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I dedicate this book to Han Seungwoo of VICTON who never gave up on his dreams and endured various obstacles to reach his goals. Through his persistence, I was inspired to not give on my dreams as well. Han Seungwoo, I celebrate your life and your beautiful music as it helped me complete this book. Your kindness, selflessness, perseverance, and your incredible smile kept me going when I was at my lowest. You became my ‘Light’ and I will forever be grateful to you.

Let’s walk down the flowery path together.

Forever Your ALICE 
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Subterfuge
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“To create chaos, one has to first create a sense of peace so when all hell breaks loose, people will do anything to get things back to normal.” – Anonymous

Faith Spiritwolfe had many reasons to dread her 17th birthday. One, she was no longer on speaking terms with the person she thought was her father. Two, she was still uncomfortable around the people she thought were her relatives. And three, a demon Queen was trying to recruit her because she was the half demon daughter of her husband who could start fires, see ghost, and transform into a panther. ‘What’s to celebrate?’ she thought while sitting at the white marbled desk in her boyfriend Lex’s house. She spent most of her free time there, even when he was not home.

Faith’s legal home and address was still with the Andrews in their West Side townhouse, no matter how little time she spent there. “It’s not a home, it’s a facsimile,” she muttered with a flip of her spiral locks.

“What is?” came the sultry voice of her platinum haired boyfriend, though a boy was not what she would call him. ‘What do you call an immortal being with supernatural powers who stopped aging long ago? He explained to her that in his world, the magical realm of Dorcela, he was still an adolescent like her.’

Lex leaned over the desk and planted a warm kiss on Faith’s cheek. He lingered close to her ear causing her to shiver with delight. His kisses had an effect of drawing her negative thoughts away but not this time.

“The Andrews home is not a home. It’s a bad joke,” she said bitingly, her eyes on the blank sheet of paper in front of her that should be her completed homework.

“Blood alone doesn’t define family Faith,” said Lex while slipping his arms around her shoulders, his lips still at her ear. “Look at my family, full of back stabbers and plotters and they are my flesh and blood. Devonte still considers you his cousin and nothing will turn him from that notion. Do you want your relationship with him to alter?”

“I...,” Faith thought about Dev’s enigmatic smile and his playful nature and she knew she wouldn’t want to do without them for long. Devonte was the only person who didn’t treat her differently after finding out who her real father was. He was more shocked to hear that his mother had their sealed their powers when they left Dorcela to raise Faith in order to keep Nemfora off their radar. It worked for a while but moving to New York three months ago, exposed them all to the magical dangers they thought they had left behind.

“It would be worth celebrating your birthday to see the people who truly care about you,” said Lex, tightening his hold on her.

“How did you know I was worried about celebrating my birthday?”

“It’s the only thing you wrote on your paper.”

True enough, Faith had absentmindedly scribbled the words ‘my birthday’ in the corner of her homework. She hastily erased it and spun around in her chair so that she was facing Lex. His usually tidy hair was tousled and damp from a recent shower. Faith bit her lower lip as she fought against a need she scarcely knew she had. His white shirt clung to the water droplets left on his skin leaving little to the imagination. Possibly sensing her eyeing, him like a steak, he spun her back towards the desk.

“Finish your work while I get changed into dry clothes,” he said, lightly ruffling her hair. Faith swatted his hand away and he disappeared out the study to his bedroom. Faith plunged straight in with her homework, liking how the busy work kept her mind off her troubles. She was well into her AP Physics homework when her navy-blue phone started buzzing beside the fat book she was perusing.

A familiar anxiety caused her heart to race but then she quelled it when she saw the name ‘Saoirse’ flash on the tiny screen. It was a text message with a number of smiling and frowning little pictures illustrating what she texted.

Hey Faith, missed you at lunch today. :(

Saw you eating with ‘them’ >>

I know you have to keep up appearances with those people but

do not forget who your friends are hun <3

See you at dinner tonight yeah? o.o

“Keeping up appearances,” said Faith aloud. Her new lunch table was a lot like work so keeping up appearances was the right way to describe it. She and Lex came up with a way for them to be seen together without harming either one of their causes, but it meant Faith had to see less of her actual friends. Saoirse knew her reason was dire, but it did not stop her from complaining about not seeing her. Faith had a lot more on her plate than just her New York family drama. She was the love child of a human energy sucking demon who was married to the Queen of the demon race known as Demimages. His wife, Nemfora had a number of children but one in particular hated Faith from the moment she knew she was conceived, her half-sister Flammare.

Luckily, Faith was no pushover, she had inherited powers from both of her parents, flame from her father Damiel and shapeshifting from her mother Chryselda. Although technically this made Faith a half Demimage, she was considered a Light Mage, a being of peace. And that is what Faith wanted, peace and freedom. But there was another desire deep inside her, a desire that she could not fight no matter how hard she tried. She wanted to meet her birth father Damiel. The man who had seduced her mother into cheating on the man Faith thought was her father.

It was that desire that changed her current lunch time arrangements at her school Alexander Prep where a number of Nemfora’s children attended. She thought getting close to her half siblings would help her achieve one of her goals. It had the added bonus of being where Lex also ate lunch for he was a spy among Nemfora’s Demimages and wanted nothing more but to bring her down.

Saoirse knew most of this of course but it did not stop her wanting to see her friend. Faith texted what she thought was a heartfelt message to her oldest and closets friend and hoped it would be enough to quell her frustration at least for a little while.

Heya Soar

Sorry I had to ditch you at lunch today.

I promise to make it up to you tonight at dinner.

I’m bringing dessert.

It’s just I can’t be seen being all buddy buddy with Affinity members right now.

It would set me back weeks. Please try and understand.

Lots of Love

Faith

She re-read it twice before sending it. ‘That should do the trick,’ she thought, and her eyes lingered over the word “Affinity.” Another complication. The Sisters Affinity was a group she briefly was a part of but now she wanted nothing to do with them. They like her wanted to bring Nemfora and her demons down, but they had vastly different ideas about how to accomplish it.

As if she did not have enough on her plate, the group of Light Mages harbored a closet Demimage. The once Second-In-Command leader of the Affinity, Rin blamed Faith’s mother and subsequently Faith herself for inadvertently causing her mother’s death. Nemfora found out about Damiel’s infidelity and retaliated by killing all the members of the Sister’s Affinity when they gave birth. Rin revenged herself upon Faith. Faith was strong enough to fight her off and caused the traitor to flee but according to Lex, she was not gone forever. 

The Affinity kept too much about her past from her and was tainted in her mind. She parted ways with the group with Saoirse still a member and decided to fight Nemfora on her own as naive as it sounded but with Lex by her side she did not think it was impossible.

Faith went back to her homework on Subatomic Particles and waited for Saoirse to reply. 10 minutes inched by painfully slow before her phone buzzed again with a noticeably short text message.

Bring pie.

Lex did not return to the study until an hour after he had exited the room. This time he was fully dressed in a white tunic and maroon pants tucked into a pair of black boots. Faith chuckled to herself thinking he looked like a pirate from a theme park. All he was missing was a cutlass and bad teeth.

“What’s with the that getup?”

“Gotta see Her Highness this evening. She has a distain for mortal clothing,” said Lex as he gracefully tied his shoulder length locks into a ponytail at the base of his head. At this Faith’s expression turned from playful to curiosity with just a hint of envy.

“You’re going to see Nemfora? I wish you could take me with you.”

Lex paused his grooming to stare at his girlfriend who peered wide eyed and expectantly up at him. Sensing she had him where she wanted him, Faith leapt out of her chair like a feline and slithered close to him, her fingers playing on the buttons of his pants and she felt him tense up.

“Can’t I go with you?” she begged in a low voice; her lips were just inches from his. She could see them parting ever so slightly and smell his minty fresh breath.

“Faith,” he said warningly, tilting his head down in disapproval. “It’s too soon, you know it. We have to play it cool yeah. Both of our lives are at stake here. She can’t ever find out who I really am.” Faith wasn’t the only one keeping up appearances, Lex was deep undercover in Nemfora’s group as the demon Pride Leafander, a facade Faith voluntarily helped to keep up. The platinum blond Alexei Cloud Sky she saw was not what the demons saw when they laid eyes on him. Faith had no idea what Pride looked like and sometimes, especially when he kissed her in public, she did wonder.

“I know,” Faith muttered, her eyes drooping. “It’s just the last time she had you on assignment, you were gone a week. I spent the night at the Andrews house dogging questions from Letitia and Dev.” Devonte’s mother Letitia accepted that Faith still felt uncomfortable around her knowing she wasn’t really her niece but whenever she was home, she would bombard her with questions about her current life, a current life that was full of secrecy and untold nights spent at Lex’s and not Saoirse’s.

“It was rough being away from you too,” said Lex, pulling Faith’s hand to his lips and kissing her fingers, causing Faith’s lips to spread into a satisfied smile. “A week of doing Nemfora’s bidding...unspeakable horrors I never want you exposed to.”

“I will have to be exposed to them eventually won’t I if our plan succeeds?” Faith argued not appreciating being treated like someone who needed to be shielded from the truth of his work for Nemfora.

“Yes, eventually. Too fast and she will become suspicious. Nemfora is not to be taken lightly. Not ever. You know what she is capable of.”

Faith frowned at the subtle mention of her mother’s murder at Nemfora’s hands. Sure, it was the reality of what they were facing but Faith was not going to back down. She knew what she wanted and like her mother before her, she was going to do whatever it took to accomplish it.

“Then go but come back to me...soon.”

Lex dropped Faith’s hand and pulled her close then his soft full lips were on hers. His kiss was like a promise. Sweet, lingering and left her hungry for more. He ended the kiss with a light caress of her face then he pulled away from her and dissolved into wisps of smoke that floated out the open window and out of sight.
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The New Normal
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“I think I am falling in love.” - Anonymous

It did not take long for Faith to learn the new status quo at school. Cyphren and his friends were popular, so people sat around their table at every break time. The only time it was not crowded was when students were supposed to be in class and the hall monitors would stalk around it to make sure it stayed empty. Their table was the closest to the back of the room so people did whatever they liked there, especially in the middle where no one could see inside. Lex or Pride as she had to call him, liked having Faith at his side at lunch times even though it meant being near Cyphren and his cult-like followers. His siblings also sat that there, lazing around the table, usually not eating and always the centre of attention.

Faith did not know how she felt about Cyphren or the rest of Nemfora’s children. He was no longer unpleasant around her. For the most part, he just ignored her. The only one of Nemfora’s children who paid her any attention was the new student, her half-brother Storm.

Storm was just like his name, Faith thought. Unpredictable, a little wild and impossible not to watch. He had skin like a gold statue and muscles to match. In contrast to his large body, his face was kind. He had dark curly hair like Faith, and it was spiralling in all directions around his head completing his look of an ancient statue. That day at lunch, he was sitting on the table spinning something between his fingers that Faith was certain it was something he should not be allowed to have at school but of course, he did have free reign.

“You look bored Storm,” Lex commented from beside Faith. She was spooning dollops of chocolate pudding into her mouth while Lex played with a strand of her hair, winding the curl around his forefingers and unravelling it. He had said it was like ASMR to him, calming and soothing to his troubled mind. It did not bother Faith. It made her tingle when he did it, so it was like her ASMR as well.

“Mortal schools are boring,” he complained. “The girls are cuter, but I need more stimulation.”

“We make our own stimulation here Storm,” said Cyphren kissing the girl sitting in front of him on the neck. She squirmed and leaned back into him clearly enjoying the attention.

“I wanna do magic,” he sulked still spinning the metal item in his hand.

Every now and then it hovered above his hand but too quickly for anyone to catch it.

“On mortals?” Rain suggested, Faith’s other half-brother asked with a wicked grin.

“In general man,” he whined. “I wanna break stuff, is that too much to ask?”

“You can break stuff in the old campus,” said Faith suddenly and the bright eyes of her Demimage social group snapped to her in surprise.

“You could...” said Cyphren slowly eyeing Faith suspiciously, his eyes lingering on her longer than anyone else’s did.

“I sometimes go down there to practice stuff,” she explained truthfully. Alexander Prep was an old school with a campus-built underground that was closed off when then-new campus was built as opposed to being destroyed completely though no one knew why.

“Could you show me it?”  Storm asked, perking up like an excited puppy. Faith caught Lex’s eye and he did not look anxious, so she agreed.

“Yeah, I could show you during our next break,” she said licking her spoon clean of pudding.

“Sweet, and you could show me what you’ve been practicing sis,” he said pleasantly. Unlike the only time Cyphren had called her that, when Storm called her ‘sis’ it sounded like a friendly moniker. Despite herself, Faith liked it. It was hard not to like Storm; he was too much like a puppy who got big too fast but still acted like a kid. He was not bad and did not reek of decay like his other siblings who often feed off humans. She surmised he was like her, daughter of a Fallen but not really interested in Human Energy.

The bell rang and Lex lifted her off the table and set her down. Then he put his tray on top of hers and lifted them both with one hand.

“Shall we?” he said in his deep sexy voice and they set off to Philosophy class hand and hand. As they walked, Faith could feel about a dozen eyes on her and Lex. She had to remind herself that she wanted this to keep from turning around and snapping at them. She wanted to understand her siblings more and get more information about Damiel who she still had not met.

Lex dumped both their trays and exited the dining hall without even a sideways glance behind him. She had to admire his ability to keep his cool in any situation. He gave off this confident air without having to try or come off fake. It was just a part of who he was. As Pride, he was a bit showier and outwardly affectionate but when they were alone and they could be themselves, he was sweet and very patient with her.

They walked hand and hand through the hall and halted at room 301 with Mrs. Matthews, the Western Philosophy teacher.

“Ready to delve into what makes mortals tick?” asked Lex as Pride with a sly grin when Faith heard her name shouted from two classrooms down the hall. She whipped around to see Saoirse bounding towards her, rosy cheeked with ribbons in her braids. She halted in front of them, but Lex gave her a sneer as Pride before releasing Faith’s hand and ducking into the classroom without her.

“Faith, have I got a surprise for you,” she prefaced as she beamed with glee. Faith rolled her eyes and backed away from her friend.

“Soar, after the last couple of months I’ve had, I’m done with surprises.”

"This is a good surprise, trust me,” she said still beaming then she signalled behind her and a tall boy emerged from the crowd of students and scooped Faith up in his muscular arms.

“Hey Fiery, it’s been a while,” he whispered in her ear sending familiar tingles down her spine.
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Old Friends
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“You can take people who haven’t seen each other in years and put them in a room together and the same group dynamics that existed all those years ago, remain exactly the same.” - Anonymous

FAITH LET HERSELF BE enveloped by the boy who still towered over her even though she had grown at least half a foot since they last saw each other. He set her back down and swiftly kissed her on the left cheek. Faith felt her face burn where he had kissed her as a dozen or so uniformed students gawked and pointed at the large boy who in his dark casual clothes was clearly not a student there.

The boy straightened up and Faith got a better look at him. It was Mitch, her Mitch of some two years ago. Mitcham Sehyun Kang had not changed much though the years had been kind to him. He was always good looking but had issues with acne that his pale skin did nothing to help and a nose slightly too big for his face, but he had grown into it along with his hair which back then was at his shoulders. Now his pencil straight sable locks reached past his back. His almond eyes still made her heart race whenever she looked into them.

“I can’t believe you’re here,” said Faith staring up at him shaking her head.

“I can’t believe I am still so much taller than you,” he said chuckling and grinning like a schoolboy. “You weight like nothing too.”

‘What every girl wants to hear,’ thought Faith.

“Mitch is here on a holiday from Korea,” said Saoirse, answering the un-asked question.

“Oh, for how long?”

“A couple of weeks which gives us plenty of time to catch up and celebrate your birthday. Didn’t think I forgot did you?,” he said with a wink then he bent down so that his lips were at her ear. “I’ve got a lot to tell you.”

Faith did not know what to say so she just nodded while sneering at the audience their conversation was making. ‘Didn’t they have anything better to do?’ It was the consequence of being suddenly popular. Everyone was interested in the new girl who was dating a guy from the most exclusive clique at school. It was an unwanted consequence that made her the subject of blatant stares and open curiosity.

At that moment, the warning bell sounded, and Mitch made a grasp for her hand before she could duck inside the classroom.

“I’ll see you after school,” he said sweetly then he released her hand and allowed himself to be stirred away by Saoirse who had to get to her own class. Faith gave her an exasperated look that she returned with an apologetic grin. ‘What was she thinking bringing him here with everything that is going on?’ she wondered while gliding to her desk next to Pride, their seats unusually close. He was
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