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      Madeleine Greenbriar, what have you gotten yourself into this time?

      The lingering scent of sulphur tickled my nostrils as I walked down the dark street, the trail leading me towards Islington High Street.

      Dammit, it was trying to hide.

      I could hear the throb of heavy music before I turned the corner and my heart sank and rose, if such a thing was possible.

      The line for the nightclub snaked down the block, humans dressed in their best outfits. Death-rockers, punks, and goths huddled in their cliques as they waited to get inside London’s longest running alternative venue, Adrenaline.

      Mohawks, tattoos, and piercings were the flavour of the subculture, along with corsets, buckles, and elaborate hair extensions. There were a few futuristic looks—android-esque with plastic tubing hair and spiked welding goggles—and others wore more traditional goth attire made up of lace and velvet…and then there was me.

      I had the all black thing down pat, but my profession demanded I paired the colour with tactical gear. Trousers with pockets, an arondight blade—a magical blade that retracted into its hilt—at my left hip, a cold iron dagger made from a meteorite on my right, and another in my combat boot. The rest of the uniform was a simple tight black T-shirt and a leather jacket. The last bit was an amendment on my part. My last shred off rebelliousness now that I was a full-fledged Natural warrior. At least my hair was naturally dark.

      I scanned the crowd, my senses coming up blank. My target wasn’t out here.

      I walked past the line of humans, my boots thudding against the uneven concrete. The security guards checking ID didn’t bother to lift their heads as I passed, but they wouldn’t have seen me even if they did. The first rule of patrolling was to remain concealed at all times.

      I was a Natural—a demon-hunting mage—born to fight the Darkness from beyond the rift. Even though the rift was closed five years ago, it didn’t mean we ridded the world of the demons who sought to consume it. We’d gone from soldiers in a war to the cleanup crew. It wasn’t the kind of hero I wanted to be, but after I’d almost become a casualty of said war before I’d even graduated from the Academy, I supposed manning a mop wasn’t all that bad.

      That’s how I found myself on the hunt at a goth club, of all places. I wasn’t supposed to be patrolling solo, but I’d ditched my partner hours ago, frustrated by the rules and regulations—and the distrustful glances she kept throwing at me. It was a recurring routine that pissed me off more than I should’ve allowed.

      I worked better alone.

      Inside, the venue was nothing more than a rundown warehouse of patched concrete. Four levels rose above me like a maze, full of clubbers and Light knew what else. Music vibrated through the structure, feeding into my heightened senses. I’d always wanted time off to go clubbing at the city’s premier alternative club, but there was never any rest for a Natural. This was as good as it was going to get.

      Adrenaline was a place outsiders could come and express themselves without fear of being ridiculed, which was an admirable feat, but no one ever stopped to think about how the outsiders judged their own just as harshly. It was a human failing, despite striving for acceptance beyond the norm.

      Then there was the other drawback of being different. Goths—more than any other human subculture—dabbled in demonic summoning the most. I didn’t know why humans would want to mess with the Dark, but I knew there were humans out there who thrived on shock value. Wearing a corset as an outer layer, shaving half your hair off and colouring it black and blue, wasn’t enough for some people.

      Following the blip on my Light radar, I moved through the club, rising through the heaving mass of bodies. I passed a room playing traditional goth music and narrowed my eyes at the humans twisting their hands towards the ceiling, their long, lace sleeves trailing through the mist from a smoke machine. It was a dance dubbed ‘cobwebs in the ceiling’.

      Snorting, I passed the door and kept climbing. It wasn’t until I reached the top that I stopped. The stench of demonic activity was potent—the putrid fart smell curling my nose. It was no wonder no one else seemed to notice it. The club was a melting pot of scents—stale beer, sweat, urinal cakes, the sickly aroma from the smoke machine, and the damp that always clung to old buildings like this one. No amount of pine disinfectant could cover all of that.

      The bass of a heavy industrial song reverberated through the concrete floor, pulsing up my legs and into my body. The flashing lights cast an eerie glow over the goths dancing around me, their movements stuttering like an elaborate stop-motion animation.

      It wasn’t hard to spot my target. It had leeched its Darkness all over the club like a putrid snail trail.

      I watched the demon slide up against a woman in a sleek, black PVC corset. It’d inhabited a man’s body or had taken on the appearance of one. I wouldn’t know until I got closer.

      It seemed the rarer cast of demons had fallen out of the woodwork since the rift had closed. The lesser, more rotting kind had fallen apart in the last few years and the big boys had come out to play in their frantic search for power. It meant demon hunting had become a wild new frontier.

      They began to dance together, her hands snaking around his neck. If only she knew.

      But I did, and it made watching its seduction even creeper knowing it was after her soul.

      That’s when I realised it’d screwed me over.

      The club was a tight space, every inch used to its full capacity. That meant there were no dark corners or storage closets to drag my prey inside. I couldn’t draw my arondight blade without hurting an innocent, and I couldn’t do an exorcism because its putrid demonic arse would just fly off into someone else. And then I’d have to repeat the whole ordeal over again…and I loathed repeating myself.

      It was a fight that might end badly, no matter what I did. I risked exposure of our kind by confronting it here, or the soul of an innocent if I choose to stand down.

      I sighed. I couldn’t walk away knowing I would damn her soul to complete erasure, despite her crimes to fashion.

      The only way to end this was to wrestle the demon outside.

      I slid through the crowd, silent and invisible, flowing past flailing arms and stomping boots, my form melting through the flashing lights. The demon didn’t notice me until I was upon them.

      I pressed my hand on the woman’s shoulder, sending a flutter of Light—the magic that set me apart from humanity—into her. She blinked, then moved away from the threat, her gaze passing straight through the man she’d just been rubbing up against as if he’d never been there.

      Once she was gone, I pulled the demon into the aura of my cloak, concealing it from the surrounding humans.

      “Natural,” it hissed.

      “No soul eating for you tonight,” I declared, closing my hand around its throat. “How about you and I take this outside?”

      “Stupid girl. You’re going to die.”

      It lunged, sending me flying back into the wall of dancers. The crowd parted, clubbers looking around to see what had pushed them out of the way.

      I landed flat on my back with the creature on top of me, its hands clawing at my neck.

      The moment skin touched skin, I could sense what it was. It wasn’t an Infernal—a cloudy essence possessing a human—it was something else. Something new. It was evolving to survive in a world cut off from its power source. We’d been warned about this.

      Its tongue grew, as did the barbs along it, and licked towards my face. I pushed my Light into it, my free hand scrambling for my arondight blade. The creature screeched as my power burned its flesh.

      Our desperate struggle was cut short as the demon burst into a fireball above me. Gasping, I covered my face with my arm as heat blasted my exposed skin.

      My Light went into overdrive. I pushed off the floor, flipping to my feet. My hand closed around my sword hilt as I looked for my rescuer…or assailant—I wasn’t quite sure what I’d just walked into.

      An ebb of unknown power drew my attention to a man lingering in the shadows and our gazes met.

      Tall, dark, and handsome had nothing on this guy. Sharp, angled jaw, piercing eyes, shaved head, lean muscle, dressed in black…but he wasn’t a clubber. He wore jeans that were torn at the knees, battered combat boots, a tight, washed-out T-shirt, and a leather biker jacket that had seen better days. Rugged and dangerous—just how I liked my men, which made him a threat.

      He lifted his finger to his lips, his eyes flashed silver as the strobe light pulsed above us.

      I froze, my Light sensing the Darkness lingering just below the surface of his human exterior. It was also in that moment that I realised my cloak had failed and the entire fourth floor of Adrenaline was staring at me.

      The man smirked and melted into the gap between a girl with a massive teased mohawk and a guy in black PVC pants and matching waist cincher.

      I lunged after him, pushing through the humans. They shouted at me over the pounding music, but I wasn’t focused on them. A flash of tired black leather led me out the door and down the stairs. Barrelling past a swarm of startled goths, I chased my newest target through the club, ducking under outstretched arms and twisting around stomping cyber goths on yet another dance floor.

      A demon killing one of its own kind? Stranger things had happened, but they rarely went down like this. I got the feeling the newcomer was helping me out, but I’d learned from an early age not to have such high hopes in people, demonic or otherwise.

      I could be running into another trap, but this was too strange not to follow up.

      Just as security rushed into the venue, I made it outside where I was invisible again.

      I legged it down the lane, my Light propelling me over the slick cobblestones, and veered around the corner. Following the whiff of Dark, I turned left in time to catch sight of my target ducking into another lane ahead.

      Chasing him, I skidded around the building. Leaping into the air, I propelled myself over the row of parked motorcycled and mopeds, grazed a spiked fence, and landed in the terrace gardens. They were locked green spaces for the private use of the people living in the posh houses either side, but tonight they were just yet another obstacle in a chase scene.

      I paid no attention to the night around me as I sprinted down the path, following the demon. Ahead, he jumped into a tree, then swung from a light pole.

      Preempting his next move, I sprang over the fence and pushed off the ground with a burst of Light. I flew through the air and drew my arondight blade. Landing on the roof of the terrace, my boots clattered against the old terracotta tiles.

      I was in the man’s path.

      I swung my sword, the blade erupting out of the hilt. Silver shards of Light sparked as it slammed into the brick chimney stack centimetres from his face. He’d barely come to a halt in time, but luckily for him, we both had a second sight for these kinds of situations.

      “I’d be careful with that thing,” he said. “You could take someone’s eye out.”

      They were the first words he had spoken, and his accent threw me. It was Scottish, but it wasn’t. Another twang hid in there, though I couldn’t figure it out.

      “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t send you back to Hell,” I demanded.

      “Only one? I can give you a thousand.” He smirked.

      He began to move, and I forced my blade towards his face, but he ducked, avoiding the blow too fast for my liking. I pirouetted, arcing a full three-sixty degrees, only to slam my sword on the other side of the chimney stack, blocking his path again.

      “Okay, okay,” he said, holding up his hands as silver sparks danced across the roof.

      “Start. Talking.”

      “I’ve got no fight with you, Natural, but I can’t be caught here.”

      I narrowed my eyes, my gaze piercing his Darkness. That’s when I saw it—something I recognised from a long time ago. I knew what to look for, because I’d had the same thing growing inside me—a mutation. “You’re not entirely Dark.”

      He smirked. “Takes one to know one.”

      I hesitated, and that split-second gave him an opening to strike.

      He pushed me backwards with a pulse of Darkness and wrenched my blade from my hand. My boot slipped on the tiled roof and I was falling.

      Air rushed past me and I let go of my Light, the burst of energy softening the blow as I landed flat on my back in the garden. My sword speared the ground next to my head, the blade imbedding so close, I felt the breeze flutter against my cheek. My heart leapt into my throat and I pushed to my feet, cursing.

      Son of a…

      I wrenched my arondight blade free and took off after the man. I was not letting him get away.

      Human Convergence was dead. It’d ended forever the night the rift had closed. Scarlett and Wilder—the Twin Flames—had killed Mordred, the source of all demonic mutations, and we’d been cured. We’d been cured.

      I jumped off the end of the row of terrace houses and landed on the footpath of Islington High Street. I stood on the corner, watching as a red double-decker bus zoomed past, and threw my hands into the air.

      The man was gone.
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      The Light and the Dark. Capitals and all.

      The Light was the power wielded by the Naturals, handed down by the celestial being known to us as the Lady of the Lake. Who she was or where she’d gone to, was unknown.

      The Dark was the essence that made up all demonic life. Where it came from was a mystery. The only truths known were that the Dark had swept over countless parallel universes, consuming and destroying all life in its path. When Camelot was torn apart by the celestial power held within the swords Arondight and Excalibur, they had unknowingly opened the way to let them through.

      Since Arondight and Excalibur had been reborn into two Natural warriors—Scarlett and Wilder—the balance had tipped in the Light’s favour. They’d closed the rift, defeated the One—the leader of all demon-kind—and the world was now recovering from eight hundred years of war.

      Still, the reality of who we were and what we still faced was hidden from humanity, as it always had been, which was why I was now standing in front of the leader of the Naturals.

      The Inquisitor. Wilder Pendragon, aka Excalibur himself.

      I felt my cheeks heat as he glared at me. So, it wasn’t the friendly reunion I’d been hoping for, but at least I got to see him, right?

      Famous last words.

      “I read your report,” he said, his voice echoing through the empty assembly chamber.

      “Yes, uh…” I didn’t know what to call him anymore. Wilder, Mr. Pendragon, Excalibur…sir.

      “Abandoning your partner, following a demon into a crowded area, confronting it.” He sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. He looked tired, and it might’ve been the fact that he was the Argent Flame—silver by nature—but he had more grey hairs than the last time I saw him. All the bureaucracy must weigh him down. “And you lost your cloak.”

      “It must have been when the demon burned,” I said. “I uh… I didn’t notice I was uncloaked before that.”

      The Inquisitor grunted, unimpressed. “You didn’t notice?”

      I shook my head. Sheepish had nothing on how I felt.

      “Fortunately for you, no one saw anything,” he went on. “All those humans saw was a woman sprawled on the floor.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Romy and Alo were in the vicinity. They arrived at the scene not long after you left and cleaned up your mess.”

      I didn’t know what was worse—being torn to shreds by the Inquisitor or disappointing your hero’s best friends. Scarlett was going to find out what I’d done eventually and…and nothing.

      I hadn’t seen or spoken to Scarlett Ravenwood—aka Arondight—for almost a year. She was off being all important and didn’t have any time for me anymore. Even my parents were out of communication range.

      Wilder’s brow furrowed. “What’s going on with you, Madeleine?”

      I asked myself the same question daily.

      After I’d graduated and became a Natural warrior, things were great…for a while. Soon it became clear my past was going to be a hurdle too high for some people to overcome.

      While a senior at the Academy, an Infernal infected by Human Convergence had possessed me—the Dark’s attempt at creating an army out of humanity—and mutated me to the point I’d almost lost my Light. It’d all been a plot to bring down a horde of demons on the Academy to destroy the entire next generation of Natural warriors.

      Scarlett and everyone told me the attack wasn’t my fault, but how could I believe them? I’d been stupid enough to get myself compromised. I’d opened the metaphoric door and let them in. If it wasn’t for me, the wards would’ve held and…

      Despite being cured, people still looked at me like I was stuffed with twisted Darkness—and for once, it had nothing to do with my fashion choices.

      “Madeline?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Oh yeah, there was that time I was almost mutated into a demon as a teenager. That might have something to do with it.”

      “Prejudice is a trait of our past, not our future.”

      “And you can’t turn it off with a flick of a switch. People thought you were a demon, but you turned out to be Excalibur. I was just a demon. No one’s forgotten.”

      “I’ve been where you are,” he told me. “I almost lost everything rebelling against it, just like you are now.”

      “Until Scarlett,” I said, my heart twisting. “Not everyone has a Scarlett or a Wilder.”

      “This isn’t about us. It’s about your dangerous need to risk your life regardless of others and the exposure of our kind. You’ve seen more than anyone your age and experience. I hoped that you’d understand the need for upholding the tenants of the Codex the most out of anyone. I expected better from you, Madeline.”

      I closed off my expression and became a wall of stone. It was tough when your boss’ boss’ boss—who once helped save me from full demonic mutation—still saw me as a kid.

      “Get on with it then,” I drawled.

      Wilder thumped his fist down on the table. “You’re being reassigned,” he barked. “The London Sanctum does not require the services of a rogue Natural.”

      “What?” I argued. “But London is—”

      “I have already made the decision.”

      I lowered my gaze, knowing that disputing Wilder’s orders would only make things worse. “W-Where am I going?”

      He scraped his chair back and rose to his feet. “Camelot.”
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      Mist clung to the hills, settling into the dips in the valley. The sun was out, but it didn’t stop the chill that was settling into my bones.

      I grasped the roll bar on the pickup truck as it bounced over the rough track. My arse balanced precariously on the edge of the tray, but it was the only seat available.

      I was the only grunt amongst the party. The others who sat in the back with me—two men and three women—were all researchers, archeologists, and scientists. Little flags stitched on their black duffle bags told me they were from all over the world—Canada, USA, Australia, South Africa. Unearthing Camelot had become an international Natural affair.

      The human world knew this place as the Clee Hills. The area was known for its rolling green landscape and ruined Medieval past. Some of the highest peaks were located here—if eighteen hundred feet of grass-covered rock could be considered a mountain.

      Ruined castles and villages dotted here and there, and ancient quarries still carved holes in the bedrock beneath. It was an archaeologist’s dream, but it was nothing compared to what hid beyond the veil cast by the Naturals.

      The others were craning their necks, searching for the first glimpse of the castle, but my mind was elsewhere. I wouldn’t call it sulking, but I wasn’t necessarily jumping for joy, either.

      I bristled thinking about the report that’d landed me in front of the Inquisitor. It was bad enough that I’d been reassigned, but when Wilder found out about the mystery man…? Being given a new babysitting gig would be the least of my worries.

      It wasn’t until later that I realised the man shouldn’t have been able to keep my arondight blade active, not unless he was made of Light.

      I don’t know why I left him out of my report. The existence of a demon-hybrid was bad news, but… I didn’t have the words to finish my reasoning.

      The pickup came to a stop and the Naturals began to pile out the back. I swung my legs over the edge and pushed off, landing with a thud on the hard ground. While I’d been brooding, we’d passed through the ancient wards concealing the dig site.

      I shouldered my duffle bag and lingered with the others as they gaped up at the outer edges of the castle. When I thought of Camelot, I’d pictured a castle with a few turrets, a gate, and maybe a moat—like Disneyland, but with more holes. Now that I was standing here, I realised the real thing was far larger than I’d ever expected.

      Camelot wasn’t a castle, it was a city.

      No wonder they’d only uncovered less than five percent of the site. I’d rolled my eyes and presumed they were just being slow, but the massive structure I was staring up at was only the outer wall. We hadn’t even glimpsed the destruction that’d torn the inner castle apart.

      The wall rose like a silent monolith through the fog, made of solid granite nearly seventy feet tall. One end seemed to carve straight into the cliff face—the natural formation used to its full advantage. The other had crumbled around what used to be an outer postern gate, and stone blocks the size of the pickup were strewn across the hillside. Grass and heath had grown up around them in the last few hundred years, so they now seemed to be part of the modern landscape.

      “Madeleine!”

      I looked up to see Aiden Thompson walk down to meet us. His Wellington boots were caked in mud and the sticky clay made him stumble down the track like he had two left feet. It was hard to pair the reality to the surface of the man on first glance. I wanted to say he was a handsome Italian Indiana Jones-type archeologist with superpowers, but he was just a massive nerd with a mini-pickaxe.

      It was easy to see why all the researchers fawned over him, but I couldn’t understand it. He was awkward, his clothes were always rumpled, and his curly brown hair was a bird’s nest. Despite his indifference to his appearance—which a little manscaping would fix—he was intelligent, passionate, and dedicated to unearthing the secrets lost in the cataclysm.

      I looked up to Aiden like a student did to a teacher. Fitting, considering he used to be my history professor at the Academy. There was only ten years difference in age between us, but it felt like a chasm after that relationship.

      Then there was that time I tried to frame him as a demon-hybrid. Oh, and that other bit where I’d tried kill him.

      He stood before me and drew me in for a hug, much to the chagrin of the new batch of female researchers. I tensed and clapped him on the back, hoping it was enough to satisfy. I didn’t like to hug.

      “When Wilder said he transferred you, I didn’t believe him,” Aiden said, pulling away. He looked amused and I wasn’t sure if it was over the awkward hug, or the fact that I was standing in the mud at Camelot. “But here you are!”

      “Yep.” I popped the p at the end and glanced at the others. I considered this posting a punishment while they thought it was the biggest break of their lives. Already, I could see the exasperated loathing on their faces when they looked at me.

      “Yes. Well.” Aiden coughed. “Hi all.” He waved at the newcomers like he was wiping condensation off a window. “I’m Aiden Thompson, the head of the archaeological team here at Camelot. I suck at speeches, so let’s get you all inside. We’ve set up base camp inside the wall.” He gestured the group forwards. “Welcome to Camelot.”

      I let the group filter past, ignoring the jealous glares from the women. I wondered if Aiden realised just how hot half the female population of the site was for him. Knowing him, probably not.

      Sighing, I gave one last look at the world outside Camelot. Then I turned and followed my fate up the hill. My boots squelched in churned mud as I dawdled behind the group.

      “Camelot exists on the fringes of our reality,” Aiden said. “Time and space are folded here, which means the inside is much larger than the outside.”

      “To think we used to have so much power and understanding,” one woman said. Miss Canada. She was a scientist. “It’s unbelievable.”

      “I wonder how they managed it,” one man added.

      “The Druids,” I said with a huff. Everyone turned to stare at me, and I swallowed my annoyance. “They could walk between universes and change time.”

      “That’s one theory,” Aiden said cheerfully. “Many of the artefacts we’ve unearthed point to Merlin having a hand in the construction. Not so much the outer city, but the castle itself.”

      We moved through to another area of the outer ring of the complex.

      “As you know, Camelot was torn apart in the cataclysm,” Aiden went on, firmly wedged in his happy place, “and the Dark took hold of it, making it its base. Reality was twisted, and the creatures that lived here were at their most powerful. That was due to their close proximity to their own world.”

      “What happened to them?” one of the men asked.

      “The demons who lived here?” Aiden shrugged. “When the rift was sealed and the One was defeated, their hold on Camelot was severed. Without any power to feed from, they fled. They’re likely wasting away, hidden out in the world someplace.”

      “Preying on innocents,” the Australian researcher said.

      “Thank goodness for the Sanctums,” Miss Canada remarked.

      I snorted as we passed another broken wall and stepped into a clearing the size of a soccer pitch. This was where base camp had been erected. A small tent city stretched before me, bustling with activity.

      Portable generators were rumbling happily, powering everything from research tents and medical, to the kitchen, showers, and dormitories. Naturals bustled from tent to tent, and in the distance, I could see movement within the lower city of Camelot.

      Aiden gathered everyone close. “It’s been a long day of travel for all of you, so we’ll begin your new assignments tomorrow. For now, get some rest and settle in. The real work starts at sunrise.”

      The researchers began to mutter excitedly amongst themselves, wandering off through the tent city, their heads swivelling in all directions as they went.

      I stood on the edge of the camp, wondering where the grunts went. There had to be a designated place for the security detail.

      “Madeleine,” Aiden said, gesturing to me.

      I turned, my duffle almost colliding with a passing Natural, who almost dropped the box they were carrying. My cheeks heated and I began to realised just how out of place I was here.

      “Wilder mentioned—”

      “I know what he mentioned,” I interrupted.

      “And what’s that?”

      My jaw tensed. “Demon is as demon does.”

      “You’re still hung up on that?” he asked, his shoulders slumping. “Madeline.”

      “People keep telling me it was the demon inside me that did those things, but it only possessed me for a moment. All those things were me. I did them. You can’t tell me you don’t see how people look at me.”

      “A mutation made you do those things. You had no control over them.”

      “I tried to kill you.”

      “You weren’t yourself.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “So, what am I supposed to be doing here?”

      “Security,” Aiden said with a sigh. “Escort detail. Patrol.”

      So nothing even remotely interesting.

      “Madeleine…if you open yourself up, you could find things aren’t as drastic as you make them out to be.”

      I’d never fit in before I’d been possessed, but afterwards it was even clearer there was no place for me—and that was what I struggled with the most. I’d always carry the stigma of being demon bound and not a damn thing I could do would change it.

      “Don’t worry about pointing me to the command tent,” I said, moving past him. “I’m more than capable of finding it myself.”
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      I swept open the flap on the command tent.

      Caleb Thompson stood hunched over a table, swiping his finger back and forth across a tablet. Aiden’s older brother was the warrior of the family. They both had similar colouring—dark and broody—but the elder seemed to have all the coordination the younger lacked.

      He wore standard issue black tactical gear, his jacket open and his arondight blade strapped to his waist. The hilt flashed silver in the murky light

      Sensing my arrival, he looked up. “Madeleine. I was wondering when you were arriving.”

      “Sir.” I let the flap fall back into place, closing out the hubbub of the camp.

      The tent was draughty, but there was a Light-generated heater in the centre which fended off most of the chill. Someone had pinned various maps to boards and tables, and there was a glaring lack of weaponry. Who needed a rack of cold iron blades guarding a ruin? Not us.

      A row of black storage boxes were stacked to one side, the stamps on the side marking them as drones. I assumed they were for surveying the ruins more than surveillance. We’d never needed technology to do our jobs—that’s what our Light was for.

      “I’m glad to have someone of your capabilities here, Madeline, but I want to make something clear. There is no place for theatrics, lone wolves, or self-serving ambition at Camelot. We uphold the tenants of our people here, just as any other outpost.”

      I held his gaze. He’d read my file.

      “I don’t care what the Inquisitor says, this isn’t a low-priority mission,” he went on, throwing in a little dig towards Wilder—there was no love lost there. “The work being done here at Camelot is important and it needs to be protected. There is no telling what might be unearthed here—demonic or otherwise.”

      I supposed there was truth in that, but it wasn’t the front lines. Maybe I was crazy, but that’s where I wanted to be. All my life I’d dreamed about serving the London Sanctum and fighting the Dark—that’s where the centre of all Natural-kind was and it housed the Codex.

      The Codex was the book that housed our sacred history. Created in the cataclysm’s aftermath, it was intended to save as much of our lost heritage as possible, but over the years, it’d become much more than a record. It governed our choices, our beliefs, and our very souls. The manuscript had gathered so much Light it had become a link to all Naturals…but only one could read it. The Protector—and the Twin Flames.

      Then there was the bit where anyone who touched it burned to ash from the inside out. We were a delightful bunch of supernaturals.

      The point was, everyone wanted a post in London. Everyone. But since I was standing here of all places, I’d obviously screwed it up.

      Thompson stared at me, his gaze cold and heavy. “Are we on the same page?”

      I read everything I needed to from his expression. He wasn’t a man I should push too hard.

      “Sir.”

      His eyes narrowed slightly and sighed. “Report in the morning. I’ll have your schedule fixed by then.” He nodded towards the tent flap. “The barracks are at the outer edges of camp. They’ve been marked.”

      I picked up my duffle. “Sir.”

      “Madeline?”

      I lingered, waiting for his parting wisdom.

      “You can say more to me than sir.”

      “Yes…sir.”

      He snorted and shoved his hand through his hair. “That’s a start, I suppose.” He moved around the table and stood before me. Thompson was a full head taller and I had to lift my chin to meet his gaze. “Just so we’re on the same page, this is your last chance, Madeline. I’m not sure what will happen to you if you screw this up.”

      I tensed. This was a new revelation. Wilder was testing me by not mentioning my precarious position and Thompson was throwing me a bone.

      “You’re an exceptional Natural,” he went on, “that much is clear from your file. Top grades at the Academy, high strike rates…but your attitude is severely lacking. The red flags almost outweigh the accolades. You’re far too young and talented to be discharged for insubordination.”

      I bit my tongue as shame pulsed through my body. Rebelliousness would only get me so far, then it was a sharp turn to a cliff called ‘fall from grace’. He was  right—everyone who tried to beat it into my head was—but I didn’t know how to be anything other than a pain in the arse.

      Thompson relaxed his posture. “The only person who can help you is yourself. We can only do so much.”

      “I know, sir. I… I’m trying to figure it out.”

      He sighed again. “I sincerely hope so.” He nodded towards the flap. “Now get out of my sight.”
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      After I’d found an empty bunk, I followed my nose to the camp kitchen.

      The sun was already lowering in the sky and many of the Naturals working up on the dig site were returning to base for the evening.

      I sat at a table in the corner—away from the noise—and watched as they filed into the tent. It was easy to tell everyone apart from the amount of dirt caked on their clothes. Hard mud on both knees equalled archaeologist. Caked boots and weaponry were security. Mostly clean were scientists who spent most of their time in their laboratories. Spotless were the researchers who catalogued and translated.

      I poked at my food, the battered fork spearing the soggy vegetables.

      There seemed to be at least seventy to eighty people here. Not a great deal when Camelot inhabited a twenty square kilometre pocket of space and time. And Aiden mentioned they’d uncovered less than five percent of that.

      “You’re pouting. I can see nothing’s changed.”

      I jumped as a familiar face appeared in my line of vision and dropped my fork. “Trent?”

      He grinned and sat across from me. “The one and only.”

      Trent had grown up a lot since I’d last seen him. His face seemed to have learned what stubble was and the boyish roundness in his cheeks had hardened. The hair on his head had darkened and his eyes seemed more focused than I remembered.

      “Look at you,” I said, trying to remember the last time I’d seen him. “You’ve gone and grown up.”

      “Physically,” he said with a grin. “Mentally?” He pulled a face. “The jury’s still out on that one.”

      “How’s Kayla?” I quipped, raising an eyebrow. Kayla was the Natural who he’d had the hots for throughout our time at the Academy. Along with being the most popular girl in the place, she was also the school bully who’d made my life a living hell. I’d tried to kill her when I was a mutant demon, which was an annoying recurring theme.

      “Get with the times, Mads,” he proclaimed. “Kayla and I broke up a year ago.”

      I tilted my head to the side. “Still a sore point?”

      “It didn’t work long-term. Shite happens. But I wanna know where you’ve been. You never write or call.”

      “People drift apart after school,” I told him.

      “Humans say those kinds of things. We’re different. War can’t tear us apart, Mads.”

      I shrugged. “Sorry. I’ve never been good with people skills. I don’t think my life is that interesting.”

      “Mads. We were born to be interesting.”

      I pointed my fork at him, secretly glad he was here. After everything that’d happened at the Academy, the senior class and I had all become fast friends, but lost touch after graduation. “You know I don’t like it when you call me Mads.”

      Another tray clattered down next to mine and I looked up to find another familiar face from my tumultuous school days.

      “Crikey,” Maisy declared, sitting down, “if it isn’t Madeleine Greenbriar, come to grace us with her presence.”

      “What kind of word is crikey?” I asked, screwing up my face.

      “I learned it from the Australians,” she replied. “It’s occa for OMG.”

      Trent snorted and leaned back in his chair. “Does it comfort you knowing some things never change, Mads?”

      Maisy had always been on the outer edges of the mean girl trio that ruled the Academy. Kayla was the queen and Maisy and Trisha had been her little worker bees. She’d been part of the bullying, but apologised and make amends after the attack. We’d come together when it’d mattered the most, so I supposed it was progress.

      I narrowed my eyes at Trent. Talking about personal growth—his smart mouth hadn’t progressed with the stubble on his chin. “What’s Kayla doing now?”

      “We don’t talk about her,” Maisy whispered.

      “She knows about the breakup,” Trent said, raising his voice. “No need to whisper. I’m over her.”

      Maisy snorted and rolled her eyes, signalling she thought he wasn’t. Trent always talked a big game.

      I didn’t care to know all the sordid details, so I turned the conversation around. “What about Trisha, then?”

      “She finally got her posting in New York,” Maisy said.

      “She went to America?” I asked. “Why?”

      “After her sister, Alicia, was killed in the Dark Night attacks, she wanted to see where she’d made her life,” Maisy explained. “Alicia was head of some special task force. Pretty covert work, apparently.”

      The Dark Night. It had a dramatic flair to it, but it fit the devastation those few hours, five years ago, had caused. In the weeks before the rift had closed, the demon-hybrid Mordred had led a coordinated attack on Sanctums all over the world. In the aftermath—after we’d won the war—the truth of the devastation had finally been revealed and it was worse than we’d known. New York, Los Angeles, Sydney, Rome, Paris, Cape Town, Lima, Tokyo, and London had fallen. It was the worst loss the Naturals had faced since the cataclysm. Still, the balance had tipped so far into the Light that the Dark barely had any holes left to hide in.

      “Ever heard of the mole people?” Trent asked.

      I frowned. “Mole people?”

      He nodded. “There’s an urban legend amongst the humans about people who live in the underground transit network underneath Manhattan—the subway as they call it there. Demons congregate in piss and shite, but the New York Sanctum believed there was more to the mole people than just myth.”

      “They were mapping the tunnels hidden by Darkness when the Sanctum fell,” Maisy said. “They thought something was buried underneath the city, but never got the chance to find out.”

      “Isn’t this supposed to be covert?” I asked.

      “Not anymore. Word got out in the chaos. It’s public knowledge these days.”

      “So…” Trent leaned his elbows on the table and gave me a fierce look, “why are you here? London get boring or something?”

      I lowered my gaze. “I, uh—”

      “She got into trouble again,” Maisy told him.

      “How do you know?” I demanded.

      She laughed and shook her head. “She’s forgotten how the rumour mill works.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at the surrounding tables. A few heads turned away and a few more wore glares designed especially for me.

      “I haven’t forgotten,” I murmured. “I’m not afforded that luxury.”

      Trent frowned and followed my gaze.

      “They don’t like me being here,” I told him.

      “Screw them,” he declared. “They don’t know you, Madeleine. We do, and it’s their loss.”

      I sighed and speared a potato with my fork. It was far too soggy to be considered roasted and split down the middle.

      “You get that reaction a lot, don’t you?” Maisy asked.

      “Let’s just say, I understand how Wilder felt all those years ago.”

      “He was able to overcome it,” Trent told me.

      Maisy kicked him underneath the table. “Yeah, by becoming Excalibur.”

      “Great.” I rolled my eyes. “All I have to do is save the world from eternal war and I’ll be elevated to normal status. Good to know.”

      “Don’t worry about them, Madeleine,” Maisy said. “Just follow your training and no one can hold anything against you.”

      Easier said than done.

      “Are both of you on security?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” Maisy replied. “I don’t know what people have told you, but it’s not so bad.”

      That surprised me. “I thought it would be dead up here. Pardon the pun.”

      “Now and then we get a lone demon who will lurk around the wall,” Trent told me. “It was their home away from home for a few centuries, so they live in hope, I guess.”

      “Animal instinct,” Maisy said.

      “All the lesser demons are dead,” I reminded her. “You don’t think the ones who are left aren’t at least a little intelligent?”

      “Define intelligent,” Trent replied with a smirk. “Camelot is crawling with Naturals, yet they still try.”

      “Desperate hope,” Maisy said, looking out the clear side of the tent. The tip of the tallest tower of Camelot’s inner bailey was just visible in the fading sunlight.

      “Maybe they left something behind,” Trent mused.

      The undiscovered dangers of Camelot. It reminded me of a trashed council flat after the tenants had moved out and left their rubbish behind. There was no telling what the Dark had discarded in the city. Perhaps it was a dirtier job than I’d first realised.

      “You can hardly blame them for trying to get back in,” Maisy added. “I know I would.”

      Sympathising with a demon. I guess that was one thing that made us different from the Dark—our ability to empathise.

      “Yeah,” I said, ignoring the simmering hostility around me, “maybe you’re right.”
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      The night was clear. Stars shone across the sky and the moon illuminated the rolling hills with an eerie silver hue.

      I stood on a hill to the northeast of Camelot, the darkness wrapping around me like a blanket. I’d always preferred dark places—they seemed private in such a busy world. Open spaces unsettled me, as if the breadth of the sky would swallow me whole.

      Patrolling wasn’t so bad. Missions were rigorous and structured, whereas walking the streets was more fluid. Anything could happen. Out here though, it was lonely and drab. I wasn’t sure I was cut out for the country lifestyle.

      I’d been paired with Trent, which was both a blessing and a curse. The blessing was that he was familiar. The curse was that he wouldn’t let me get the slip on him. It’d been five years since we’d graduated, but he remembered all my tricks.

      Still, I had to make this work.

      Our path had taken us farther away from Camelot than I imagined it would have. There wasn’t much chance of a wayward hiker stumbling across the ruined castle—the wards and cloaking took care of that—but Thompson wanted us to head off any demon who came prowling. It was a sound plan considering most of the personnel on the dig weren’t trained warriors.

      I looked out over the valley, the lights of the camp hidden behind the crumbling walls. Blinking, I was able to tune out my awareness of the energy hiding the city—one minute it was there, the next it was gone.

      “You should see it in the day time,” Trent said, standing next to me. “From this angle, you can almost see the chasm in the centre of the castle.”

      “Has anyone been there?”

      “Just an exploratory team a few years ago. No one else has been down there since Scarlett and Wilder sealed the rift.”

      I grunted and cast my gaze elsewhere. It was quiet. I was used to the constant noise and movement of London, so the absence of everything but nature was a little jarring.

      “You’re so angry at the world,” Trent said. “Isn’t it exhausting?”

      “You’d think blind hatred is exhausting, but it seems to be a bottomless well of rechargeable energy. If only humans could use it to run their dirty power plants, then they wouldn’t debate the existence of global warming and rising sea levels.”

      “You’re so intense,” he stated. “You exhaust me sometimes.”

      “No,” I said, continuing along the trail, “it’s not exhausting. It’s all I’ve known.”

      He followed me, his boots crunching on loose stone. “That’s a lie. After the attack on the Academy—”

      I spun around. “A fleeting glimpse of something better is not enough to change someone’s life.”

      Trent shook his head, the moonlight glinting off the arondight blade at his waist. “I’m not going to convince you, am I?”

      I knew what I had to do—I had to make peace with the things I’d done in my past, no matter who was to blame for them—I just wasn’t sure how to get there.

      “No one can hold my hand through this,” I told him. “I have to find my own way.”

      He didn’t reply. Instead, we looked out over the valley towards the lights of the human village of Ludlow. They shimmered in the distance, unaware of what was hidden mere miles from their cozy cottages.

      “What’s it like at the London Sanctum?” Trent asked.

      “Frustrating.”

      “I don’t believe you. Being stationed in London wouldn’t be anything close to that.”

      I’d loved to tell him it’d lived up to all my expectations, but things had changed in recent years. If anyone had bothered to ask me, I would have told them that I thought we relied too much on Arondight and Excalibur. That we were making the same mistakes Arthur and Lancelot had. That we’d dropped our guard when we should’ve kept it up.

      The reemergence of a mutated demon-hybrid was proof of that, but for some bizarre reason, I kept that nugget of information to myself.

      I blinked, an image of the man flashing in my mind’s eye. His form melting into the shadows at Adrenaline, the strobe lights masking his appearance. The silver flash of his eyes as I stood before him on that rooftop.

      “Madeleine?”

      I bit my lip and cleared my head. “Don’t you feel like we’ve become complacent?”

      “No. We can relax a little after centuries of fighting. How is that complacent?”

      “The rift is closed but demons still lurk in the world.”

      “Yeah, everyone knows that.”

      “There’s always one last gasp.” I didn’t think he understood what I was getting at. The last gasp was when violence grew as the enemy desperately tried to hang onto any scrap of power it could. “Now is not the time to drop our guard.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Take a beat, Madeline.”

      “They’re evolving, Trent,” I snapped. “You don’t think that poses a threat?”

      He blew a frustrated breath through his lips. “You’re so intense.”

      “And you’re too…” I waved my hands at him, trying to think of a word, “mellow. Babysitting history nerds has made you sloppy.”

      “And your arrogance has blinded you to the fact that someone has been watching us for the past five minutes, so who’s the moron now?”

      I froze, my anger melting away. “Why didn’t you say so?”

      “You should’ve known so.”

      Five shadows oozed from behind the rocks and slunk across the hillside, moving quickly. They bore down on our position and we were forced to draw our arondight blades. Time to stand our ground.

      As they approached, I realised they weren’t just any demons. At least not the ones I’d been expecting.

      They weren’t Infernals possessing the bodies of humans, or the rotting carcasses of lesser creatures. They were actual demons—creatures that’d crawled their way out of the rift over eight hundred years ago, powerful enough to haul their bodies with them.

      Their long arms and legs were tipped with clawed hands and feet that shimmered with Darkness. They’d evolved to appear humanoid, though their size had diminished since their arrival on Earth. Cut off from their master—the One—their  power had waned, but they’d learned how to adapt.

      I was entirely sure these things would be able to walk through a shopping mall in broad daylight and look just like everyone else, but to our Natural eyes, they were revealed for what they truly were. Monsters.

      “Did you say something about evolving?” Trent asked, his hand closing around his arondight blade.

      “I’m not so sure about that,” I replied. “They look like they’re the scum-sucking evictees of Camelot.”

      “Well?” Trent asked the demons. “Are you?”

      “Somehow, I don’t think they’re into chatting,” I drawled.

      At the sound of my voice, all five heads turned towards me. Freaky.

      Trent eyed me, flashing me a subtle signal. I spun my arondight blade hand over hand and together, we struck.

      My sword collided with razor-sharp claws, sending sparks of Light across the hillside. Metal dragged along the length before sliding clear. I’d barely finished my stroke before I was forced to twist and block a blow at my back.

      I pirouetted, sent a blast of Light to the side, then kicked at the demon lunging at my front. I was vaguely aware of Trent’s sword sparking as he clashed with a demon father down the trail. Somehow, we’d become separated, the demons worming their way between us until our strength was split in half. Shite on it.

      It wasn’t an easy fight. The demons I’d fought in the city were slow and sluggish or were Infernals who could be pried from the bodies of their hosts. These creatures were stronger, faster, and Darkness seeped into their bones. Their blows struck hard, jarring up my arms, and I barely had enough Light to dodge their menacing claws.

      I cried out as I was backhanded, my head snapping to the side. I slipped on the loose gravel of the trail, almost pitching over the edge and down the ravine.

      Anchoring my heel, I arced my blade towards the closest demon. It wailed as the metal imbedded in its side, the gash spewing black blood and white-hot sparks. The creature’s head lolled back, opening its grotesque mouth, then lowered its dark gaze to mine.

      I tried to wrench my sword free, but it was stuck in the demon’s side. It cackled, wrapping its hands around the blade as two more looked on in devilish amusement as their brother tore itself free and pushed the sword—and me—backwards.

      My foot slipped, then I was falling.

      Trent’s panicked cry echoed somewhere above me. “Madeline!”

      I rolled down the side of the hill, powerless to stop. My Light was just out of reach, my fear blocking the path. I’d have to wait until I hit the bottom—wherever that was. Rocks pummelled my body, the sting of cuts blooming everywhere.

      The night spun around me as I attempted to control my momentum, but by this stage, I was in total free fall.

      As the ground levelled out, I began to slow before I tumbled to a complete stop at the base of the hill. The impact had pushed all the air from my lungs, and I gasped, my chest burning.

      I reached for my Light and a pulse ebbed through my body, dulling the pain. Standing, I realised I wasn’t alone. Three demons had followed my chaotic fall and began to circle my position, surrounding me.

      “She knows it,” one rasped through its thin lips.

      I turned as the demon behind me spoke. “We will take it.”

      My grip tightened around my arondight blade. “Take what?”

      The third demon lifted its heavy arm and sent a pulse of Darkness towards me. There was nothing I could do to stop the wave from hitting me, and when it did, everything changed.

      The unfamiliar spark I’d felt when I landed, flared. It wasn’t the soothing smoothness of Light I was used to. It had a sharp tang that left my skin feeling electrified.

      When I’d been mutated by Human Convergence, I’d always blacked out when the Dark side of my condition came out. Apart from a few fleeting flashes, I never remembered what I’d been doing. If my Light had turned Dark, I had no idea what it looked or felt like.

      Whatever this spark was, it wasn’t anything I’d encountered before. It was dark, intoxicating…demonic.

      Let’s just say I was starting to get why humans dabbled with dark magic. The addiction levels were high.

      I stumbled and my boot caught on the loose rock underfoot. I fell, landing on my arse. My arondight blade slipped from my fingers and clattered across the rocky ground, the blade disappearing into the hilt. I lunged after it, barely avoiding the claws aimed at my chest, and cursed as it fell into a crack in the rock.

      Sensing trouble behind me, I rolled as a large bolder slammed to the ground, splintering where my head had been a second ago.

      I flipped to my feet, using the momentum to draw my cold iron dagger. I backed away, brandishing the blade as three demons advanced on my position.

      Black eyes stared at me as claws dragged across the trail. My heart hammered in my chest as my mind raced over my options. Trent had his hands full up on the ridge, so I was on my own.

      Bile rose in the back of my throat, but I wasn’t sure if it was the ‘imminent death’ thing or the ‘I might still be a demon’ thing.

      All three demons lunged at the same time and I swiped my dagger, cold iron colliding with flesh. It wasn’t enough. Without my sword, I had no way of vanquishing their putrid arses. All I could do was hold my ground and pray to the Light.

      I was shoved into a pair of slimy black arms. Pushing a pulse of Light into the demon, it screeched and let me go. I stabbed my dagger backwards, ramming it into the side of one of the others.

      Damn, it was hard to tell these things apart—they all looked exactly the same.

      I ducked under a swinging set of claws and gasped as I was struck in the lower back. The blow to my spine sent me reeling and I collapsed, losing my grip on the dagger.

      A demon kicked me on the shoulder, and I was down for the count.

      Staring up at the creatures, I began to regret a lot of things. Being an arsehole to pretty much everyone. Not following orders. Being an arrogant bitch. Thinking I was better than everyone else. Believing I was invincible. Basically, I was a big fat disappointment to two thousand years of Natural history.

      Clawed arms held me down and I thrashed as the third demon looked at me. Its slimy black skin shimmered in the moonlight, and when it opened its mouth, the stench of sulphur made me gag.

      “We will take it,” it hissed as its claws wrapped around my head. “It is ours.”

      The last thing I saw before I lost consciousness was the creature’s grotesque face as it lowered towards mine.
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      I woke some time later.

      It was difficult to tell how long I’d been unconscious, but I found myself in almost complete darkness. I was lying on a damp rocky floor and the air was heavy with moisture. I shivered as cold seeped into my limbs.

      Pushing to my elbows, I grimaced as my head throbbed. I reached for my Light…but it wasn’t there. I searched within myself and came back empty-handed.

      No, no, no…

      Where the hell was I? Wherever those demons had taken me, they had a way to cut me off from my power. This was bad.

      As my eyes adjusted, I began to make out shapes in the shimmer of torchlight that filtered in from somewhere beyond. The first thing I noticed were the bars. I fumbled in the low light, my hands scrambling over another bar and another, before scraping against stone. I went back the other direction with the same results.

      I was in a cage deep underground. The thing about dark places buried underneath millions of tones of dirt? No one could hear you scream. Trust demons to lurk in a shite heap like this.

      I curled my hands around the bars and shook them. The metal rattled but didn’t budge.

      Sinking back onto my arse, I grimaced when my side began to ache, joining my temples. I was beginning to understand just how much I’d been taking my Light for granted.

      Small, loose stones littered the floor, and water trickled down fissures in the wall. The drip as droplets hit rocks echoed through the blackness. It was cold and the smell of damp and rot filled my nose.

      I moved my gaze past the bars and gasped as I spotted an outline of a human form lurking in the shadows. Not sensing any Darkness, I scooted towards the bars and leaned against the rusty metal.

      “Hey,” I hissed, realising a man was propped up against the wall. “Hey. Trent, is that you?”

      He didn’t move. Reaching out, my fingers brushed against his arm and I recoiled. He was clammy to the touch and rigid…like a corpse. Beyond him, the shape of more bodies emerged from the gloom.

      I gagged and huddled against the far corner of the cage. They were dead—just empty husks waiting for hosts.

      It was a stockpile of faces hanging in a morbid wardrobe. So, what did that make me? A pet guinea pig?

      It could only mean one thing…a greater demon lurked somewhere close. My situation had gone from bad to worse in t-minus one second.

      Gathering my courage, I crawled back to the bars and prodded at the corpse. His head lolled to the side and I managed to make out his features. It wasn’t Trent. I couldn’t be certain about the others, but greater demons didn’t possess bodies that already had souls. Not usually.

      A small shred of hope began to surface. If Trent wasn’t among them, maybe he’d escaped and warned the others at Camelot.

      I settled back against the wall and rubbed my side. My ribs didn’t seem to be broken, but they sure felt like it. My head felt cracked and my temples throbbed, but there was nothing I could do to soothe the ache. My Light was dampened and whatever Darkness had flared inside me was gone.

      Darkness.

      We were all cured when Scarlett and Wilder had killed Mordred—the mutated Natural Human Convergence was synthesised from. My Light had returned and the Dark… A piece of demon mutation must lie dormant inside me. It was the only explanation and knowing I wasn’t entirely Natural made me want to hurl.

      Movement made my heart leap and I pressed back into the corner as the bars scraped back. Two inky black demons slunk into my prison and bore down on me.

      I kicked out to fend them off, but they just cackled in amusement as they grabbed my arms and dragged me across the gravel floor.

      Once I was clear of the cage, I searched for my Light, but it was still out of reach. What the hell had they done to me? I thrashed, but all I managed to do was tire myself out.

      By the time they hauled me into a cavern deeper in the cave system, I’d figured out resistance was futile. Without my Light, I was as feeble as a human, and my injuries stung like hell.

      Finally, they threw me onto the ground, my cheek slamming against cold limestone.

      My eyes widened as I realised who my appointment was with. A sigil had been carved into the floor in front of me and the indentations rippled with blood. I knew whatever was going to happen wasn’t going to be pretty. My fingers scraped against the rock as I tried to calm myself.

      I’d been trained for every conceivable scenario. I could fight, use Light, strategise, withstand pain…but sitting in a classroom talking about hypothetical situations was not the same as lying on the floor of a greater demon’s lair. Reality was a harsh wake-up call.

      “I was wondering if we’d ever get to see you again.”

      I bristled at the abrasive voice and slammed my hands over my ears.

      “You will look at me when I speak to you,” it commanded.

      I rolled over, the sound grating in my brain. A man stood over me—tall, ordinary-looking, yet menacing—but I knew he wasn’t human. His toothy smile gave him away for one. Rows upon rows of pointy fangs filled the gaping hole that was his mouth, his true form showing through the glamours which hid the Darkness lurking in his perverted meat suit.

      It was a Balan, one of the greater demons. It meant I was in huge shite, and that I had zero hope of escape without knowing his true name. I had no power over him without it, but I still had power over myself. It wasn’t much considering my repressed self-loathing over my past.

      I only hoped I could hold on but I wasn’t sure I could even do that.

      “The last survivor of Human Convergence.” He looked down at me, his lips curling in distaste. “I would like to say you were special, but you weren’t. There was no conspiracy. No secret parentage. No otherworldly abilities. You were just a stupid little girl who was in the wrong place at the right time. Any Natural would do. The dumber, the better.”

      I wasn’t the only survivor. There had been others—Jackson and his wife, Esme—so I was hardly alone. Though, I had been the only one to almost succumb to the mutation before it was halted.

      “I’m dumb?” I hissed. “I resent that. I’ll have you know that I graduated at the top of my class.”

      His clawed hand wrapped around my throat and he lifted me off the ground. “Arrogance will be your downfall.”

      “As will be your rotting meat suit, arsehole.”

      The Balan growled, his teeth flashing in the torchlight, and I cried out as he poured Darkness into my mind. The intrusion was abrasive, the unfamiliar power tore deep without my Light to stop it.

      Reality fell away.

      Then…
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      The sound of water dripping roused me.

      I was in the female locker room at the Academy. Laughter echoed off the white tiles and I turned. Kayla, the perfect blonde princess stood in front of the basins, preening herself in the mirror. She was flanked by Trisha and Maisy, her two little hangers-on.

      My tormentor and her apprentices. These people defined my adolescence. My personality was bruised and ill-formed because of what they’d put me through.

      I stood there, frozen like a lump of dirty black coal. Humiliation and self-loathing poured out of me and I as I took a step backwards, all three girls turned to stare at me.

      “Madeleine, there you are,” Kayla declared, her eyes complete darkness. “We were wondering when we could get you alone.”

      “Yeah, Madeleine,” Trisha echoed, “we have something important to tell you.”

      They advanced, forcing me back against the wall. My palms flattened against the tiles and my heart began to beat wildly in my chest.

      Kayla lifted her palm and smiled as a flicker of Light played against her skin. “This won’t hurt…much.”

      Before I could react, she slapped me across the face, her power searing my skin. I cried out as pain burned my cheek. Trisha and Maisy began to laugh, egging Kayla on.

      She slapped me again, this time on the other cheek.

      “You think you can make it as a Natural?” Kayla cried as she tormented me. “A pathetic weirdo like you? You’re asking to be possessed, you know that? It was your fault, Madeleine. You let the Dark into the Academy. You killed us all.”

      Her hand collided with my face, the force of the blow pushing me to the side. Gasping, I stumbled against the row of basins. I caught my reflection and began to shake as I saw the red welts disappear on my face. My Light would heal me, dissolving all the evidence.

      No one could help me. Who’d believe the queen bee of the Academy was capable of physical and psychological abuse? No one.

      I felt sick and as I stared at myself, reality began to ripple. It hadn’t happened like this, but it was close enough.

      My gaze met Kayla’s in the mirror and she smirked.

      “Why don’t you just end it,” she purred. “No one will miss you, Madeleine. No one at all.”

      “This isn’t real!” I shouted with all my strength. The mirror cracked and I turned to face my demon, pushing her back against the wall. “You’re not real!”

      The Balan roared his frustration and shook me as the cave came back into focus.

      “Did you think you could just dangle me over your creepy blood graffiti, and I’d crack under the insults of a teenage girl?” I mocked. “You will have to try harder than that, moron.”

      The demon growled and let go of my neck, shoving me to the floor. I landed hard, the rock colliding with my knees. Nothing happened for a moment, then pain shot through my legs, taking my breath away.

      “Do you want
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