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      The first thing I felt was the heat.

      It was thick and alive, sinking into my bones and crawling across my skin. Yet, at the same time, I didn't feel as though it was choking me. It was overwhelming, intense, and unlike anything I'd felt before, but it wasn't suffocating. In fact, oddly enough, the heat felt familiar to me. It felt as if I belonged within it, as if it had been waiting to welcome me back.

      Despite that, I knew better than to think that I was safe. The last thing I remembered was falling victim to a pixie enchantment, imprisoned by long tendrils of grass that wound around my ankles. The last thing I remembered was the devious creatures blowing pixie dust, one of their most infamous weapons, into my face and knocking me out but not before I could feel them dragging me across the Veil and away from Earth.

      I couldn't see anything in this warm world. It was so dark that I wasn't certain if my eyes were open.

      “Lumen,” I whispered, trying to cast an illumination spell, but it was as if my magic was no longer in my control. I could feel it there, humming in my bloodstream just underneath my skin, but while it had once listened to me and obeyed every single command at the slightest provocation, it was now unreachable. I assumed that was the pixies’ doing, as well.

      Where was I? The squirming in the pit of my stomach and the deep, dark, foreboding feeling that settled over me as I came out of the stupor cast by the pixie dust told me that I was most certainly in Darkness.

      I also remembered that I wasn't alone.

      “Aniesa,” a voice whispered close to my ear.

      I was lying on planks of wood that rocked roughly side to side. The rumbling sound of wheels on gravel indicated that we were in the back of a vehicle, perhaps a heavily shrouded carriage. How long had I been unconscious?

      “Calyx?” I replied. “What happened?”

      “We’re in Darkness,” he said. “Are you okay?”

      “I'm fine. Are you?”

      “Yeah… Those damn pixies.”

      “Where are they? Where are we?” I asked. I was barely able to determine the outline of Calyx’s face in the dim light.

      “I don't know. I can't tell. I heard them talking a few minutes ago, but I just woke up, too. They're bringing us to someone. They said your name.”

      “My name?” I repeated, keeping my voice low. I didn't want the pixies, who were likely driving the carriage that was our temporary prison, to discover that we were awake and force us to drift away into another pixie-dust-induced slumber.

      “Yes. Something about a rogue, I think. Maybe word spread about you in Boston, and somebody paid to have the rogue brought to them?” Calyx mused, his tone thick with anxiety. “I'm sorry, Aniesa. I didn't realize something like this would happen. It's not common. Most people don't even dare to mess with rogues, but I know this is why El tried to keep most of the bad guys on her good side.”

      “Why are you apologizing?” I murmured.

      “You're new here—or there, I guess. New to being a rogue. I felt like I should have warned you that this might happen. I should have realized that I wasn't the only one who would be after your services.”

      I fell quiet. Before Calyx and I were attacked by the pixies, we were at his house in Cambridge. We had just set Daniel, the human hostage, free after I convinced Calyx that there was no practical way to use the human to set his sister free from Dire Island. Getting Daniel's memories back was a nearly impossible feat. After a tense argument, Calyx agreed with me. Together, we decided to go another route. Zade, our mutual friend and the first demon I met when I came to Earth, was a prince. We were going to try to convince him to tell his father to support his sister’s appeal. It wasn't an infallible plan, but it was worth a shot. But that discussion wasn't the only thing that happened before we were snatched.

      With a jolt, I sat up straight and brought my hand to my face to get a close look at it. At least, I tried. It was only then that I realized that my wrists were bound with thick rope. As my eyes adjusted to the weak light, I caught glimpses of the intricate knots that trapped me. Glimmers of pixie dust were woven into the braids, meaning that even if I grew a third arm, I wouldn't be able to untie them myself.

      This was unlike any pixie trick I'd heard of before. This was downright malicious rather than annoyingly mischievous or frustratingly playful. Pixies didn't attack because they wanted to cause harm; they picked out their victims because they were tricksters, plain and simple. They wanted to play pranks on people and laugh at their minor misfortunes. Kidnapping, tying up, and trafficking a young witch and a demon was beyond the realm of a mere trick.

      The reason I had been so desperate to get a glimpse at my hand was that I remembered that my Scout tattoo had disappeared. The subtle rune had etched itself into my skin on the day of my Assignment ceremony when I chose to become a Scout, a representative of the Sisterhood that was sent to Earth to protect the Veil—the border that separated Earth from Darkness where Dark creatures dwelled and thrived.

      The tattoo wasn't supposed to disappear. It was drawn on our skin with the ancient magic of a thousand years’ worth of ancestors. Witches only lost their rune tattoos when they decided to go rogue and leave the Sisterhood behind. But I hadn't done that. Not consciously. Sure, my time as a Scout had been wrought with hardship, overwhelming anxiety, and more than a few moments of pain, but that didn't mean I had any intention of abandoning the Sisterhood.

      Or maybe I did. Maybe I didn't understand myself as well as I thought. Either way, whether or not I could see well enough at that moment to confirm if the tattoo was still missing didn't matter. There were more pressing matters to attend to.

      Beside me, Calyx grunted in wordless acknowledgment of the ropes that were tied around his wrists. If the pixies were on a mission to get a rogue witch, why did they grab Calyx? Was it merely because he was with me at the time? Was his life now at risk because he dared to get close to me?

      All of a sudden, the vehicle we were in came to a halt. My breath hitched in my throat. Instinctively, I inched closer to Calyx, who sat up slowly and tensed his muscles. A pair of footsteps crunched in the gravel, traveling from one end of our mobile prison and around to what I assumed was the rear.

      A sliver of light broke through the dimness as a latch was released from the back doors. They were thrown open without ceremony, blinding me with an intense burst of violently orange sky. The sun was setting in Darkness. It was the moments in between day and night that were usually the bloodiest, the sky screaming red as it said goodbye or hello to nighttime, its precious lover.

      I blinked rapidly, recognizing the pixie who seemed to be the leader of this group, the one I'd had a brief altercation with just a few days prior and had thought nothing of it until he reappeared with backup. I should have been more careful, but I'd had so much on my mind.

      The pixie was smirking at Calyx and me. His fellow tricksters gathered around him with greedy smiles.

      “Hello, little rogue. Did you sleep well?” he snickered. I bit my tongue, choosing not to rise to the verbal bait. The pixie turned his head to this side before flicking his pink-eyed gaze to Calyx. “A minor civilian casualty? Perhaps you will earn us a small bonus. Come on, now. Time to get out.”

      The pixies reached forward, grabbing our ankles and yanking us out of the back of the carriage. Calyx and I were of the same mind, kicking them off and making our own way out. We squirmed with our roped-up hands until we were standing on a road paved with smooth onyx pebbles. I stared down at my feet in confusion, observing the way that the pure black gravel was smooth enough to reflect the vermillion sky above it.

      I'd never seen ground like this before. I was used to the rough mountain pathways that surrounded the Prima Temple where I was raised.

      I was vaguely aware of Calyx’s tense form relaxing next to me. He let out a breath of unmistakable relief. Confused, I glanced over to find that he was smiling, shaking his head, and trying to tell me something with his eyes. It was almost as if he was in on the pixies’ joke.

      When I turned to catch a glimpse of the scene before us, I became even more baffled. We were standing at an iron gate that stretched up toward the sky. On the other side of the imposing barrier was what I could only describe as a palace. It was a colossal, pitch-black edifice crafted from smooth stone, just like the ones that crunched underneath my feet. There were countless towers and turrets, jagged rooftops rising and falling, casting angular shadows against each other. Before us, a wide staircase led up to a pair of doors made from pure steel inlaid with what looked like a million shimmering black opals. If the Prima Temple was an ode to the color red, this was an altar for the color black.

      The heat was slightly less intense out in the open air but oppressive nonetheless. Still, it did not feel like an unwelcome sensation.

      “It's okay,” Calyx whispered. “We're at Zade’s house.”

      At first, his words made absolutely no sense to me. This wasn't a house. This was a castle. A fortress. The kind of place that a villain dwelled.

      The pixies behind us nudged us forward.

      “Walk! Don't even think about trying to escape, either.”

      In response, Calyx merely snorted and sauntered forward as if he had no care in the world. I didn’t understand what had gotten into him all of a sudden. However, because I was inclined to trust him, I followed his lead and walked toward the imposing staircase by his side, surrounded by pixies who were all at least a foot shorter than me. They were ferocious in spite of their short stature. Without my magic, I probably didn't stand a chance against them.

      Zade's house. Zade, the demon prince whose father was King Severon. Did Calyx mean to say that Zade grew up here? This was King Severon’s palace?

      If that was the case, that meant that we were in the Southern Province of Darkness. I’d never set foot here in my life, but the fact that it felt like home was unshakable. I supposed it did make sense, though. I was conceived in the south of Darkness. This was where my mother, a witch, fell in love with my father, a fallen angel. Demons dwelled in large numbers in this part of Darkness, but engaging in an affair with them was forbidden by the Sisterhood of Veil Witches. When my mother became pregnant, she left the south behind and ran all the way to the doorstep of Prima Temple. She lied to them about the true nature of the baby girl growing inside her womb so that she wasn’t banished for breaking the law.

      It wasn't until a couple of months ago, on my eighteenth birthday, that I knew the truth. All my life, I thought my father was a warlock, a weak male witch who usually didn't live very long and was the typical reproductive partner of witches in Darkness. I thought he was dead. But, apparently, my father was not only a demon but very much alive.

      Now, for the first time, I was walking in the place where he lived.

      However, that wasn't why, like Calyx, I also clung to a new sense of calm. I didn't feel quite as relaxed as he looked, but this wasn’t as austere of a destination as I initially assumed; it was where our friend lived. Calyx’s ease likely came from the fact that, as one of Zade’s longtime friends, Calyx had visited this place before. I was still a newcomer, still a witch being brought here with my hands tied as a prisoner, so I couldn’t help feeling a persistent nervousness.

      According to Calyx, during our conversation back in Boston, Zade had been called home for an important event, which meant that he was here to help plead my case. I couldn't imagine I was in any true danger. Zade was the only person other than my mother who knew that I was half-demon. For some reason, I’d felt like I could trust him with that knowledge, and I still had faith that the seventeen-year-old prince had my back. Faith was all I had at that moment, so I chose to depend on it.

      “Little rogue, you're in for a treat,” the pixie who led the way up the steps crooned. “His Majesty, King Severon, has offered a reward in exchange for rogue witches. My compatriots and I will get paid a handsome sum, and you'll get to pledge your loyalty to a powerful king. How fun, don’t you think?”

      Once again, I didn't bother replying, but that didn’t stop my nerves from spiking again. We made our way through the doors of the palace, which were guarded by demons in black uniforms, their horns curving outward from their glossy helmets.

      I realized that the fact that the disappearance of the rune tattoo, which declared me a Veil Witch, was a blessing in disguise. If the king was looking for rogues, I could figure out a way to worm myself out of this. Maybe one word from Zade would be enough to set me free. Clearly, Calyx wasn't concerned about remaining a prisoner for much longer. If the tattoo was still on my hand, I wouldn't be so lucky. I knew better than to imagine a demon king would let a Veil Witch live when she stumbled into his palace. Not to mention the fact that I would be doomed if Calyx and Zade found out that I wasn't truly a rogue.

      How strange that this misfortune that I had only just discovered might be the thing that would save my life.

      My mind spun as we walked. I tried to keep track of my surroundings. We made our way through twisting hallways lit with sconces of black-tinged fire. The fading orange-red light that permeated wide, arched windows along the halls made it seem as though everything was on fire. The color reflected in the shiny, black surfaces as if everything were a dark mirror. It was beautiful but terrifyingly so.

      A moment later, we turned the corner and entered a long, cavernous room with a vaulted ceiling painted gray. At the end of the room stood a large chair crafted from what looked like pure silver, resting on a dais. A throne.

      There was a man sitting on the throne. No, not a man. A demon.

      And not just any demon—the king of demons himself.
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      “Don't say a word,” a pixie growled in a menacing hiss.

      Once again, Calyx let out an amused huff of laughter, but I was too wary of my unfamiliar surroundings to mirror his blasé attitude.

      Silently, we followed the lead pixie up to the dais where King Severon sat on his throne. I observed him as closely as I dared, not wanting to indicate that I was challenging him in the slightest by staring straight at him but also unable to curb my own curiosity.

      It wasn't long ago that I didn't know King Severon existed. I had no idea there was a demon king as powerful as him in Darkness. When I first learned that Zade was a Prince, I figured that he was one of many the children of various kings throughout Darkness vying for dominance. As it turned out, this demon king’s sovereignty was broader and stronger than I thought possible. I was still struggling to figure out why I'd never been taught about him during my training. Was it because the Sisterhood didn't know? Or because they didn't want me to know?

      King Severon was a fairly young king from the looks of it. He seemed like any other demon in his forties, with hair as black as ink and skin as pale as porcelain. His eyes, which matched the onyx that surrounded us, were cool and intelligent. They looked right through me as if he were staring at my soul rather than my face. I flinched and turned my gaze down to my feet as we came to a halt at the foot of the throne.

      All at once, everyone sank to their knees, including Calyx. Hesitating for only a few seconds, I was quick to mirror their actions. I rested down on my knees with my bound hands in my lap.

      “What is this, pixie?” grumbled the king. His voice was deep and quiet yet powerful enough to permeate the entire room. He didn't need to raise his voice to be heard. This was a powerful, respected man.

      “Your Majesty, I have brought you exactly what you have requested—a rogue witch,” answered the leader of the pixies.

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty. This is her demon companion. We found them in Boston and brought them right away.”

      I snuck a glance at the king. He was staring at the pixie with an almost unreadable expression, looking as though he might either snarl or smile in the next second. He did neither, merely watching the pixie coolly.

      “I see. You may leave them with me. Should I find them to be of any use to me, your reward will be delivered to you promptly,” he declared.

      If I didn't know any better, it seemed like the pixies were about to protest. Maybe they expected to walk out of the palace with bags of money. Instead, they were being asked to leave empty handed.

      Calyx and I remained on our knees while the band of pixies made their way out of the throne room, each of them likely biting their tongues in an effort to avoid voicing their disappointment. When they were gone, all that remained was the two of us, the king, and ten guards stationed at equal intervals down the length of the room.

      When I snuck a glance at Calyx in my peripheral vision, I noticed that his head was bowed respectfully. He struck me as the kind of person who would naturally rebel against authority, and yet he was showing King Severon unquestionable fealty.

      The king cleared his throat. “Rise.”

      We did as we were told. Then, he snapped his fingers, and one of the guards came forward to untie our hands. The guard wore thick gloves that I could sense a witch’s enchantments on. They were charmed to break through the strength of the pixie dust that was woven into the rope. The magic was familiar but had definitely not been cast by a Veil Witch. Clearly, I was not the first rogue to set foot in this palace.

      The guard worked quickly, carrying away the remnants of our bonds and returning to his place at the perimeter of the room.

      “You,” murmured the king, his gaze focused on Calyx. “I have not seen you in a long time, boy. I wondered when Korina’s son might return to Darkness. Welcome home.”

      Korina was his mother's name. I remembered that from the evening I delved into his memories and learned all about how he lost his mother to a deadly disease and then lost his sister to an even deadlier mistake.

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” answered Calyx in a tone so polite that it hardly sounded like him.

      The king then turned his gaze upon me.

      “You… I can see the truth written upon you as if it were written on the page of a book before me,” he mused, narrowing his gaze at me. “The pixies believe they have brought me a rogue, but I know better. I can sense your loyalty to the Sisterhood, though, in this current moment, it is weak and fragile as if it has been put under much strain.”

      My voice was caught in my throat. I didn't know what to say in response, but I knew I had to argue. I couldn't let this demon king think that I was a Veil Witch. Even if, despite the decree of the Sisters who erased my tattoo with ancient magic, I still wanted to be part of the Sisterhood, my life depended on convincing King Severon that I was a rogue.

      “Your Majesty,” Calyx interrupted. “I can promise you that I am familiar with the witch beside me, and, if it is worth anything, I give you my word that I believe she is a true rogue.”

      The king offered Calyx a single glance of pity as if he was embarrassed that Calyx was defending me.

      “You have been tricked, boy. The Sisterhood is bound by ancient magic. While many of the chains that were once cast upon this witch have been cut loose, a few still remain. She is not a true rogue.”

      “I am,” I said. I lifted my left hand, palm facing up, to show him that there was no rune tattoo on my hand. “I have no Assignment. It is true that I was raised as a Veil Witch, but I am no longer one of them. Let this stand as evidence.”

      The king didn't look convinced. There was deep wisdom in his expression. I got the sense that he not only knew the intricate, nuanced details of every emotion I was feeling at that very moment in time but that he also knew more about the history of our world than I did.

      In truth, pretty much everything that I believed to be fact had not been proven as such. When I came to Earth, I had only the knowledge that the Sisterhood drilled into me through eighteen years of training. I was taught that demons were ruthless, cruel, and incapable of empathy. The Sisterhood told us that demons craved chaos above all else and would risk anything, even those they loved, to relish in a ruined world. They were not friendly or warm. They were not to be trusted.

      As it turned out, none of that was true from what I had experienced, at least. Almost every demon that I met on Earth was kinder to me than most of my fellow witches had been throughout my life. They accepted me in a way that I knew the Sisterhood never would if they found out that I had demon blood running in my veins.

      But not all demons were better than what I'd been taught. I’d come face to face with one who was charged with trafficking humans into Darkness to feed them to vicious mermaids, for example. Furthermore, I was standing beneath the throne of a demon who looked like he wanted to eat me alive himself. King Severon had spoken to Calyx with a subtle sense of fondness. I did not receive the same.

      Suddenly, someone walked into the room, pushing open a door just behind the throne’s dais and emerging upon the scene. I recognized Zade immediately, although he was dressed in an outfit I never thought he'd be caught dead in. It was a tailored suit, stylish and chic but insanely formal compared to the ripped jeans and cotton t-shirts he wore when he was on Earth.

      Zade stumbled to a halt at the sight of us, clearly not having expected to see either one of us in his house. His mouth hung open, whatever greeting he was about to offer his father dying on his lips.

      King Severon twisted around in his seat, then sighed at the sight of his son.

      “I told you that you must be announced formally if you wish to enter the throne room,” he chastised Zade, though I couldn't deny there was a note of parental affection in his tone. “I am in the middle of something.”

      Zade all but ignored his father, recovering from his moment of shock to step forward and approach the two of us directly.

      “Cal? Aniesa? What are you doing here?”

      Calyx smiled sheepishly at his younger friend. I didn't even know where to begin with an explanation. Of course, that didn't matter. The king would not let the child prince take control of his interrogation.

      “It seems that your friend Calyx got himself caught up in the schemes of a Veil Witch and a band of pixies,” said the king to his son. “But, son, what did you call her?”

      Zade frowned at his father. He acted with steady informality, though I could tell by the tense set of his shoulders and flawless posture that Zade was acting as close to a Prince as he was capable while in his father's palace.

      “Aniesa,” he replied. “That's her name. She's not a Veil Witch, father.”

      “How do you know her?”

      “I met her in Boston. We're friends. She's not…” Zade trailed off and turned to face me, eyes wide with confusion. “You're not…”

      I gazed back at him desperately. For some reason, it was harder to lie to him than to the others. Ever since I’d met Zade by complete accident while conducting a mission in the park one night, I’d felt an inexplicable kinship with him. It was like we understood each other on a base level, even if that made no sense at all.  Zade and I had nothing in common except for our demon natures—and mine was only half that of his. We grew up in completely different contexts. We had different parents, different goals, and different values. I had very little in common with Zade, but when I opened my mouth to tell him that I was a rogue witch and had been one all along, something stopped me.

      It was a mistake. Zade took my silence as confirmation of the opposite. He stumbled back a step, furrowing his brow. I could see that he was baffled and hurt.

      Shaking my head, I stupidly took a step toward him.

      “Halt,” growled the king. “Do not move, witch.”

      I froze instantly, not eager to find out what would happen if I continued to rebel while surrounded by demons. I couldn't imagine there was a single Veil Witch within a hundred miles of this place. This part of Darkness was dominated by demons and the Dark creatures that groveled for their approval.

      Nobody was going to come to my rescue.

      While I could have attempted to dip into my magic, my head was so muddied with a whirl of conflicting thoughts that I wasn't confident I could cast a halfway decent spell to save my life. I was doomed, anyway. There was no way of getting out of here. My trusted wooden token, whose
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