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      Fire covered Raika’s body, the flames high and strong like a bonfire.

      For half a second, I watched in shock. Then I acted. “Raika?” my trembling voice called. Fear gripped my insides as I tried reaching for her. The fire flickered, sending embers my way, and the heat singed the hairs from my arms. I flinched, my despair growing.

      I grabbed my phone and—

      The fire died.

      Just like that. One second, it felt like it would explode and spread across the entire village, the next it was gone.

      Raika stood there, her eyes half-closed, her lips parted, her skin covered in soot. Her clothes were in tatters, but she wasn't burned.

      “Raika?” I took a step closer to her. The heat was still there, but not nearly as bad as before.

      Raika let out a long sigh and fell back.

      I dashed to her and caught her before she hit the ground. Her hot body burned my skin, and I hissed. Cradling her in my arms, I ran to the infirmary.

      Jay’s face paled as he saw us coming. “What—?”

      “Help me,” I asked, my voice frantic.

      “I …” He was in shock. “I don’t have supplies yet. It’s better if—”

      I didn’t hear him finish. I ran to DuMoir Castle.

      I yelled as I approached one of the guarded side doors. “Help!” The two vampire guards stood at attention. “I need a healer! Now!”

      One of them disappeared inside the castle, while the other came to me. “What happened?” He glanced behind us, as if looking for an imminent threat. “Who did this?”

      “No one,” I whispered, still stunned with what had happened. “It was her.”

      The guard balked at me and halted. I ran into the castle, toward the infirmary. Rapid footsteps sounded through the corridors. Prince Killian and Lavinia faltered as they took in Raika in my arms.

      “What happened?” Killian asked.

      “I …” I shook my head and kept going. They followed me.

      The infirmary was located in the east wing of the castle, on the first floor. It was a large room with a handful of hospital beds, and a couple of doors in the back led to private rooms.

      I laid Raika on one of the beds as a female vampire stepped closer. “What happened?” she asked. I growled at her, not willing to let anyone touch my mate. The female shot me a stern look. “If you want me to help her, back off.” She pushed me aside, her strength surprising.

      When I moved only half a step, Killian caught my arm and pulled me back some more. “What happened, Shane?” he asked, his voice low.

      I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. Did I even know what had happened?

      More footsteps echoed in the infirmary. Thea and Almae arrived. They took one look at Raika, and without hesitating, took over. They stood beside the vampire then hovered their hands over Raika’s body, using their magic to find any wound or injury.

      As far as I knew, there was none.

      The only thing consoling me right now was the fact that I could hear Raika’s heart beating and her breathing. She didn’t seem to be in any danger, though that had been scary as hell.

      “Bring a washcloth and water,” Almae told the other female vampire. I had seen her a couple of times and didn’t remember her name. The vampire nodded and headed to a storage room where all the supplies were located. Then she turned to me. “How are you?”

      I opened my mouth again. Closed it. Swallowed, my throat parched and hurting. “I don’t care about me,” I finally said, my voice rough. “I care about her.”

      Lavinia stepped up to me and offered me a bottle of water. Where had she gotten this? I didn’t care. I took the bottle and chugged the water.

      The vampire came back and handed the washcloth to Thea and Almae.

      “Thank you, Meredith,” Almae said. That was her name.

      The three of them dampened the washcloth and cleaned the soot from Raika’s skin. Raika let out a long sigh, as if the chilliness in the washcloths was a balm to her hot skin. Even from the edge of the bed, I still could feel the heat radiating from her body, though it was much better now.

      “Let me look at you,” Meredith said.

      I frowned. “Why?”

      She held my wrists and extended my arms. I inhaled sharply as I took in the red, angry skin on my arms. Thankfully, my apprehension toward Raika and the adrenaline from the moment had prevented me from feeling any pain, and my healing had already kicked in.

      Meredith pressed her lips tight. “Do you want anything to speed your healing up? Or for pain, perhaps?”

      I shook my head and turned away from her. “So?” I took a step closer to Thea and Almae. “How is she?”

      Thea placed a washcloth on Raika’s forehead. “She’s fine … for now.”

      “For now?” What the hell did that mean?

      “Tell us what happened.” Almae pulled a thin white blanket up to Raika’s chest.

      This time, I inhaled deeply, pushed through the haziness in my mind, and told them what had happened. I had taken her to the lake, proposed to her, she said yes, we kissed, and she erupted into fire.

      Lavinia pressed her hand over her mouth. “You’re engaged,” she whispered.

      At the same time, Thea nodded. “As I thought. It’s the dragon’s magic. It’s acting faster than we predicted. It’s spreading and taking over her darkfire.”

      I crossed my arms. “What does that mean?”

      A soft moan came from the bed and Raika took a long breath. I stepped to her side and caught her hand in mine. It was hot, but not unbearably so. I leaned closer to her. “Hey, how are you?”

      She blinked, taking another breath. “Like I was run over by a truck.” She started sitting up in bed. Meredith and I helped her and put more pillows behind her back. Raika glanced around. “What happen—?” Her eyes went wide. “Fire,” she whispered. I nodded. Horror filled her eyes. “Did I hurt you?”

      I almost chuckled. Only her to care about others at a time like this. “No, you didn’t. But you gave me quite the scare.”

      She pulled the blanket away, taking in her destroyed clothes. “By the moon …”

      Thea and Almae stood on the other side of the bed. “Raika, what did you feel before the fire took over?” Almae asked.

      Raika’s skin already had a reddish hue to it, but somehow, the red in her cheeks deepened. “I was with Shane, so …”

      Thea nodded. “Magic is linked to emotions. Since the dragon’s magic is still unstable, strong emotion will trigger it.”

      “How …?” I shut my mouth, not wanting to say the words, but curious. “How isn’t she dead right now?”

      “Because the dragon’s magic is becoming a part of her,” Thea said. “The fire won’t burn her, though it’ll probably burn everything else.”

      “These powers will only grow,” Almae said. “We can make an elixir for you that will slow it down, and perhaps it’ll help so you don’t explode every time something happens.”

      “I would appreciate that,” Raika said.

      “We also should schedule some training,” Thea added. “With training, you might have more control and eventually not need the elixir.”

      Raika nodded. “That sounds good too.”

      Almae rested a hand on Raika’s legs. “For now, we would like to keep you here. Just until we make the elixir and we’re sure it works.”

      Raika looked at me, agony stamped in her beautiful eyes. “I wouldn’t want to hurt my family or friends, or burn down the village.” She sighed. “I’ll stay here for as long as is needed.”

      My brows curled down. I didn’t like the idea of Raika staying here. I would probably stay with her, which meant I would have to ask Rue to watch Minsi and Tyren.

      “Stay here, then,” Thea said. “Rest, sleep, recharge. If you feel anything happening, let Meredith know. She knows what to do when things get out of control.”

      Meredith gave Raika a reassuring smile. Although, what would she do if things got out of control? If she hurt Raika, she would lose an arm, if not her head.

      I smoothed a hand over my face and let out a long breath. This was my fear and protectiveness talking. No one would hurt Raika.

      “We’ll work on the elixir,” Almae said. “We’ll be back as soon as we have it.” She looked at Lavinia. “Want to help us?”

      Lavinia nodded. “I’ll be there in a minute.” Thea and Almae walked out of the room and Lavinia squealed. “You two are engaged?”

      With a smile, Raika looked at the ring on her finger. Thankfully, it hadn’t been damaged like her clothes had. Her smile widened when she looked at me, and my heart lurched.

      Killian slapped my shoulder. “Congratulations.”

      At that moment, I forced myself to push the thought of Raika on fire away from my mind, and focused on what had happened moments before and our promising future together.

      Lavinia pulled a chair and sat beside Raika’s bed. “So … tell me all your plans. Big or small wedding? Beach, country, ballroom? White or beige dress?”

      Lavinia went on, distracting Raika so she wouldn’t think of the dragon’s magic and how she could hurt any of us if she lost control. I was grateful for that.
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      While Lavinia distracted me talking about the wedding, Shane went to the village to get me clothes and other things. I didn’t want a big wedding, and it would probably be at the center of the village if we still lived here. My dress would probably be a different color … not white, not beige. Maybe gray? Could one get married in black? Seriously, I didn’t think those fluffy, white dresses were for me.

      But as I thought about the wedding, I knew it wouldn’t happen anytime soon. I had to master the dragon magic, and we still had to deal with Paimon. I couldn’t focus on my future, knowing my father was out there, vying for more and more power.

      Right before noon, Shane came back with a bagful of my things. Meredith showed me to the bathroom inside the infirmary. I stepped under the warm water and felt cold. I knew I was still hot to the touch, but it seemed now everything else felt cold against me. I made the water as hot as I could and then rethought it. I quickly switched to cold water, the coldest I could endure, and washed myself like that.

      As I washed my hair, I sighed. One moment, I was kissing Shane, excited about his proposal, and then, I exploded.

      And I blacked out.

      Waking in the infirmary had been disconcerting. Why were my skin and hair intact and my clothes and shoes weren’t? How could I endure the dragon’s magic? I wasn’t a dragon or a dragon shifter.

      It was a neat trick, but an unwelcome one. A beautiful, majestic dragon had died for this magic.

      I wish I could give it back, but magic couldn't be returned to a dead dragon.

      I sighed again. If there was a way to transfer this magic to a dragon or a dragon shifter, Kaz would have told us.

      I finished my shower, brushed my damp hair, and put on a pair of ripped jeans and a tank top.

      I walked out of the bathroom on bare feet and halted.

      Minsi, Tyren, Rue, and Jay had brought us lunch. My heart squeezed seeing the worried looks on their faces.

      Minsi ran to me, wrapping her arms round my waist. I stared at Shane. What do I do? I asked with my eyes. He smiled at me. What if I hurt her? What if the fire came back? I knew Meredith could stop me, but what if she wasn’t fast enough?

      I allowed myself to embrace Minsi, then I pulled back, held her hand, and walked to the bed. Before I could take two steps, Jay halted in front of me.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice breaking.

      I stared at him. What had happened? Shane looked at me and sighed. “It’s okay, Jay. She’s fine now.”

      “It’s not fine.” Jay lowered his head. “Shane came to me first and I … the infirmary isn’t ready, but also I …” He sighed. “I panicked. I—I saw you all orange and you looked dead. I thought I would mess it up instead of making it better.”

      If I wasn’t afraid of hurting him, I would have hugged him. As it was, I touched my hand to his arm. “It’s all right, Jay. If you didn’t feel ready, I’m glad you said as much to Shane.”

      “What kind of healer turns a patient away? I turned you away.”

      “You need more experience and confidence in yourself.” I pressed a finger to his chest, right above his heart. “More trust in here.”

      He shook his head. “I’m not good enough for this.”

      I was too tired to argue about this. “Jay, I’m fine. You’re fine, and one day you’ll be an amazing healer. Just don’t give up.”

      Meredith emerged from her office. “Jay, why don’t you train with me?” His eyes sparked. “Come into my office, let’s talk.”

      Jay barely wasted another second with us. He bolted after Meredith and I shot her a thankful look. She smiled at me before closing her office door.

      I resumed my trek to the bed, where I gently pushed Minsi toward Shane, and hopped over the mattress.

      “Bringing them here is risky,” I muttered.

      “They wanted to see you,” he said.

      “Then at least keep them back.”

      Tyren frowned. “We’re not afraid.”

      My heart almost broke in half. “I know, and I’m thankful for that, but this magic is strong and stubborn. I still don’t know how to control it. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      He crossed his arms. “I know you won’t hurt us.”

      His confidence in me was reassuring, but I didn’t give in to all of it. Shane shot me a just-enjoy-this-moment look, so I let out a long breath.

      They all sat in chairs around my bed, their plates resting on their laps as we ate Rue’s lasagna. Halfway through the meal, I brought the napkin to my lips.

      Minsi inhaled deeply.

      Tyren pointed at me. His eyes bugged and he looked from me to Shane. “You proposed?”

      Shane ran a hand through his hair. “This morning. Right before Raika fell sick. Sorry I didn’t get a chance to tell you.” He put his plate aside. “I was planning on telling everyone tonight at dinner so we could celebrate …”

      “But I’ve ruined it,” I added.

      Shane frowned. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      I looked at Minsi and Tyren. “Are you two okay with this? If not, just say it. We’ll—”

      “Are you crazy?” Tyren asked.

      “Tyren!” Shane snapped. “What the hell?”

      “Sorry.” Tyren’s shoulders sagged a little. “I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just …” He looked at Minsi, Shane, then at me. “You’re part of this family. You have been for some time now. We are more than okay with it.”

      My heart warmed, a huge smile spreading over my lips. “That is …” Tears brimmed in my eyes. “It’s just that I would never impose on you, if you didn't want this too. But thank you. That means a lot to me.“ I waved at my eyes.

      Shane shot to his feet, returning to my side. “Calm down. Take deep breaths.” He did it with me. One, two, three deep inhales and slow exhales. “After you learn how to control the dragon magic, we can celebrate. For now, we should try to avoid all that.”

      He looked at Tyren, who gave him a short nod.

      We finished eating and Rue showed us the chocolate candy bars she had brought for dessert. “I didn’t have time to make something, so chocolate it is.”

      I unwrapped a milky way. “This is perfect. Thank you.” I glanced at all of them. “Thanks for coming and having lunch with me.”

      We ate the chocolate, talked about school and their tasks for the day, then Rue escorted the kids out. Jay had long been gone and we hadn’t even seen him leaving.

      Although I would spend the night here, I wanted to ask Shane to go home. The kids needed him and we had abandoned them so much in the last month. It all had been necessary, but I disliked it.

      For now, I enjoyed the fact he was snuggled in bed with me. “You must be tired. Go to sleep.”

      I laid my head on his shoulder. “I’m not that tired.”

      He kissed my forehead and smooth his hand down my back, tucking me even closer to him. “Just try.”

      I didn’t fight it, and that proved that this whole ordeal had indeed zapped my energy and I needed rest. I closed my eyes, inhaled his familiar musky scent, and drifted off to sleep.
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      When I woke up, Shane wasn’t in bed. Panic stole my breath, and I had to orient myself … I was in the infirmary.

      Shane stood before the long window on the other side of the room.

      I stared at him for a minute, always impressed by how handsome and strong he was. Today, he wore fitted jeans and a dark green Henley shirt that hugged his hard shoulders and arms perfectly.

      The afternoon sun bathed him in a golden light, and for a moment, he seemed like a wolf god.

      With a sly smile, he turned to me. “Watching me again, hm?”

      Heat spread to my cheeks. “You caught me.”

      He walked toward me. “Keep staring. I don’t mind. But I might stare too.”

      I ran a hand through my messy hair. It was worse than a rat’s nest. “How about you wait until I don't feel so messy?”

      He sat beside me, facing me, his eyes on mine. “How are you feeling?”

      I was still a little tired, as if the fire had incinerated my energy. I was also bored, though my stay here had barely begun. I was worried about hurting others. Maybe we should have a tent outside in an open field, with some kind of moat around me, so even if I burned and burned the tent, the fire wouldn’t spread and I couldn’t hurt anyone. And I also felt the magic within me. I couldn’t explain it, but sometimes it felt like an oily snake swimming through my veins, wrapping around my bones, making itself comfortable and claiming my body as its home.

      The knot in Shane’s forehead deepened. “Has it flared up since this morning?”

      “Only when Tyren made me emotional earlier, but you noticed before I did.” Thank goodness. If it weren’t for Shane, I’m not sure what would have happened.

      He held my hand in his. “Soon, Thea and Almae will come back with your elixir.”

      “They are still working on it,” Killian said as he entered the infirmary. “Lavinia is there with them. They have been there nonstop since this morning.”

      That made me feel bad. I hated making work and trouble to others. “Tell them to take a break, or the rest of the day off. I think we can manage a day or two without it.” I had no idea if that was true, but I wanted to believe it.

      Shane frowned again. “I bet they want to do it.”

      Killian nodded. “They love this kind of stuff. They are doing it because they enjoy it.”

      That made me feel a little better. “Thanks.” Killian shrugged, but his expression darkened. “What is it?”

      He shook his head. “I talked to Drake. He apologized for not coming to see you, but with the tension with the demons, he’s busier than ever.”

      “What did he tell you?” Shane asked, his tone somber.

      “There’s no progress,” Killian said. “The demon hunters amassed most of their forces and searched the entire country and Canada, and they can’t find Paimon … or Rotgar, or Ivy.”

      A wave of apprehension at the sound of my sister's name seized my chest. I pushed that feeling aside. “If he’s gathering an army, shouldn’t it be easy to find?”

      “It seems that way, doesn’t it?” Killian asked. “But he has some good hiding tricks.”

      I wished I could help Killian and Drake and the demon hunters, but Paimon had been smart. He had never revealed his plan to me or where I could hear it. I hadn’t realized that until I was free. Right now, I was of no help.

      “Next meeting Lord Drake calls, let me know,” Shane said. He glanced at me. “We might stay out of the fight, but I would like to be kept in the loop.”

      “Wait.” I sat straighter. “You want to stay out of the fight?”

      A wave of tension rolled around the room. “I’ll …” He pointed to the door across the room. “Yeah.” He zipped out with his super vampire speed without saying goodbye.

      I stared at Shane, not understanding. “What do you mean we’ll stay out of the fight?”

      He squared his shoulders. “With your powers, it might not be a good idea. You could lose it in the middle of the battle and burn our people. It’s too risky until you have control.”

      “With the elixir and proper training, it won’t be,” I countered.

      “We might not have time for training. We don't know when Paimon plans to attack.”

      “He’s in hiding, and he might be unstable like I am. He might need time to get a handle on the dragon magic. That should give me time to train.”

      “That is a big if.”

      “What do you want me to do, then? Sit here and twiddle my thumbs while our friends march into battle?”

      Shane’s jaw ticked. “I want you to be safe.”

      “While Paimon is out there, trying to take the underworld back, I’m not safe. No one is.”

      “That’s why the others will deal with him.”

      I let out a long breath. “Shane, please, don’t do this. Don’t be a chauvinist and—”

      “I’m being protective of the people I love.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not weak. I can defend myself and others. We can’t sit this one out.”

      He shot to his feet and the chair almost fell back. “I … I can’t go through it again, Raika. I can’t. I thought you died twice, and then you caught fire in front of my eyes not even eight hours ago. I can’t see you in any more danger. My soul can’t take it.”

      I knew where he was coming from, but it wasn’t fair. He didn’t get to choose for me. Besides … “You do realize I have the same powers as Paimon now, don’t you? I might be the only one able to stop him.” His eyes widened as if he hadn’t considered that. “You can’t keep me from this fight.”

      He clenched his hands into fists and his jaw hardened. “Think about Minsi and Tyren … and me. We need you and we need you here. Not fighting a war that already has thousands of people signed up for.”

      I couldn’t believe I was hearing this. “Shane—”

      “No!” He almost shouted and I flinched. “I won’t hear another damn word about this.”

      He spun on his heel, marching away.

      I stayed seated in bed, staring at the door long after he left, confused and alone.
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      I couldn’t believe Shane had left. That was not how you fixed an argument. Would he do that every time we disagreed on something? I didn’t like being upset at him, and I was sure he didn’t like being mad at me.

      I started moving from the bed, intent on following him and making him talk to me so we could fix whatever rift this was and make up.

      Meredith walked into the room from her office. “Good, you’re awake. I would like to check you out.”

      Shit. I sat back down. Maybe it was for the best if I gave Shane a few minutes. He needed to clear his head and let go of his anger before we were able to talk.

      Meredith came to the bed’s side, beginning her examination. She told me to relax while she listened for my heart and breathing. She checked my temperature: higher than was normal for a wolf, and we already ran higher than humans, but not overly so.

      “The dragon’s magic seems to be quiet,” she said. “For now.”

      That wasn’t reassuring. Then again, I knew it wasn’t supposed to be. Vampires weren’t known for their gentle nature. Meredith would tell me how it was without any sugarcoating.

      “Thea said that if I start losing control, you can do something about it,” I said. “What is it?”

      One corner of her lips tugged up. “I’ll tell you some other time.” She patted my leg and walked away.

      I looked out the window. The sun was already descending, though since it was almost summer, we still had a few of hours of sunlight.

      I reconsidered going after Shane, but I thought of the village and our wolves. There was a reason I was being kept here—so I didn’t hurt anyone if I lost control. I couldn’t go after Shane and end up hurting others. Especially because something told me we would argue more before making up, and if I got angry, who knew what could happen?

      I stayed put, bored out of my mind. I laid my back on the pillows propped up on the bed, picked up my phone, and started browsing books. I wasn’t in the mood to read, but I could see the new releases of this past month and choose what I would like to read.

      Footsteps approached and a moment later, Thea, Almae, and Lavinia walked in.

      Thea lifted her hand, showing me the rectangular box she was holding. “Here it is.” She walked to the bed, put the box over the side table, and picked up one of many vials inside.

      “We used the flower from the mountain,” Lavinia announced, sounding a little too eager. “Don’t worry, it seems totally safe, and it has a calming effect, which is perfect for this.”

      Thea nodded, handing me the vial. “It should help stabilize the dragon magic.”

      I took it and turned it around in my hand, the yellow liquid shining almost golden. “What happens when we train? Won’t this make it harder for me to access the magic?”

      “This elixir won’t last long.” Almae gestured to the box. “That’s why there are so many. You should drink one every four to six hours, depending on how you’re feeling and your emotions.”

      I frowned. “So the idea is to schedule training between doses?”

      Thea nodded. “Exactly.”

      “You should drink it,” Lavinia urged me.

      I uncorked the vial and an acrid scent reached my nose. “Any side effects I should know about?”

      “We did everything we could so there wouldn't be any,” Almae said. That was good. If only every medicine out there was like that.

      I held my breath and downed the elixir. A burning sensation traveled down my throat and I hissed.

      “Here.” Lavinia picked up the glass of water from the side table, offering it to me.

      I drank two big gulps and sighed.

      The three witches watched me carefully, making me feel like I was under a microscope.

      “Feel anything?” Thea asked.

      I frowned. “No—” I gasped as my insides relaxed on their own accord. It was like a balm had descended upon the dragon’s magic, calming it, and I could breathe again. “I think it’s working.”

      Meredith stepped forward and took my temperature. “It’s lower.”

      Almae smiled. “That’s a good sign.”

      “But remember, it won’t last long,” Thea reminded me. “If we made it stronger, it might have upset your stomach or worse. Follow the directions, or whenever you feel like you’re losing it.”

      I nodded, realizing I had drunk one. “So, no training for now.”

      Thea shook her head. “We’ll start tomorrow morning, after your first dose of the day starts fading.”

      “For now, stay here, have a good night’s rest.” Almae squeezed my arm gently. “You need it.”

      Thea and Almae promised to come check on me later, before they retreated for the night, but they told me that if I needed them, I could call on them at any time, even in the middle of the night. They left, but Lavinia stayed.

      She pulled a chair closer to my bed. “How are you?”

      “Bored. Tired of resting,” I confessed. I knew this was important, though. Everything that was happening was new; no one had any experience with it. We couldn’t make any mistakes or others could get hurt. “But I understand.”

      “I can get you some books from the library. Tell me which ones. And I can also order something special for dinner. Tell me what you want.”

      I smiled at her, happy she was my friend. I asked for a book about dragons. Now that I had all this power inside me, I wanted to understand it. As for dinner, I asked for pepperoni pizza. Plain and simple.

      Lavinia laughed. “Of course. I might bring it over and stay for dinner too.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t mind. Invite Killian too. The more, the merrier.”

      She frowned. “Speaking of that, where’s Shane?”

      I clicked my tongue. “We had a small argument and he stomped away from here.”

      Her eyes bugged. “That’s unlike him.”

      “I know, and that makes me more upset.” I smoothed the blanket over my legs. “Actually, I’m more upset that I couldn't go after him.” It had been a couple of hours since he left. I had hoped he would have calmed down and be back by now.

      “Do you want me to find him?”

      “No, it’s okay. He’ll come when he’s ready to talk.”

      Lavinia stayed with me for a few more minutes, then she went to find me some books and order my pizza.

      I lay back on the pillows, again bored and alone.

      But it wasn’t for long.

      I felt the tug in my heart and heard his footsteps before he opened the infirmary’s door and walked in.

      “Shane,” I whispered.
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      As soon as I ran from that infirmary, I let my wolf out. My clothes ripped apart and fell on the castle’s pristine floors. I dashed past vampires and witches, and they all stepped out of my way before I ran over them. Right now, my anger burned like the sun and I needed to snuff it out.

      Outside, I crossed the back garden and entered the forest.

      I aimlessly ran for over an hour. Then I chased a squirrel and a deer. Killian appeared at some point and finished off the deer I had been chasing. He ran with me a little.

      When we finally stopped, he asked, “Do you want to talk?”

      I shook my head. “Do you want to be alone?”

      I nodded.

      “All right. Then I’ll go back to the castle. You know where to find me.”

      He zipped away with his super speed, and I was alone again. I ran another hour before the anger and anxiety fizzled out.

      I slowed down, trying to quell the war raging in my thoughts and with my emotions. I wanted to be a supportive partner, but how did I keep Raika safe? I couldn’t control her—I would never do that—but sitting back and watching her fight, knowing this next one would be to the death...

      If she didn’t kill Paimon, he would kill her. And this time, it wouldn’t be a trick. It would be real.

      I couldn’t go through
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