispered again before walking away.

“Okay, so I get it,” Braxton groaned, “You don’t want to tour the school with me.”  Coming up beside me, he shot a look of disapproval at the green-eyed stranger.  

“Who is he?” I asked, keeping a cap on the interest level I divulged.

“Just our school bum.  You know, the bad boy, the troublemaker, maybe even a juvenile delinquent.”

“Does bad boy have a name?” I was interested, who was I kidding? 

“Asher, or, as some of the kids sometimes call him, Thrasher, Slasher or, the favorite among the girls, Dasher.”

“Cute.”

“I see you’ve already fallen under his spell.”

“Oh, please,” I said as I waved his silliness away and turned down the hall.  “I don’t fall for the ridiculous spells you guys pull on girls.”

“You sure looked spell bound.”  He kept up with me, his grin betraying a hint of jealousy.

Had I dented his ego?

“I don’t have time to be dazzled by some guy’s gorgeous green eyes.”  I turned to look straight into Braxton’s eyes.  “Or pretty hazel ones, for that matter.”

Pleased, he grinned like a little boy, proud of his first homerun.

“Well, you're the first.  Every girl, and I mean, every single girl here, has fallen for that guy.  You were kind of looking at him with intense interest.”

“Don’t get all ruffled, Brax.  You're pretty cute, yourself.”

“Glad you noticed,” he said with a note of sarcasm.  “Thanks?”

I giggled, something I was not in the habit of doing.  He really was cute, not only his eyes, his smile, his hair, but the charm he exuded.  I wanted to know more about him, more about that strange connection we’d share as I’d passed by his home.

“You know.” He leaned in close over my shoulder, his breath tickling my ear, making my skin heat up a notch. “Something about you seems familiar.”

About to respond, the flash of a dark shadow crossed the perpendicular corridor at the end of the hall.  Without hesitation, I bolted, once again leaving Braxton behind.  I wasn’t mistaken this time, the shadow was dark, treacherous and ugly.

Caught in the narrow stairwell, it turned to face me.  “I’ll get you, Lux.  Be filled with fear.”

“I won’t.” I bared my bejeweled crucifix and ran after the furtive figure. Before he could fight me, I quickly sprang on him saying, “I cast you out, Demon!” I grunted as I shoved the cross to his forehead. “Leave now.”

He fought, twisted away from my hold and tried to grab my wrist.  Though fast, as demons are apt to be, he wasn’t fast enough.  I caught him and pressed the crucifix to this brow, maintaining a firm grip.  “I bind your powers,” I shouted into the void.  “Be gone!”

After an ugly gurgle, it vanished.


Chapter 3

The morning’s first class was about to let out, and students would soon be rushing through the halls on their way from one class to another.  I was flushed from the brief battle and wanted to collect my thoughts before making my way to my own first class of the day.  Great. First day at Shadowlight Academy, and I had already casted out a demon. 

“You're making a nasty habit of running out on me,” Braxton said as he found me, annoyed.

“Sorry.”

“What were you chasing?”

“Nothing.”

“You always just go off running for no reason?”

Shrugging, I glanced at my schedule to find my first class of the day, but it was impossible to concentrate.  My energy had been zapped by the early morning battle.  “Restless legs, I guess.”

“Come on, you can tell me.”

Telling him was exactly what I couldn’t do.  My father had done so much to get me into Shadowlight and I loathed the thought of moving again.  No, I couldn’t get into trouble here. No one at this school needed to know they have a slayer here amongst them. 

He brushed his hand across my cheek, sending shivers through me. “You're red.  You're hot,” he whispered.  “Are you sure you're okay?”

The heat of exertion remained with me, leaving me weak. “Maybe I should make a stop at the ladies’ room before the first class lets out.”

“Sure thing,” Braxton said, his voice surprisingly filled with concern.  “Here, I’ll show you the way.”

Showing himself to be a true gentleman, he led me to the restroom and nodded his promise to wait for me.

I hurried inside and made my way to the sink to get a good look at myself. A sudden chill enveloped me and, as my gaze met my eyes, I felt drained.  It was more than just the tangle with the demon, I thought.  Fighting always took its toll on me, but this was different.  My gut tightened with discomfort, a sense of unease that refused to be shrugged off.

Asher, I thought.  Beware of the beautiful beings, he’d said.

Beyond the demon, this was at the heart of what was troubling me.  His statement had been made with such sincerity, even urgency, yet it was vague.

Beautiful beings; they were all around me. The students I’d passed in the hall, the few teachers I’d seen, even Miss Bright was attractive. Ethereal.

I looked at my reflection.  Would people here think I was beautiful? My brown eyes could easily be considered plain, yet I’d often been complimented on the depth and soulfulness of my gaze, how large my eyes were, and how they wished they had lashes like mine. My dark brown hair lacked any kind of glamorous highlight or streak, yet guys had often told me how sexy it was. In every school I’d attended I’d been told how pretty I was, as peculiar and odd as my conduct might have been.  And the boys...at every school always seemed to be drawn to me.  Not that I was complaining, but considering that I operated alone and didn’t need distractions since any distraction could be fatal for a slayer, and for keeping me laser focused; I never found time for them. 

But here, the students were beyond beautiful. I thought of the tall blond girl I’d bumped shoulders with on entering the school. High cheekbones, captivating blue eyes and luscious blond hair that cascaded down her back.

As I’d prepared to enter Miss Bright’s office, a striking redhead with emerald eyes had strutted by, her gait magnificent, her body statuesque.

And Braxton, so unbelievably attractive and perfect in every way could be a model for any All American clothing line. 

They could all easily be models, obtain million dollar contracts with the nation’s leading agencies.  And the school was full of students just like them.

So what did Asher mean?  They were all beautiful here.  Was I to seriously take them all as a possible threat?

Closing my eyes on my reflection, I suddenly felt old and weary.  Perhaps this time Lothario had expected too much of me.  All these years of battling had drained me too much, aging me before my time.

How long had I been at this?

Sam had been the first angel to visit me.  Though I was only two years old I’d understood his prophetic message; I was to be a warrior of God and my gift of sight would greatly help me.  Only three years later, my eyes had been opened to the spiritual world.  Thinking back to that time, I was awed by the calm and serenity of that five-year old little girl who’d entered this new world with such a brave and hopeful heart; a world in which angels and demons walked among mortals.

I had been honored to perform an exorcism two years after that.  Despite my diminutive size, the family of Hilda Wigglesworth had welcomed me with open arms, quickly rushing me off to the room of the possessed woman.

Working to rid the world of demons seemed to be an endless task, and while I’d always been proud, even eager to do my part, I couldn’t help but wonder if I would ever truly succeed in ridding the world of the evil that filled it.

Opening my eyes, I faced the young woman I’d become and thought of Lothario. His late night appearance led me to believe there was so much more work ahead of me.  Five years earlier, he’d come to me.  His message had been clear.  The gates of hell were yielding under the pressure of so many demons.  No one knew how much longer they could be held back, and, should they be unleashed, the world would suffer as it had never suffered before.  I had to find others like me, he’d warned, to build an army of fighters. Together we would beat the demons.

Wishful thinking, I thought as I turned the faucet and splashed cold water onto my face. Finding such fighters had turned out to be a little more difficult than expected.  My army was little more than a pitiful gathering.

Shaking off my frustrations and fears, I straightened my shoulders and stood back.  If only I could get through the next few months and graduate, then I could put all my time and energy into fending off the demons of the world without worrying about the effects it had on school. 

I walked out and slapped on the most convincing grin I could muster.

“Feeling better?” Braxton asked.

“Yeah,” I said.  “Sorry about all that.  I must be a lot more jittery about this first day than I’d expected.”

Braxton gave me a quizzical look, and then he looked away. 

Chapter 4

“What classes do you have?” Braxton asked. I pulled the piece of paper out of my backpack.

“Cool,” Braxton said as he glanced over my shoulder to read my schedule. “We have three classes together - science, English and history... our next class.”

The rest of the morning sped by and soon Braxton was guiding me to one of the small and intimate dining rooms. Wooden tables, beat up with history, were surrounded by solid wood straight back chairs that surely came from the days of the convent.

Pale blue walls gave the small room a sense of relaxation, augmented by the beautiful view of the fountain in the courtyard outside the row of palladium windows.

“What a beautiful place to have lunch,” I said as I followed him to the last table at the far end of the room.  Adding to the beauty of the room were the startling beautiful students seated at the table. Among them, a blonde boy and girl, both with riveting lime colored eyes.

Beyond anything I’d seen that morning, their beauty had an ethereal, unworldly quality.  Their gazes, bordering on hypnotic, held mine.

“Who’s the new kid on the block?” The girl with long blond hair neatly styled and emerald green eyes offered me a reserved smile.

“Her name is Lux, Shayne, and stop giving her the evil eye.”

She returned her gaze to her soup.  “I’m just taking a passing glance, Brax, hardly an evil eye.”

“I’ve been showing her around,” Braxton said as he reached for my hand and gave me a quick squeeze.  “We even have three classes together.”

The young man seemed oblivious of Braxton and continued to hold my gaze with interest, a move that appeared to cause Braxton’s jaw to tighten. Could the green-eyed dream boy be a rival?  Braxton made no move to introduce us, leaving me to the task.

“We just moved from Seattle.”  I extended my hand which he greedily took in his.

“How lucky for us.”  

His grin was intoxicating, taking my breath away and sending my blood rushing to parts of me I didn’t even know I had.  

“I’m Moore, by the way... so much more.”

“We’ll have to see about that.” I said as I took my seat.

“Lux... that’s an absolutely beautiful name, a name that suits you to a tee.”  He shoved his half-eaten sandwich aside, leaned forward and intensified his gaze.  “And what brings a Seattle girl to San Fran?”

“If you must know,” Braxton cut in as he squeezed in beside me. “Her father is the new chair at the antiquities department at the university.”

Moore smirked at Braxton, an undercurrent of venom in his eyes, “How convenient.  Guess that’s how you weaseled your way to such an exquisite creature so quickly.”  He turned his eyes to me.  “I can’t say I blame him. I would jump at the chance to spend my days escorting you from one class to another.”

He was unabashedly flirting with me, despite Braxton’s fierce and possessive glare. I felt the blush rush to my cheeks and cast my gaze to my salad.  

When I chanced another glance at him, I melted under his unwavering gaze. Startled by my reaction to him, so violent, so deep, and so strong, I couldn’t help but wonder what spell he was weaving. A slow and heated tingle worked its way over my skin, luring me closer to him, and leaving me with the heartfelt desire to feel his touch.

He smiled, a smile meant only for me, and I was lost in the pools of green bliss.  Though I sat across the table from him, I felt the warmth of his touch, his face close to mine as we danced together in a fragrant rose garden.  His gaze pulled me into another world, a world of love, passion and desire so strong, I felt dizzy.

My eyes dipped down to his hands, powerful yet gentle hands capable of wicked and wild embraces. Every breath was shallow and difficult as his fingers traced a line between the nape of my neck and my spine. Keeping my eyes open became impossible.

“You gonna eat anything?” Braxton said as he tapped my elbow with his.

I shook the heated images from my head and noticed that Moore still stared at me, hungry and captivating, a knowing grin on his sensual lips.

“How cute,” Shayne groaned, her gaze cold and unwelcoming.  “It certainly didn’t take you long to make an impression on my brother.”

I should have known. “You're siblings?”

“Twins, actually.” She pressed a sweet smile, but bitterness oozed through her lips. “Fraternal.”

“Oh.” For some reason, I felt relieved... for what? For not being a rival for Moore? 

“Moore is a little older than me.” She rolled her eyes towards him. “Though you’d never know it by watching the way he acts sometimes.”

“Don’t mind them,” Braxton shot in, his hand once again coming to brush over mine. “They’re just a couple of millionaire brats who have little adult supervision. Their favorite pastime is playing with people’s heads. Don’t get caught up in it.”

Shayne picked up a stick of celery and chomped loudly on it. “Considering what we’ve been through, I think we’re doing a pretty good job of raising ourselves, Brax. Our parents might have left us a huge mansion to roam around in, but we didn’t have the luxury of an extended family to help us.”  

Her harsh emerald eyes softened slightly as she turned to me.  “Our parents died a few years ago.”

“They didn’t die,” Moore interjected, his tone harsh and pained for the first time.  “They were murdered.”

Shayne barely batted an eye.  “We were left to fend for ourselves, which might seem like a big old luau to some...” She glanced furtively at Braxton.  “But it’s been more difficult than anyone can imagine.”

I shook my head thoughtfully, my heart aching for both of them.  The devastation of losing one’s parents; it was indeed unimaginable.

“Believe me,” Shayne went on, “I’d much rather live in a modest home with Mom and Dad there every night than walk into that mammoth chunk of cold bricks and mortar.”

I detected a shimmer in her eyes that hadn’t been there moments earlier.  The subject obviously affected her greatly and I couldn’t resist the urge to reach across the table and take her hand.  “I’m so sorry for your loss.  It’s positively dreadful, and it’s sad to know people can be so insensitive as to believe you're living it up when you're both living with such pain and loss.”

She didn’t pull away, but actually brushed a finger along the side of my hand.  Her eyes were once again on her lunch, the control of keeping the tears in check evident in the tightening of her jaw.  

“You know, every once in a while I have a band of girlfriends come over... you know, for tea, manicures and late night movies.  Maybe you could come over some time.”

“I’d love that,” I said, pleased by the turn of events.  I released her hand and returned to my sandwich.

“Under any other circumstance, I’d be hollering about the injustice,” Moore said.  “I mean to be in that house with a dozen or so frantic, frenetic, shrill girls who make a big deal over the perfect pink nail polish or the slightest frizz in their hair is not really my idea of a good time.” His lips curled into that delicious smile.  “But if you’re going to be there...” Bobbing his head slowly and deliberately, he winked.  “Then, there’s nowhere else in the world I’d rather be.”

Shayne gave him a solid elbow in the ribs.  “Oh, will you stop it.”

Despite the banter, it was obvious they loved each other.

“Don’t worry, if you come over I won’t let him bother you.”

My desire to befriend this beautiful girl butted heads with the novel notion of socializing with someone of her standing.  I’d never been much of a girly girl, biting my nails instead of getting a manicure and pulling my hair back into a quick ponytail rather than spending hours putting it into perfect place.

“I think that would be awesome,” I heard myself say with a false note of formality.  Why the sudden need to put on airs, I wondered.  The answer was quick in coming...  I’d never been invited to spend time with a girl like her and a part of me wanted to impress her... to be like her.

Chapter 5

The evening sun poured into the dining room, turning the wall of unpacked boxes into a veritable eyesore.

“It’s likely to take us weeks to get through all those boxes,” Mom lamented as she poked her plastic fork into her take-out salad.

“I’ll try to find the kitchen boxes tonight, hon.” Dad tried to cut into his chicken breast, but the thin plastic knife failed to succeed, leaving him to use his fingers.

A mix up in box labels had left us with an unusable kitchen; no utensils, no dishes, no pots and no pans.

“I’ll give you a hand, Mom.  I didn’t get any homework, so I’m all yours.”

“How’d your first day go?” she asked.

“Not bad.” I munched happily on my cheeseburger, secretly thrilled with the notion of eating take out for a few nights.  “I met Braxton.”

“Really,” Dad said, a mischievous twinkle burning in his eyes.  “Is he as handsome as I’ve heard?”

“He is, but then again, the entire school body is drop dead gorgeous.  I didn’t see a single student with typical adolescent-type of problems like acne, frizzy hair, with a big nose or with knobby knees.  They were all annoyingly perfect.”

“Hmmm,” Mom sighed.  “Sounds awfully nice to me.  I thought you were coming here to deal with the ugliness of the world, not beauty.”

“Well.” I set down my burger and wiped my hands with my paper napkin.  “The morning did start out kind of rough.  I spotted a devilish shadow, but it turned out to be this amazingly, I mean unbelievably gorgeous guy, Asher.”

“Not such a bad start,” Mom said with a flirting grin.

“Yeah, if only all dark shadows could end up like that.  Unfortunately, the next one I saw was indeed a demon of the ugly kind.  He was surprisingly small and compact, but he could sure pack a punch.  I think I might have initially underestimated him, thinking he’d be easy to overcome, but it turned out to be quite a battle.”

“Don’t get too cocky, Buttons,” Dad warned.  “I don’t want to see you hurt in all this.”

“Don’t worry, Dad.  I didn’t even break a nail.”

“I’d hoped you’d at least have one day to get accustomed to the new school before having to battle demons.”

“Me, too, but Lothario warned me; there’s a lot of work to do here and it can take quite a while.  I hope you guys don’t mind.”

“Mind?” Mom said.  “Of course not, honey.  I have to admit I was a little reluctant to come to San Francisco, but I truly loved my first day at work.  The staff is great, the museum is impeccable, and the commute wasn’t as bad as I’d anticipated.”

“And I want you to let us know if there’s anything we can do to help, whether it’s the transition to this new school, your new friends or your teachers.”  Dad grabbed my hand and held it, his eyes solemn and earnest.  “We’re there for you.”

Smiling, I patted our clasped hands reassuringly.  “I know, Dad, and I really appreciate it.  It’s cool that you guys take this all so well.  I doubt many parents could be as understanding and cooperative as you’ve been, what with the constant moving, new schools and all.”  

“It’s a minor inconvenience compared to what you have to endure, dear,” Mom said, her eyes filled with tears of pride.  “If there’s anything at all, let us know.”

Dad nodded his agreement as he returned to that task of tearing his dinner apart.  “I’m also happy to hear you’ve hit it off with Kingsley’s nephew.  It’s a bit of a relief to know you’ve befriended such an amazing young man.”

“He was helpful in getting me around school.”  Hopefully Braxton would remain a good friend.  I needed one.  

Of course there was also Asher; the odd vision I’d had of him, the dream he’d had of me, and his mysterious warning. I’ve never met anyone like him.

Smiling as I picked up my burger, I stared out the back window and thought of Moore.  The desire to kiss him, to touch him enveloped me, just as surely as if he’d stood there before me.  The hold he had on me was strong, almost overpowering.  I’d thought of little else the remainder of the day, his face coming to smirk at me as I fumbled through math, his flirting wink distracting me from my geography lesson.

“You okay, honey?” Mom asked as she reached out to put the back of her hand to my flushed cheek.

“Yeah,” I said as a wistful smile worked its way to my lips.  “Yeah.” The first day at Shadowlight Academy was already pretty interesting. 

Chapter 6

Only a week at school, and we already had a day off.  I was ecstatic.  I wanted to explore San Francisco, visit the Golden Gate Park and take a trolley. It was a magnificently perfect day with a warm autumn sun, the occasional cotton ball cloud and just the slightest whisper of a breeze.

After a brisk walk along the bay, I headed to the museum where my mother worked. She’d raved so enthusiastically about the exhibit, I had to at least go take a peek.

“Lux,” she exclaimed as I entered her office.  “Dear, your timing couldn’t be worst.  I absolutely have to go meet with Josh Torn, my new assistant director.  It shouldn’t take more than twenty minutes then I’ll give you a personal tour.”

“Don’t worry, Mom.  I’ll stroll around and meet up with you later.”

While archaeology fascinated both my parents, I had to admit that interest had not been passed onto me.  I viewed the exhibit with idle and minimal curiosity, but was far from enthused.  After an hour of roaming the museum and still not a hint of my mother, I headed out to the garden.

By comparison, the garden was far more interesting.  Fragrant flowers, a pleasantly meandering walkway and... 

I froze, my step suddenly halted as I focused in.  In the distance, sitting on a low retaining wall facing the enormous statue of an angel, was Asher.  

His hand flew across the page of a sketch pad while his eyes repeatedly went from statue to paper.  Lost in concentration, he remained unaware of me, even as I slowly and silently came up behind him.

“I didn’t know you were an artist,” I whispered.

Despite my gentle approach, he still jumped at the sound of my voice, his hands quick to flip the page of his sketch pad, hiding his drawing.  “Hey, what are you doing here?” he said with a surprised smile.

“My mother works here. Thought I’d see what she’s up to.” I held back, reluctant to show him just how happy I was to see him.  He intrigued me and I longed to talk to him again about his strange dream.

After a long and uncomfortable pause, I pointed to his sketch pad.  “Can I see your drawing?”

“I’m really not that good.”

“I’m not a critic,” I teased.

“Give me a few more minutes to finish it.”

I sat nearby, watching him with awe and envy.  How wonderful it must be to have such a peaceful pastime.  “Are you taking any art classes?”

“Naw, my parents thought it was
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