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      Considering I’d been seeing demons my whole life, I should’ve expected one of those sons of bitches to attack someday. And maybe I would’ve—if I’d known they were real. I’d become so accustomed to assuming the cloaked figures were figments of my imagination that I eventually stopped noticing them. The problem with closing your eyes? Sooner or later, you have to open them again.

      I squinted across the lawn toward the old white farmhouse. Music pumped from somewhere inside and reached us where we were parked near the road. Silhouettes of dancing teens passed the front window. A short distance from the house, a large group stood around a fire pit and threw their heads back in laughter. My eyes landed on a hooded figure immersed in the crowd.

      My fingers froze against my dangly earring I’d been fidgeting with.

      Usually, I didn’t notice the figures, but this was the first one I’d seen since moving to Eagle Valley. I thought I was starting to get over the nightmares of my childhood.

      “Is something wrong?” Allie pulled her gaze from the rearview mirror to look at me.

      I continued to stare at the crowd, but the hooded man I’d seen had vanished.

      Just my imagination, I told myself. That phrase had become my mantra since I was eight.

      “Ryn?” Allie prodded.

      I turned to her. “Everything’s fine. I’m just waiting for you. You know, your reflection will be there when we get back.”

      Allie laughed and tucked her lipstick into her makeup bag. “I would hope so!”

      She stole one last look in the mirror. Allie had a natural beauty that came with her tan skin and sleek black hair, thanks to her Asian heritage. She’d expertly outlined her striking brown eyes with black liquid liner, and she’d even added false eyelashes for the occasion.

      My version of going all out was borrowing a flowy purple top from Allie and letting her curl my hair. I hadn’t even bothered to swap out my tennis shoes for something fancy.

      She finally abandoned her reflection. “Ready?”

      I’d only been ready for the last two hours. “Yep.”

      We stepped out of the car into the chilly Minnesota night air. Allie tugged down on her skirt and started down the long gravel driveway like she was walking down a runway. I followed beside her, but my hips didn’t sway in the same confident manner. It definitely had something to do with the four-inch heels she was wearing.

      As we neared the fire pit, I noticed what looked like a freshman chugging a beer.

      “Are you sure we won’t get in trouble?” I asked.

      Allie shook her head. “Mike’s parents are away for the weekend, and we’re far enough out of town that no one will call in a complaint.”

      The smell of pizza and alcohol hit my nose at the front door, and the music was so loud I could feel it vibrating through the walls. Allie took my hand so we wouldn’t lose each other. My eyes landed on several people on our way to the kitchen. A nervous sensation hit my gut as we waded through the crowd.

      “Hey, you made it!” A tall guy with dark hair and a slightly crooked nose held an arm out to Allie.

      She leaned into him with a smile.

      “This is Kyle!” she shouted above the music.

      She’d mentioned him before, how they weren’t officially dating but had a thing for each other. By the way she talked about him, you’d think he was a god. Even with his crooked nose, he was attractive enough to be mistaken for one, at least.

      “How about a shot for my girls?” Kyle didn’t wait for an answer. He placed two plastic shot glasses on the kitchen island and poured each one full of a green liquid.

      I eyed it skeptically. “I’m okay, thanks.”

      “It’s sour apple. You’ll love it.” Kyle pushed the drink toward me.

      “No, really,” I insisted. “My mom would kill me.”

      Allie bumped hips with me. “Your mom’s not here, is she? Live a little!”

      A smile crept across my face. Allie was right. Mom wasn’t here to tell me what I could and couldn’t do. I might as well take advantage of the freedom while I had the chance. I snatched up my glass and downed the shot in one gulp. It burned as it flowed down my throat. I gagged.

      “That a girl!” Allie tipped the shot into her mouth and asked for another immediately.

      Kyle poured her drink and then turned to the fridge and handed me a hard lemonade. “Maybe you’d prefer something a little tamer.”

      I brought the bottle to my lips and welcomed the sweet flavor.

      “Hey,” Allie called to a group of three across the kitchen. “Come meet Ryn. She’s starting at Eagle Valley High this year.”

      “Hi.” I waved to two girls and a guy nervously. I’d already forgotten their names by the time introductions were over.

      Allie had dragged me to this party so I could get to know people before school. I’d be attending Eagle Valley High my senior year while Allie was enrolled in the private school in town, Galen High.

      Mom and I never stayed in one place for more than a year, so I never let myself get too attached to anyone. The only reason I spent time with Allie was because I’d moved in next door last month and she insisted we hang out.

      Allie took a beer from the fridge. Her eyes instantly lit up when the song changed. “Oh my God. I love this song. We have to dance!”

      She grabbed my wrist and dragged me toward the living room.

      “Don’t have too much fun,” Kyle called after us.

      “Don’t worry,” I laughed. “I’ll bring her back in once piece.”

      Allie rolled her eyes.

      “What?” I asked over the music.

      She took a sip of beer. “Kyle. He’s so protective.”

      “When are you going to make it official?” I swayed my body to the music.

      Her brows shot up. “Ask him.”

      The room was so crowded that Allie and I nearly touched as we danced. Her eyes darted across the room.

      She did a double take. “Creep alert, nine o’clock.”

      I glanced to my left. My eyes fell on a tall guy with ruffled brown hair standing alone in the corner. The music and chatter faded as our eyes connected. He had the strong jaw and perfectly symmetrical features of a movie star. Even from this distance, I could tell his electric blue eyes were worth getting lost in for hours.

      Hot Stuff wore a leather jacket over his broad shoulders like he was some kind of badass biker dude. His lips curled into a slight smile the longer I held his gaze. He leaned against the wall as if amused and stuck a hand into the pocket of his tight jeans.

      All I wanted him to do was turn around so I could see what those pants looked like from the back. He could get rid of the pants for all I cared.

      My cheeks flamed at the thought. I turned back to Allie before I could completely undress him with my eyes.

      “Cute guy? Leather jacket?” I asked.

      “No, closer.”

      I checked my left again and found a muscular guy in a backwards baseball cap staring at us while he danced. As soon as he saw us look, he began making his way through the crowd.

      “Do you know him?” I hissed in Allie’s ear.

      She shook her head. “I’ve seen him around. He goes to your school.”

      I quickly searched for an exit while Allie tried to work her way through the crowd casually, but we were squeezed too tight. The guy reached us far too soon.

      “Hello, ladies.” He dragged out the words and eyed us up and down.

      “Um, hi,” Allie said shyly.

      Maybe I was too quick to judge, but based on what looked like a homemade tattoo on the guy’s arm and the strong scent of alcohol on his breath, I could tell he wasn’t the kind of guy either of us wanted to get involved with.

      “Sorry, not interested,” I said boldly.

      Allie and I turned our attention back to each other and continued dancing like we never noticed his approach.

      “Your friend here is feisty.” He draped an arm around Allie’s shoulder. The cup in his hand nearly spilled over the front of her blouse.

      I cringed.

      I grabbed Allie’s arm and pulled her away from him, though there wasn’t really anywhere for us to go. “Sorry, but she’s taken.”

      “I don’t see anyone claiming her,” the guy challenged with a laugh.

      Allie shot me a pleading expression, begging me to save her from this guy. I did the only thing I thought would make him get lost. I wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her into me. She continued dancing like the guy didn’t bother her.

      I gave him an extremely fake, exaggerated expression of apology. “Like I said, she’s taken.”

      He glanced between us like he was trying to figure out if we were for real. “A two for one deal? That’s hot.”

      I wanted nothing more than to slap the ugly smile right off his face. “That’s not how this works.”

      “How can you not want a piece of this?” He gestured to his body, which wasn’t very impressive.

      My jaw tensed, but my serious expression never faltered. “I’m not interested in dicks.”

      I wasn’t talking about anatomy, either.

      Douchebag huffed and walked away like he’d never been turned down before.

      As my eyes followed him, I noticed Hot Stuff had made his way halfway through the crowd. He stared straight at me like he’d planned on stepping in to teach Douchebag a lesson. I shot him a small smile to let him know we were okay and didn’t need his help.

      “Thank you.” Allie breathed a sigh of relief. “That was brilliant.”

      I couldn’t suppress my laugh. “Did you see the look on his face?”

      She nodded. At the time, we both thought that was the end of it.

      It wasn’t until we were leaving that we spotted Douchebag again. Allie had so much to drink that I finally cut her off and told her we were going home. I’d have to figure out how to sneak her past her dad’s room later.

      I supported her weight on the way back to the car. A cool breeze sent my hair dancing in the wind.

      “Hey,” someone called when we passed the fire pit.

      I didn’t realize they were talking to us until they called again. We turned.

      Douchebag stepped forward with a beer in his hand.

      “Well, would you look who it is?” He covered his mouth with his fist, and the word bitches slipped out between coughs.

      A few guys around him laughed.

      “That’s not very nice,” Allie slurred.

      “It’s not nice to turn down a nice guy like me, either.” He shifted his weight rather unevenly between his feet.

      “You,” Allie pointed, “are not a nice guy.”

      “Me?” he feigned. “You never gave me the chance. You don’t know what you’re missing.”

      Allie opened her mouth to say more, but I pulled her away.

      “Come on,” I whispered in her ear. “Let’s get you home.”

      I thought ignoring him might be enough, but his footsteps followed. I slowed, not wanting to lead him to the car. My fists clenched at my sides.

      “Come on, Tad,” one of the other guys said.

      “Where are you going?” Tad insisted. “Take me with you. We could throw a party for three.”

      Allie whirled around and stumbled over her own feet before I caught her. “That’s how I know you’re not a nice guy.”

      Tad stepped toward Allie and lowered his voice. “So maybe I am a bad guy. If you take me for a test drive, you might find out you like the flavor.” He reached out and placed a hand on her exposed thigh.

      My heart lurched in surprise. Before he could get his hand up her skirt, I slapped it away. Noises erupted from the guys around us. I couldn’t tell if they were on my side or Tad’s. I had the overwhelming urge to barf and punch the guy at the same time. I was not going to let him touch my friend like that.

      The anger I’d been suppressing bubbled to the surface. My skin heated and sizzled with rage, and the air around us suddenly seemed charged with energy. I let Allie go and raised my arm, but before I could throw the first punch, everyone went silent.

      Fear entered Tad’s eyes. He backed away but tripped over his own feet and fell to the ground.

      Everyone gaped at me. Even Allie, who had fallen to the earth without anyone to support her, stared at me wide-eyed.

      “What?” I snapped.

      Before anyone could answer, I glanced down at myself and noticed for the first time what they were all staring at.

      A white glow danced across my fist and lit up my arm like an electric charge. I opened my hand and tried to shake the substance off of it.

      Bad idea.

      A luminous white orb the size of a softball rose from my palm. My first thought was that I was hallucinating again, but I could tell by everyone’s faces that I wasn’t imagining it.

      As soon as the shock overcame me, the orb disappeared, and my hand returned to normal. I scanned the crowd, hoping someone might be able to tell me what was going on. A dozen stunned faces stared back at me.

      I noticed one guy in the back cloaked in a dark hood. A shiver ran down my spine, but I didn’t have time to worry about whether I was imagining him or not. I had to get away from all those eyes and figure out what the hell was going on with my hand.

      I turned to Allie and bent to help her up. Before I got her to her feet, a heavy weight crashed into me. The air left my chest, and I tumbled to the ground.
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      I rolled over to find Tad straddling me. Squeezing my eyes tightly shut, I expected the blow to come any second now.

      Suddenly, his weight disappeared. My eyes opened, and I stared up at the dark, starless sky. The moon peeked out through the clouds.

      I rose to a sitting position and immediately became alert when I saw two guys fighting in the grass to my left. The first thing I noticed about the second guy was his broad shoulders and leather jacket. My heart flipped in my chest.

      Hot Stuff threw a punch. Before he could get in another one, Tad scrambled to his feet and ran off toward his friends.

      My savior hurried over to where I sat and offered a hand to help me to my feet. In a silent mutual agreement, we both took one of Allie’s arms and supported her weight as we distanced ourselves from the fire pit. Darkness enveloped us, leaving nothing but moonlight to guide us down the long driveway.

      “Are you crazy?” he hissed. “In front of all those people? It’s going to be fun explaining that one. You’re lucky they’re all drunk enough that we can convince them it was a trick of the light.”

      “What are you talking about?” I bit back through shallow breaths. “You think I did that on purpose?”

      “You know you can’t use essence to intimidate people. Have you not learned anything?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “That. Back there.”

      Oh, wow. That’s helpful.

      “I don’t—ow! Allie, that was my foot,” I complained.

      She muttered an incomprehensible apology.

      We reached the car, and I opened the back door. Allie climbed inside and melted into the seat.

      I slammed the door and spun back toward him. “Who are you?”

      “Who are you?” he demanded.

      “I asked you first.”

      He hesitated. “James Marek. Most people call me Marek.”

      “Well, thanks for the help, but I think I can take it from here.” All I wanted was to escape this place. Even the prospect of learning more about this guy couldn’t make me stay.

      I turned, but he caught me before I could get out of reach.

      “Aren’t you going to answer my question? I’ve never seen you around before,” he said.

      I jerked my arm away from him. “Of course not. I just moved here.”

      He stared at me like he expected me to say more. “What’s your name?”

      I wasn’t sure I should answer, but I caved under the weight of his heavy stare. “I’m Ryn. And I’m leaving.”

      “Wait!”

      The urgency in his tone made me stop.

      “It’s not like Davina drop out of the sky every day,” he said. “I think I recognize essence when I see it.”

      I backed away from him. The cool metal of the car touched my skin.

      “Are you insane?” My voice shook. No, Ryn. You’re the crazy one.

      “This is serious.” Marek spoke through clenched teeth. “Do you know how much trouble you could get in for something like this?”

      My pulse quickened, and my face grew hot. This had to be a dream or something. Maybe I drank more than I thought and had passed out.

      “I think I can defend myself just fine,” I said.

      I started around the back of the vehicle toward the driver’s side, but a second voice caught my attention.

      “Maybe you should listen to your boyfriend.”

      I turned around, expecting Tad to be back. Instead, I found two cloaked figures approaching us. Their faces were hidden beneath the shadows of their hoods. My first instinct was to ignore them like I had my entire life. But when I glanced around and found no one else nearby, I realized the voice must’ve come from one of the dark figures.

      That couldn’t be right. They hadn’t spoken to me in years.

      Marek took a defensive stance.

      “You can’t see them, can you?” I asked him accusingly.

      “Of course I can,” he said, not taking his eyes off the men. Marek’s tone shifted as he addressed them. “You don’t want to try anything. Believe me.”

      The taller figure spoke first. “Little Angel looks fun to play with. How can we resist?”

      The other man chuckled. “What do you think, Dorian? You take the guy, I’ll take the girl?”

      A muscle popped in Marek’s jaw. “You shouldn’t be here. You know you’ll get yourself killed before you make it out of town.”

      “But it’s so much fun when all you young angels gather together with no protection,” the taller one said. “Your kind aren’t the only ones who have fun killing. The fewer there are of you in the world, the better.”

      I inched away slowly, my hands shaking. Now would be a really good time to wake up.

      “I wouldn’t bet on that,” Marek said.

      Before I could process what was happening, a white light erupted from Marek’s palm and hit the first man in the shoulder. He crumbled to the ground and lay on his back breathlessly.

      “Oh my God! What did you do?” I tried to push past Marek to check Dorian’s pulse, but he grabbed my wrist and pulled me behind him.

      The second man crossed in front of Dorian.

      Marek faced him and spoke in a strong voice. “I wouldn’t try anything if I were you, unless you want to end up like your friend.”

      A second ball of energy formed in Marek’s palm. It glowed intensely like some sort of magical fireball.

      “You think you’re better than me?” the man challenged. He extended a hand out from underneath his cloak. A similar object appeared to grow from out of nowhere. His fireball had a dark black center outlined in a reddish white glow that contrasted against the darkness of the night. “What do you say we do this hand-to-hand? No essence.”

      “Only if you don’t want to survive,” Marek said confidently.

      An icy laugh erupted from the man’s chest. “Have it your way.” He swung his hand around, sending the dark fireball flying in our direction.

      I couldn’t think fast enough to duck out of the way. Luckily, Marek spun around and tackled me to the ground. The black ball disappeared behind us.

      Marek shuffled to his feet and lunged toward the figure. His fist connected with the guy’s jaw. Before the second punch could reach him, the man caught Marek’s fist and twisted his arm around. A loud thud came when he shoved Marek onto the hood of the car.

      “Stop!” I cried, but my throat closed up around my words. My knees shook as I rose to my feet.

      Marek gasped for breath. The man stood over him and squeezed his fingers around Marek’s throat.

      “Stop!” I pleaded again. “You’re going to kill him.” Fear stalled me from making a move.

      The man only laughed.

      Anger instantly replaced my fear. Blood rose to the surface of my skin, and a warm sensation spread to my fingertips. Another white fireball settled in my palm. My mind instantly flickered back to what Marek had done just moments ago when he threw something similar at the last guy. I drew my arm back and heaved the object at the man choking Marek.

      The next few moments passed by in slow motion. The man glanced up at me. Surprised, he loosened his grip on Marek’s throat and shifted to fight back.

      Somewhere on its course to him, the white ball of energy transformed into a dark purple. He made a move to dodge the object, but before he could get out of the way, the purple ball of energy hit him in the chest. His cloak crumbled to the ground in a heap as his body vanished in a puff of black smoke.

      This is not happening to me again.

      I’d been so preoccupied with saving Marek that I hadn’t realized Dorian had sat up. He glanced between where his friend had vanished and me.

      Marek coughed and sucked in several breaths.

      Another white fireball formed in my hand.

      Dorian stood, and a black ball of energy rose from his own fingers. Marek placed his feet firmly between us. Dorian hesitated for a moment and then closed his fist. The orb in his hand disappeared.

      The light emanating from Marek’s hand illuminated Dorian’s face just enough that I could see his black irises. My gut twisted at the sight.

      Dorian narrowed his inhuman eyes at me. “You shouldn’t have done that, Little Angel. Now I know what you are, and—”

      “You’ll never get close to her,” Marek said with conviction. “Not as long as I’m around.”

      Dorian scoffed. “You won’t be around forever.”

      Marek’s face twisted in anger. In one quick motion, he hurled his fireball at Dorian. Dorian spun out of the way, and the fireball exploded like a firecracker against the ground. Dorian snatched up his friend’s cloak and rushed away from us, escaping into the darkness.

      “Shit,” Marek muttered under his breath. “He’s going to be back. And it’s going to be ugly.”
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      Exhaustion sent me tumbling to my knees. Marek rushed to steady me and slowly lowered me to the ground. I closed my eyes and pressed my head against the cool metal of the car door.

      I’m hallucinating again.

      Why, then, did it feel so real?

      I opened my eyes. Marek sat beside me with his elbows rested on his knees, breathing in deeply.

      He must be part of the hallucination, I thought. It’s not like sexy hunks showed up every day to rescue me from figments of my imagination.

      “Are you okay?” Marek asked.

      Physically? Yeah.

      Mentally? Maybe it was time to check in with a therapist again.

      I wasn’t worried about myself, though. My main priority was getting Allie home safely.

      “I’m fine, but I have to get my friend home.” I rose to my feet. “I’ll see you around.”

      “Wait.”

      I didn’t. I slipped into the driver’s seat and grabbed Allie’s keys from the floor where she’d left them. My hand shook as I stuck the key in the ignition.

      It felt strange being in the driver’s seat again. Mom wouldn’t let me drive after what happened the last time I got behind the wheel.

      Marek grabbed my door before I could shut it. “You can’t just leave.”

      “I can.” I ripped the door from his grasp and narrowly missed squashing his fingers. Allie shifted slightly in the back seat at the sound of the slamming door.

      “Seriously. This is a big deal.” He knocked on the window.

      I sighed and rolled it down. “Seriously, I have to get Allie home. Maybe we can talk about this later.”

      Marek gaped at me. “Let me come with you. You shouldn’t be alone.”

      “I’m not. Allie’s with me.” Even if she wasn’t exactly conscious.

      “At least let me know how I can get in touch with you,” he insisted.

      I sighed. If I didn’t give him something, he wasn’t going to let me leave. I was too freaked out to stay.

      “I’m staying at Allie’s house.”

      “I can meet you there in the morning,” he offered.

      My brows shot up. “And you just happen to know where she lives?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, we go to school together.”

      “Okay, I’ll see you in the morning.” I rolled up the window and shifted into drive. I had no intention of ever seeing Marek again.
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      I woke the following morning with a pounding headache and momentarily wondered where I was.

      The first thing I noticed was the white vanity to my left, and then I spotted Allie’s pink comforter hanging off the edge of her bed to my right. Allie’s shoes were strewn at the floor near my feet. I’d taken them off for her last night and never bothered to put them away nicely. I still wore the same clothes I’d gone to the party in.

      Allie stirred from the bed above me and cleared her throat. “How do you feel?”

      “I’m fine,” I lied. “You?”

      “Like shit,” she admitted. She attempted to sit up but immediately fell back onto her bed. “How’d we get home?”

      “I drove you back and snuck you in.”

      “Thanks. I don’t know what I would’ve done without you there. I’m so thirsty.”

      I climbed out of my sleeping bag and stood. “I’ll get you some water.”

      “No,” she insisted kindly. “I can do it.”

      “Relax,” I told her. “You have a pretty bad hangover.”

      I walked out of the room before she could argue further. In the bathroom, I filled the glass next to the sink with water. My eyes landed on my hand as I twisted the faucet. I remembered the white orb forming in my palm so vividly. I’d never forget the deep purple it transformed into.

      But things like this didn’t happen in real life. There had to be another explanation. Had Kyle slipped something in my drink? It would explain my headache.

      The cool water hit my skin as it spilled over the edges of the glass, pulling me from my thoughts. I immediately twisted the faucet off and returned to Allie’s bedroom.

      “Here you go.” I handed her the glass.

      She rolled over and thanked me.

      “Hey, Allie. Kyle’s cool, right?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?” She sat up and sipped her water.

      “I mean, he can be trusted, can’t he? He wouldn’t mess with someone’s drink?”

      “God, no. He’d never do that.” Allie’s eyes widened. “You think you were drugged? Because that douchebag—”

      “No,” I answered quickly.

      Tad certainly seemed like a viable suspect, but he never got close enough to my drink to slip something in it.

      “Do you know someone named Marek?” I asked.

      She took another sip of water. “Yeah. We’re in the same class at Galen. Why?”

      “I met him last night.”

      Which meant everything had been real.

      Holy shit. My knees shook so badly I had to sit in the chair next to her vanity to steady them. This changed everything I knew about my childhood.

      “What’d you think of him?” Allie wiggled her eyebrows. “He’s cute, right?”

      “Huh?” My face flushed. “Yeah, he’s cute. We didn’t really talk much.”

      Allie wrinkled her nose. “Probably for the best.”

      I straightened. “What do you mean by that?”

      Allie sighed and rested her drink in her lap. “He’s just… a little too serious at times.”

      “Oh?”

      “We’re always in groups together in class,” she explained. “I mean, we get along, but he can be kind of controlling. He thinks he’s better than everyone else. Anyway, you don’t want to get involved with anyone at Galen High. Dating someone from a different school is hard.”

      “I didn’t say I wanted to date him!”

      She giggled.

      “I was just curious what his deal was and all.”

      Memories from last night flashed through my mind. Marek saw the cloaked figures. I wasn’t alone.

      Not to mention I can shoot freaking fireballs out of my hands.

      I stood quickly. “I have to go.”

      “What? Why?” She asked in surprise.

      I have to test out this fireball thing and confirm I’m not insane.

      “I have chores.” That wasn’t exactly a lie.

      “Okay.” She relaxed. “See you later.”

      I grabbed my overnight bag from the floor. “Bye.”

      I left the house wondering how I was going to test what I’d experienced last night. Perhaps my anger at the time had something to do with it.

      As soon as I stepped out of Allie’s front door, my heart soared in my chest. At the end of her driveway stood the one thing that was sure to help me make sense of it all.

      Marek leaned against a sleek black motorcycle looking even sexier than the first time I met him. He wore the same tight pants he had on last night, and his brown hair was tousled in the same manner. He’d draped his leather jacket over the handlebars of the motorcycle. Without it on, I had a great view of his thick biceps.

      Heaven help me. I was undressing him with my eyes again.

      Marek smiled at me, but it didn’t quite reach his tired eyes. Had he slept at all? He stood there waiting for me like he’d camped out in Allie’s yard last night.

      “We need to talk,” I stated as soon as I reached him.

      He straightened. “Agreed.”

      “What the hell happened last night?” I demanded.

      Marek gazed at me from under long lashes. “You really don’t know?”

      My brows shot up. “I really don’t know. I mean… was it… real?”

      A shocked expression crossed his face. “Of course it was real. What, you don’t fight demons on a daily basis?”

      My eyes widened. “You do that all the time?”

      Marek chuckled. “No. We get idiots like that coming into town every now and then trying to show how tough they are.”

      “So, they’re like… actually demons? From Hell?”

      “No, that’s just what we call them. Maybe we should go somewhere private to talk about it.”

      I glanced down the quiet residential street. It was completely deserted.

      “It’s private enough here. So, you can see them, too? I’m not the only one?”

      He eyed me curiously for at least five seconds.

      Say something already, dammit!

      “You really have no idea?” he asked.

      My mouth hung open, but nothing came out. Uh, duh!

      Marek took my silence as an answer. “You’re lucky I was there. I almost didn’t come, but Kyle made me.” He paused and pressed his lips together in thought. “I think I should introduce you to Fletcher.”

      My eyebrows pressed together. “Who’s Fletcher?”

      “He’s the guy who can answer your questions. Should we get going?” Marek grabbed the helmet off his seat and shoved it into my hands.

      “On that thing?” I squeaked.

      “Why not?” he asked. “There’s enough room for two.”

      “But there’s only one helmet.” I held it up to prove my point.

      He slipped on his jacket and swung a leg over the bike. “That’s why I gave it to you. Put it on.”

      I bit my lip nervously. I’d never ridden on a motorcycle before.

      “Well?” Marek prodded. “Do you want answers or not?”

      Mom didn’t expect me home for hours, and I’d only ditched Allie so I could figure this all out. The answer was obvious.

      But how did I know I could trust him?

      Because he saved my life.

      And there was nothing I wanted more than answers right now.

      I shoved the helmet back into his hands. “Give me a second.”

      I hurried up my porch steps and dropped my overnight bag inside the front door. When I returned to the bike, Marek had his phone up to his ear.

      “Okay,” he said into it. “We’ll see you soon.”

      He hung up and slid the phone into his back pocket.

      “Here,” he said, handing me the helmet.

      “I don’t need it.” I pushed it back toward him.

      “Yes, you do. I’d rather you wear it than me.”

      I was about to protest again, but then he reached for my hand. His touch was warm and electric.

      Marek placed the helmet in my palm. “Put it on, Ryn.”

      If I knew hearing him say my name would melt my insides the way it did, I would’ve asked him to say it sooner.

      I put the helmet on and swung my leg over the bike behind him. Not quite sure where to place my hands, I settled them on his shoulders. They shook in laughter.

      “What?” I asked sharply. “Let’s go.”

      “You’ve never ridden a bike before, have you?”

      “No shit, Sherlock.”

      “Usually your arms go around my waist.” He took my hands and pulled them around him.

      My breath caught in my throat, and my entire body tensed. Shouldn’t we at least go on a date before we got this close? I wouldn’t know.

      I could feel Marek’s strong muscles under his shirt. My heart hammered so hard I was sure he could feel it against his back.

      Lovely. I was going to die of a heart attack.

      The engine roared to life, and before I knew it, we were speeding down the street.

      There was no telling what kind of trouble I was getting myself into.
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      It took a moment for reality to sink in. I’d just hopped on the back of a stranger’s motorcycle so he could take me God knows where. What was I thinking?

      Marek drove so fast through the streets of Eagle Valley that a scream erupted from my lungs. I squeezed my eyes shut and wrapped my arms around him so tightly I thought I might crush his ribs. Instead of slowing like I wanted him to, he took it as an invitation to increase his speed.

      Relief flooded through me when I felt him apply the brakes. I finally opened my eyes.  We were in front of Galen High.

      Three stories of red brick complete with white stone accents towered above us. The third floor was mostly slanted roof, but three peaks with small balconies housed extra windows for the top story. The Jacobean-style building featured five chimneys and a beautiful ornate window above the front doors. The only thing standing between us and the brick beauty was a vast manicured lawn bordered by a deciduous forest.

      This place looked more like Galen Mansion than Galen High School.

      I steadied myself against the bike when I dismounted it.

      “Are you okay?” Marek asked. He reached out toward me, but at the last second, he pulled away.

      “I’m fine.” I slipped off the helmet and shook my hair out like that proved something.

      I followed Marek up the sidewalk to the front entrance. Each step closer to the school had me questioning my sanity. I tried to reassure myself I was safe. Aside from a middle-aged woman jogging across the road with earbuds in, the street was quiet. I had to remind myself I was doing this for answers.

      Marek sat on the top step.  “We’ll have to wait for Fletcher to unlock the door.”

      I took a seat beside him. Just when I opened my mouth to ask more about this Fletcher person, Marek spoke again.

      “So, tell me about yourself.”

      I felt a blush rise to my cheeks and tucked a strand of brown hair behind my ear. He couldn’t actually be interested in getting to know me.

      “What do you want to know?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “How have you grown up your whole life not knowing what you are?”

      Good question. “You mean, not knowing I could shoot fireballs out of my hands?”

      “They’re not fireballs,” he said with a laugh, “but yeah. Are you adopted or something?”

      The question caught me off guard. “No. Why would you say that?”

      “I’m sorry. I just figured your parents would tell you—”

      “Well, they didn’t,” I bit harshly. I took a deep breath to steady my tone. “My mom definitely doesn’t know about any of this.” If she did, she wouldn’t have taken me to three different therapists by the time I was eight. “I guess it’s possible my father knew…”

      “But?” Marek prodded curiously.

      I wasn’t sure why I opened up to him. Part of me said it was because I wanted answers and figured the more I shared, the more he’d share. Another part of me suspected it was his inviting smile. Something about him held an air of trustworthiness.

      “My dad has never been around,” I told him vaguely. “He left before I was born.”

      “Oh,” Marek said simply, dropping his gaze to his feet. I could tell he regretted asking the question. “So, what brought you to Eagle Valley?”

      Silence settled once again as I considered the question. I remained quiet for so long that I was sure Marek was wondering if I’d actually answer.

      “I did,” I finally said.

      He tilted his head in question.

      “My mom and I move a lot,” I explained. “She’s always on the search for a new adventure. She can’t stay in one place for too long. It’s like no place is ever good enough for her.”

      I didn’t mention why I thought that was. Mom would never admit it, but I suspected deep down, she hoped to someday run into my father again.

      “Mom usually chooses where we’ll go next,” I said. “This time, she let me choose.”

      “Why Eagle Valley, though?” Marek asked.

      “Fate, I guess.” It was the only thing that made sense. Coincidence didn’t just land you in the lap of a dreamy guy with all the answers, did it? “When Mom said I could choose, I knew I wanted to move to the Midwest. I’ve always loved it here. It’s so green in the summer, and I love the snow in the winter. But I didn’t really care what part of the Midwest we moved to, so I tacked a map to the wall and threw a dart at it. It landed on top of Eagle Valley.”

      Marek pressed his lips together and nodded, considering the information.

      “Aren’t I the one who’s supposed to be asking the questions?” I teased.

      He shot me a smile.

      Dayum. He could smile at me any time he wanted.

      “What do you want to know?” he asked.

      “If those things were demons, what are we?”

      Before he could reply, the sound of an approaching vehicle stole both of our attention. The gray crossover pulled into the school parking lot across the street and parked in the closest space.

      Marek stood. “That’s Fletcher. He’ll be able to answer your questions.”

      A thin man with gray hair stepped out of the vehicle. He wore tan slacks and a blue button-down shirt. A messenger bag bounced against his hip as he rushed up the walkway. He stuck his hand out in my direction when he reached us. I shook it.

      “Samuel Fletcher,” he introduced himself. He sounded slightly winded like he was in a hurry. “Most students simply call me Fletcher. You must be Ryn. James told me about what happened last night.”

      I was about to ask who James was before remembering it was Marek’s first name.

      Fletcher stepped past us and stuck a key in the front door. He held the door open for us while he spoke. “He says it gave you quite a shock.”

      An uncontrollable laugh bubbled up from my chest. “You could say that.”

      I fell silent the moment I stepped through the doors. The architecture inside was even more spectacular than the exterior.

      A large foyer opened to the second level, where a balcony overlooked the commons area. Plush sofas and chairs surrounded a massive antique fireplace to our right. To our left sat a large staircase with a dark walnut banister. The same wooden texture covered the floors and bordered the doorways. Even the white walls and ceiling featured carved wooden accents.

      Hints of a lemon-scented cleaner filled the air, but it couldn’t completely cover the smell that reminded me of an old museum. There was nothing modern about this building, but it contained a unique charm that made me feel at home.

      “You’re kidding me,” I blurted as I took in the scene. “This place is a school?”

      “It is now. It used to be a mansion,” Fletcher explained. “It belonged to the brothers who founded Eagle Valley. My room is this way.”

      I followed behind him, but my attention remained on the architecture. Fletcher led us under the balcony and to a hall behind the grand staircase. I stole a glance inside a pair of open doors directly across from the front entrance. It was a small cafeteria dotted with dark wooden tables that matched the rest of the antique décor.

      We entered a wide hallway and took the second door on the right. Three short rows of student desks faced a large desk at the front of the room. A modern whiteboard hung on the wall behind it.

      “It’s unfortunate you had to find out this way, but I’ll explain the best I can.” Fletcher dropped his bag on his desk and fell into the chair behind it so hard that it rolled across the floor a few inches. “Please, have a seat.”

      I followed Marek’s lead and sat in one of the desks in the front row. My heart hammered quicker than I would have thought possible as I anxiously awaited answers.

      “So… um…” I couldn’t get the words out. Where did I even start? “Any idea what’s happening to me?”

      Fletcher straightened in his chair. “Well, it appears you’re a Davina.”

      “What—what does that mean?” I tried to keep an open mind. “Am I, like, an alien?”

      Both Marek and Fletcher laughed.

      “Of course not,” Fletcher said.

      “So, what’s a Davina?” If possible, my pulse grew even louder in my ears. “All I heard last night was something about angels and demons. I figured I was insane. But if Marek saw it all too…”

      “We’re not angels or demons,” Fletcher said like he wasn’t pleased with the terms. “We’re similar, but the stories have it all wrong.”

      “So, you’re not aliens or angels. Mutants?” This whole place definitely gave off an Xavier Institute vibe.

      Fletcher smiled in amusement. “No, Ryn. We’re where the stories of angels and demons came from, but we prefer not to use the terms as we have no religious affiliations. Not with any modern religion, anyway.”

      I glanced between the two of them. They stared back as if expecting me to take their word for it.

      “Davina have been around much longer than humans have,” Marek explained. “Unfortunately, so have the demons.” He said the word demons with an air of disgust.

      “I thought you said this wasn’t an angels and demons sort of thing,” I pointed out.

      “Not like you’re used to,” Marek said.

      “It’s an insult,” Fletcher clarified. “They’re really called Aedes.”

      Uncertainty crossed my face. These guys must’ve been as crazy as I was.

      “Who all knows about this?” I asked. “Everyone in Eagle Valley?”

      “Oh, no,” Fletcher said seriously. “We’d never reveal our secret. It’s our duty as Davina to protect humans from the Aedes. We’d much rather they live in peace not knowing what was out there. We’d prefer not to cause a panic, and frankly, most of us aren’t keen on the idea of becoming lab rats. Our secrets are kept within the walls of Galen High.”

      “Everyone at Galen knows?” I asked in shock.

      “It’s a Davina-only high school,” Marek confirmed.

      Holy shit. Allie went to Galen High. My best friend was an angel.

      And here I thought I’d made normal friends this time.

      “Here, and at other schools like ours, our students learn how to use their Davina skills,” Fletcher explained. “Many of them go on to become Protectors and leave Eagle Valley to fight the Aedes. Eventually, most return to raise families, and we move on to training the next generation.”

      I remained quiet as I let the information sink in. How could I be a Davina? How could anything they were saying be true?

      It can’t be, I thought to myself. It’s all one big prank to psych out the new girl.

      “Show me that thing again,” I demanded. I stuck my palm up in Marek’s direction and wiggled my fingers.

      He eyed me like he didn’t know what I was talking about.

      “The fireball thing,” I said.

      “I told you; they’re not fireballs.” Marek stretched out his palm, and a glowing white orb appeared.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off it. The longer I stared, the more I realized other colors swirled inside it. Though they were subtle, it was mesmerizing.

      Fletcher stood and popped the cap off a marker. He began to write on the whiteboard like he was teaching a high school history lesson. “It’s called essence. The Davina believe there are four energies that make up a person: their body, their life force, their consciousness, and their essence. The four are all interconnected and work together to create balance.”

      He drew lines on the board connecting each of the words. “The body is obvious. Life force is most closely tied to the body. It’s the energy that keeps the body living. Consciousness refers to a person’s thoughts. So, what’s left?”

      It took me a moment to realize he wanted me to answer. I stared up at the four words he’d written.

      “Essence,” I answered. Whatever that means.

      “Right,” Fletcher said. “But what is essence?”

      How am I supposed to know?

      I stared at him blankly.

      “It’s your soul,” Fletcher said passionately. “It’s your character, who you are as a person.”

      My eyes widened, and my words came out in a rush. “The fireballs are part of your soul? What happens when you throw one at someone? Are you throwing away part of your soul?”

      What had I gotten myself into?

      “No, no,” Fletcher said quickly. “They’re only a physical manifestation of your essence energy. It can be recharged.”

      Good to know.

      “If a person’s body is damaged and their life force severed, their essence returns to the earth to be used by later generations,” Fletcher continued. “Essence is the only thing that survives after death.”

      I paused for a moment to think about it. “So, it’s like reincarnation?”

      Fletcher pressed his lips together in thought. “In a sense. Your energy gets recycled.”

      I took a moment to let this sink in. “Where do the demons fit in to this?”

      “Good question.” Fletcher returned to his chair.

      I knotted my hands in my lap. How could this really be happening to me?

      Fletcher began to recite the story like he’d told it a hundred times. “In the beginning, there were gods with unimaginable power. The gods yearned for children, but only the highest gods, called Divinities, were afforded the privilege. Their children didn't inherit all of their powers to begin with, and they didn't want the lesser gods diluting that power. Wanting the best for their children, the higher gods created a paradise they called Vehena. They gifted this realm to their children, the Davina. 

      “The lesser gods, known as Sanctities, saw what the Divinities had and began having their own children in secret. Their children were called the Aedes. When the secret got out, the Divinities called for the Aedes' execution. They believed their lack of power was an abomination, and they were furious that the Sanctities had broken the laws of their realm. 

      “The Sanctities begged for mercy and to spare the lives of their children. The Divinities agreed, but the arrangement didn’t work out like the Sanctities hoped. Instead of sharing the god's realm or allowing the Aedes into Vehena, the Divinities stripped the Aedes of their immortality and marked them with darkness so they would never forget the sins of their fathers.”

      I glanced to Marek to see if he was buying all this. He stared up at Fletcher with a look in his eyes that told me he believed every word of it.

      Fletcher continued. “The Divinities banished the Aedes to a dark, desolate realm called Malum. But even the gods couldn’t stabilize the gateways between realms, and the Aedes returned.

      “To remind everyone how powerful they were, the Divinities laid upon the Aedes a second curse. They could return to the god's realm, but they could do nothing but walk the realm and observe. Aside from the ground at their feet—and, of course, the Divinities and Davina—they could only interact with objects that originated outside the realm. Anything they brought from their realm wouldn’t truly exist here. Their curse served as a constant reminder that this realm was not their home.”

      Fletcher took a breath. “The Sanctities were also cursed. They couldn't see, hear, or interact with their children or anything from their realm. This was to prevent alliances and keep the Sanctities from having more children. It was another way for the Divinities to exercise their power.”

      The Divinities sounded like a bunch of jackholes.

      “This was the worst curse of all,” Fletcher said. “It sparked a war, and the gods destroyed each other. The earth was what was left from the ashes of their realm.”

      “Shut up.” I couldn’t help it when the words flew from my mouth. “You’re saying gods used to live on the earth?”

      Fletcher nodded. “It was their realm before it was ours. After the dust settled, the earth acted as a bridge between Vehena and Malum.”

      And I was just supposed to believe in this religious nonsense?

      Marek must’ve noticed the disbelief written on my face. “Let him finish the story,” he whispered.

      Fletcher cleared his throat. “The Davina had nothing to do with the Great War, and so they sought to form an alliance with the Aedes. The Davina didn’t agree with the actions of their parents. They wanted to set things right again. To solidify their alliance, the Davina tried to bring back the Sanctities and reunite them with their children. They called upon the power in the sands of the earth, but instead of bringing the Sanctities back, a new race—the humans—were formed. The curse of the Sanctities remained.”

      “That’s why humans can’t see demons or their cloaks?” I interrupted. “Because of that curse?”

      Fletcher nodded. “Precisely. In a sense, humans were created from what remained of the Sanctities, but they didn’t possess any of their divine powers.”

      Goodbye, science.

      “The Davina grew to love the humans,” Fletcher said. “Several mated to create human-Davina hybrids that possessed the power of the Davina. That’s where we come from.”

      “Except we’re not as powerful as the original Davina,” Marek clarified.

      “Correct,” Fletcher agreed. “Much of our Davina power has been bred out throughout the generations. We’re a closer match for the Aedes now. They’re getting tougher to defeat.”

      “You’re at war?” I asked.

      Fletcher nodded. “Since the dawn of civilization.”

      Seriously, what the heck was going on? I was being introduced to a whole new religion here. What if I didn’t want to be a part of this?

      I shot up out of the desk. “I—I’m sorry.”

      I took one look at Marek’s shocked expression and knew I’d never find the words to explain myself. I did the only thing that made sense in that moment.

      I bolted.
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      “Ryn, stop,” Marek called down the hall.

      My breath hitched as he caught my wrist and whirled me around to face him. I jerked my hand out of his grasp, but he only reached for me again.

      “Stop it!” I struggled against him and accidentally elbowed him in the ribs. Hard.

      I broke free and raced to the end of the hall and turned to the right. Before I could get my hand on the front door handle, Marek slipped in front of me and blocked my path. I ran straight into his chest and nearly tripped over his feet.

      I stumbled back. “What’s your problem? Are you planning to keep me prisoner here or something?”

      His gaze dropped. “No, I just think you need to hear more before you run off. Believe me. I felt the same way when I first came here. There’s so much more you need to know.”

      I crossed my arms and pursed my lips. “My whole world is being turned upside down, Marek. Everything I thought I knew… I just want the demons to go away.”

      He spoke softly. “I know. I can’t make them go away, but I can promise you one thing.”

      I dropped my arms to my side. “What’s that?”

      “You’ll never have to be alone in this again.”

      I didn’t know how long we stood there staring at each other. It could’ve been just moments or half an hour. The look in Marek’s eyes begged me to accept my new reality. And I knew I would, because he’d been right. I wasn’t alone anymore.

      “Should we sit down?” Marek offered, gesturing to the plush chairs by the fireplace.

      Before I could agree, Fletcher’s voice came from behind me. “Maybe we should give her some time to think about things.”

      I turned to look at him. He stood next to the banister with his hands crossed in front of him.

      He stepped forward with a sympathetic expression on his face. “It’s a lot to take in. Perhaps you should take the day to come up with a list of questions. Maybe later next week we can go over some of the basics, get you introduced to things a little before school starts.”

      It took me a long moment to process the implication of his words. “You mean, you want me to attend Galen High?”

      A smile twitched at Fletcher’s lips. “How else do you expect to learn how to use your skills?”

      “I—I…” I didn’t know what to say.

      “Perhaps it’s best if someone escorts you home,” Fletcher suggested.

      “Shouldn’t we tell her about—?” Marek started to say, but Fletcher cut him off.

      “I think we should take this slowly. You know what can happen if we spring too much information on a person too fast.” Fletcher turned his attention to me. “Are you going to be okay?”

      I thought about it for a second and shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “I’ll come by on Monday to see how you’re doing,” Fletcher offered. “We can discuss your enrollment then.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      When no one said anything else, I turned to the doors beside me and slipped out into fresh air. It had become warmer in the short time I’d been inside, and the air was dense with humidity, causing my shirt to cling to my skin. Though it was muggy and unpleasant, my head began to clear once I stepped outside. I was already to the end of the walkway when I heard Marek calling my name.

      “Wait up, Ryn.”

      I stopped and turned to him. My hair danced in the light breeze.

      “Do you want a ride home?” he asked.

      “Oh, I—um…” I glanced to his bike. “No, it’s okay. I’ll walk.”

      Marek’s brows shot up. “You sure you can find your way back?”

      “Yes,” I lied.

      It was only when he pointed it out that I realized I wasn’t sure how to get home. When Allie had shown me around town, we spent the whole day walking. All the landmarks blended in my mind. Plus, I hadn’t been watching this morning when Marek drove me here.

      I could tell by the smirk on Marek’s face that he knew I wasn’t telling the truth.

      “Well, maybe not exactly,” I admitted, “but I know the general direction, and Eagle Valley isn’t very big. I can’t exactly get lost.”

      “Get on the bike. I’ll drive you home.”

      The tone in his voice told me I didn’t have a choice. At least he’d save me time wandering around aimlessly.

      “Yeah, okay,” I caved.

      He drove slower this time but still made me wear the helmet. Relief washed over me as soon as we made it to my street.

      Marek didn’t part with me at the curb like I thought he would. Instead, he followed me up the creaky wooden steps to the front door. He stared down at me with a hint of a smile. His eyes danced around my face like he expected an invitation inside.

      My cheeks heated under his gaze. “What?”

      “I just want to make sure you’re all right.”

      My heart fluttered. It was nice for someone to actually care.

      “It’s all so scary, Marek,” I admitted.

      “I know.” He truly sounded like he meant it. “I can help you if you let me. Let me give you my number. Then you can call me when you’re ready.”

      I pulled my phone from my back pocket and handed it to him. He programmed his number in and gave it back.

      “Do you have more questions?” he asked.

      “I do.” The problem was there were questions I was afraid to ask. “Later, though.”

      I pushed past him and into the house.

      In the following silence, I glanced around the house, letting the light filtering in through the stained-glass window by the stairs distract me. That was one thing I liked about this house. It had character, from the big brass door handles to the ancient hardwood flooring. I was always finding something new in this house that gave it a bit of character.

      After a deep breath, I dragged myself into the living room and fell onto the couch. I closed my eyes. If I could just fall asleep, maybe this would all be over.

      This is really happening. It will never be over.

      Several minutes later, a knock sounded at the front door. I sighed heavily and rose, wondering what Marek could possibly want from me.

      But it wasn’t Marek. It was Allie.
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      “Hey,” Allie said softly. “How are you doing?”

      I caught a glimpse of Marek retreating down the street on his bike. “He told you?”

      Her face fell. “Yeah. You don’t mind if I come in, do you?”

      “No.” I opened the door wider. “Are you feeling any better?”

      “A little,” she told me. Even with a hangover, she’d found enough energy to flawlessly reapply her makeup.

      I led Allie up the stairs to my room. I knew she’d want to talk about what happened, but I didn’t know how to approach the topic.

      Allie entered the room behind me and glanced around. “You haven’t finished unpacking yet?”

      I followed her eyes. The white walls were bare, but I hadn’t left any packing boxes lying out. “I did finish unpacking.”

      “Oh,” she said. “I don’t see any pictures or anything.”

      “I have pictures!” I defended. I sat on the bed and pointed to the framed photo on my dresser.

      Allie walked over to it to get a better look.

      “It’s from when I was in seventh grade,” I told her. “Just after Mom and I ran our first half marathon. That was when she was going through her fitness phase. It was right before her photography phase. Here, I’ll show you.”

      I hopped up from the bed and crossed over to my closet. I pulled a thick scrapbook from the top shelf and handed it to Allie. She gazed down at it curiously and sat on my bed to flip through it.

      “Oh, wow,” she said in amazement. “These pictures are really nice.”

      “Yeah, but they’re all from junior high. Like I said, my mom was going through her photography stage and photographed everything. And that led right into her scrapbooking phase.”

      Allie never took her eyes off the book. “Your mom’s a really interesting person. She’s talented at a lot of stuff.”

      I wouldn’t exactly say talented.

      I took a seat beside Allie. “She never sticks with one thing.”

      “What other kinds of things has she done?” she asked as she flipped through the pages.

      “Mm…” I thought. “We had a martial arts phase and a cooking phase. Then obviously we had the running one and the photography and scrapbooking. She tried sewing once, but that didn’t last long. For a year, all she did was read books. She read something like three hundred books that year.”

      Allie’s eyebrows shot up. “Wow.”

      I’d never been impressed. It was like nothing could ever please my mom.

      “What about you?” Allie asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “What are you into? Are you like your mom, always changing your hobbies?”

      I sighed heavily. “You know we move around a lot. I never get to be a part of anything for long. I was in martial arts classes for a few years in elementary school, and I played softball in junior high.”

      I shrugged. The truth was, Mom changed hobbies so often that I never had much of a chance to pursue my own interests. We didn’t have the money for it. Her job as a virtual assistant didn’t exactly pay a whole lot.

      “I like cooking,” I said. “That was my favorite phase she went through. Oh, and earrings! I love earrings.”

      I jumped up from the bed and pulled open the drawer at my desk. Allie closed the scrapbook and stood. When she saw my collection, she drew in an audible breath.

      “I noticed you wore different earrings almost every day,” she said, “but I never thought you’d have this many.”

      I smiled and opened the next two drawers, each displaying another set of my collection. Allie’s eyes grew even wider.

      “It looks like a lot because I keep the packaging for all of them so they don’t get mixed up,” I told her.

      “It’s still pretty cool,” she said. “Have you checked out Celeste’s yet?”

      I shook my head. “What’s that?”

      “It’s a jewelry store in town. I think you’d like it. It’s on Main Street right next to Angela’s Café. We should go sometime.”

      “Sounds like fun,” I agreed.

      I noticed I was still wearing the same dangly cubic zirconia earrings from the night before. I slipped them off and stuck them back where they belonged. I swapped them out for a pair of dark purple studs.

      Allie sat on my bed. “Ryn, we need to talk. Marek told me about what happened last night. I wish I could’ve seen it.”

      I turned to her from where I sat in front of my mirror. “You saw part of it.”

      Allie sheepishly dropped her gaze. “I don’t remember much of last night. I am so sorry I wasn’t there for you. I didn’t know about you. I never thought you’d be in danger. I never thought any of us would be in danger, not here.”

      “So I guess it’s true, then. You’re a Davina?” The word felt strange on my tongue.

      Allie nodded. “Yeah. I can’t believe you’re one, too. Marek said you never knew.”

      “It’s… definitely a surprise. I’m still trying to process it all.”

      Allie looked at me with a sympathetic expression. “I can’t imagine not knowing.”

      I thought back to my childhood, wondering how things would be different if I knew. Would I have faced the demons sooner? What if I hadn’t grown up thinking I was crazy?

      “What was it like for you, growing up?” I asked curiously.

      Allie twisted her lips in thought. “I don’t know. It’s always been normal for me.”

      “Could you always do that fireball thing?”

      “You mean, conjure essence?” Allie stuck out her palm. A white fireball formed in it and floated just millimeters from her palm.

      I stared at it, mesmerized.

      She closed her hand into a fist

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/divinefate-boxset.jpg
8/ HE COMPL{@IE SERIES™®

USA TODAY BESTSELLINQ AUTHOR

ALIGIA. RADES





OEBPS/images/angelwings.jpg






