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      Dwarfism is a shortness in height— under 4-feet 10-inches in adulthood— caused by a range of medical conditions, including genetic mutations that inhibit bone growth. Common complications include crowded teeth, poor muscle tone, hunching of the back, and bowed legs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          CHARLIE

        

      

    

    
      A year ago, I had hope of getting out of this prison alive. 

      Now, I had nothing. No hope. No fear. Nothing. I had too much time to think these days, so I just… didn’t. I shut down. 

      It was all too easy to go into autopilot while labeling boxes during my Work-Study hours. The Warden obviously didn’t want me working in the mines anymore— not after the stunt the Villain’s Club pulled last semester, when my friends and I had exposed Forevermore. I’d been reassigned to a packaging facility located in the prison wing furthest from the classrooms. The guards had shoved a label gun in my hand and had me labeling boxes eight hours a day, every day. 

      Box. Label. Box. Label. Box. Label.

      That’s all I let go through my head. It was easier to focus on the process than ponder any real problems— like how to save the Elves, or how to get over… her.

      Tonight, though, my thoughts raced. I tried to shut them down, but they wouldn’t go away.

      The sound of machinery whirred around me, and the heavy scent of metal filled my nose. A box moved down the conveyor belt to my station. I felt for the corner, then pressed the label on with the gun. I could feel the noxite inside the box draining my energy. I didn’t know what was actually in the boxes. It could be raw noxite, cuffs, darts, really anything. The guards never said, and we weren’t supposed to ask.

      No one spoke here in the facility, though I could hear other students shuffling around the large room, working their factory jobs. It was a dull job, but better than the mines, at least.

      I hadn’t been to the mines since I’d found Forevermore with Ava-Marie.

      Hell, Ava.

      I hadn’t run into her since we’d broken up. The mere memory of her fingers gliding over my skin caused my entire form to go rigid, and my guts to twist. No magical torture could be so intense as the recollection of my hands running through her long hair. The thought of her beautiful voice, which I’d missed so much, almost dropped me to my knees. It had been months, but instead of getting better, the agony of losing her had only gotten worse. It was like my soul was being torn to shreds, hacked to bits by pieces of glass that were too fragmented for me to pull out, and I bled every time I tried.

      Don’t think about her.

      Iron bars came down as I shut the ever-encompassing thought of her out of my mind. I wouldn’t allow myself to go down that pit to hell. No thanks.

      I had no classes over the summer, just my Work-Study credit I earned from labeling these stupid boxes. During the summer semester at the Institute, classes were suspended, and inmates were expected to work forty-hours a week— or more— on our Work-Study courses. 

      I was supposed to keep attending counseling sessions, but no one had seen Professor Takahashi since the Elves had fled Forevermore. I didn’t know why he’d left, but I was sure it was for a good reason. Whatever it was, it was certainly more important than counseling a couple of college-aged criminals.

      I took it as a blessing. The Institute hadn’t found anyone to replace Takahashi, so I hadn’t been forced to go to counseling and talk to her all summer. I’d been avoiding her as much as possible, for reasons too painful to consider.

      When I wasn’t labeling boxes, I was training for the fight club. I didn’t really want to do it anymore. What was the point? I’d only been doing it to save money to provide for my girl when we got out of this hell hole, and she was gone now. 

      Although fight club certainly paid better than my garbage Work-Study job— if you could call it a job. I was pretty sure I made less than ten cents an hour, though no one had ever given me an official number. Prisoner wages were shit.

      But I didn’t need the money anymore, not now that she and I had split. Money just didn’t matter. I’d lived without it before. I could do it again.

      But I couldn’t get out of fight club, even if I wanted to. When I’d hinted I wanted to quit, Captain had yanked a punching bag off its chains and threw it at me. He wasn’t the kind of vampire you wanted to mess with. It was easier to fight my peers than it was to fight him. So I just took the beatings, because at least I felt something when I was being pummeled by a dragon shifter.

      The rest of the time, I was just… numb.

      Don’t think. Don’t feel. Just breathe.

      Every breath I took felt suffocating.

      My bonded partner wasn’t the only person I was avoiding. I avoided the guys at fight club as much as I could, too. I put in my training hours at night, when most students were in bed. The guards left my door unlocked so I could sneak down to the training center after my late Work-Study shift. I’d train all night, then sneak back into my room before her cell unlocked from beside mine. I’d sleep most of the day, until my Work-Study shift started at two o’clock.

      And I repeated that over and over. Like I said, it’d become too easy to fall into an autopilot routine. Any spare moment I had, I spent with Eddie searching for information about the keys to open the Elven gate on Darke Island, but we hadn’t found anything. 

      I was prophesied to bring the Elves into paradise, by opening that Elven gate using seven keys, one from every supernatural race, and leading them on into heaven— the Blessed Haven, where the Elves belonged.

      Though at this point, it felt more like I was leading them to their doom.

      I’d basically given up. What was the point, anyhow? The Warden had won.

      Box. Label. Box. Label.

      A buzzer went off overhead, and I breathed a sigh of relief. That was the cue for the end of my shift. I shoved the label gun back in its holder at my station, then got the hell out of there, because I didn’t want to stay a second longer than I had to. It was gross how the Institute used us for cheap labor, under the guise of rehabilitating us. 

      Rehabilitation, my ass. If anything, I’d gotten worse since I’d shown up here. I’d joined a freaking fight club, for the ancestors’ sake! 

      She’d been right, and I should’ve never joined. They were using me. 

      But there was no going back now. I was in this until I graduated or until I fucking died here.

      Right now, dying felt like the better option.

      The good thing about fight club— besides the guards looking the other way when I did shit that should’ve earned me an infraction— was free reign to punch something whenever I wanted. After my Work-Study shift, I always needed a good punching bag to beat the shit out of. I swear, it was the only thing that kept me sane in this place.

      The quickest way to get to the secret training room from the packaging facility was to cut through the prison yard, near the siren lake, rather than weave through the maze of hallways. I could always navigate the outdoors better anyway, because of my magic. 

      Better than that— she was hardly ever outside, and it helped me to avoid her.

      I could tell it was late when I left the building, because the air was cool, and the bugs that only came out at night sang their mating calls loudly. I counted my steps as I left the building, and paid attention to landmarks throughout the prison yard, listening for the sound of my footsteps echoing off the obstacles around me. It’s how I navigated the Institute as a blind guy when my Familiar, Oberi, wasn’t here to guide me. 

      Not far from me, I could hear the waves of the lake lapping against the shore. I reached out with my magic to sense a large tree up ahead. As I approached it, I grazed my fingers against the rough bark, which was a habit now. I liked to touch my landmarks to confirm I was headed in the right direction.

      Screech!

      My heart lurched as a high-pitched alarm filled the prison yard. Voices began shouting, and the wind whipped around me. It wasn’t my magic; it was someone else’s. Instinctually, I ducked behind the tree to conceal myself from whatever the hell was going on.

      “Get him!” someone shouted. The voice was rough, and belonged to a guard for sure. They were coming straight toward me. For a second, I thought they were talking about me, but curfew wasn’t for another few minutes. I’d done nothing wrong.

      “Get back here!” another guard shouted.

      “Don’t let him get away!” someone screamed.

      Hell, I realized. Someone was making a break for it.

      Good for them, I thought. They were braver than I. No one got out of the Institute, and if you tried, you were sent to Cellblock 9. Marcus and Kallie had tried to escape once, but they’d gotten lucky. Professor Warbright had talked down the guards for them. I wouldn’t want to risk it— not after what we’d discovered about the Warden last semester. 

      We’d discovered that he’d been running experiments on students, trying to find a demigod for some nefarious purpose. We hadn’t gotten any evidence, but I knew it was true. Any sorry sucker who got dragged off to Cellblock 9 was a victim of those experiments. I was sure of it.

      There were so many footsteps racing across the prison yard that I couldn’t make out how many guards were in pursuit. They were closing in fast, coming closer and closer to my hiding spot.

      “Take him down by any means necessary!” one guard screamed to the others.

      “My magic’s gone!” another yelled back.

      “Then shoot him!” 

      “He’s an Elf!” the guard spat back.

      I held my breath. One of the Elves was trying to escape, and if he’d managed to take a guards’ magic, he was going to make it. I hoped he did. It was the first time in forever I felt any kind of hope.

      Elves were immune to noxite. The darts wouldn’t slow him down. But the fence around the property did. It was the only thing keeping the Elves prisoner. I’d asked Eddie about it once— why he and his friends couldn’t just steal the guards’ magic and get the hell out of here. Hell, he could break us all out if he wanted.

      But Eddie had assured me that stealing someone else’s magic was difficult, something none of the Elves at the Institute had mastered yet. At least, not until tonight. As Eddie had put it, “We may be immune to noxite, but there’s still barbed wire keeping us from jumping that fence.”

      There was hope. If an Elf had figured out how to overpower the guards, they could steal someone else’s magic and fly out, or break straight through the gates with vampire strength.

      Hell, I hoped it was Eddie, but I knew he wouldn’t attempt to leave without me. He was born to protect me… psh… the Elf prince. 

      I was the grandson of the Elven Emperor. Still hadn’t quite wrapped my head around it myself. And to be honest, I was still feeling a little bitter about the whole thing. I’d found my family, but then I’d lost them again.

      Even worse, finding my heritage had cost me the love of my life. Nothing good ever happened to me, and if it did, it always came with a cost too high to bear.

      My heart hammered as I listened closely. It felt good to feel something. The wind picked up around me, whipping my long hair around my face. I could hardly hear the conversation between the guards anymore. I tried to calm the wind with my elemental magic, so I could figure out what the hell was going on, but it barely died down. That meant whoever was whipping up the windstorm was nearly as strong as I was.

      It was the Elf. I just knew it. He’d taken one of the Yapluma guards’ Air magic and was using it to keep them away, so he could make his escape.

      “I got him!” a guard shouted.

      The Air around me swirled chaotically. It was as if two Elementai were warring against one another— a guard against the Elf, I was sure.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” a guard growled across the prison yard.

      The Elf laughed maniacally. “You want to bet?”

      He must’ve given up on the Air magic, because the wind died down. The next thing I knew, a deafening screech filled the yard. I threw my hands over my ears and curled against the tree I hid behind. It was louder than the alarm blaring overhead and made it feel as if my brain was rattling around in my skull. 

      When I thought it was over, I dropped my hands from my ears. All throughout the prison yard, guards groaned in agony. The Elf had stolen a siren guard’s cry.

      The sound of wings unfurling met my ears, and they began to flap. I could tell by the sound that they were huge and feathery, like angel wings. Most angels could only fly around the center of the prison yard. Once they got close to the noxite gates, their wings gave out.

      But this guy was no angel. 

      “What the hell?!” a guard yelled. “He’s stolen my wings!”

      I smirked. Good for him!

      “So long, suckers!” the Elf laughed. He flapped his newfound wings and flew directly over me. My jaw hung slack as I listened to him fly away, far above the barbed wire fence, and into the forest beyond.

      Holy ancestors. He’d done it. He’d escaped the Institute.

      I beamed. If this Elf could escape, then it meant others could as well. I could get out of here!

      I pressed my back to the tree, where the guards couldn’t see me. I was still trying to catch my breath, because I was so shocked by it all. I couldn’t believe someone had gotten away. This was a big fucking deal.

      “You bastard!” a guard screamed.

      “You’re the one who let him steal your wings. If you were stronger, he wouldn’t have escaped.”

      “This is your fault!” another accused.

      “Oh, yeah? You wanna fight about it? I’ll give you a fight—” The guard must’ve shifted mid-sentence, because the next thing I knew, a dragon’s roar filled the prison yard.

      One of the guards laughed. “What do you think you’re gonna do with those dull dragon claws? Half of us are vampires. I’d rip your head off and suck you dry. I don’t care how filthy your blood tastes.”

      Hell, the guards could be worse than the inmates sometimes.

      “Stop screwing around and go after him,” another guard growled. “He’s on an island for fuck’s sake. He can’t go far!”

      The guards were pissed! They hurried off in pursuit of the Elf, but they had to go out the gate, because even the guards couldn’t get past the noxite fence. The Elf had a major head start, though. I didn’t think the guards would find him, even on Darke Island. If the Elf got past the ward surrounding the island somehow, he’d be home free.

      I sat behind my tree a while longer, listening to the fading sounds of the guards’ footsteps. When I was confident they were gone, I rushed out from behind my hiding spot and hurried into the building. 

      I was still reeling over what I’d just witnessed that I wasn’t quite paying attention to where I was going. I quickly got lost in the maze of hallways.

      Hell, where was I? I stopped to take in my surroundings. It had to be minutes from curfew by now. The halls were dead silent.

      Then I heard the sound of paws padding down the hallway. My heart surged when I felt Oberi’s presence through our bond.

      “Hey, boy,” I greeted. I knelt down and scratched him behind the ears. 

      I frowned when I noticed his fur was matted and felt a bit rough. It seemed Oberi hadn’t been brushed all summer, which made me sad… because it meant she was sad. Oberi didn’t ask to be groomed when my other half was feeling down.

      Oberi barked and panted happily. Usually, he didn’t visit me until after I got back from training. It was unusual for him to find me this late at night, since he usually spent the night with her. He must’ve noticed something felt off.

      “It’s okay, boy,” I told him. “I’m safe.”

      I noticed your lost ass needed saving, Oberi cracked.

      I frowned. He could get sassy when he wanted to. “I need to find Eddie. Can you lead me to him?”

      Oberi barked. I placed my hand on his back, and he guided me through the halls. I heard voices ahead, and I figured we’d entered one of the cellblocks. Oberi slowed and guided me into what I figured had to be one of the cells.

      “Charlie?” Eddie asked, sounding surprised. I wasn’t so good with voices, but Eddie and I had spent a lot of time together over the summer. I’d learned to recognize his voice easily. “What are you doing in my dorm? Curfew’s in two minutes.”

      “Something’s happened,” I said breathlessly.

      Eddie’s bed springs squeaked as he jumped up from his bed and shut the door. He spoke in a hushed tone. “What is it? Have you found something on the keys?”

      I scoffed. At this point, I wasn’t sure we’d ever find anything. “It’s not that. You heard the alarm?”

      The fabric of Eddie’s uniform rustled as he crossed his arms. “The whole prison heard it. Wait… you weren’t involved in that, were you?”

      “No, but I heard what happened. One of your buddies escaped.”

      “Fuck,” Eddie growled under his breath. He sounded exasperated as he sat back down on his bed. “It was Gavyn, wasn’t it?”

      “No idea,” I said. “All I know is that it was an Elf. He overpowered the guards and stole some of their powers. I thought you said none of the Elves at the Institute were strong enough for that.”

      “We weren’t,” Eddie admitted. “But Gavyn’s been training with his magic all summer, in secret.”

      The lock on Eddie’s door clicked, and I knew there was no leaving now. I was stuck in here with him all night. Not a big deal, since the guards never checked my bed anyway. I figured I might as well get comfortable. Oberi guided me to the chair beside Eddie’s desk, and I sat.

      “You sound upset,” I remarked. “I thought you’d be happy for him. You’re always talking like you want to get out of here.”

      “Of course I do, but not like this.” Eddie sighed. “After the Elves were captured in Forevermore, we got together and talked about our options. Gavyn always wanted to get out. He talked about it constantly. But none of our magic was strong enough, and we knew we wouldn’t become strong enough to get everyone out at once. We needed to practice first. We agreed to stick together, seeing as we don’t know where to find the rest of the Elves. The deal was either we all go, or no one goes. Gavyn apparently did not listen.”

      “But if one Elf gets out, so can the rest of you,” I remarked. So could I, since I was part Elf. For once, I actually had a spark of hope.

      Unlike me, Eddie was realistic and logical. “We’re still pretty young Elves, and while we can do some magical manipulation, it’s not enough to get all of us out. That’s why we agreed to stick together. Even our illusion magic is shit. Gavyn has betrayed us. Even if we did get out of the gates, we’d have to be strong enough to get off Darke Island. There’s a ward around the whole island, you know.”

      Hell, he was right. Even though I hoped Gavyn was strong enough to overpower that somehow, too.

      “One Elf escapes, and the Warden is going to come down on the rest of us,” Eddie pointed out. “You just watch.”

      I didn’t want to believe that Eddie was right. I wanted to believe we had a chance at getting the hell away from here, where the Warden couldn’t run his experiments on us, and where he’d never figure out what I was— an Elf prince, and a demigod. 

      But it didn’t take long before Eddie’s suspicions were confirmed. The next morning, a letter slid under Eddie’s dorm.

      “All students are required to attend an assembly in the Room of Mirrors at eight a.m. sharp,” Eddie read aloud to me. “Anyone not in attendance will be given an infraction, and a six-hundred-dollar fine will be charged to their account.”

      Hell, a fine that huge would put most students’ accounts in the negative. Most of us made less than ten dollars a month, working the shitty Work-Study jobs they forced us into. 

      “Can the Warden do that?” I questioned. “Charge a fine?”

      “I don’t want to find out,” Eddie remarked.

      I didn’t want to attract the Warden’s attention. Once Eddie’s door unlocked, we went to the cafeteria to get some food, then headed to the Room of Mirrors. It was the same room where the Warden had hosted his welcome speech my first day here, and where the Villain’s Ball was held after the Darke Games every year. The vast room was used for various school functions, but it got quite crowded when the whole student body was packed inside.

      Bodies pressed in on me from all angles. Oberi stayed close to my side in his husky form. He seemed calm and relaxed, which worried me, because he hadn’t been this way since before she and I had broken up. 

      I realized it probably meant she was nearby, and he was happy we were finally in the same room together again. I listened closely to the voices around me, but I couldn’t pick her out of the crowd. I hoped she was across the room and couldn’t see me. I wouldn’t be able to know she was approaching until she was right on top of me, as our bond had weakened considerably since we’d been apart. The magic between us was almost… gone.

      Ava’s three rows up, Oberi mentioned. You should go talk to her.

      I scowled. How many times are we going to have this conversation?

      As many as it takes.

      I huffed. Oberi had been trying to talk me into getting back together with Ava all summer. Every fucking day of the week, actually. 

      It was never going to happen. We were bad for each other. We had made the right decision.

      Or so I told myself.

      “Are you okay?” Eddie leaned over and asked me.

      “Yeah. I just have to deal with his sassy ass all day.” I poked Oberi.

      Better to be a sassy ass than a grumpy ass, he shot back.

      I was sure that was Ava’s half of our soul talking. Oberi didn’t really think before he spoke.

      “Welcome, students.” The Warden’s cool voice boomed over the room, and the student body began to quiet. A few people still made noise, because most students here had a problem with authority. On the other hand, the majority of us were scared shitless of the Warden, so it didn’t take long before the room fell silent.

      My guts twisted at the sound of his voice. The Warden had tortured me last semester and nearly killed me. I despised the man.

      “I have called this assembly today to share news of an incident that transpired last night,” the Warden said. His voice came from high up on the balcony. He made it sound like he was trying to sympathize with the students, but his attempt came across stale. He was shit at pretending like he cared about any of us. We were just numbers to him.

      “Last night, a student by the name of Gavyn Woodward attempted to escape the Darke Institute,” the Warden announced.

      Gasps traveled around the room. I furrowed my brow, because I hadn’t expected the Warden to tell the truth. The Institute was supposedly impossible to escape. I would’ve expected him to maintain that illusion.

      “Settle down,” the Warden said in a threatening tone. The whispers filling the room settled, though they didn’t completely die down. “It’s important that you realize this student was no ordinary supernatural. He was an Elf.”

      He spoke the word Elf like it was some sort of curse. It was obvious he despised us.

      “I tell you this to keep you safe,” the Warden said— like he gave two shits. “What Gavyn Woodward did last night in his attempt to escape was deplorable. He created a windstorm, stole a siren’s scream, and slaughtered six guards using an angel’s life-force power.”

      People gasped again, and the whispers grew.

      My eyebrows furrowed. That had never happened. Gavyn had stolen an angel’s powers, but only their wings, not their life-force abilities. The only way that was true was if the guards had found Gavyn on Darke Island after he’d escaped, but I didn’t know how they could’ve caught up with him. The Warden was twisting the truth to suit his message. It made me sick.

      “Unfortunately, drastic measures had to be taken to protect everyone here at the Institute,” he said. The Warden was trying to make himself seem like the good guy. I wasn’t buying it. His voice turned sad, but I could hear how fake it was. “I am devastated to announce that Gavyn Woodward died last night in his attempt to escape.”

      The whispers around the room grew louder. My lips tightened at the Warden’s lies. I wanted to tell everyone he was wrong, that Gavyn had actually escaped without killing anyone, but that was a good way to piss off the Warden. 

      “The safety of our students and staff is of the utmost importance,” the Warden continued. “I do not take kindly to any threats within the Institute. Rest assured that anyone who threatens the safety of the students or guards will be dealt with by any means necessary.”

      Students murmured around me, but they seemed to agree with the Warden. They thought he was protecting them. 

      But I knew better. This speech was a threat to the Elves. To me.

      “Know that you are safe here,” the Warden said, like we were supposed to be grateful. “Anyone who is deemed a threat will be punished.”

      He said it with such finality that there was no denying what he meant. Anyone who stepped out of line, or who showed too much power here at the prison, would be killed. The Warden could do anything he wanted to us, all in the name of keeping us safe. 

      And people fucking bought it. I could hear them whispering around me.

      Gavyn got what he deserved.

      The Warden is doing his best.

      Some kids can’t be saved.

      My nostrils flared, and I just wanted to scream. 

      Stay calm. You can’t tell anyone what you know, Oberi insisted.

      My hands curled into fists at my sides. Oberi was right. It wasn’t like exposing the Warden for his lies would change anything. He’d twist some story to make me out as a threat so he could run his sick experiments on me. And if he found out I was a demigod, we were all doomed.

      The Warden could keep his lies.

      This time.

      With the Warden’s threat hanging in the air, he excused us. Students filed out of the room and headed in different directions. The conversations around me were deafening.

      We didn’t make it far before Eddie pulled me aside, and we ducked into an empty classroom. The door shut behind us, and I felt like I could finally think in the silence. Oberi nudged against me, like he was trying to comfort me, but I was fuming.

      “The Warden is lying,” Eddie raged.

      “I know,” I agreed. “Gavyn didn’t kill anyone when he escaped. I’d have heard something.”

      “Of course he didn’t,” Eddie insisted. “Gavyn wanted out, but he was no murderer. I know him. We grew up together. He wouldn’t do what the Warden said he did.”

      I gritted my teeth. “The Warden is trying to scare us.”

      “The Elves aren’t bad people,” Eddie practically pleaded. “We just want peace.”

      “I know that. But it’s not me you have to convince.”

      Eddie began pacing. “The Warden started a war when he raided Forevermore. He’s using Gavyn’s escape to perpetuate that war. It won’t stop unless we do something.”

      I raked my fingers through my hair. “I want to. I just don’t know what we can do. I’m not totally immune to noxite like Gavyn is. I can’t go up against the Warden on my own and get everyone out, even with what I am.” 

      I made sure never to say what I was aloud— a demigod or the Elven prince— in case someone overheard. 

      Eddie stopped pacing. “You’re assuming you have to do this on your own.”

      I huffed, then lowered my voice to a whisper. “Well, don’t I? My prophecy says so.”

      Eddie had practically drilled the prophecy into my head. I could never forget it— it repeated like a mantra every day, a curse I could never escape.

      
        
        The emperor’s legacy will return, and bring light to a new dawn. A second war will break Forevermore, but it shall be restored by the power of the demigods. It is his choice to damn the realm, or save us all.

      

      

      “No,” Eddie clarified. “You will lead us to the Blessed Haven, but nowhere does the prophecy state that you must do it on your own.”

      I was so frustrated, I could break something. I held myself back. “Who’s going to help?” I demanded. “We have no allies here.”

      Eddie spoke softly. “You have Ava.”

      When he said her name, my heart stopped. I didn’t talk about Ava, not even to Oberi. I’d barely heard her name in months. It was too much to hear. I could feel my chest ripping apart, as if a wolven shifter was digging inside of it to devour my heart. I’d rather feel nothing at all.

      “I don’t have Ava,” I spat. “We broke up. Remember?”

      “That doesn’t mean you can’t be allies,” Eddie insisted. “Your destinies are entwined, and you know it. It’s time you two stopped acting like you can do this on your own. If you can’t face each other, everyone will perish.”

      Eddie was always kind to me, but he sure had a way of making me feel guilty. 

      “I didn’t ask for this!” I growled.

      “Nobody did,” Eddie said calmly. “Please stop acting like you have to go at this alone.”

      “I’m not alone,” I argued. “I have you.”

      “And others! The Elves are here to help you. If we just had a little instruction, then maybe our powers would grow strong enough to save everyone. Someone like you, Charlie.”

      I paused for a moment to digest his suggestion. “You want me to teach the Elves how to use their powers?”

      “Yes,” Eddie said. “You’re more powerful than any of us. This war was always going to lead to a revolution, and we need you and your friends to lead it.”

      I knew what he meant without him saying it. We needed demigods. It was part of the prophecy. 

      Hell, I hadn’t spoken to Kallie or Marcus since we left Forevermore, either. We weren’t friends anymore— none of us were. I didn’t know if they’d help Eddie and me save the Elves.

      Ancestors, I’d been so lonely since the summer had begun. I hadn’t said a word to any of my old friends— not Ez, Opal, Ivy, any of them. I didn’t even talk to Chancey, and he was in fight club with me, for ancestors’ sake. The thought of speaking to any of them again was soul-crushing. I just wanted to be left alone, to deal with this hurt.

      But Eddie was right. We hadn’t gotten anywhere on our own, and if we didn’t do something soon, the Elves would die, and the rest of us wouldn’t be far behind. My ex-friends were the only ones who would help us.

      I couldn’t open the Elven gate on the island without them, anyway. Ava, Kallie, and Marcus all had a key— the Elementai, fae, and witch keys that would help open up the portal to heaven. Though who knew if they’d actually want to give them to me, after the destruction we’d caused last semester?

      It didn’t matter. If I wanted to save the Elves, I had to get the Villain’s Club back together— no matter how much it hurt.

      Even worse… I’d have to face Ava again.

      I’d spent an entire summer feeling nothing, but once I spoke to Ava, I was certain every emotion I’d ever had about her would come rushing back, and I’d be helpless to stop it.

      Forget the Warden. I was sure that facing Ava was going to be the end of me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          AVA-MARIE

        

      

    

    
      I was really going to miss this program. It was the only distraction I’d had all summer that had made my life worthwhile.

      I sighed as I woefully put away the anthropology textbooks Professor Hemlock had pulled out this morning, restacking them in rows along her classroom shelves. It was the last day of my summer internship, and I’d made it through the course. I was officially enrolled in the Institute’s Anthropology major now, and it’d been hard work to pass— though I’d been grateful for every moment of it, because the tough academia was the only thing that distracted me from the ache in my heart. 

      Most inmates at the Institute worked full-time in their Work-Study courses all summer, until it was time to go back to regular courses in the fall. I’d gotten lucky by enrolling as Hemlock’s personal intern last semester, so I didn’t have to go work in the prison’s factory like most of the inmates did. I’d learned so much from her about ancient supernatural societies. We’d spent day and night going over artifacts, old discoveries, and magical history. I’d endured a rigorous set of exams and papers, appreciating the one-on-one time with Hemlock and absorbing her knowledge.

      But now it was all over. And there was nothing left to distract me from the pain that was quaking me from the inside out.

      I heard a scuffle in the hallway. I glanced out the open classroom door. My heart twisted as I saw an Elvish girl being harassed by one of the guards. He pushed her down and pulled her hair, taunting her about her ears. 

      I wanted to step in, but the Elvish girl ran off. The guard stared after her with a satisfied smirk before walking in the other direction. 

      I forced myself to go back to what I was doing. I didn’t interfere anymore… didn’t try to play the hero. I’d learned my lesson with that. It was better to do nothing at all. 

      At least that way, I didn’t make it worse.

      The Elves were mistreated at the prison. I hoped wherever the rest of them were, they had hidden themselves so well that no one would ever find them.

      We’d avoided studying the Elves during my internship. I didn’t think Hemlock wished to cover them, after I’d gone against her advice and searched for Forevermore. I knew Hemlock was disappointed in me, and there was nothing I could say to defend myself. I’d exposed Forevermore. Now the Elves were in hiding while the supernatural world argued how to find them and what to do with them. No matter which way you spun it, I was responsible for re-igniting an entire genocide, and there was no forgiveness for that.

      I swung my bag over my shoulder. The strap pressed into my bone through the fabric I was wearing, making me wince. I wore multiple layers underneath my Institute sweater. I was so cold. Food made me even more nervous than before. I couldn’t look at a plate these days without feeling nauseous. I choked down something every now and then, to keep my body running, but I rarely ate every day— and it was all too easy to skip meals while working for Hemlock, who rarely took breaks herself.

      I probably looked sick as all hell, but no one had noticed, so I didn’t care, either.

      I went to the prison’s mailroom to check to see if I had any mail. The only letter that had arrived was another offer from Toaqua Today, with an even bigger cash offer this time.

      I scoffed and threw away the letter the moment I passed a trash can. Ever since I’d found Forevermore, all the magazines in the supernatural world were trying to contact me, to get me to do an exclusive on the Elves and what had happened. 

      Prisoners can still do interviews, you know. It’s not a crime, the letters reminded me. Just a quick interview, a few pictures, and we’ll make it worth your time.

      I wasn’t interested. It was just another scandal they wanted to take advantage of. The papers were all abuzz over the fact that the firstborn daughter of the Water chief had made such an important discovery— and as an inmate, no less. It had gossip written all over it. 

      Gossip I wanted no part of. They were even sending letters to my brother, to try and get in contact with me. It was ridiculous. 

      I began my long walk down the hallway to my cell, which seemed even more lonesome than it usually did. Classes started next week, and I wasn’t looking forward to getting back to them. I wished to remain in the anthropology internship, where I could lock myself away in Hemlock’s classroom for hours at a time, reading about civilizations I wasn’t a part of in an attempt to escape my own thoughts. I worried that once classes struck up again, I’d be forced to face… well, everyone.

      I’d used the intensity of the anthropology program as an excuse, but to be honest, I’d been avoiding the people I used to consider my friends ever since the Warden had seized Forevermore. My brother was the one person I’d talked to all summer, and I’d barely said ten sentences to him in three months. 

      I knew. I’d counted.

      I missed my friends. I missed Kallie, Marcus, Opal and Ivy. But no matter how much I missed them, I didn’t allow myself to speak to them. I’d condemned a city with my most recent screw-up, and was wary of what else I could do to ruin people’s lives. I’d already hurt Charlie enough.

      I shook my head and forced a confident smile onto my face, though it hurt to hold.

      Charlie who? I didn’t know why he’d crossed my mind. I didn’t care about him. I didn’t need an Elf prince cutie with a quirky smile and a sculpted ass. I needed a big bank account, a shopping day, and a trip to the spa. Who wanted men anyhow? Certainly not me. I could be a confident, badass bitch all on my own.

      I’d entered into the Elementai cellblock when I almost ran into the one person I’d been thinking of— and the last person I wanted to see.

      Him. Charlie stood ten feet away, looming outside his door like he was waiting for someone to walk by. Oberi sat by his feet, wagging his tail and drooling.

      My eyes ran him up and down, taking in his tall frame. The sight of him was a shot to the heart. Oh no. He was still hot. I'd somehow hoped he'd become ugly over the summer. Or at least, not as fucking attractive.

      Apparently, I existed on this Earth to be tormented, because Charlie hadn’t only remained good-looking, his sexiness level had increased. His hair was longer, and he had this gorgeous beard that was only slightly longer than five o’clock shadow, scruffy and oh-so-delicious.

      Wow. Did he just not care to shave, or was he trying to make my panties wet? The self-righteous bastard! How dare he!

      Butterflies welled in my stomach until I felt like I should be puking out insect wings. The horrifying feelings bubbled past my middle and overfilled my heart as his presence drew near. Reluctantly, I had to admit I knew all too well what the hated feelings were.

      Dammit!!! I was still in love with him. Fuccccckkkk. 

      I hoped to the ancestors he’d turn around and leave me alone, but the butterflies flew up from my stomach and started choking me as his steps grew closer, Oberi leading us together.

      Shit, he was coming this way. No. No. Nooooooo.

      Charlie stopped in front of me. Oberi barked, but I waved my hand to tell him to shut up. I kept my mouth closed and remained frozen. I struck a pose like a statue, refusing to move a single muscle. If I didn’t say anything, maybe he wouldn’t know I was here. Our bond was weak now. It wasn’t like we could feel each other’s presence like we used to.

      That was my plan. He couldn’t see me, so I just shut up and acted like I wasn’t around. Maybe if I kept it up⁠—

      “We should talk,” Charlie started, and my heart sank.

      I held my breath, and Charlie ground his teeth. “Ava, I know you’re there. Stop acting like you’re invisible. I’m sure you look stupid.”

      My temper flared. I dropped my pose and sneered, “You don’t tell me what to do.”

      Charlie gave a harsh laugh under his breath. “Yeah, you’ve made that clear as hell.”

      “Screw you,” I spat. I hated him more now than I did back then. His mere presence irritated me. The fact that we had a history now made him even more nauseating. I couldn’t believe I screwed around with this loser.

      And kissed him…

      And gave him a lap dance…

      And… oh ancestors… his dick though...

      “Ava, are you paying attention?” Charlie asked roughly. “I need to speak with you. It’s important.”

      “Why?” I asked. “You haven’t spoken to me all summer. What’s the rush?”

      “Things are different—” he began, but I cut him off.

      “Nothing’s changed,” I stated. “I’m sure you want some help with your little Elf… thing… but I’ve got my own problems, so don’t let the ass hit you in the door on the way— shit— I mean, don’t let the door fuck you in the ass— dammit, you know what I mean!”

      “Does me being here offend you?” Charlie seethed. “Because right now, it seems like I’m annoying you just by breathing.”

      “You are, so go away.” I huffed and turned my back on Charlie, but he reached out and nabbed me by the shoulder.

      “Unhand me, you ruffian!” I screeched, and I batted at his arm.

      “Ruffian? Are you a hundred fucking years old?” he growled. He tugged on my arm, and I yanked back. We waged a tug-of-war that didn’t do anything but stretch out my ugly-ass Institute sweater. Oberi barked madly around us and grabbed Charlie’s pant leg, pulling at it like he thought this was a game.

      “Ouch! Oberi, cut it out!” Charlie said as the husky nearly yanked him off his feet with a giddy growl.

      “Get him, Oberi! Good boy!” I cheered.

      Charlie shook Oberi off, then grabbed my wrists. He pushed me into the wall roughly— though not as roughly as I would’ve liked— pinning my hands above my head.

      Finally, we were getting somewhere— wait, no— fuck, Ava, make up your mind!

      I was all over the place. Right now, my heart was split between choking this bastard or letting him screw me against the wall.

      Both, please?

      Charlie blocked me in, so I had nowhere to go. His hands were so firm, I knew any attempt to push him away would be absolutely futile. He was so close that I could feel his breath on my skin, and the heat of our bodies as they pressed together. Unlike when we’d first met, he was fed up with taking my shit and knew how to deal with me now.

      I was momentarily terrified that Charlie would realize how much weight I’d lost. But he must’ve not noticed my bony frame through all the layers I was wearing, so at least I was spared from one lecture...

      Or maybe he didn’t care. Who knew?

      I didn’t really mean to, but for some reason or another, I pushed my boobs up. My breasts crushed against his chest, and Charlie breathed raggedly. “Hell, one of these days, I’m going to make you listen.”

      “It’s not going to be today,” I sneered. “So piss off.” 

      “Goddamn you, pidge—” Charlie growled, but as he said it, he hitched a breath. 

      With that one word, both of our walls came crashing down in a moment of vulnerability, and a second was all it took. 

      Everything we’d shared. Everything we’d felt. The connection we had came rushing back. A well of love opened up inside of me, overflowing into an ocean that I couldn’t hold back. The effect broke me and healed me all at once. I’d forgotten what it was like to feel our bond. It’d been blocked off on both ends for so long. I never reached out to feel Charlie’s consciousness anymore, but when I did out of habit, I always hit resistance. Now that way was open, and I could feel the half of Charlie’s soul reaching out for my own, like it was lonely.

      Through our bond, I experienced Charlie’s feelings. Ancestors, he was so torn up inside. His heart was shattered. I didn’t think, after all this time, he still⁠—

      This was too painful. I immediately shut the bond off, and I felt Charlie do the same on his end. The effect was similar to crashing into a brick wall full-speed, and nearly as fatal. He let go of my wrists and took a few steps back, widening the gap between us. My half of our soul wept in sorrow at failing to be reunited with its twin, curling up and dying in my chest.

      Charlie scratched the back of his head and said quietly, “If you don’t want to come, fine. But to be honest, I need you. I can’t do this without you. So are you in, or what?”

      All my earlier reservations were thrown out the window when he said he needed me. I couldn’t deny him. Not when he asked me like that. “Let’s just get this over with. Where are we going?”

      “The chapel.” He said nothing more, just let Oberi lead him onward. I followed at a distance, keeping my head down.

      When Charlie opened the chapel doors, my stomach plummeted even further. Kallie and Marcus were inside, sitting in separate pews on opposite sides of the chapel. I didn’t think they’d talked all summer, either— all of us had been off doing our own thing.

      Eddie bounced in a corner, obviously pleased with himself. “They’re here, sir,” Eddie said. “I gathered Kallie and Marcus, just like you asked.”

      “Thanks,” Charlie said. “And Eddie— stop calling me sir.”

      “Right away, sir!”

      Charlie sighed. “Can you give us some space?”

      “Absolutely!” Eddie romped out like he was Charlie’s personal lap dog, excited he’d gotten thrown a treat. When the door clicked shut, there was an anxious silence— made even worse by the obnoxious tapping of Marcus’ shoe against the floor.

      “Marcus!” Kallie snapped, throwing her hands up. “Gods, can you just chill out?”

      “Sorry! I’m nervous,” Marcus blurted. “I don’t know why we’re doing this. Why now?”

      Nobody said anything, and it was clear we were waiting for Charlie. He took a breath. “Eddie and I have been doing our best to search for the remaining keys on our own, but we’re not getting anywhere. We need help.”

      Ancestors, the keys. The ones that opened the Elven gate on Darke Island. We’d hid them in the Criminal Lair last summer, because it was the only place they felt safe. It was the last time I spoke to Kallie or Marcus. I hadn’t given them a thought since, because the last time we’d gone looking for a key, my entire life had imploded. I honestly thought we were done with this.

      “So you only talk to us when you need something. Got it,” Kallie said.

      “It’s not like that,” Charlie ground out. “Things were… they’re complicated. It didn’t feel right to be friends, after⁠—”

      “After we condemned a whole city to their doom?” Kallie raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, got to say, that’s pretty awkward.”

      Charlie rubbed his face. “This is going to sound harsh, but I think it’s time all of us just… got over it.”

      “Got over it?” I repeated with disdain. “You want us to get over the fact that the four of us led the Warden straight to the Elves, and set off tension between the supernatural races that just might start another war?”

      “We don't have any other choice. We have to move forward,” Charlie snapped.

      “And how do you expect us to do that?” I crossed my arms.

      “By focusing on what’s ahead,” Charlie said firmly. “We can’t go back and reverse what we did, but we can still make things right. There are Elves out there that need our help. We can’t bring back those who died, but we can rescue those who are still alive.”

      Could we? I wasn’t sure. The Elves would’ve been better off if we had done nothing at all. 

      Charlie noticed my silence. “Did you make any headway on your own prophecy?”

      I scoffed. “No.” 

      And I didn’t want to. I couldn’t care less about my prophecy. The night Forevermore had been discovered, I’d stormed back to my cell and tossed the journal my Aunt Maddie had given me into my desk drawer in a fit of rage. It’d been collecting dust ever since. I didn’t care about fulfilling my prophecy, finding the keys, or anything having to do with my destiny. As far as I was concerned, my prophecy had cost me everything that mattered, so I didn’t wish to have anything to do with it until I was forced to face it again. I’d lost interest in finding clues, or even in discovering more about my demigod blood.

      Charlie frowned. “I’d thought you’d be interested in uncovering what the other verses meant.”

      I gave a pitiful laugh. “Why? So more people can get hurt? I’ve already fulfilled one line of the prophecy: A discovery of the ancient ones on the island of shadow will change the course of our universe. That line came to pass, and now, Forevermore is gone. That was only one verse, and there are still five verses left to go— oh, wait, there’s six now. I forgot.”

      My tone was bitter. Charlie hunched over, away from my voice.

      “Six?” Kallie asked. “I thought⁠—”

      “There are seven verses of my prophecy, one that my Aunt Maddie kept hidden from me, but she told Charlie,” I said. “The last verse says; A choice will be made by the twin of her soul, to save her and damn the realm, or curse her, and save us all. A fate worse than death is the chosen one’s destiny. Charlie’s supposed to cause my greatest demise, or whatever. Like anything could be worse than languishing in this hellhole, forced to endure the Warden’s every whim.”

      “Wow. That’s rough,” Marcus said, raising his eyebrows. 

      “Yeah. So excuse me if I don’t exactly want to push forward with my own prophecy. I’d like not to destroy any more civilizations… or myself.” I shrugged.

      Charlie went on, in a hurry to get away from what I’d revealed. “Anyway. I know saving the Elves is my responsibility, because I’m the Elven heir. You guys don’t have anything to do with this. All of you can walk away.”

      “Walk away?” Marcus sounded disgusted. “Do you really think we’d do that?”

      “I’m asking you not to!” Charlie shouted. “I need your help!”

      “You need our keys to open the gate on Darke Island, so you can lead the Elves to the Blessed Haven,” Kallie clarified. “That’s it.”

      “No.” Charlie shook his head. “It’s not that simple.”

      Charlie collapsed in a pew a few rows down from Marcus. I took a seat across the aisle away from him, waiting for him to explain.

      “The Elves are being targeted at the prison,” he began. “You guys already know this, but now that one of them escaped and didn’t die like the Warden said, the prison considers us a threat. Nobody knows that I have Elf blood yet, or that I’m the heir, but one day, they will. Before that day comes, I have to train the Elves at the Institute, and teach them how to fight back.”

      “Charlie, you have no idea what you’re doing,” I said. “You don’t know how to steal another supernatural’s powers. How can you teach the Elves something you’re not sure of yourself?”

      “I’ve been siphoning people’s powers by accident since the beginning of the year. I just have to learn how to do it consciously,” Charlie pointed out. “Once I do, I can teach the other Elves how to do it, too, and we’ll be ready to fight when it’s time.”

      “But the Elves have such small numbers now,” Marcus said. “They won’t survive another war.”

      “That’s the point. The Elves can’t hold the other races off forever,” Charlie said. “Which means I have to find the keys, and lead them to the Blessed Haven, like the prophecy says I’m supposed to do. I have to do this as soon as possible, before they’re wiped out. Every day that passes is another day closer to the Elves losing their chance to get to heaven and live in peace. I can’t afford to waste any more time. Which is why I’m asking you guys to step in.”

      “Sorry, but why does this even matter?” I asked.

      “What the fuck? Why does it matter?” Charlie asked scathingly.

      “Yeah. I mean, it really sucks, but if the Elves die, doesn’t that mean they get to go to the Blessed Haven anyway? That’s their heaven. Why do they need you to lead them there?” I asked.

      “They want me to lead their mortal bodies there, so they can live peacefully for eternity,” Charlie protested.

      “But their souls are destined for the Blessed Haven anyway, right? That’s their afterlife. Maybe it would just be better if⁠—”

      “Don’t say it,” Charlie hissed.

      “— If the Elves just died out anyway, because at least then they’d be at peace and in the Blessed Haven, and not in the middle of this stupid ass war!” I shouted.

      “So you’re saying it would’ve been better to stand back and allow them all to be slaughtered in Forevermore?” Charlie asked, completely aghast. 

      “I don’t know, but we’ve condemned them to a life of suffering by letting them live!” I argued. “If we had allowed Forevermore to be conquered, and let the Elves be killed, their souls would be in the Blessed Haven right now. Instead they’re here on Earth, suffering because we tried to save them.”

      It was a dark-ass way to think, but my mind couldn’t help but go there. I wanted to wipe suffering from the world so badly, and make society a more just and joyful place for all.

      But as I was learning quickly, my ability to end suffering, or even just stop it for a time, was very minimal, even as a demigod. Was living really worth it, if it meant living this way?

      “Life matters,” Charlie said firmly. “This war matters, bringing the Elves to the Blessed Haven before they die matters.”

      “Why?” I flung my hands up. “Why does any of it matter who lives and who dies? We’re all going to the afterlife, anyway.”

      “We’re here for a reason. We can’t just give up,” Charlie argued. “We might not know why we’re doing this, why we’re living, but the gods do.”

      “Screw the gods,” I snapped. “If they wanted to give us an answer, they’d tell us. They’ve communicated with supernaturals before, but they don’t care now, and I don’t want to be a pawn for a bunch of egotistical maniacs who want to play games.”

      Coyote Spirit came to mind. He hadn’t contacted me since the Darke Games, and he’d hardly been helpful since.

      “There’s a war coming, Ava! We need to stop it!” Charlie shouted. Kallie tried to shush him, and gave a quick glance at the door.

      “War is pointless. There’s no need for it. We’ll all be at peace when we die anyway, so why bother fighting?” I said flippantly. 

      “You gotta be sure you’re going to the right place,” Kallie pointed out. “If you don’t, you’re fucked for literally forever.”

      “Who cares,” I said tirelessly, tipping my head back. I was sure my soul was fated for hell, and at this point, I couldn’t really give a shit. It couldn’t be a worse place than where I was now.

      “You sure aren’t bothered by the thought of eternal damnation,” Charlie grumbled.

      “Because this is all so dumb!” I complained. “Might as well just cork off now and get to the good stuff. Or the bad stuff, anyway. At least after we die, we won’t have to deal with a pointless war.”

      “Maybe that’s not true,” Marcus said nervously. “Ava, your prophecy refers to a war of gods. Maybe… maybe the afterlife isn’t as peaceful as we think. Maybe war is happening there, too.”

      I physically felt the blood drain from my face at that horrible thought. To die on this Earth, only to go into the afterlife and have to fight there, too? Talk about eternal damnation. 

      “Marcus could be right,” Kallie theorized. “We know not everyone has a peaceful afterlife. There are some people in hell, whatever version of hell it is. Perhaps that’s where the gods will fight.”

      “But the Blessed Haven and the rest of heaven will be safe, right?” I asked.

      “I don’t know…” Marcus said slowly. “What if it isn’t? What if this puts everyone’s soul at risk?”

      “Or heaven itself,” Charlie commented. “We think the Ancestral Lands are a safe place of rest for Elementai souls, but what if the Ancestral Lands aren’t there anymore once this war of gods is done? What if it’s destroyed, along with the Blessed Haven and the rest of the heavenly planes of reality?”

      I felt sick at the thought. I didn’t want to consider this an actual threat, so I turned to Kallie and asked, “Fae know about interdimensional realms. Do you think our theory has any weight to it?”

      My gut sank as I watched her chew her lip thoughtfully. “It’s possible,” she theorized. “The afterlife is another dimension, one we can only access after we die, when our souls ascend. There was war in Edinmyre long ago, in the ancestral home of the fae, and that’s in another dimension. The fae afterlife exists in a part of Edinmyre itself, though one that’s inaccessible to those who haven’t yet died. Why can’t war exist in the heavens, too?”

      “If there’s war in heaven, can your soul die in the afterlife? And if it does, do you just… cease to exist?” Marcus wondered aloud. 

      Ancestors, nobody wanted to consider that. The chapel went deathly silent at the idea.

      I couldn’t take the quiet, so I blurted, “What are the gods fighting about?”

      “It’s gotta be something big, to put the afterlife at risk,” Marcus worried.

      “Yes, but why? Why are we here?” I said desperately. I needed an answer; some sort of direction that explained what my life meant and why it mattered, and leaving the answer up to fate wasn’t good enough.

      “It doesn’t matter what the meaning of life is. It’s useless to sit here and debate about it when there’s people out there that need us,” Charlie insisted. “If we don’t do something to stop this, we’re just as bad as the Warden. And I swear to the ancestors, I’m not going to lose myself because of this. I won’t become a monster because I’ve lost hope and don’t understand what any of this means.”

      “I’ll be damned before I become the Warden,” I snarled. I hated him. I despised him so badly, with every inch of my being. 

      “Then help me,” Charlie pleaded. “This isn’t just about the Elves. This is a multi-realm war, on Earth and possibly in the afterlife. Just dying doesn’t solve anyone’s problem, especially if the war is still going on in heaven, too. I can’t give up. We can’t give up. So don’t turn your back on me now, Ava, because I don’t think I can take it.”

      My form went completely rigid, and a coldness crept over my skin as I heard him beg. Kallie shivered, while Marcus looked away. 

      Charlie was right. If I didn’t do something to prevent the suffering of millions of people, whether they’d end up in heaven or not in the end, I was a monster. I might as well start calling myself Doctor Taurus, and I’d rather be in hell before I ended up like the Warden.

      Or let Charlie down. That was a stupid consequence of being in love with somebody you couldn’t have. 

      Charlie’s jaw tightened. “Either way, this all begins with the Elves. We have to start somewhere if we’re going to stop this. Only question is, where do we begin?”

      “The Warden took forty Elves from Forevermore,” I said. “Twenty of them are here, and the rest are at the adult penitentiary on the other side of the island. What does the Warden want to do with them?”

      “We know the Warden was looking for demigods to experiment on,” Kallie suggested. “Maybe he wants to use the Elves for the same purpose.”

      “But it’s been three months. Shouldn’t he have done that by now?” I asked.

      “Maybe he started with the adults,” Charlie mentioned. “And he’s just now moving on to us.”

      That was a scary idea. I twisted a lock of hair around my finger. “We can’t know for sure. There’s no way of telling what he’s been up to.”

      “We know what he’s been up to,” Kallie murmured, and I glanced up at her. She and Marcus shared a gaze that seemed… private, in a way.

      “Before you guys showed up, Kallie and I had a minute to talk,” Marcus said. “All summer, the Warden was pillaging Forevermore, looking for intel on demigods. He didn’t get far— the Elves burned the records they had before they left the city— but from what I found out, the Warden is a big deal with the Celestials. The angels love him. He’s a big part of the Celestial Church. He’s even one of their Deacons on their ruling council.”

      “If that’s true and he has so much power with the angels, why did he take a job at a reform school for supernaturals? Seems below his paygrade,” I questioned.

      “Because he’s looking for demigods, and he knows if they exist, they’ll end up here,” Marcus said firmly. “He’s not the only one who wants them. The Celestial Church is after them, too.”

      I shivered as I recalled how the angel professors had called the Warden my lord after I’d overheard their conversation about experimenting on inmates. 

      “And how’d you manage to get access to this information?” I asked suspiciously. 

      “Doesn’t matter,” Marcus said shortly. 

      “Doesn’t matter?” Kallie asked. 

      “It’s safer if you don’t know. Trust me,” Marcus said.

      I scowled. Marcus was hiding something. Like we needed any more secrets around here.

      Marcus sighed. “Point is, he’s one of the top Deacons in the angel hierarchy, which means he’s pulling the shots with the Celestials. Whatever he wants, the angels are going to give him.” 

      “We know the Warden is looking for demigods because he wants to use their powers for his own will, probably to gain control of the other supernatural races, and open the portal to the Blessed Haven that’s on Darke Island,” Kallie said. “I bet he wants to make the angels the overlords of everyone, with him at the top, and he needs demigods to do it.”

      “Seems really extreme, even for him,” I remarked.
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