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 Chapter One 
 
   “ So, explain the family tree to me again. I’m still slightly confused.” Zoe looked at me over the book she was reading, her forehead scrunched up. She really did look confused and I couldn’t blame her. I had grown up in this family, and even I sometimes struggled to understand who was related to whom. I pulled my dark brown hair back into a ponytail, then reached into my bag and grabbed a notebook, deciding that writing it down might be better than just telling her. Some people were visual learners. Maybe Zoe was one of them.  
 
    On a blank sheet, I wrote out our grandparents’ names, putting lines through hers. “Your grandparents left before they ever had children, so there really wasn’t a lot of mixing from them. Besides Mattie’s uncle, which we just learned about.”  
 
    Zoe nodded, her violet eyes glued to the page. She really wanted to learn this. “So, there was a lot of mixing at the beginning? Wasn’t that kind of weird if they all grew up together?” 
 
    I smiled at her question. She had a point. If you grew up with someone whom you thought of as a friend, or even a sibling, and then married them one day, it could have been a little weird. “Think of it like Andy and Kristy. They grew up together, but they never saw each other as siblings. And now they’re married.” 
 
    Zoe nodded, biting her lip. “I guess that makes sense. What about you, Sierra? Any guys you didn’t view as siblings?” 
 
    I knew what she was asking. Was I attracted to anyone? Maybe a certain dark-haired boy who had held her interest since she’d arrived? I shook my head. “Nope, definitely not. Too much of a big brother in that one.”  
 
    Zoe visibly relaxed. Though I’d told her that a million times, she still needed to be reassured. Like she couldn’t believe he’d truly have an interest in her.  
 
    “Back to the family tree. So, as you know, Mattie’s dad married someone who wasn’t from the original families, a girl who had been rescued during a mission and decided to join the fight. Mattie’s aunt, who was Kristy’s mother, married the mermaid’s son. That’s the Council member we saved.” I scribbled down some names. Zoe didn’t know everyone’s names, so using descriptions, since she’d heard the stories, made this easier for her. “Kristy’s aunt married my dad, the headmistress’s son. So Kristy and I are cousins. Mattie and Kristy are cousins. Your sister and Mattie are cousins.”  
 
    Zoe tapped her chin, pulling the paper closer to her. “And Andy?” 
 
    I smiled. “Andy is also my cousin. My uncle and his mom, the daughter of Jemme, are married. Mother and daughter don’t get along very well, if you hadn’t noticed.” 
 
    Zoe snorted. “That’s an understatement. And by the way Andy acted around her, he’s not sure of her either.” 
 
    I looked around, then leaned in. “She made the Council her life. Everything she did was about the Council. It hurt her daughter, I think.” I sighed and looked down at the family tree in front of me. “It’s complicated, to say the least. While everything she did on the Council was for them, it wasn’t enough because she wasn’t actually spending her time with them.” 
 
    “How do you know all this?” 
 
    “Cousins, remember? Before my parents died, his dad complained to mine about it a lot.”                
 
    Zoe nodded. “I always forget your parents are gone. That must’ve been hard.” 
 
    I shrugged. It was what I always did when people mentioned my parents. They’d been gone for so long; it was just a dull pain now. A pain I couldn’t fix, and focusing on it wouldn't help. “Grandmother did a great job raising us.” 
 
    “Us?” 
 
    I grinned. “I’ve got two older brothers, you know.” 
 
    Zoe’s head tilted, like a thought had just occurred to her. “Is that why you hang out with the twins? They remind you of your brothers?” Her hair shimmered in the light of the library. The pink streaks she’d put in it were almost glowing. Mattie had warned her that the color would make her stand out more, but she claimed she needed a change. She seemed to change her hair a lot. Almost like she wasn’t sure who she really was yet.  
 
    I shrugged, not meeting her eyes. “I hang out with the twins because they’re nice. They don’t expect anything of me and they don’t mind when I spout off random facts about things I know.” I could feel the blush creeping up my cheeks.  
 
    Zoe reached across the table to pat my hand. “I don’t mind your random facts, either.” 
 
    I nodded. “I know. But other boys? It seems to turn them off or weird them out.” 
 
    Zoe snorted. “Then who needs them? They’re just useless.” She rolled her violet eyes and stuck out her tongue. 
 
    I giggled, her silliness bringing a smile to my face. Looking down at the paper in front of us, I asked, “Does it make more sense now?” 
 
    She nodded. “Mind if I keep that? Just as a reference.”  
 
    I nodded, tearing the page out of the notebook for her. She folded it up and stuck it in the pocket of her jean shorts. Then she looked around the library. It was hard to believe that this room was under the warehouse, the building we used to disguise our location. If you looked at it from the outside, not knowing what it was, you would have seen a building falling apart, with overgrown grass and bushes surrounding it. That was just the enchantment put on it. In reality, it was well-kept and polished, with not a spot of rust in sight.  
 
    Turning back to the books in front of us, I tried to keep my voice casual. “So, what do you know about witches?” 
 
    Zoe sighed, blowing a strand of hair off her forehead. “Not as much as you would think. I was young when my sister died. The hunt I went on, they didn’t tell me much. Just that I should fight when they told me to.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I still can’t believe they took you on that mission. It just doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “Grandmother likes to start us out young. Make sure we have what it takes before she wastes a bunch of time training someone who won’t even fight. Some people just don’t have the heart to kill monsters, no matter how bad they are.” Zoe stated it like it was common knowledge. 
 
    “What does she do with the ones who don’t want to fight?” I held my breath. Little did Zoe know, she was describing me. I wasn’t a fighter. I was a scholar, a reader, the knowledge keeper. I could chant spells and teach others with the power in their voice to do the same, but killing something, even something as bad as the Djinn or Sea Witch we’d faced? Nope, not me. Even when we were fighting the shifters, I used stun spells, not killing ones.  
 
    “She finds other jobs for them, bookkeeping, cooking. Some of them actually run the tours, so they bring in a little money, too.”  
 
    “So, menial things. Things not worth mentioning.”  
 
    Zoe must’ve heard the disappointment in my voice because she reached out and took my hand. “Hey, not everyone can fight like that. It’s okay to spare lives. It’s okay to show mercy. And everyone knows we’re the best team because we have you on it.” 
 
    I nodded, not fully believing her. I’d been trying to find my place on this team for a long time. Being able to procure knowledge and read ancient texts didn’t seem all that useful in the middle of a battle. I had a few spells, but I wasn’t a witch by any means. Anyone could use a spell or two, say the right words, and have things do what you wanted them to do. I didn’t have any magic, so really it was all in the words I was saying. The spells were stronger when someone like Kristy or Denny used them, with the power of their voices behind them. Denny was a good student, quickly picking up what I was teaching her. Her team was rapidly becoming the next best team. They had been smart to let Megan go. 
 
    Zoe looked back at her book. The black cover and red lettering stood out among the other, normal-looking books. “Do you think we can really defeat a demon?” 
 
    “And witches.” I scratched my ear, thinking it over. “If we all work together, we should be able to do it. Demons are tough to beat, but it’s not impossible. The hard part will be reaching the demon, getting past whoever they have in their employ.” 
 
    Zoe nodded. “Like the witches.” 
 
    I leaned forward and looked at her taut face. Ever since Mr. Jenkins had mentioned that witches might be part of our obstacle, Zoe had been very tight-lipped. Not even Mattie could get her to talk about it. I knew that a lot of pain was there. I just didn’t know how to reach her. “Zoe, most of the witches we encounter are going to be dark ones. We’ll have to fight them. Can you do that?” 
 
    She nodded, not meeting my eyes. “I want information.” 
 
    I sat back, surprised she was willing to confide in me. I couldn’t let this moment slip by. “Information? About what?” 
 
    “My sister. I don’t think she’s dead like Grandmother told us she was.” She fidgeted with the book cover. “I saw her, remember? I know it was real. I don’t think she’s dead. And I’m going to find her.” 
 
    I reached across the table to touch her hand. “Let us help you. Isn’t that part of being a team? We can do this together. We can find her and save her.” 
 
    Zoe nodded, finally meeting my eyes and smiling at me. “Yeah, we can, can’t we?”  
 
    “It’s kind of what we do.” I stood and looked around the empty room. We were the only ones left, everyone else having headed off to dinner. “We’d better get food before they close the doors and not feed us.”  
 
    Zoe jumped up and placed the demon book in her backpack. Demons required a lot more research than some of the other trials, so the others had offered to help me out. Couldn’t burn out your researcher before you got to the trial.  
 
    As we wound our way through the bookshelves to the door, voices stopped us in our tracks. Zoe placed a finger over her lips, her eyes darting to the side. We slipped around a shelf, then peered around to see Megan and Trevor huddled together in a corner. Megan’s voice came out frustrated and angry. “It’s no use. No one else is going to join our group.”  
 
    Trevor shrugged. “We don’t actually need anyone else, do we? Your powers and my fighting skill are enough.” 
 
    Megan glared at him, her ice-blue eyes flashing with a hint of her power. She clenched her slim hands together, ice forming over them. “But to complete the trials, you need a full team. It’s a requirement. They won’t let us out into the field like this.” 
 
    He reached across the table and covered her hands with his. The ice melted at his touch. “So we hold tryouts. There are plenty of students who would want to join a strong team. We just have to find them.” His sandy blonde hair had been cut shorter since he’d arrived at the school, and he’d gelled it back from his forehead. It made him look older than when we’d first seen him in Scotland. His white shirt strained against his muscles—something none of the girls could really ignore. If he wasn’t so cocky and full of himself, he’d actually be attractive. With his square jaw, high cheeks, and thin nose, he had quite the profile. His golden eyes never left Megan’s face.  
 
    For her part, Megan looked every bit the ice queen she tried to portray. Platinum blonde hair was piled on her head, and her slim figure was clothed in clingy attire. She liked to wear blue gems that glinted in the light of any room she was in, reflecting the power behind her eyes. These days, her small mouth always seemed to be frowning. She hadn’t smiled in quite some time. Losing most of her team had really knocked the arrogance out of her. “We shall see.” She stood, leaving Trevor sitting there by himself. He waited until he heard the door close, then turned in our direction. “Enjoy the show?”  
 
    Zoe popped around the corner, hands on her hips. He looked her up and down, like a man appraising his next meal.  
 
    “I knew it was you,” he said. “Your breathing gives you away.” 
 
    Zoe snorted. “No more than yours does.” She took a step closer. “Looking for teammates?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, since we’re shorthanded now. No thanks to that pipsqueak of a girl.” 
 
    I stepped forward, my anger coming to the surface. Not much made me mad, but badmouthing my friends did. “Denny is a ten-times-better leader than Megan ever was and you know it.” 
 
    Trevor rolled his eyes. “Sure, the animal charmer. Because she’s so powerful.” His sarcastic tone grated on my nerves.  
 
    I looked at Zoe, knowing that talking to him was useless. “Let’s go get food.”  
 
    She nodded, then turned to follow me.  
 
    His voice floated after us, sweet and innocent. “I miss you.”  
 
    She didn’t stop, just straightened her back even more than it already was, completely ignoring him. I glanced back as I stepped through the door and caught a look of sadness as it crossed his tanned features. Shaking my head, I closed the door. If he missed her so much, he sure had a funny way of showing it.  
 
    Zoe stomped ahead of me, clenching and unclenching her fists. Trevor knew just how to get under her skin. I guess that happened when you dated someone for so long, even expected to marry them. Zoe hadn’t really gone into the details about why that had failed, but I figured in time she’d tell me. I’d found that patience opened a lot of doors.  
 
    She stopped in front of the cafeteria doors and took a deep breath. Then she looked over at me, a weak smile on her face. “I shouldn’t let him get to me like that.” 
 
    I shrugged, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “He knows how to get to you. He uses that to his advantage.” She nodded but I could see the distress in her eyes. I reached out and took her hand. “It’s okay. Don’t let him have any power over you.” 
 
    She rolled her shoulders and took a deep breath. “Easier said than done.” 
 
    “Do you still have feelings for him?” I glanced around, making sure we were alone. 
 
    She shook her head. “Not like that. I don’t think I ever really loved him.” She sighed, squeezing my hand. “He was in love with my sister. Did I ever tell you that?”  
 
    I shook my head, waiting for her to continue.  
 
    “They’re five years older than me. Grew up together. I guess everyone just always assumed they’d be together. Then that battle happened and he was alone. He took me under his wing, trained me. We bonded over our loss. I was infatuated with him because she’d been in love with him. When he started pursuing me, it got kind of weird. I went along with it at first because I assumed that’s what everyone expected me to do. But every time I kissed him, I thought of her. For me, that was weird. I guess for him, it felt right. If he couldn’t have her, at least he could have me. When my grandmother offered me the chance to come here and work with you all, I took it, breaking it off with him. He told me I’d come begging him to take me back, but I knew better. I care for him, but not in the way he wants me to.” 
 
    “Then he’ll realize that eventually. He’s fawning all over Megan anyway. Why is he coming for you, too?” 
 
    She shook her head. “He likes a challenge, I guess.”  
 
    I nodded, not needing to say anything else. Instead, I tugged her after me and pushed open the cafeteria doors. The rest of our group, along with Denny’s group, sat over in our usual corner, away from the chaos. Andy’s plate was piled high with food, which he was shoveling into his mouth as he talked. Kristy sat next to him, her red hair shining in the cafeteria lights. She nibbled on a biscuit and smirked as she watched Andy eat. Mattie and Denny sat together, their dark heads bent, their hair blending together. Probably discussing battle tactics. Since taking over her group, Denny had been desperate to learn everything she could to help them succeed.  
 
    Sitting across from them were Kyle, the twins, and the newest member of their team. The twins looked up when we walked in, matching smiles on their faces. With blonde hair and light blue eyes, they made quite the pair. Kyle had red hair like his sister, but he was taller and stockier than she was. The twins had gotten him into working out with them, which had added considerable muscle to his once-lean frame. The newest member of their group watched everything in awe. With dark hair and dark skin, he could’ve been mistaken for Andy’s cousin. But while Andy’s family was of Arabic descent, his was Native American. His family had an affinity for nature, had even been known to talk to nature, which made him pretty useful as a scout. He kept his hair long, tied back from his face with a leather strap. Dark eyes took in everything around him. He watched our approach, his eyes bouncing from me to Zoe with a look of curiosity.  
 
    As we approached, Mattie and Denny scooted apart to make room for us. Denny patted the seat next to her and gave Zoe her biggest smile. I squeezed Zoe’s hand one more time before letting her go. The twins slid apart for me, patting my back as I sat. Darryl, the taller of the two (and, yes, I could tell) slid a tray of food in front of me. “We’ve been waiting for you.”  
 
    I blushed, realizing everyone could hear us.  
 
    Mattie looked from me to Zoe. “Yeah, where have you been?” 
 
    Zoe took a bite of potato, chewing it before saying, “The library.” 
 
    I pointed my fork at Mattie. “Megan and Trevor were there.” I saw him tense at Trevor’s name. Mattie really cared for Zoe, and Trevor bothered the crap out of him. “Trying to devise a way to get new members into their group.” 
 
    Denny snorted. “That’s gonna be hard to do. They can’t be trusted and everyone knows it.” 
 
    Dirk, the other twin, leaned forward. “But Megan’s still powerful and everyone knows that, too. Also, her aunt is on the Council. People will still want to work with her, even if they don’t trust her.” 
 
    “And Trevor is still an unknown.” Darryl added this with a nod.  
 
    Mattie frowned, tapping his fork against his chin. “True. People flock to power. They probably won’t have much trouble getting new members.” 
 
    “They have so far.” Kyle said this with a slight smile in Denny’s direction. 
 
    Mattie looked between the two of them, suspicion on his face. “What have you two been up to?” 
 
    Denny giggled, rolling her eyes. “Nothing. We really haven’t had to do anything. She’s done it for us. Several people have come to us, asking about what it was like to be on her team. And we’ve told them. Seems that no one wants to be treated the way we were.” 
 
    Mattie looked around the room. “Some will still join her. Despite how she is, we need all the teams we can get. You guys know that.” Kyle, at least, had the decency to bow his head. Denny’s eyes flashed.  
 
    “She’s too dangerous to trust with a team. Someone is going to get killed. I’d like to prevent that.” 
 
    Mattie shook his head. “Not your call, little sis.” He went back to eating, one hand resting on Zoe’s thigh. She leaned toward him. It was something I had been noticing lately. They seemed really comfortable with each other.  
 
    Darryl slung an arm around my shoulder and leaned toward me. “Find anything good on demons?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not any more than what we know so far. Honestly, we’d be better off finding the witches first and following them back to their master.” 
 
    Mattie’s head popped up. “You think that would work?”  
 
    I shrugged. “Right now it’s the best plan I’ve got.”  
 
    He nodded and went back to his food.  
 
    At least it was a start. Dark witches were easy to find. Much easier than their light counterparts. They tended to offer their services and people were likely to talk about them to others. They had to drum up business somehow. The issue came in wading through all the fakes to find the real deal. 
 
    We finished our meal, then everyone headed to their respective rooms. Mattie stopped Zoe, asking if she wanted to go out to the garden. I watched them leave, feeling slightly lonely. She wouldn’t be back in our room for hours. I turned that way and was heading down the hall alone when a voice stopped me. Darryl stood by the elevator, a smile on his lips. “Come with me?”  
 
    I nodded, deciding that spending time by myself wasn’t what I really wanted right then. He took me to the elevator and pressed a button. “Where are we going?” 
 
    He squeezed my hand. “You’ll see.”  
 
    I watched his profile, taking it all in. The large biceps, the firm jaw, the straight nose. The brothers could’ve modeled in the normal world. The fact that they’d taken up looking out for me was kind of nice. It made me miss my own brothers.  
 
    When the elevator door opened, he led me to one of the offices near my grandmother’s office. As he pushed open the door, he paused to watch my reaction. A table had been set out with enough chocolate to feed an army. Soft music played in the background. Rose petals dotted the floor around the conference table. I stepped inside and looked around. “Do you like it?” The worry in his voice loosened my tongue.  
 
    I looked up at him with a smile. “It’s amazing. What is all this?”  
 
    He ushered me to the table, then pressed me into one of the chairs. “I thought maybe you needed a little break, someone to spoil you.” He took the seat next to me and tapped my knee. I lifted my leg and he took off my shoe and sock, then proceeded to rub my foot. I leaned back in the chair, goose bumps running up my arms.  
 
    “That feels amazing.” I closed my eyes, letting the music sweep over me. We’d been working so hard lately to figure out how to track down a demon that there hadn’t been much time for rest or relaxation. Leave it to the twins to figure out that this was what I needed.  
 
    His hand pressed against my foot, his thumb moving in circles. His other hand moved up, rubbing my calf. He dropped to the floor, working his hands up my legs. As he rubbed my thighs, my eyes popped open. His eyes met mine, the intense stare taking my breath away. Yellow surrounded his irises, with blue ringing the outside.  
 
    “Darryl-“  
 
    “Shh, just enjoy it. It’s okay.” Then his hands were around my waist and his lips were against mine. I’d had few kisses in my life. Mattie had been my first, after Megan had spread nasty rumors about me. Due to the rumors, any boys who would’ve been interested in me weren’t. That left me without any options and a lot of heartache. The kiss had been awkward and I immediately regretted it, although I didn’t tell Mattie that. Then there had been Henry, my date for the winter formal. His kisses had been clumsy but I had enjoyed them because he genuinely wanted to kiss me. Then he’d ghosted me, which I hadn’t expected at all. Megan interfering again.  
 
    This kiss took the breath right out of me. He was firm but gentle, his hands sweeping up to my hair. I melted against him, which was something I didn’t even know a person could do. Kristy had talked about her kisses with Andy, how they felt so right, but I’d never quite understood what she meant until now. Pulling away, I searched his eyes. “What about your brother?” 
 
    Darryl frowned, tracing my jaw line with a finger. “Dirk can try for your affections if he wants.” He grinned, leaning forward. “But tonight you’re mine.” He kissed me again, stealing my breath away. I leaned into him, enjoying the feel of his hands and his lips. It felt right, being there with him.  
 
    The candles wore low as he kissed me. It didn’t go much beyond that, and it never would unless I asked him to. Our agreement. He could kiss me all he liked but we wouldn’t do much more than that. Especially because I hadn’t decided if it was him or his brother whom I wanted. I hadn’t even told anyone else about this, not even Kristy. I couldn’t decide and I didn’t want any input to cloud my judgment. I had to make this decision myself.  
 
    Eventually, I pushed him away, then stood and stepped toward the door. “Thank you for this. It was nice.” He winced at the word but nodded. Taking it slow was part of the deal. After all the issues with dating I’d dealt with, the brothers were being very understanding. I slipped out the door, giving him a small smile before I left. I really did appreciate it, and enjoy it, even if I didn’t know how to say it. I slipped back to my room and opened the door as quietly as I could. Usually by this time, Zoe was in bed, snoring away.  
 
    I blinked in the darkness, not hearing her breathing. As I waited for my eyes to adjust, I took in our room: our beds on opposite walls, matching dressers next to each other, a single bathroom to share. Sparse, but we made it as much of a home as we could, putting up family pictures and photos of our friends. My bed sat neatly made while Zoe’s covers were rumpled, her pillow half hanging off the bed. She always forgot to make her bed. No amount of reminding could fix that. “Zoe?” 
 
    The door slammed shut behind me, making me spin. She stood there, her arms crossed, tapping her foot. Still dressed in her training uniform, she’d blended right into the darkness of the room. “So what exactly have you been up to?” 
 
    I took a step back, not wanting to answer the question. How could I explain what was going on? Would she even understand? Before I could utter a single word, another voice rang out from behind me. “I was wondering the same thing. Care to fill us in?” Kristy stepped out of the bathroom, her red locks over one shoulder, her dark eyes twinkling. A smile played across her lips. At least she wasn’t mad at me. She sat on my bed and patted the spot next to her. She’d changed into a pink silk nightie with matching robe, which was tied tightly around her slim waist.  
 
    I sank onto the bed next to her, letting out a huge sigh and hanging my head. How did I explain this? I looked up, my eyes bouncing from one girl to the other. Zoe sat on her bed across from us, pulling out a knife to clean her nails. Kristy wrinkled her nose at that, then turned back to me, waiting for me to answer.  
 
    “I was doing some research.” 
 
    Zoe snorted. “With a partner? 
 
                  The heat rushed up my cheeks. Kristy touched my lips, smiling. “They’re red, honey. Sure giveaway. So tell me, what happened?” 
 
    I blew out a breath and looked down at my hands. “The twins and I are … um … well … interested in each other.” I gulped, realizing how that sounded. “More like they’re interested in me and I in them, but I can’t decide which one I like better. So they’ve been spending the last several months trying to convince me that one is better than the other. I still can’t decide and I’m afraid they’re getting tired of the whole thing.” I looked up under my lashes, waiting for them to laugh at me or admonish me for doing something so stupid. 
 
    Instead, both girls grinned. “I told you it was the twins.” Kristy raised her hands in victory.  
 
    Zoe leaned forward, her pink streaks standing out in the light. “So, who was it tonight?” 
 
    “Darryl.” I could tell immediately that neither one of them knew which was which. I rolled my eyes. “The taller one.” They both nodded. At least they’d noticed that much.  
 
    “And the other? How does he feel about this?” 
 
    I twisted my hands and looked down again. “They’ve worked out a schedule so that they don’t interfere with each other. I don’t know exactly how it works. They just tell me when to meet them.” 
 
    Kristy laid back on my bed, her arms over her head. “Who’s the better kisser?” 
 
    I smiled, happy for an easy question. “Darryl. He really knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    “And Dirk?”  
 
    I looked up in surprise at Zoe. I didn’t think anyone else had bothered to learn their names but me.  
 
    She grinned. “I pay attention.” 
 
    “Dirk may not always know what I’m talking about, but he loves listening to me talk. Darryl knows what I’m talking about but would rather not talk, if you know what I mean. Both are great kissers, but Darryl is more aggressive, whereas Dirk is sweeter about it. I like spending time with both of them. Dirk talks about adventures while Darryl actually wants to go on them.” 
 
    Kristy propped herself up on one hand, then raised the other in the air. “So, why is there any question? Darryl sounds like the one for you. You know, because he’s so adventurous.” 
 
    Zoe nodded her agreement. “He really does.” 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s not that simple. Dirk is really sweet and the things he does for me, no one else would think to do. He gets books for me from the library, then he brings me food to make sure I don’t forget to eat. He may not know much about what I’m researching but he cares about me as a person.” 
 
    “So, you can decide whether you want the one who loves your mind or the one who cares for your well-being?” Kristy made it sound so easy when she broke it down that way. I nodded, not knowing what else to say. 
 
    Kristy pulled me down next to her, smiling at me. “Guess we’re going to make a pros and cons list to help you decide.” She looked over at Zoe. “We’re going to need coffee. This may take a while.” Zoe nodded, leaving the room. Kristy grinned at me. “Let’s get started.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
   B y dawn, we had a long list of why both boys were a good fit and I still felt no closer to making my choice. We fell asleep on my bed, all three of us curled up together. Our sleep was broken midmorning by a banging on the door. It was followed by Andy’s voice. “What have you done with my wife, you silly girls? Give her back!” He made to hit the door again, only to have it fly open to face Zoe, who frowned at his goofy grin. He held up a basket of bagels, then passed them to her along with some cream cheese. “Just bringing sustenance.” He looked past her to Kristy. “Love you, babe.” Zoe closed the door in his face, unable to keep the smile off her own. 
 
    Zoe dumped the basket on her bed, then looked over her shoulder at us. “OK, sleepyheads, let’s eat.” Kristy and I joined her, grabbing bagels and spreading cream cheese over them, taking bites as we chatted and got ready for the day. I looked over at the lists spread on the floor by the foot of my bed, unsure about the previous night’s events. It didn’t seem that we’d solved anything at all. Kristy noticed my gaze but didn’t say anything.  
 
    “So, where are we on finding a demon?” Zoe took another bite, cream cheese covering her lips. She licked at it, smiling.  
 
    I shrugged. “Nothing yet. I think finding the dark witches is the best place to start. They stand out, they’re more easily found. Finding them can lead us to the demon they serve.” 
 
    “So all dark witches serve a demon?” Kristy looked over at Zoe before turning back to me. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, not all. But the strong ones, the most powerful, they do. Their powers are heightened by the demons’ own.” 
 
    Zoe took another bite, her eyes not meeting mine. “So, we would need to find a strong group.” 
 
    Kristy and I exchanged a glance. Zoe’s history with witches was worrying all of us. “Yes, we would need to find a strong group. Stronger than most.” I tried to keep the worry out of my voice.  
 
    Zoe stood, stretching her arms over her head. “Well, then, we should start looking, don’t you think?” She headed to the bathroom and closed the door behind her. 
 
    Kristy set down her half-eaten bagel and started twisting her hair in her hands. “I’m worried about her. Witches, she has a lot of anger toward them. Every time they’re mentioned, she goes all shifty-eyed. She’s planning something. Something she doesn’t want to tell us about.” 
 
    I nodded. “I noticed that, too. When did we all start keeping secrets from each other?” I cringed internally, knowing I was doing just that seeing as how Zoe had told me what she wanted and I hadn't said anything about it to anyone else. 
 
    Kristy snorted. “Secrets are a part of life. We can’t possibly tell each other everything.” She looked toward the bathroom door, the sounds of the shower reaching our ears. “I’m worried about her.” 
 
    I stood and went to my dresser to rummage around for some clothes. “I am too but we can’t make her talk. She’ll tell us when she’s ready.” I cringed, keeping my face away from Kristy, not wanting her to see what I knew. Zoe was looking for her sister, and although I’d told her to let us help, I had to leave it up to her to decide when she’d include the others. 
 
    “Or when we catch her.” The double meaning didn’t go unnoticed. I smiled as Kristy headed out the door to her own room. It was nice to know that even with all that was going on; we could still have a night for just us girls. I had worried that when Kristy and Andy got married, that would change. Apparently, it hadn’t. 
 
    Zoe exited the shower, a towel wrapped around her. “Your turn.” 
 
    I headed in, but stopped before closing the door. “Whenever you’re ready to talk to the others, I’m here.”  
 
    She nodded, not looking up. That was the best I could hope for at this point. 
 
    Heading down the hall to the elevator afterward, damp hair tied up in a bun, Zoe looked back at me. “We should do some training today.” 
 
    I could feel my cheeks redden. “Zoe, you know I’m not very good at training.” 
 
    She smirked. “But you get better with practice. Can’t always rely on your books to save you. You need to be able to defend yourself. I can’t believe Mattie has let you go this long without bothering to teach you how to fight.” 
 
    Inside the elevator, I held up my hands. “He has tried. And failed. I’m a lost cause. It’s why I do all the research.” 
 
    She crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes at me. “Well, I’m going to give it a shot anyway. You need it.” With that, she marched into the gym, expecting me to follow. Finding that I had no other choice, I trailed her out of the elevator and into the gym, stopping as I realized that other people were there. The twins were over at the weights, spotting for each other. Trevor stood in another corner, sparring with someone I didn’t recognize. I gulped, watching as Zoe took up a corner mat then turned to me with her hands on her hips. I walked toward her, keeping my head down. This was going to be a terrible experience. 
 
    Zoe started us off with gloves, like the ones that Mattie and Andy always wore. She nodded as I got into my fighting stance, my feet spread apart. “Good stance.”  
 
    I nodded, knowing it was the only thing I was going to get right today.  
 
    She held her hands in front of her face and instructed me to do the same. Then she struck, her glove pushing mine into my nose. I staggered, blinking quickly to get the tears out of my eyes. She squared up again, waiting. I couldn’t figure out why she was waiting until she rolled her eyes and said, “Hit me.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Sierra, you need to hit me. I have to see how you do it. Aim right for my glove.” I groaned, then swung out, my whole body going into the punch. I managed to smack her glove, thank goodness, but I stumbled as I landed the punch, tripping over my own feet and almost landing flat on my face. I managed to avoid that only because she grabbed me at the last second.  
 
    I straightened up and looked at the mat. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Sierra, look at me.” I looked up, meeting her eyes. Her intense gaze was hard to avoid. “You have all the right moves. You can do this. Don’t doubt yourself. That’s what’s holding you back. You think you can’t do it, so you can’t. Believe you can and you will.” 
 
    I pushed my hair out of my face. “It’s not that simple. I’m a bookworm. I’m not a fighter.” 
 
    Zoe placed both gloved hands on my shoulders. “But if a witch were to storm in here right now and try to kill me, you’d fight for me, wouldn’t you?”  
 
    I nodded without thinking. That was a no-brainer.  
 
    “See? You have the fighting spirit. We just need to hone it. Now, hands up again.”  
 
    I did as she said, following her through the moves, copying what she did. I managed to land several punches and not fall on my face, which was something I’d never achieved before. By the time we were finished, I was sweaty and tired and had gained an audience. Trevor and the twins were watching us, not even bothering to work out anymore. Trevor stepped up as Zoe started to walk away. 
 
    “She might actually have a fighter in her.”  
 
    Zoe looked at me, then back at him. “She does. She just has to learn how to use it.” 
 
    “Sounds like somebody else I know.” Trevor gave her his most winning smile—probably the smile he gave all the ladies.  
 
    Zoe rolled her eyes, then looked past him to me. “Let’s go get cleaned up. Lunch will be soon.” She walked out without a look back.  
 
    Both twins gave me huge grins before turning back to each other. I followed, keeping my head down. I hadn’t expected my training to be on display.  
 
    In class, Mr. Jenkins spent that afternoon going over math and mythological history. One was his bread and butter, the other he seemed to be learning right along with us. Our chaperones normally weren’t also our teachers, but because that was what he’d done before joining us, it was only natural that he’d take up that position. He taught other students, too, but because we were his team, he focused on our training a lot.  
 
    At the end of class, he stopped us before we could leave. “Any luck tracking down a demon?” 
 
    All eyes turned to me, including his blue ones behind his wire-framed glasses. Mr. Jenkins stood a head taller than the rest of us, even the boys, so he really was looking down at me.  
 
    “Not yet. I think it’s best we search for a strong coven of witches. The stronger, the better. They’ll most likely be able to lead us to one.”  
 
    He nodded, his eyes cutting to Zoe before coming back to me. He was thinking the same thing the rest of us were. This was going to be hard for her. And very personal. “Well, keep me posted, okay?” 
 
    We all nodded, then headed out of the classroom together. Mattie looked at Zoe and back at me. “So, we need to find a dark coven?” 
 
    I smiled at his attempt at the unfamiliar lingo. “Yes. The darker, the better. I have a couple of leads but it’s going to take me a few days to narrow it down.” 
 
    Zoe’s head popped up. “I’ll help.” Her cheeks reddened. “If you’d like.” 
 
    I nodded and smiled. She may not have been ready to tell the others what she wanted to do, but it wouldn’t hurt for us to kill two birds with one stone. Maybe we would find out something about her sister while also searching for the dark coven we were seeking. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
   Z oe leaned over my shoulder, reading the words on the screen. “A tarot shop?” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ve been looking into all of them. Most are just hoaxes, set up to make a quick buck, but some are actually legit. The websites really tell you which ones are the real thing. If it’s real, they don’t need flashy gimmicks because the reviews speak for themselves.” 
 
    “And this one is here, in town?” I could hear the urgency in her voice. 
 
    I shook my head. “Not in town. More on the outskirts. You have to drive to it.”  
 
    She nodded, straightening up. Something in her eyes changed. She was going to do something and I didn’t know how to stop her. So I decided not to.  
 
    “Whatever you’re planning, take me with you,” I said. 
 
    She looked down at me in surprise. “What?” 
 
    “I know you’re planning something. And I know it has to do with finding your sister. Take me with you. You need backup.” 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “But we aren’t going to fight them, are we? You want to get information first.” 
 
    She bit her lip, her eyes growing big. “I know she’s alive. I can feel it. I just want to know if any of them have heard of her. I have to know where she is.” 
 
    I stood as I printed out the information page. “Then we go ask them. No one else has to know that we’ve ever been there. If anyone asks, we’re scouting.” 
 
    She gave me a huge smile and clapped her hand on my shoulder. “Thank you. That means a lot.”  
 
    I nodded, understanding a little about how she was feeling. When my parents died, I would’ve done anything to find out what had happened. And if I had a gut instinct telling me they were alive, I would’ve moved heaven and Earth to get to them. I couldn’t let Zoe do this on her own.  
 
    Looking around the library, I realized we were on our own. Now was as good a time as any to check it out. We weren’t that far from the tarot shop and the website boasted late-night hours.  
 
    “Let’s go now. We have the info. It’s just a scouting mission.”  
 
    Zoe raised her eyebrows. “You sure? Mattie won’t be mad?”  
 
    I smiled. “I’ll text him. Let’s go.” We gathered our stuff and headed out of the room. As we left the warehouse, I shot Mattie a text, letting him know we were doing some scouting and would be back soon. His reply simply asked if we needed backup. I told him we had it under control and left it at that. He had faith in us, which was nice.  
 
    Out front, we found Joe trimming the hedges, sweat pouring down his face. Wiping a hand through his thinning hair, he smiled as we approached. “Ladies. How can I help you?” 
 
    “Can you take us on a ride? We need to go check out a place.” Zoe gave him her sweetest smile but he could see with one look that we weren’t dressed for a regular outing. Still in our training clothes, we looked more mission-ready than anything. 
 
    “Mattie okay with this?” He directed this question at me, rightly assuming I’d tell the truth. 
 
    “Yes, he is.”  
 
    “And your chaperone?” 
 
    I sighed. “It’s a scouting mission, Joe. We’re fine.” 
 
    He set down the trimmers and nodded. “Just making sure all the bases are covered. I got yelled at pretty good by your grandmother after that last trial, just so you both know.” 
 
    We winced, sharing a glance. “We didn’t know that. It wasn’t your fault. My grandfather-” 
 
    “Also got yelled at. She was mad at everyone. Even ol’ Jemme couldn’t calm her down with any of her reassurances.” 
 
    I had to laugh at that. Andy’s grandmother was one tough cookie who thought that everyone should just take what she said at face value. While a great Council member, she hadn’t really shown herself to be much better at anything else, so it was hard for anyone to trust her. Even Andy didn’t know her well enough to trust her.  
 
    Joe went around back to grab the van, leaving me and Zoe to wait out front. She fidgeted while I read up on the tarot shop, making sure we had enough money to at least seem interested in their wares. When Joe pulled the van around, I looked at her. “You ready for this?”  
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “Even if we don’t find anything?”  
 
    She nodded again. We climbed into the van, hoping for the best. 
 
    *** 
 
    The drive took less than half an hour. It seemed these witches had the same set up we did. If you didn’t know the place was there, you’d drive right past it. The lot sat empty, weeds poking through the cracked concrete. The shop looked empty, too, except for a flashing purple “OPEN” sign hanging in the front window. It really looked more like a house-turned-shop than anything else, with its front porch, arched roof, and ranch-style set up.  
 
    Joe turned as we got out. “I’ll wait right here. Signal if you need help.” 
 
    We nodded and walked toward the store, the weeds crunching under our feet. Everything looked brown and dead. Zoe stopped before stepping on the porch. “Remember our story. I’m looking for my sister. That’s all.”  
 
    I nodded. We weren’t here for readings or to buy anything. We just wanted information. 
 
    A bell rang above the door as we stepped in. As we blinked our eyes to adjust to the darkness, the smell of incense overwhelmed me, making me cough. Zoe looked at me, then walked forward and headed to the counter. I followed, patting my chest. I hadn’t had an asthma attack in ages and now wasn’t the time to start.  
 
    A girl stood behind the counter, smacking gum and flipping through a newspaper. Her electric blue hair made Zoe’s pink streaks look tame. Pierced holes in her nose and ears all held little cat charms. Dressed in Goth style, she gave the impression of being into dark magic even if she really wasn’t. “Can I help you?” 
 
    Zoe leaned against the counter and looked around. “Nice place you got here. Is it yours?” 
 
    The girl shook her head. “My mother’s. Why?” 
 
    Zoe shrugged and looked down at her nails. “No reason, I’m just looking for some info. Is your mother here?”  
 
    The girl rolled her eyes and headed through a door behind the counter, leaving the magazine in front of Zoe. Zoe tapped her hands on the counter and gave me a nod. While she asked questions, I’d poke around, trying to see if I got any demon vibes while we were here. We could kill two birds with one stone that way. 
 
    I heard voices and assumed the mother had appeared. I headed down aisle after aisle, looking at jars of things I didn’t recognize. Most of it seemed pretty neutral, crystals and herbs and things. Nothing seemed dangerous or deadly—a sure sign that a demon was in the works. Maybe these were just dark witches, doing their thing, plying their trade. Couldn’t blame a girl for working, right? And they weren’t our target. If they weren’t hurting anyone, we couldn’t touch them. Those were the rules.  
 
    Zoe coughed, which was my signal to return to her side. I stepped out as the mother, an older, brown-haired version of the girl, leaned forward. “There was talk, several years ago, of a girl who had been taken captive. She’d proven to have power and earned a place in the coven. Then she disappeared. Then the coven were all murdered.” 
 
    “And you say this was overseas?” 
 
    “Yes, Scotland, thereabouts. We don’t communicate often with covens from across the pond, but a whole coven getting murdered was of interest to us here.” 
 
    “Do you think she did it? Went back and took out her revenge on them?” 
 
    The older witch nodded and looked Zoe in the eyes. “A very good possibility. If you find her, you might want to hide her. She’s the most wanted witch in our world right now. Any of us catch her, we have full permission to execute her immediately.” With that, the woman gathered up the cash Zoe had laid on the counter, obviously paying for the information, then returned to the back, leaving us alone up front. Zoe turned to me and nodded at the door. I followed her out, waiting to speak until we were clear of the shop. 
 
    “So, she’s alive, isn’t she?” 
 
    Zoe nodded. “It sounds like it. At least she was at one point. Why wouldn’t she come home? Why didn’t she come to find me?” 
 
    “Maybe she knows she’s a fugitive and doesn’t want you to get hurt?” 
 
    Zoe sighed. “I guess.” She headed toward the van, stopping only once she reached it. “Are they working with a demon?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Definitely not. If they were, we would’ve seen something to indicate it. They’d be wealthier for sure.” A thought occurred to me. “And they would’ve found your sister already.”  
 
    Her head whipped up. “You think?” 
 
    “A coven dark enough to work with a demon? They’d want to be notorious. The only way to do that would be to take out the witch who killed a whole coven. So, I think it’s safe to say this isn’t the one we’re looking for.”  
 
    She nodded, then climbed into the van. I gave the shop one last look before following her, a chill creeping up my spine. I’d hoped the information she received would give Zoe the peace she was looking for, but after seeing her reaction, I highly doubted it. She was going to find her sister, whether we helped her or not. Trial or no trial. I just hoped it didn’t get her killed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
   M attie sat back against the chair, his hands pushing against the table as he listened to Zoe talk. I watched from behind my book as he took in everything we’d learned at the tarot shop. First and foremost, no demon. Second, Zoe believed her sister was still alive and she wanted desperately to find her. That much was obvious. Her hands waved in the air as she talked about using locator spells and other things to track her down. I could see the wheels turning in Mattie’s head but I had no idea what he was thinking. He certainly couldn’t be agreeing with her, could he? 
 
    Once Zoe had finished, Mattie looked from her to me. I ducked back behind my book, trying to pretend that I hadn’t been listening. Sure, I’d gone with Zoe to the shop, but I didn’t have any information other than what she’d already told him. I was mainly there for moral support. Zoe was afraid Mattie wouldn’t let her go after her sister. “My main question is, why didn’t your grandmother try to find her? Wouldn’t that be important to her?” Mattie asked. 
 
    Zoe’s mouth moved but no sounds came out. He had a point. I had to offer Zoe some sort of hope. “Maybe she did find her. Would your grandmother have accepted her back after she’d been taken?” I offered.  
 
    The pain in her eyes was my response. Her grandmother had seemed strict, very by the book when we’d met her. I always suspected there were things about her home that Zoe kept from us. It seemed I was right. “If Grandmother believed that she’d been tainted, she wouldn’t take her back. She’d turn her out and forbid her from ever coming back.” 
 
    “Tainted?” Mattie’s confusion matched my own.  
 
    Zoe ran her hands over her face. Clearly, she didn’t want to share this. “If Veronica showed back up and Grandmother suspected she’d toyed with dark magic at all, in any way, shape, or form, she’d consider her tainted, touched by the evil magic. I don’t know that Veronica even being her granddaughter would save her. Grandmother isn’t very forgiving.” 
 
    “Even to family?” I couldn’t help but ask. My own grandmother ran our school but I knew that if I showed up after having been captured, she’d welcome me back with open arms, dark magic or not. 
 
    “Especially to family. She holds us to a higher standard.” Zoe stood and paced by the bookshelves. The library was becoming a regular meeting place. “But you’re right, the first person Veronica would go to would be her. She’d want help; even if she knew she couldn’t stay. Grandmother wouldn’t turn her away if she thought she could use Veronica to her advantage.” 
 
    Mattie watched her, his eyes following her movements. “What do you mean, use her?” 
 
    Zoe rubbed her temples, refusing to look at him. “I’ve been thinking, about the symbols. The ones on the pictures in the Djinn’s lair, and in the Sea Witch’s cave, and even in the shifter’s den. What if my grandmother didn’t send them? What if it was Veronica? What if Grandmother is using her to take us down?” 
 
    My head snapped up. “Take us down?” 
 
    Zoe sat back down and folded her hands in front of her on the table. “Grandmother is up to something. She wasn’t very helpful when we went to visit. She practically blocked everything we did. Maybe she doesn’t want us to complete our trials and she’s using Veronica to that end.” 
 
    Mattie shook his head. “We’re one team. Why us?” 
 
    “Because I’m on it?”  
 
    Mattie and I exchanged a glance. “You think she’s out to get you?” This time, the doubt was evident in Mattie’s voice. 
 
    Zoe sighed. “I don’t know. No, not me personally. But nothing else makes sense.” 
 
    Mattie reached for her hands and took them in his. His face softened as he looked into her eyes. “We’ll figure this out. And find your sister. And complete our trial. But we have to do one thing at a time. Right now, we don’t know where your sister is or if she even wants to be found. We don’t know what your grandmother is planning. What we do know is how to find a demon. So, let’s start there? OK?” 
 
    She nodded, her head drooping. “I guess that works.” 
 
    He leaned forward and touched her chin. At that moment, I felt like the most awkward third wheel in the world. I think they’d forgotten I was even there. I considered slipping out, but that might have ruined the moment and I didn’t want to be that person. “We’ll find her, okay?” Mattie said. “If she’s out there, we’ll find her. But we have to focus on one thing at a time and I need you focused. Got it?”  
 
    Zoe nodded again, her eyes never leaving his. I could feel the desire radiating off of them. These two seriously needed to get a room.  
 
    Not wanting to break the moment, but also not wanting to be there if they started making out, I slipped out of my chair, making as little noise as possible. Neither noticed when I left them alone. I headed down one aisle of the library, toward the door. Halfway there, a voice stopped me. “Hey, Sierra, come here.”  
 
    I turned a corner to find Megan, leaning against a table, smiling at me. I’d never seen her smile before, and it was actually quite nice. Much better than her regular glare. I looked around, then back at her, realizing we were alone. “What do you want, Megan?” 
 
    “I just wanted to make sure everything was okay. What was Zoe going on about?” There seemed to be genuine concern in her voice, which struck me as odd. Megan couldn’t care less about all of us. She had her own agenda. We weren’t a part of it.  
 
    “Nothing, just worrying about the trial. She has a history with witches, so it’s particularly hard on her.” 
 
    Megan nodded, trying to look understanding. Her training uniform clung to her body, accentuating all her curves. I suspected she’d had it taken in when she received it. Her platinum hair was piled on top of her head with enough hairspray to make a force field if she wished. “I know about her sister. Trevor told me. It’s so sad. But I heard her say she thinks she’s alive? How?” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder. I really didn’t want to be sharing anything with Megan. Anything she learned, she’d use against us. I didn’t trust her any further than I could throw her and I wasn’t even sure I could pick her up off the ground. I had opened my mouth to reply when a voice behind me made my mouth snap shut. “Not sure any of that is your business.” Dirk stepped up next to me, resting one hand on my shoulder. I gave him the biggest smile, so grateful he’d shown up.  
 
    Megan rolled her eyes. “I was just asking about what I overheard. Don’t get all defensive.” She strode off, glancing once over her shoulder to wink at me. I shook my head, utterly confused.  
 
    “I’m glad I found you. She was in full-on interrogation mode,” Dirk said. 
 
    I reached up to squeeze the hand on my shoulder. “You and me both. I didn’t know how to answer her without giving away too much information. And it’s really not my information to give out.” 
 
    He nodded in understanding. “I bet she knew that, too. Otherwise, she’d ask Zoe outright. She’s trying to get info where she thinks it’s easiest to obtain.” 
 
    “Am I that easy?” I tried to make it a joke, but it fell flat. 
 
    He shook his head. “No way.” He pulled me to him and kissed me full on the lips. Where Darryl was aggressive, Dirk was sweet and soft, taking his time, not rushing. Darryl tried to get in as many kisses as he could, while Dirk went for one long one instead. The melting happened again, my body melding to his, something I didn’t think could happen with two separate people. What was going on with me? 
 
    Dirk stepped back, a goofy grin on his face. “We still on for tonight?”  
 
    I nodded. Strolling through the garden sounded like a great idea after the day I’d had. He winked at me and then left, probably to go find his brother. I headed to dinner, a bounce in my step. 
 
    *** 
 
    When I stepped outside that night, Dirk was waiting for me in the garden near the fountain. It was cool enough that we both needed a light jacket. Winter had already made its mark, though thankfully we’d spent most of that time in Scotland and not here, where it would snow us in. He held his hand out to me, waiting for me to take it. When I did, the warmth enveloped me. It was a comforting feeling. We walked in silence, letting the night air refresh us. Where Darryl was all passion, Dirk was calm. He didn’t feel the need to ply me with kisses or romantic settings with flowers and candles. He’d rather walk with me; listen to me if I needed it. In a way, it was refreshing. 
 
    “What do you think Megan was after?” I couldn’t let the silence go on too long. I had to bounce my thoughts off of someone.  
 
    He shrugged and looked back over his shoulder. “No idea. She’s been pretty obsessed with Zoe since she showed up.” 
 
    I stopped and turned to him. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, remember, we had a full team and she wanted to add Zoe anyway, planning to kick one of us out. At the time, we weren’t sure who she was going to choose, although it’s rather obvious now that Kyle would’ve been her choice all along.” 
 
    I nodded and we started walking again. “So, you think her questions about Zoe are normal? That she’s always been this interested in her?” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “But why? What would Zoe have that Megan could possibly want?” 
 
    “Maybe she’s interested in the other group. I mean, we did all go to Scotland together.” He squeezed my hand, bringing a blush to my cheeks. Scotland was where I’d shared my first kiss with him. Not that I’d told anyone that.  
 
    “Could be. Or she wants a strong alliance and is trying to figure out how to worm her way into Zoe’s good graces. It’s just odd.” We continued walking farther into the trees, crickets chirping in the background. This far back, I could almost pretend we were two normal people, out on a date, without any of the pressures of the real world.  
 
    He spun me to face him, bending as he did to kiss me, holding me tight against him. That melting thing happened again, where I felt like we were becoming one person. His hands worked my hair out of its usual ponytail, letting it fall around my shoulders, where he gripped it. His mouth trailed from my lips to my cheek to my neck, sending goose bumps up my spine. He pulled me to a bench under one of the bigger trees, an oak I think, and continued kissing me, practically pulling me into his lap. “You taste amazing.” 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. “That’s garlic. I taste like garlic. You know, from the bread they had tonight with the spaghetti?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Well, I love it.” He went in for another deep kiss, sucking on my lips.  
 
    I pulled back and looked up at him. “You know this can’t go on forever, right?” I hated doing this to him, but I had to have this talk with both of them. And Dirk was the one more likely to listen to me. “We have to choose.” 
 
    “We? I think you mean you. You have to choose.” He grinned, causing some of the tension to leave my body.  
 
    “I know I have to choose. But you guys do, too. This is fun and all but what do you really want out of it? Where do you see this going?” After all the talking with the girls, I had decided that to make my decision, I had to know what each boy wanted out of this.  
 
    Dirk rubbed his chin and looked at the ground. When he spoke, his voice came out reedy, like he was nervous. “Honestly? I see you picking him.” I started but he held up a hand to stop me. “Darryl is adventurous and fun and he tells great jokes. I’m not as loud or boisterous as he is.” He grunted. “He’s also smart, a great partner to have.” 
 
    I took his hand, making him look at me. “But if I picked you, where do you see this going?” 
 
    “Marriage. Kids. Fighting together. Denny and Mattie are siblings, Kristy and Kyle are siblings. I see our groups working side by side for a long time. Growing old together.” He touched my face, almost making my heart stop. It looked like there were tears in his eyes.  
 
    “You really want all that?” I couldn’t believe my ears.  
 
    He nodded. “Always have. No one’s asked me that before.” 
 
    I leaned in and kissed him again, enjoying the feel of him pressed against me. Marriage and kids, a life we could build together. I stood and looked up at the moon. “We’d better get back. It’s getting late.” 
 
    He nodded and followed me out of the garden, keeping his thoughts to himself. I couldn’t help but worry that I had thrust a wall between us, but it was too late to go back now. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
   T he next day, Kristy and I sat looking at my list of tarot shops, each of us scrolling through websites, looking for ones that might match what we were seeking. Mattie had ordered that Zoe take a break, seeing as how it seemed to upset her every time a place didn’t look like it was what we wanted. I suspected she wanted to find the dark coven in the hopes that they would know where her sister was or that the demon could tell her where her sister was. Mattie had her training instead to distract her.  
 
    Kristy leaned back, rubbing her eyes. “I just don’t know how we’re going to find the right one. There are so many of these places in this state alone.” 
 
    I nodded, still scanning the screen in front of me. “Lots of these places have success stories and great reviews, but none strike me as being super powerful.” 
 
    Kristy yawned. “Maybe there’s something in the news. Some weird happenings that would indicate demon interference or something.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Can’t hurt to look.” Kristy started clicking away on her screen while I continued scrolling on mine. I still felt that our best bet was in the tarot shops, not the news.  
 
    Kristy looked up. “When you guys were questioning that witch, why didn’t you ask her about other covens in the area?” 
 
    I blushed, ducking my head. “Zoe did most of the talking. I just browsed the store.” 
 
    “So, she asked only about her sister?”  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    Kristy snorted. “Of course she did. That was her focus. Well, then, we just need to go back there.” 
 
    My head snapped up. “What?” 
 
    “We need to go back there and ask about the other covens.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I can’t. She’ll recognize me. Think I’m hunting her or something. Clam up and not talk to you.” 
 
    Kristy grinned. “So, we disguise you. Besides, Zoe did all the talking, right?”  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “Then this shouldn’t be a problem. Meet me in my room in twenty minutes. We’re gonna have to change our looks for this.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Stepping out of Kristy’s bathroom an hour later, I felt utterly not myself. She’d rolled and pinned up my hair, then stuffed it under a cap before placing a short, blonde wig on my head. Taking her makeup, which she had a lot of, she colored in my eyes, using a lot of greens and yellows, and then outlined them in heavy black eyeliner. She finished with dark red lipstick, which I’d always been afraid to try. Then she put me in torn fishnets, short jean shorts, and a black tank top that didn’t even cover my stomach. She completed the look by tossing me a pair of fishnet gloves. For her part, she wore similar clothing, except she had a jean skirt instead of shorts, and her top was pink instead of black. She pulled on thigh-high boots, then motioned for me to put on my combat boots.  
 
    “These will work?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “For this, yes.”  
 
    I nodded in return and pulled them on. Kristy stepped up to the mirror on her dresser, where she applied thick black eyeliner. After putting on pink lipstick, she was done. Kristy tossed me her spare leather jacket, then winked as she pulled on her own. She grabbed my hand, pulling me out of the room and down the hall.  
 
    “Did you tell Mattie or Andy about this?” I couldn’t help but worry. Going somewhere without telling someone was always a bad idea. 
 
    She smirked. “Of course I did, Mom.” She squeezed my hand.  
 
    I nodded, trusting what she said. Kristy could come up with some crazy ideas, but she knew to always play it safe.  
 
    This time, Joe was waiting for us, peeling an orange as he leaned against the van. It almost fell out of his hand when he saw us. “Sierra? Kristy?” 
 
    Kristy grinned. I guessed that was the reaction she’d been hoping for. “Looks great, right? We don’t want the witch to recognize Sierra, so I had to disguise her. But I couldn’t have her walking in there being the only one in disguise. This way, if I ever have to go back, I can go back as myself.” 
 
    Joe just shook his head, taking in our wigs and makeup. Kristy had tucked her red locks under a black bob. I didn’t even know she had wigs. We climbed into the van and situated ourselves in the back as comfortably as we could. At least the conversation on the way there was lighter than it had been with Zoe. Kristy talked about everything, from the latest fashion to wanting to redecorate her and Andy’s room. I nodded along, not really feeling like contributing much. That was the nice thing about Kristy. She could talk and I could listen and it didn’t get awkward or weird.  
 
    When we reached the shop, it looked almost exactly the same. Granted, I’d been there very recently, so it wasn’t like it was going to change much, but still. The wood slats of the house-like building were warped in places and I wondered why there hadn’t been any leaks inside. Kristy jumped out, gave Joe a flimsy salute, and headed to the door, glancing back as I followed. Even in this getup, I still worried they would recognize me.  
 
    The bell rang softly as we walked in. The same girl as before sat at the counter, phone in hand. She barely looked up when we came in, then paused when we did. She couldn’t take her eyes off Kristy. Kristy tended to have that effect on people, even when she wasn’t dressed like this. “How can I help you?” the girl asked. 
 
    Kristy leaned against the counter, smiling. “I’d like a tarot reading.”  
 
    I barely contained my gasp. We hadn’t exactly discussed a plan on the way over, but getting a reading had never crossed my mind. What was Kristy up to?  
 
    The girl just nodded and headed to the back like before. Kristy winked at me, then turned back to the counter, tapping her fingers lightly on the wooden surface.  
 
    When the mother walked up front, she barely glanced my way. I wasn’t the paying customer. She smiled at Kristy as she pulled a deck from her sleeve. Cool trick. “How may I be of service?” 
 
    “I’d like a reading for me and my friend here. We’re just out having some fun and she’s never had one done before.” Kristy gave the woman her best smile.  
 
    “It costs money for a reading.”  
 
    Kristy giggled. “Of course it does.” She pulled out a credit card, which she slid across the counter. “Put it on that.” The woman rang her up first, making sure the card worked before turning back to Kristy and took her hand.  
 
    “I’m going to do a three-card draw. I’ll spread out the cards and you pick the three that feel the warmest to your touch. Got it?” 
 
    Kristy nodded. She watched as the cards were shuffled, the witch humming a tune as she did it. Then the witch placed the cards on the counter, fanning them out for Kristy to choose. Kristy picked three cards, which she held in her hand. The witch took them and turned them over one at a time. A king of cups, a lovers card, and a tower appeared, one at a time. The witch smiled. “It seems you already have your king, my dear. In love, are we?”  
 
    Kristy nodded, her eyes widening.  
 
    “And a lovers card. You’re in love.” Her finger landed on the tower. “This one is more interesting. An event. Something terrible is coming your way.”  
 
    I could see Kristy getting nervous. This witch was good. I stepped forward and placed my hand on the counter. “Terrible things are always happening. What makes us any different?” 
 
    She looked me up and down. “I’m not sure yet. I haven’t figured that part out.” It felt like her eyes were penetrating my soul. I blinked, shuffling my feet. The witch nodded and turned her full attention to me. “Your turn, my dear.”  
 
    I gulped. I really didn’t want to get into this. She reshuffled the deck and placed it before me. I pulled out three cards, surprised at the warmth of them. Then I handed the cards to her. The first was the fool, making me blush. Then a swords card, the six of swords. The final card was the moon. She leaned forward. “You are the fool, my dear. In this spread, it seems that something isn’t going according to plan. A big venture, by the sword card here. As for the moon, you’re looking for something, which may be why you’re being taken for the fool.” She crossed her arms and looked between the two of us. “Now, would you ladies like to tell me why you’re really here?” 
 
    We glanced at each other, then back at her. Kristy tucked some of her hair behind her ears, her hands shaking slightly. “We’re looking for something. We were wondering if you’d heard anything.” 
 
    “And you thought you could buy my good favor by spending a little money, eh?” 
 
    Kristy shrugged. “And see how good you are.” 
 
    The witch raised one delicately lined eyebrow. “Did I pass?”  
 
    We both nodded without even looking at each other.  
 
    She smiled, crossing her arms. “Good. Now, tell me why you’re here. What are you looking for?” 
 
    Before Kristy could answer, I blurted out, “A demon.” I clamped my hands over my mouth, my eyes growing wide. I couldn’t believe I’d just said that. 
 
    The witch cocked her head. “A demon, huh?” She tapped her chin. “What would you two want with a demon?” 
 
    Now we exchanged a glance. Kristy took the lead. “Well, not really the demon itself. The coven it governs. Having a demon oversee your coven would make you super strong. We can only imagine what they’d be able to do. It’s their services we’re looking for.” She bit her lip. “We were just wondering if you’d heard anything about a coven like that.” 
 
    The witch leaned back, shaking her head. “You don’t want to mess with that kind of magic, girls. It’s not safe.” 
 
    We both nodded. “We know that. But we don’t really have a choice.” I put extra desperation in my voice, hoping it sounded convincing.  
 
    “Are you running from someone?” Considering our clothes, she may have thought we were hookers trying to get away from our pimps. The thought brought a blush to my cheeks. I hadn’t even thought about how this was going to look. Before either one of us could answer, she laughed. “You hunters are way too easy.” 
 
    Kristy took a step back, her mouth dropping open. “Hunters? What?” 
 
    I shook my head vigorously. “What are hunters? Like, we hunt animals?” 
 
    She threw her head back and laughed at us. “Children, I haven’t worked this long to be as stupid as you take me for. I know who and what you are and why you’re seeking what you seek. I don’t know much about demons, but there’s a coven that probably fits what you’re looking for.” 
 
    “And you would help us?” I couldn’t keep the doubt out of my voice. This was too good to be true. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” Kristy took a step forward again. “We’re hunters. Aren’t you afraid of us?” 
 
    The witch shook her head. “I haven’t done anything wrong. I’m not a bad witch; I don’t do human sacrifices or anything of that nature. Your Council would never authorize you to come after me. That being said, I don’t like our kind being dragged through the mud or being tainted by evil beyond our control. There’s talk in our circles of a coven that has gone dark, doing only the worst magic you can think of. It’s not normal. They need to be stopped.” 
 
    “And where are they?” I held my breath, waiting for the answer.  
 
    “They operate out of Pennsylvania. They don’t have a tarot shop, although that was a very good idea. They closed that shop when they started doing whatever it is they’re doing now. I’ll get you the address.” She went back into the back, the beads covering the doorway swishing as she passed through them. 
 
    “So much for our disguises.” Kristy pulled off her dark wig, causing her red curls to cascade down her back. She shook her head, loosening them up. The beads rattled, but instead of the witch, the daughter stepped back through. She took one look at Kristy and frowned. Looking over at me, she nodded.  
 
    “Mother is getting what you require.” She stood awkwardly for a second before stepping closer and whispering, “That coven is bad news. They’re trying to recruit new witches to their group. They tried to recruit here but Mother sent them away. You can feel the evil pouring out of them.” She stepped back as her mother came through the doorway, business card in hand.  
 
    “It’s not much, but it’ll get you started. Good luck, girls.”  
 
    We thanked her and turned to leave.  
 
    Before we made it to the door, she called to us. “Oh, and girls, be careful looking for that missing witch. She’s more powerful than you know.” Her eyes cut to me. “But maybe not as powerful as you.” With that, she turned and returned to the back of the shop. Kristy looked at me, shaking her head before stepping out the door.  
 
    In the van, we looked at the card. It was simple, black with red lettering, the name of the shop on the front, the address on the back. As Kristy read it out, Joe smiled. “That’s not too bad of a drive. We could definitely do that.”  
 
    Kristy nodded absentmindedly and looked over at me. “What do you think she meant? About that last part?” 
 
    I looked down at my boots. “Zoe’s sister. I think she knew I’d been here before. But that part about me? I have no idea. We already know I don’t have any power.” 
 
    Kristy shook her head. “I don’t know. Sometimes, when you read those spells, you seem pretty powerful to me.” 
 
    “That’s just the spells. And they’re stronger when Denny uses her voice.”  
 
    I could see Kristy wanted to deny it, but we both knew it was true. I had no power of my own. I wasn’t like that. Whatever that witch meant, she was wrong. Or had me confused with someone else. Whatever the case, I wasn’t stronger than any witch. I leaned back in the van, excited to tell Mattie what we’d found. Time to go check out a coven. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
   D arryl met me inside the empty gym after Kristy and I got back. My getup was still on except for the wig, which I pulled off on the drive home. He gave me an appraising look, a smile touching his lips. “I like it.” 
 
    I shoved his shoulder and rolled my eyes. “Don’t get used to it. Kristy and I had to do some undercover work.” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me toward him. “You should do that more often.” He leaned in to kiss me but I stopped him. Just as I had asked Dirk what he wanted, I had to ask Darryl the same thing.  
 
    “What is it that you want out of this? Where do you see this going?”  
 
    He stepped back and looked down at me, an indecipherable look on his face. I looked around the gym, making sure we were truly alone. It seemed an odd place to meet, but this was where he’d asked me to come. 
 
    “Want out of this?” 
 
    I took his hands, trying to will him to understand. “Yes, us. Where do you see us going?” This had been so much easier with Dirk. Talking was our thing. Sure, we kissed, but we spent more time talking than anything else. With Darryl, it was mostly physical, and while I enjoyed that, I was starting to realize that physical might be all there was to us. Which gave me the answer I was looking for without him even responding. 
 
    He ran his hand through his blonde hair and looked up at the ceiling. “I don’t know. Adventure, fun, maybe one day we’ll work side by side here at the school.” He scowled. “Why does it matter? Right now, the present is more important.” 
 
    My shoulders drooped. He didn’t have plans for the future. He didn’t imagine where he could end up. And he didn’t see us going anywhere beyond this. I crossed my arms and looked up at him, the sadness I felt creeping into my stare. “That sounds interesting.” I couldn’t keep the disappointment from my voice. 
 
    He looked at me, his scowl deepening. “What? Not good enough for you? Why do women always ask these stupid questions? I thought you were different than that, Sierra. I thought none of that mattered to us.” 
 
    “It didn’t matter to you but it matters to me. I want a future, a life with someone who loves me and wants to be with me. Not a dalliance that you’ll toss aside once you’re bored. I get that it’s fun right now, to see which brother is better, but it’s not a joke for me.” I turned and headed for the door. I had my answer. And while Darryl was an amazing kisser, he wasn’t the brother for me. 
 
    His hand landed heavily on my shoulder before I reached the door. “Where are you going?” 
 
    I looked back at him. “To bed. It’s late and I’m very tired.” I shrugged off his hand and reached for the door. He scooted past me, putting his hand against it, preventing me from opening it. 
 
    “So that’s it, huh? You ask a question, don’t get the answer you like, and just leave?” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. Now he was giving me a headache. After the day I’d had, that really wasn’t hard to do. “Yes, Darryl, now I leave. I’m tired. I want to take a hot shower and crawl into bed.” I tugged at the door and looked up at him. The look on his face chilled me. Anger mixed with disgust—something I’d never seen on his face before.  
 
    “It doesn’t work like that. You don’t just get to play me, then think you can walk away.” He bent down, grabbed the back of my head with his free hand, and pulled me toward him into a kiss that hurt more than anything else. His stubble rubbed against my face, scratching my skin. Using both hands, I shoved against his chest. When he didn’t budge, I realized what a terrible situation I was in. No one knew where I was, and I wasn’t strong enough to push him away. He was big enough that he could do what he wanted. My breath came faster, the panic rising in my throat. He took that as a sign that I was into what he was doing and pressed harder against me, swinging me around to push me against the door. Reaching behind me, I felt for the door handle, knowing all I had to do was get it open. Then I could slip out. Thankfully, these doors opened out and not in, so this would be pretty easy if I could get the handle to turn.  
 
    One of his hands had slipped down to my chest, trying to get under the shirt that Kristy had put me in. I thought about biting down on his tongue but didn’t think that would work. I positioned my leg in between his, knowing I wouldn’t have much time once I got that door open.  
 
    Just before I did, a voice rang out in the gym. “She doesn’t look like she enjoys that too much.”  
 
    Darryl released me and spun to face the voice. I looked over his shoulder to see Megan standing in the middle of the gym, hands on her slim hips. Where she’d come from, I had no idea. All I could do was thank my lucky stars she was there. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s any of your business.” He started to turn away but her laugh made him stop. It tinkled, like bells.  
 
    “Pretty sure it is. Assaulting a girl, Darryl, really? She already said she wanted to go to bed. Let her go.” 
 
    He looked from me to her. “She wants to stay, don’t you Sierra?” He looked down at me, trying to pin me in place with a look. I wasn’t going to be forced into something I didn’t want to do, not by anyone. 
 
    I slid away from him, moving across the room to Megan’s side. “Like I said before, I’m tired. I want to go to bed.”  
 
    His fists clenched as he looked at the two of us. If looks could kill, we’d both be dead on the spot. I’d never seen either brother so angry before. “Fine. Do what you want.” He stormed out, leaving us to stand there in the dark.  
 
    I turned to Megan and grabbed her hands. They were cool to the touch, which was shocking after all the heat I’d been feeling. “Thank you so much. I wasn’t sure I could stop him.” 
 
    She shrugged, pulling her hands free. “Darryl is a good guy, but he has a take-whatever-he-wants attitude. Most girls can’t handle it.” 
 
    I looked up at her, curious. “But you can.” A thought occurred to me. She’d been pretty chummy with the boys before they all turned on her. “Did you date them too?” 
 
    She nodded, wrapping her arms around herself. “I did. Dirk is a sweetheart, genuine to the bone. Darryl doesn’t like to be told no.” 
 
    I rubbed my face, sighing. “This is such a mess. I can’t believe I got myself into this.” 
 
    She gave me a sympathetic look, something I’d never thought I’d see on her cold features. “That’s partly my fault, I think.” She rubbed her arms, not meeting my eyes. “I spread rumors I shouldn’t have and I’m sorry. I didn’t want to lose my group. I managed to do that on my own, anyway.”  
 
    It was hard to keep my mouth from dropping open. Megan, apologizing? No one would ever believe me. “Wow, thanks. That means a lot.” I looked around the gym. “I thought we were alone. Where did you come from?” 
 
    She grinned. “I saw Darryl come in here, then I saw you follow, so I slipped in while you were distracted. I thought I’d catch you in a compromising position and use that to my advantage.” She shrugged. “Didn’t expect it to be something like that. But I couldn’t just let him have his way with you. That’s not right.” 
 
    I smiled at her, something I’d never thought I’d do. “Well, I’m very grateful you were here. I definitely couldn’t have fought him off myself.” 
 
    She frowned. “You’re stronger than you give yourself credit for. Don’t forget that.” She walked away, leaving me to wonder why all these people thought I was so strong. I was the mousy, nerdy girl. Strength wasn’t something people typically thought of when they said my name. I stood in the gym for several minutes, collecting my thoughts. That wasn’t how I had expected the night to go down. I headed back to my room, head down, everything swirling through my mind. What had happened with Darryl had really thrown me off.  
 
    The elevator took me to the floor with our rooms, chiming as it stopped at my floor. The doors whooshed open and I stepped through without looking. I slammed into a hard chest and stumbled back, holding up my hands to catch myself. Strong arms gripped my wrists, steadying me. I looked up to find Dirk standing over me, a look of confusion and worry on his face.  
 
    “Sierra, I was just coming to find you. Are you okay?” 
 
    I pulled my wrists from his grasp, unsure what to say. I couldn’t decide whether I should tell him what his brother did or let him live in ignorance. “I … um … well-” 
 
    “I saw Darryl. He was mad. Mumbled something about stupid women. Did he do something to you?” 
 
    Relief flooded through me. I leaned against him, resting my arms between our bodies. “He attacked me.” 
 
    Dirk’s hands had come up to wrap around me. Now they gripped the back of my shirt so tightly, I thought they might rip the material. “He did what?” 
 
    I looked up at him, trying to swallow the tears that threatened to overwhelm me. I could still feel Darryl’s breath on my face. I blinked several times. Now wasn’t the time for tears. “He got mad at me. I asked him the same question I asked you, about what he wanted.” I blushed. “It was Kristy’s idea, because I really wanted to figure out which one of you I wanted to truly be with. Your answer was perfect. Exactly what I want.” I felt my blush deepen. It didn’t really matter, as he would’ve found out sooner or later. “So, I asked him the same thing. He gave me some weird answer about traveling and adventuring and stuff. Nothing concrete, nothing with real plans about the future. Nothing I was interested in, to be honest. So I told him that. He said I trapped him, and then told me I couldn’t leave. I tried to leave, but he stopped me. Kissed me rather hard, too. It was then that I realized we were alone and he was much bigger than me. I was planning to kick him, as he started getting pretty handsy, when Megan showed up and stopped him.”  
 
    The dark look on Dirk’s face was similar to the one Darryl had been wearing recently, but this wasn’t directed at me. “Megan stopped him?” 
 
    I nodded. “She said she had some experience with him acting like that. I think he took off because no matter how much he blusters, her powers still scare him.” 
 
    Dirk rested his head on top of mine. “I’m so sorry. Darryl has a temper. And an entitlement complex. I should’ve warned you not to ask him those questions.” 
 
    I took a step back so that I could look up at his face. “Not your fault. He had no right to do what he did.” I bit my lip. “I shouldn’t have been alone with him.” 
 
    “But you’ve been alone with him a million times and he’s never hurt you before. Has he?” I could see the anger building again.  
 
    “No, not before this. He’s always been very courteous and understanding before now. I don’t really understand what changed.” 
 
    “Nothing. He was being nice because he was getting what he wanted; which, at the time, was making out with you.” His face darkened again. “He liked to brag about that.” He looked down at me, a look crossing his face that I couldn’t decipher. “I always wondered if you liked him more because you made out with him more than me. Although, he could’ve been exaggerating.” 
 
    I sighed. “It wasn’t like that. I love kissing you, don’t get me wrong. But I love talking to you, too. Hearing what you have to say, what your thoughts are. With him, it was purely physical. He never wanted to talk. I guess this would be why.”  
 
    Dirk wrapped an arm around me and walked me to my room. “I’ll keep an eye on him. And it’s probably best if I keep him away from you for a while. So don’t think I’m avoiding you, I’m not. Just looking out for you.” He stopped before my door and turned to me. “I just want to keep you safe.” He bent down and kissed me softly on the lips, tender and sweet. It was a far cry from the pain his brother had caused earlier. I stiffened, though I knew in my mind it was Dirk kissing me, not Darryl. He pulled back and looked down at me with sadness in his eyes. “Sorry. We’ll take it slow, I promise.”  
 
    I opened my door and smiled up at him. “Good night.” I slipped into the room, letting out a breath.  
 
    Zoe sat on the bed, arms crossed. “Where have you been? I’ve been waiting for you forever. What happened at the shop?” I took a step forward, but before I could say anything, she gasped. I looked down at myself and back up at her. “What happened to you?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I looked down again, but I couldn’t see what she was talking about. She pulled out a mirror and shoved it in my face. My reflection looked back at me, confusion muddling my features. Tear tracks streaked through Kristy’s carefully applied makeup, while mascara was smudged on my cheeks. My lips looked swollen, and I could see red marks on my chin where Darryl’s stubble had scratched against it during his forced kiss. Frankly, I looked a mess. “Um, well, I guess something did happen.” 
 
    “Was that Darryl at the door? Or Dirk? Did they do something to you?” She was standing now, towering over me, her free hand clenched in a fist.  
 
    I took a step back and pushed the mirror out of my face. “Zoe, I’m fine. It’s fine. It was nothing.” My stomach coiled, telling me I was lying. It was more than nothing, but no one else needed to know that.  
 
    She reached out and took my hand. “He didn’t force himself on you, did he?” Her voice was barely a whisper, pain laced through it. Like she knew what it felt like, like she’d been where I was. I looked at her more closely. I saw the pain reflected in her violet eyes.  
 
    “He didn’t get a chance. Megan stopped him.”  
 
    She pulled me to the bed, shock replacing her pain. “What?” 
 
    “Megan followed us into the gym. That was where we were meeting tonight. I had asked him where he saw us going, same as I had asked Dirk. While Dirk had answered with marriage and kids and a life together, Darryl gave some weird answer about traveling and adventure and stuff. Things I really don’t care about. No real plans for the future. I told him that’s not what I want and tried to leave. He stopped me, blocking the door, and forced a very rough kiss on me, getting handsy. Before I could do anything to stop him, Megan stepped in. He left, she apologized, and then I ran into Dirk in the hall. He walked me to the room.” I fidgeted with the blanket on her bed, afraid to look at her. What would she think? It was my fault. I had put myself in that position in the first place.  
 
    Silence filled the room. I was sure she was looking at me in disgust, so I refused to look at her. Then her arms wrapped around my body and she pulled me to her in a hug. Zoe wasn’t a hugger so this was more of a shock than anything else. I returned the hug, sinking against her. She rubbed my back, whispering, “It’s not your fault. Please don’t ever think it was.” 
 
    I pulled back from her and saw tears in her eyes. “Zoe, are you okay? Did something like this happen to you?” 
 
    She nodded, wiping at her face. She took a deep breath and looked down at the floor. “After my sister, I was completely lost. Grandfather had left, and it felt like everyone blamed me. I was a kid. How could I have saved her? I guess they all assumed she’d been killed because I was a distraction. She was looking out for me. Anyway, one of the other kids, we’d grown up together, and I thought we were friends. We trained together, sat in classes together. Trevor tried to warn me, but I didn’t see it. One night, we were training alone when he decided to take advantage of me. I was young, I thought he loved me, and that’s what we were supposed to do. After he was done, he left. He refused to speak to me after that.” 
 
    I gripped her hands, my heart breaking for her. What kind of training were they running across the pond? “Did you tell anyone?” 
 
    She nodded. “Trevor. That’s why he started training with me and looking out for me. He didn’t want it to happen again. I didn’t know if I should say something or not. He tried to get me to tell my grandmother, but I figured that would only make her hate me more, so I didn’t. I haven’t told anyone else until today.” Her eyes met mine, red-rimmed with tears. “But I do know one thing. It wasn’t our fault. We didn’t do anything wrong. Don’t ever let anyone tell you otherwise.” 
 
    I pulled her into another hug. “I know. In my head, I know. It’s just going to take some convincing of my heart.” I leaned back and gave her a small smile. “Thanks.” Then a thought occurred to me. “Is that why you haven’t gone very fast with Mattie? Are you afraid?” 
 
    She nodded. “What if he gets what he wants and then leaves?” 
 
    I snorted, covering my mouth to keep from laughing outright. “Mattie, do that? Oh, honey, no. The man is completely gone over you. He would give you the moon if he thought it would make you happy.” 
 
    Zoe nodded. “I know. I just have to get past my own head.”  
 
    I patted her hand. “There’s no rush. You take all the time you need.” I stretched, yawning. “Guess I should get cleaned up, huh?” 
 
    She nodded. “More training tomorrow. You’re going to get these moves if it kills me.”  
 
    I walked to the bathroom, laughing. “At least I don’t fall over anymore. That’s a plus.” She threw a pillow at the door just as it closed. Her ringing laughter followed me into the bathroom. She sounded lighter somehow, like sharing our experiences had unburdened her. It made me feel better to know we’d been able to help each other. That was what friends were for and I was glad to count her as one of them. As the shower washed away everything, I wondered what we would find when we finally confronted this dark coven. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
   I  worried about breakfast the next morning, afraid of what Darryl might do. And if Darryl did something, Dirk would respond and it could end up being a huge problem. I hung my head, realizing what a mess I’d made. What had I been thinking, dating two brothers? Didn’t I realize that things like this always got messy? I mean, I’d never experienced it in real life, but in all the books I’ve read, it got messy, no matter how you looked at it. I picked at my lip, which was still slightly swollen from the night before. If any of the others found out, Darryl would be in for a world of hurt.  
 
    I turned to Zoe, clasping my hands together. “I don’t think we should tell anyone else. About last night, I mean.” 
 
    She looked up at me. Confusion and then understanding passed over her face. “I get it. They’d all be pretty mad. No need to stir up trouble if you don’t want to say anything.” She pulled her hair into a ponytail and smiled over at me. “It’ll be fine.” 
 
    I nodded, hoping she was right. We headed to breakfast. Zoe tried to distract me with gossip, but all I could think about was coming face to face with Darryl.  
 
    We stepped into the noisy cafeteria and headed to get our trays of food. As eggs and bacon were piled onto my plate, I avoided looking at our usual table. The less eye contact I had to make, the better. Then I followed Zoe over to the table, eyes on my tray. When I sat down, I started shoveling food into my mouth. Suddenly, I realized that I had left my book in my room. Great, nothing to hide behind.  
 
    From beside me, Zoe asked, “Where are the twins?” I had to smirk before glancing up. No one else ever called them by their names.  
 
    Denny shrugged. “Dirk popped in earlier, said they were going to be training in the gym this morning early and would be skipping breakfast. Not sure what that was all about.”  
 
    Zoe and I exchanged a glance but said nothing. Kristy caught my eye, and I knew that later she’d get the story out of me. For now, she just winked, then went back to her food.  
 
    Now that I knew the guys weren’t there, I could lift my head, look around. The cafeteria was full this morning, the rumble of conversation rolling over me. I looked over my shoulder and made eye contact with Megan. She raised her fork to me in a small salute, then went back to her food, leaning toward Trevor.  
 
    Mattie followed my gaze. “They’re holding tryouts today. I thought I might go watch; see who they end up choosing. Any of you wanna come with me?” He looked at Zoe when he said this and I hid my smile behind my food.  
 
    She grinned up at him and nodded. He grinned back and I couldn’t contain a small giggle. Those two were perfect for each other.  
 
    Mattie turned back to Kristy. “So, yesterday was productive?” His glance slid over to me. I nodded, motioning for Kristy to tell him. 
 
    “We got a lead. The witch at the shop did a reading on both of us but you know how I feel about those.”  
 
    Mattie nodded, waiting for her to continue.  
 
    “Then she gave us a card with the address of a tarot shop that is no longer open. But the coven may still be there. She says they’ve gone dark. The daughter seemed to agree with her.” She looked over at Zoe. “She also warned us about your sister.” 
 
    Zoe leaned forward, her food forgotten. “What did she say?” 
 
    “To be careful. That she’s powerful.” Kristy tilted her head at Zoe. “If she’s so powerful, shouldn’t you be, too?” 
 
    Zoe shook her head. “Different fathers, remember? I bet her power comes from your family.” She said this to Mattie, looking between him and Denny. 
 
    Denny and Mattie shared a look. “It might. It’s just weird that hers didn’t manifest until later in her life. Or that it’s witch magic and not charm magic.” Denny looked embarrassed as she said this, then pulled a brown leather journal from her bag at her side. “But maybe I’ll find answers in Grandmother’s journal. Not every woman in our family is a charm speaker.”  
 
    Kristy nodded. “Same here. Not everyone has the gift. Both Kyle and I do, but we’re the only siblings to both get it.” Her eyes brightened. “Maybe the others have magic they don’t even know about because they’ve never tried to use it.”  
 
    Kyle shook his head. “Don’t tell them that.” They both shared a look. Kyle and Kristy had some interesting cousins on their dad’s side. They tended to be headstrong and impulsive—not good combinations with magic.  
 
    Mattie stood and picked up his tray. “Looks like tryouts are starting. See you guys later.” He waited for Zoe to follow him, then dropped off his tray and headed out of the room. It was only then that I had noticed Megan and Trevor were gone from their seats.  
 
    I turned back to the others. “Is tryouts a weird date term?” 
 
    Andy laughed into his food. “I wasn’t going to say anything. Didn’t want to embarrass him, but that did strike me as odd.” He reached for Kristy’s hand and kissed it before taking another bite.  
 
    Denny shrugged. “Where else is he gonna take her? Not like we can just go out places.”  
 
    I nodded, thinking of the conference room Darryl had decorated for me. The twins had managed to come up with some interesting and romantic dates. Maybe Mattie just needed a few pointers.  
 
    Before I could say anything, Kristy shook her head. “Don’t interfere. Let Mattie figure it out on his own. We want Zoe to fall for Mattie, not some idea of Mattie that we create for her.” I nodded, understanding completely.  
 
    I stood, deposited my tray, and headed to the door. Even if Zoe wasn’t going to train me this morning, I decided to still work on the moves she’d shown me. After last night, I needed to be prepared for anything. I had to be able to defend myself. I yanked my dark hair into a bun, with small wisps falling against my cheeks. I could run through everything she’d shown me, then ask her later to show me more.  
 
    Stepping into the gym, I took a look around. People were training, though no one looked my way. Good. No one would laugh when I fell on my butt. I went to a mat over in the corner and stretched as I tried to decide how to start. I didn’t have a sparring partner, so this was going to be difficult.  
 
    Behind me, someone coughed. I turned from my position on the floor, where I was bent over my leg. Megan stood next to the mat, arms crossed over her chest, her training uniform snug against her body. “Want a partner?”  
 
    I looked around. “Don’t you have tryouts this morning?” 
 
    She nodded. “Trevor is handling this part. I don’t need to see every single person try out. He’s going to narrow the field. Then I’ll help him choose the final three.” She stepped onto the mat. “So, until he needs me, I’m free. Want a partner?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, that would be great.” I stood and dropped into the stance Zoe had shown me. Megan smiled, almost wistfully. She dropped too and we spent the next couple minutes circling each other, trying to gauge what the other could do. It was pretty obvious early on that I was screwed. Megan could knock me on my butt with no problem. 
 
    After the third time I’d landed on my back, she pulled me up and watched me get back into my stance. “Stop dropping your shoulder.”  
 
    I looked from her to my shoulder in confusion. “Huh?” 
 
    She sighed. “Right before you move, you drop your shoulder. On the arm you’re going to move. It’s a dead giveaway of what you’re planning to do.” She mirrored me. “Watch how I do it.” She moved next to me, throwing a couple of punches, ducking, then coming up with an uppercut. Not once did her shoulders give away what she was planning. She moved so fluidly, it was like watching a dancer on stage. “Now you try.” 
 
    I attempted to copy her moves, but now that she’d pointed it out, I could feel my shoulders drop. I grunted in frustration. I was never going to get this right. I stopped, my hands clenched at my sides. “This is pointless. I’m bad at this.” 
 
    “Only until you get better. Your whole life, everyone has told you that you aren’t a fighter, to sit back and let everyone else do the fighting for you. But out there in the real world, with the real monsters, they aren’t going to wait for the others to save you. You have to save yourself. Try again. This time, close your eyes and don’t think about what you’re doing.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, attempting to move as smoothly as I’d seen her do. It was hard, and I could feel the tension in my body, but when I opened my eyes, she was smiling. Megan was actually smiling at me. “Was that better?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Slightly. You’re still moving your shoulder but not as much. With more practice, it’ll improve.” Her eyes narrowed as she saw how tired I was already. “Now you need to work on endurance. I bet Zoe didn’t tell you that part. Running will help with endurance.” 
 
    My eyes flitted to the track that wrapped around the outside of the gym. “Running?” I hated running. It was a sentiment Kristy and I shared. I wasn’t good at it, had never been very fast. I plodded more than anything else.  
 
    Megan nodded. “Yes, running. Come on, let’s see how you do.”  
 
    I spent the next half hour on the track, pounding away with my feet. I ran farther than I thought I would, considering I hadn’t run in what felt like forever. Megan even told me she thought I had done pretty well, which, again, surprised me. I couldn’t figure out why she was being so nice to me. She’d never bothered before. I couldn’t remember her ever being nice to anyone, except maybe the twins when she was dating them, and Trevor now that she was dating him. At the end of the run, she passed me a water bottle, then sat on the ground next to me by the track. “It gets easier, I promise.” 
 
    I took a swig of the cool water and glanced at her out of the corner of my eye. “What does?” I wiped my mouth, enjoying the cold water against my hot skin. 
 
    “The feelings. The worry, the fear. It gets easier but it takes time. And it may be harder since you seem to really like his brother, who just so happens to look just like him.” 
 
    I felt the blood drain from my face. “It’s that obvious?” 
 
    She smirked. “It’s been obvious for a while that you liked them. It’s been even more obvious lately which one you liked more. Did Darryl pull out the roses and candles yet?”  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    She snorted. “Figures. He does that when he realizes he’s losing to his brother. Pulls out all the stops. Hasn’t worked yet.” 
 
    “Do they always date the same girl?”  
 
    She shrugged. “Don’t know. I don’t think so but I have only us two to go on.” 
 
    “So, why didn’t you pick Dirk?” I took another sip of water, waiting for her answer, curious if she’d tell me the truth. 
 
    She leaned back, her hair almost touching the floor in its long ponytail. “I wasn’t interested in a long-term thing. I was already in love with someone else. They were just a distraction. Once I realized that Dirk wanted more than I did, I broke it off.” She smiled at me. “He’s better for you anyway.” With that, she stood and brushed imaginary dirt off her legs. “Thanks for letting me train with you.” Then she strode off, her hips swaying. I sat there in shock, unsure what had just happened. Megan being nice to me really weirded me out.  
 
    I stood, deciding a shower sounded like a really good idea right about then. As I headed to the door, a voice stopped me. “I’m sorry.”  
 
    A chill crept up my spine. I knew it was him before I turned. Dirk didn’t have anything to be sorry about but Darryl sure did. 
 
    Slowly, I turned to meet his gaze, barely able to contain the anger in mine. “You’re sorry?” 
 
    He met my eyes, flinching. “I made a mistake. I was mad. I knew you’d pick my brother. They always pick my brother.” He rubbed his face, looking like he hadn’t slept.  
 
    I took a step closer, lowering my voice. “How is that my problem? I asked you a simple question and you lost it on me. That’s not how you treat someone, especially someone you claim to care about.” I took a deep breath. “I don’t think you should talk to me anymore. I don’t want to be around you.” I turned on my heel and marched out of the room. Let him stick that in his pipe and smoke it. Like apologizing was going to make it all better. The nerve of him.  
 
    I stomped around my room, slamming drawers and yanking open doors. Anger seethed inside and I didn’t know how to let it out. I wanted to hit something, his face in particular. But if I did that, Mattie and Denny would start asking questions that I really didn’t feel like answering. I sank onto my bed, my head in my hands. How was I supposed to handle this?  
 
    The door handle rattled, then the door popped open. Zoe stepped inside while Mattie stood at the door, still holding her hand. Her eyes flew open when she spotted me. She took in the room, my face, then spun to Mattie and gave him her biggest smile. “I really enjoyed our time together. See you at dinner?”  
 
    He nodded and she leaned in, kissing him before pulling away her hand and closing the door. Mattie’s eyes briefly met mine over her shoulder. A look of confusion passed over his face before the door closed. Zoe leaned against it and blew out a breath of air. “Do you think he’ll think that was weird?” 
 
    I shook my head. “He’ll more likely think the fact that I’m sitting here on the bed looking sad is weirder.”  
 
    She sat next to me and took my hand. “What happened?” 
 
    I leaned my head against her shoulder. “He tried to apologize.” I could feel the lump in my throat, the tears threatening. “Like he’d done something harmless and could just swipe it under the rug. I was so mad at him, and he doesn’t even seem to think that what he did was a big deal.” I rubbed at my eyes, trying to stop the tears. “And the worst part is, I can’t get away from him. He’s on Denny’s team. We work with them all the time. He’s always going to be there.” 
 
    Zoe leaned her head against mine. “Maybe it’s time you tell them.” She turned to look at me, her eyes imploring that I listen. “Not all of them. But maybe Mattie and Denny need to know. Maybe Denny needs to know who is on her team.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t kick him off her team just because of me. That’s super serious. Breaking the bond is one of the most painful things anyone has ever experienced.” 
 
    “But can you trust him? For instance, if we go on a mission with them and Mattie assigns him to guard you while you perform a spell. Can you trust him to do that?” 
 
    I gulped. “I hadn’t thought of that. No, I really couldn’t.” I flopped back on my bed, my thoughts whirling. “I should talk to Dirk. It’s his brother. He should be aware of what might happen.” 
 
    She nodded. “Good idea. He may be able to help you.” She squeezed my arm. “Take a shower first, though. You’re a little smelly.” She grinned at me, barely dodging the pillow I threw at her head. She was right. Shower first, then I’d find Dirk. 
 
    Once I was clean and refreshed, I tossed on a pair of jeans and an oversized sweater, enjoying the feel of the softer material against my skin. Leaving my hair down so it could dry, I went to the door and looked at her over my shoulder. “Be back in a bit. You’ll have to tell me all about tryouts.”  
 
    She nodded, waving me away.  
 
    I headed down the hall, trying to think of where I’d find Dirk. Right now, most of the students were in class, learning either basic lessons to function in the outside world or monster lessons to keep them alive during a trial or mission. I wasn’t sure what class Dirk would be in.  
 
    I went to the library, thinking I could start there. What I didn’t expect was to find Denny there, huddled over a book, her dark hair obscuring her face. If anyone would know where Dirk was, it would be her. I slid into the seat next to her, waiting for her to notice me. She was so engrossed in the book; it took her several minutes to realize she wasn’t alone anymore. She turned, her brow knit in confusion until she realized it was me. “Sierra! What are you doing here?” Then she realized where “here” was and blushed. “Of course. Still researching?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Actually, not right now. I’m looking for Dirk. Any idea where he is?” 
 
    She pursed her lips and tapped a pencil against her chin. “The garden, I think. We didn’t have any classes this afternoon, kind of a free period, so he said he was going to go out to the garden and see if Joe had anything for him to do.” She grinned. “He likes it out there almost as much as your grandfather.”  
 
    I smiled, taking the hint. Patting her shoulder in thanks, I headed out to the garden, my stomach in knots. Would Dirk hate me if I said something to Denny about Darryl? Would he beg me to keep silent, promising to protect me from Darryl? He couldn’t protect me forever and he couldn’t always be there. And no matter how sorry Darryl claimed to be, he was probably sorrier that he’d gotten caught. I trudged through the garden, my head down, not really looking like I should have been. My thoughts wouldn’t stop and my stomach hurt more with every step. Realizing that I didn’t have the guts to do this, I turned to leave when his voice stopped me. “Looking for something?” 
 
    I glanced over to see Dirk hunched by a flower bed, pulling weeds. Joe had given him gardening gloves, and they were covered in dirt. His cheek was smudged with dirt, right under his eye. He stood and turned to face me. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I nodded, stepping forward. I couldn’t stop myself from wringing my hands. What if he hated me after this? “Dirk, I think, well … I … um … you see-” 
 
    “Sierra, is this about Darryl?” I nodded. He took off the gloves and set them on the ground. Shoving his hands in his pockets, he looked down at me. “You want to tell Denny?” 
 
    I bit my lip. “How did you know?” 
 
    “It makes sense. If you didn’t tell her, I was going to.” 
 
    I took a step back, feeling the shock like a physical blow. “You would have? But he’s your brother.” 
 
    “And he’s a crappy person. I’ve spent my whole life guarding him, trying to keep him out of trouble, watching his every move. I didn’t think I had to do that with you. He seemed to care enough about you that I didn’t think he’d hurt you.” He sighed. “Not that he’s ever hurt anyone else before. I think he tried with Megan, but she’s much stronger than he is and so that didn’t go well.” He pulled his hands out, splaying them in front of him. “He takes what he wants and doesn’t care who he hurts along the way. He’s concerned only about himself and his needs. That night, he wanted only one thing and it had nothing to do with whether you consented or not.” 
 
    “Denny will kick him out of her group. She’ll break the bond.” I stepped closer to him now and took his hands in mine. Their warmth seemed to reach my soul.  
 
    “Maybe she should. He’s always gotten off easily. My parents never paid attention because there were so many of us. I think maybe he needs to see some consequences for once. I’m just sorry it was you he went after. I swear, if I’d known he’d treat you that way, I never would have left you alone with him.” He reached up with a hand, rubbing my cheek. I leaned my face into the touch, enjoying the tingles it sent down my spine.  
 
    “It wasn’t your fault. I didn’t think he’d ever do anything like that. I’m sorry.” I stepped closer and looked up at him. Even after everything with his brother, I still wanted him to kiss me. He leaned toward me, his mouth inches from mine, when a cough made us jump apart.  
 
    “So that’s how it’s going to be, huh?” We both turned to find Darryl standing behind us, his arms crossed over his chest. “I’m the odd man out. And in more ways than one, huh?” 
 
    Dirk took a step forward, moving to stand in front of me. “You took it too far this time, brother. It’s time you actually had to suffer some consequences.” 
 
    Darryl shook his head. “It was an accident. I got carried away. I never meant to hurt her.” 
 
    Dirk’s fists clenched. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Were they actually going to fight? “Didn’t mean to hurt her? You forced yourself on her. If you hadn’t been interrupted, would you have gone further?” 
 
    Darryl threw his hands up in the air. “I don’t know, okay? I was mad. I wasn’t thinking straight.” 
 
    Dirk shook his head. “That’s a bad combination. That temper of yours had always been a problem and now it’s gotten you into something that you can’t get yourself out of.” 
 
    Darryl’s eyes darkened. “That’s where you’re wrong. You don’t have to tell Denny anything. I’ll break the bond and leave.” 
 
    Dirk’s fists unclenched, his hands falling loosely to his sides. “And where would you go?” 
 
    Darryl continued to glare. “Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m going to see if Zoe’s grandmother can use me instead. Get as far away from the two of you as I can.” With that, he turned and stomped off, his footsteps echoing through the garden.  
 
    Dirk turned back to me, worry on his face. “You should still tell Denny. Even if he does what he says, she should know what’s going on.” 
 
    A rustling to the left made us both turn. Denny and Mattie stepped out from behind the trees, matching looks of worry on their faces. They looked between the two of us, neither saying anything.  
 
    Dirk looked down at me, then up at Denny. “Before you say anything, I just want to say that I didn’t know he’d take it that far. I’d never have let him be alone with her if I’d known.” 
 
    Mattie crossed his arms over his chest. Dirk was taller, but in that moment, Mattie looked more imposing, more like a leader. “I gathered that much. Either one of you want to tell me what happened?” He said this while looking at me, giving me the impression he wanted to hear what I had to say. I reached for Dirk’s hand, needing the reassurance.  
 
    “I asked Darryl some questions that he didn’t like.” I looked down at my toes. “I’ve been seeing both of them for the past couple of months, trying to decide which one I liked better. It’s all just been more a getting-to-know-each-other thing than anything else. We sit, we talk, we-” I blushed, unsure how to continue. Yes, there had been some making out, but nothing beyond that.  
 
    “We get the picture, Sierra. Wanna tell me what has everyone all worked up?” Denny took a step forward, peering up into my downturned face.  
 
    “I finally told Zoe and Kristy what was going on. I knew I needed to make a decision, I just didn’t know how to do it. Both boys have great qualities and I enjoyed spending time with both of them. The girls suggested I find out what each boy really wanted out of this whole thing, where they saw it going.” I gulped. “When I asked Dirk, his answer was exactly what I was looking for. I should’ve stopped there, broke up with Darryl, and gone on my way. But I just couldn’t help but ask him, too.” My eyes met Denny’s. “His answer wasn’t what I wanted. He wanted adventure and traveling, and while that all sounds nice, that’s not really a future. So I told him that. Then tried to leave. He got mad, grabbed me. There was some kissing and unwanted caressing, and then Megan showed up-” 
 
    “Wait, Megan showed up?” Now Mattie sounded concerned.  
 
    I nodded. “She stepped in, made him back off. Told him to leave.” I tucked some stray hairs behind my ear, unable to hide my unease. “She’s been really nice to me ever since. She trained me this morning. It’s so weird.” 
 
    Mattie nodded. “She wasn’t at the tryouts this morning. I wondered where she’d gotten to.” He blinked, realizing he’d gotten sidetracked. “Continue.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, trying to sort through everything that had happened up to now. “I ran into Dirk heading back to my room and told him what had happened. He said he’d handle his brother and Zoe took care of me. I wasn’t sure how to tell either one of you what had happened.” 
 
    “And I was trying to convince her to say something.” Dirk looked down at me, then over at Denny. “Darryl is a loose cannon. I can’t keep him under control. I’ve tried. It’s too much for me to handle now that we’re grown. I was going to suggest you break his bond but it sounds like he plans to do that himself.” 
 
    I looked from Denny to Dirk. “Wait; don’t you need approval from the Council to break a bond?” 
 
    Denny shook her head. “It really depends on the situation. I know you’re thinking about when Megan’s bond was broken. That was different. There was no agreement. She wanted Kyle out, we wanted her out. The Council had to make the defining decision. Because this is a mutual agreement, Darryl can request to break the bond without going through the Council. But he’d have to talk to your grandmother.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, groaning. “So, she’ll know too?” 
 
    Mattie shook his head. “She doesn’t have to. Darryl can tell her he wants to travel and go help out the other teams.” He looked down at Denny. “As long as you agree to that.” 
 
    Denny looked at me. “That’s up to Sierra. It’s her choice as to how we play this. I can tell her the whole story, lay it all out there. Or we can let him go.” 
 
    I looked up at Dirk, worrying what he’d think of me if I said I wanted to black mark his brother. He squeezed my hand. “I support your decision, whatever it is.” 
 
    I sighed. “Tell her the bare minimum. While nothing terrible happened, I do think everyone should be aware of what he’s capable of doing.”  
 
    Denny nodded and gave me a small smile before walking away. Dirk kissed my cheek, then followed her, telling me he’d come to see me later. Mattie and I stood there, staring at each other.  
 
    “Why didn’t you come to me?” Now that we were alone, I could hear the hurt in his voice.  
 
    I sighed. “Honestly? At the time, I was more shocked than anything else. And when I talked to Zoe, she told me that I didn’t have to tell if I didn’t want to. Then it just felt like I didn’t know how to say it. Does that make sense?” 
 
    He nodded. “I guess. Still. The next time something happens, I need to know. So I can help you.” He pulled me into a hug, squeezing me tight. “You’re like a sister to me. I get first dibs on kicking the butt of anyone who hurts you.” 
 
    I giggled and pushed him away. “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I turned toward the school. “Guess we better get back inside.” 
 
    He fell into step alongside me. “I was planning to scout out the coven tonight. I wanted to see if you and Zoe wanted to come along, but if you’ve got too much on your plate right now, I can take Andy.” 
 
    I stopped and turned to him. “I’m fine, I can go. But why Zoe and not Andy in the first place?”  
 
    Mattie’s mouth opened and then shut again. He looked confused. 
 
    “Exactly. Andy is your best scout. He’s stealthy, he can get into places other people can’t. But you want to take Zoe instead?” I started walking again. “Don’t get me wrong, she’s great, but I think your judgment is a little off.” 
 
    He caught up to me, pulling me to a stop. “I get it. It looks off, me taking her instead of him. But it’s not because I like her that I’m taking her. Andy is great at what he does, but with his enchanted hand-” 
 
    “You still don’t trust him.” I shook my head. “Mattie, at some point you’re going to have to accept that it’s a part of him. He’s the one who should go with you tonight, not me or Zoe.” I walked inside, leaving him in the garden to chew on his choices. 
 
    *** 
 
    At dinner that night, Mattie and Andy were missing. He had never come to get me from my room, so I figured he’d heeded my advice. Kristy and Zoe sat across from me, both eating quietly. Zoe looked hurt and I felt bad. Maybe she’d wanted to go with him. I tossed down my fork and looked from one girl to the other. “I’m sorry, Zoe. I told Mattie to take Andy.” 
 
    She shrugged, though the hurt look didn’t full disappear. “You weren’t wrong. Andy is the best one to go.” She took another bite, not looking at me.  
 
    “But you wanted to go, didn’t you?”  
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “Because of your sister?”  
 
    She stopped eating, her eyes flying up to meet mine. “I mean, that’s part of it. No one else is looking for her, just me. I’m the only one who knows what she looks like. If she’s there, I could get her out.” 
 
    “And expose us and probably get us killed.” Kristy took a bite of her roll. “Let’s kill the demon first, then worry about finding your sister in a coven full of evil witches.” 
 
    I looked down our empty table. “It’s weird eating alone.” 
 
    The two girls exchanged a look. “They’re breaking the bond tonight. Then he’s gone.” Zoe kept her voice low and looked around for eavesdroppers.  
 
    I nodded. “I figured as much. Now they’ll have to find another team member. I feel bad.” 
 
    Kristy glared at me. “You shouldn’t. It’s not your fault.” Even with Denny’s condensed version of events, word had gotten around that I was the reason why Darryl was leaving. Kristy had shown up at our room, wanting to know the full story and I couldn’t keep it from her. We had grown up telling each other everything. So, I sat her on my bed and gave her the details. If Darryl had been in the room, I think she would’ve crushed him.  
 
    “I know it’s not. But this is going to look bad for them. This will be the second team member they’ve lost in such a short time.” 
 
    Zoe shook her head. “Not their fault. It’ll all work out.”  
 
    I nodded, going back to my dinner, worry making my appetite disappear. This wasn’t going how I had thought it would. I just hoped the boys came back with good news. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
   A  pounding on our door woke us up early the next morning. Looking at my alarm clock, I groaned. Not even 6 am and already someone was waking us up. I stumbled to the door, my hair a mass of tangles, to find Andy and Mattie with coffee and donuts in hand. “Rise and shine, sleepyheads.” They strode in, Kristy behind them, a pink bathrobe wrapped around her.  
 
    “You too?” She nodded; yawning into her hand, then plopped down on my bed and reached for one of the coffees. I took another, settling in next to her. From the recesses of her blankets, Zoe glared as Mattie settled at the foot of her bed, coffee cup in hand. Andy took the floor in front of Kristy, polishing off two donuts before anyone could say anything. 
 
    “So, why the early morning wake-up?” I couldn’t keep the curiosity at bay anymore. 
 
    “We’ve found them.” Mattie’s excitement leaked out.  
 
    We all exchanged wide-eyed glances before begging for more information.  
 
    He held up a hand to silence us, then cleared his throat. “There’s definitely something going on there. A dark energy for sure. Andy snuck in. Tell them what you saw.” 
 
    Andy swallowed and took a swig of coffee before continuing. “They’ve closed up shop, just like you were told. But they’re still living there, in the basement, if you can believe that. There are about fifteen of them. They spend most of their time in the basement, talking to something or someone. I didn’t see any spells, but something is up.” 
 
    Zoe sat up, her blanket falling away to reveal wolf pajamas. “Wait, you didn’t see anything? Then how can you be sure?” 
 
    “I overheard a conversation between two of the witches, who were talking about the master and how he was waiting for something. Don’t know what that meant, but how many witches have a master?” 
 
    “Only the ones serving something evil?” I chanced the guess, knowing it was rhetorical.  
 
    “Exactly.” Andy snapped his fingers at me. I rolled my eyes and sank my teeth into a warm donut. It practically melted in my mouth. 
 
    Kristy leaned forward, her mass of red hair falling over her shoulder. “So, what’s the next step?” 
 
    “We infiltrate them. Get definite proof, then take them down.” Mattie’s eyes gleamed in excitement. He had really thought this over. 
 
    We all nodded, but Zoe asked the question no one else wanted to. “Who infiltrates?” 
 
    Kristy raised a hand. “I will. With my voice, I can convince them to let me in. It’s a magic of sorts.” 
 
    Andy’s mouth fell open and the donut he’d been eating fell to the floor. He turned to look up at her. “No way.”  
 
    Kristy crossed her arms. “Excuse me?” 
 
    Andy huffed. “I said no way. It doesn’t have to be you.” 
 
    Kristy rolled her eyes. “And who else has the abilities that I do?” 
 
    As the two of them argued, Mattie and I exchanged a glance. He’d already made his choice. He knew who he wanted to send in there, and it didn’t matter what Andy or Kristy said.  
 
    “I’ll do it.” I had to raise my voice to be heard over them. 
 
    Mattie smiled at me. “Good, I was hoping you’d say that.” He looked between Kristy and Andy. “Kristy goes with her.” He held up his hand to stop Andy’s protests. “No arguments. Sierra can do the spells and snoop around. She’s going to need protection and Kristy is the best girl for the job.” Andy clamped his mouth shut and hunched over. He didn’t seem happy about the decision, but he accepted it. At least, for now. 
 
    Zoe leaned forward, her food forgotten. “Why not me? I can fight and say spells. Let me go.” The urgency in her voice broke my heart.  
 
    I could see on Mattie’s face that it hurt him, too. He took her hands in his. “You know I can’t do that.” He looked around the room, at the rest of us, then back at her. “I know you want to find her. I understand. If it were Denny, I’d move Heaven and Earth. But I need someone in there who is focused on the mission, on completing the trial. You get that, right?” 
 
    She pulled her hands from his and stuck them under her thighs. Zoe nodded but refused to look at him.  
 
    He sighed and stood up. “Andy and I need rest. Kristy and Sierra need to get ready. You’re going in tonight.” He strode out of the room, leaving us to sit amongst each other, staring. Kristy looked at Zoe, then her gaze lingered on me. Right, I’d have to fix this. She grabbed Andy and shoved him out the door before closing it behind her, leaving Zoe and me alone. Zoe huddled against the wall, her arms wrapped around her middle.  
 
    I scooted onto her bed and wrapped my arms around her, pulling her to me. That was when I felt the tears streaming down her cheeks. I ran my fingers through her hair, trying to think of anything I could say to make her feel better. “I’ll search for her.” 
 
    She sat up and looked at me through red-rimmed eyes. “Really? You promise?” 
 
    I nodded. “I don’t know that I’ll find anything, but I’ll search anyway. I’ll be snooping around, so it won’t be that hard to look for information on her, too. If she’s connected to them in any way, I’ll find her for you, OK?” 
 
    Zoe pulled me into a hug. “Thank you. You have no idea how much that means to me.” She pulled back, wiping at her face. “Let’s go get some training in before you leave. I want to make sure you haven’t forgotten anything.”  
 
    I grinned; glad to see she could focus on other things. I just prayed I could find what she needed to move on from this. Otherwise, I wasn’t sure what it would do to her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
   S everal hours later, we stood outside the warehouse, gathered around an old, beat-up pickup truck. Green paint peeled off the side at a touch, while the floorboards were rusted with age. The radio held an 8-track, something I’d never seen before. Kristy tossed a bag in the back and turned to take Andy’s hands. “I’ll be fine.” His hair looked messier than normal, sticking up at odd angles. His dark eyes watered behind his glasses, but a few tears slipped out. He clung to her, not believing a word she said.  
 
    Zoe leaned against the truck and looked between me and Mattie. “Where did you get this old rust bucket?” 
 
    Mattie smiled. “All of us learned to drive on this thing. Sierra’s grandpa keeps it for garden work, but it’ll work in a pinch for two girls looking for a home. Gives their story some authenticity.” 
 
    Dirk squeezed my hand. About an hour earlier, Denny had told him I was leaving, and since then he hadn’t left my side. I’d wanted to ask if he’d seen Darryl before he left, but now didn’t feel like the time to bring it up. Instead, I just held his hand, enjoying being near him before I had to leave. “And grandpa gave me permission to use it. It will be fine.”  
 
    Mattie handed both of us earpieces and helped Kristy put hers in. Dirk adjusted my hair once my earpiece was in, making sure it wasn’t visible. “Now we can hear you.” Mattie smiled at us, but Andy still didn’t look happy.  
 
    “So, where will you guys be while we’re in there? Not far away, I hope.” I tried to keep the trepidation out of my voice, but it quivered just enough to be noticeable.  
 
    “In the van, a couple of streets over. We don’t want them to make us, but we want to be close enough that if you need help, we can get to you fast. Don’t call for us unless you absolutely need us.” Mattie’s tone told me he was serious. For this to work, we couldn’t blow our cover. 
 
    “And what makes you think they won’t see through the girls’ cover the minute they walk through the door?” Andy glared from Mattie to me and then back to Mattie. “The other witch saw through the girls both times they showed up.” 
 
    Kristy snorted. “That’s because we tried too hard. This time, we’re not going to try at all. Right, Sierra?”  
 
    I nodded; glad we were forgoing any costumes that would require upkeep. It would be easier to just pretend to be a different version of me. A version of me that wanted to learn dark magic.  
 
    Mattie gave Kristy the address to put into her phone while Andy made sure that our bags were secure and the truck was warmed up. Zoe gave me a final hug and whispered thank you before she went back inside, squeezing Kristy’s hand on her way. Mattie watched her for a moment before turning back to Kristy. Dirk looked down at me, a puzzled look on his face. “What was that about?” he asked. 
 
    I nibbled on my lip, then decided to tell him the truth. He’d hear it from Denny eventually anyway. “I promised to look for her sister while I was there. She’s alive; at least we think she is. And Zoe is dead set on finding her. But we aren’t sure where to even start. Apparently, she’s now a powerful witch, something Zoe didn’t know about. Either she didn’t use her powers before her capture, or she didn’t know she had them.” I shrugged. “Zoe wanted to go but Mattie won’t let her. She can’t focus on anything but her sister and we need to complete this trial. So I’ll do both.” 
 
    He pulled me to him, holding me against him. I stiffened, then relaxed, reminding myself that this was Dirk, not Darryl. This brother wouldn’t hurt me. He kissed the top of my head, then tilted my chin up to look into my eyes. “Be safe, don’t do anything stupid. And if you need help, please call for it.” I nodded and gave him my best smile. He kissed my forehead, then stepped back and watched as I climbed into the passenger seat of the truck. Andy held Kristy’s door open for her, gave her one last kiss, and then closed the door, stepping back to stand beside Mattie.  
 
    “We’ll be right behind you. Joe is bringing the van around now. Don’t wait for us. We’ll catch up.”  
 
    We nodded. Kristy threw the truck into gear and pulled away.  
 
    We drove in silence for a bit before I finally asked, “What’s with Andy?” 
 
    Kristy glanced at me, then back at the road. “He has a hard time letting me out of his sight right now.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    Kristy sighed. “Ever since he was held captive by the shifters, he keeps thinking something similar is going to happen to me. He’s been keeping me close, worried he’ll lose me.” 
 
    I leaned against the window and looked at her. “Wow that has to be annoying.” 
 
    She smiled. “He does his best to not do it, but sometimes he can’t help himself. He’s just worried about me. I appreciate it. I just have to remind him sometimes that this is my life and my choice, you know? He can’t protect me all the time.” 
 
    I nodded and turned to look out the window. I closed my eyes, letting the rumbling of the truck lull me to sleep. 
 
    A couple of hours later, Kristy woke me up. “We’re almost there.” I sat up and smoothed down my hair. She pulled over to the side of the road, where she stopped the truck. She turned to me, hands still on the steering wheel. “What did you promise Zoe?” 
 
    My eyes widened. “What?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Zoe. You calmed her down. She’s still mad at Mattie, but not as much. What did you promise her?” 
 
    I rubbed my arms and looked out the windshield. “Just that I’d look for her sister for her. Since I’d be snooping around anyway, it didn’t seem like a big deal.” 
 
    Kristy nodded and pulled back onto the road. “I thought so. I get it, I do. Just don’t get caught looking for something that isn’t mission-related, okay?”  
 
    I nodded, settling back against the seat. My stomach started churning with nerves. We were almost there and I wasn’t even sure we could pull this off. What if they refused us? Laughed in our faces and turned us away? It was very possible they would do just that. 
 
    Kristy pulled the truck off the main road and took a side road that was nothing more than gravel. The crunching under the tires set my teeth on edge. Through the trees, I could make out a house at the end of the lane, the lights burning in the evening light. I looked over at Kristy. “I thought Andy said they were in the basement.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Maybe they decided they were hungry and came up for food?” 
 
    I leaned forward, my anxiety turning to worry. This felt off. Something was wrong, I could feel it. Kristy brought the truck to a stop and turned it off. We both climbed out and wrapped our arms around ourselves to fend off the cool night air. The house before us was more of a ranch house than a mansion. A porch led to the front door, where a light shone in the darkness. The front door stood open, with only the screen door keeping out any bugs. The lights blazed in every window—a sure sign something was off.  
 
    Kristy walked up the porch to the door and knocked on it. She turned and motioned for me to join her. I did, bile stuck in my throat. This didn’t feel right.  
 
    A woman appeared at the door, black robes covering her body. Her black hair melted into the robes, like they were one piece. Her dark eyes searched our faces, her skin pale in the light. “Can I help you?” 
 
    Kristy cleared her throat, adjusting her voice. “We’re looking for a coven. One of great power. We want to join them.” 
 
    The woman scrunched up her straight, beak-like nose before looking at me. “And you?” 
 
    “I’m with her. We want to join a strong coven.” 
 
    The woman smiled, her teeth more pointed than any I’d ever seen. She looked at Kristy. “You have power; I heard it when you spoke. Don’t use it on me again.” She looked at me. “You do not, at least not any that’s as tangible as hers. What makes you think we’re accepting new members?” 
 
    We exchanged a look. We’d anticipated this question. “We stopped at a tarot shop several hours back. The witch who runs it told us you were. Her daughter seemed to think you would take us.” Kristy gave her best smile. It wasn’t a total lie. The witch had given us information on the coven. Just not that information. 
 
    The woman opened the door wider, motioning us in. “That is the correct answer.” We stepped inside, trying to keep our faces neutral.  
 
    The house stood bare, with not a stick of furniture to be found. The carpets had all been pulled up, revealing concrete underneath. In the kitchen, the cupboards all sat open, empty of plates and cups and things you would need to cook. She led us to a door, under the stairs. No light escaped when she opened it. She motioned us down, then followed us. My skin prickled, as I dreaded what we would find at the bottom of the stairs. What if they were going to sacrifice us? What were we walking into? 
 
    I stopped halfway down the stairs and turned to the woman behind me. “Excuse me, but you don’t plan to sacrifice us, do you? We came to learn about magic.” I held my breath, waiting for her answer. 
 
    Her laugh met my ears in the dark, a combination of a snort and a giggle. “Sacrifice you? Why on Earth would we do that?” 
 
    I shrugged, realizing too late she couldn’t see it. “I don’t know. This just really creeped me out.” 
 
    She pushed me forward, making me move down another step. I could hear Kristy as she reached the bottom, so I kept going. “You said you wanted to learn, so we will teach you. There is great potential in you.”  
 
    Her hand on my shoulder sent chills down my spine. Potential? What was she talking about? Why did everyone seem to think I had potential?  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
   A t the bottom of the stairs, I noticed a light coming from a room off the dark hallway. It was the only light in the whole basement. Kristy walked toward it, confidence in every step. I followed, trying to keep my breathing as normal as possible. This could turn out very badly for us if they figured out who we really were. The woman had already sensed the power in Kristy’s voice. What else could they sense? 
 
    When we stepped into the room, we had to blink several times to adjust our eyes to the light. The room was larger than I thought it would be, more like a second living space than just a room. A kitchenette sat to the right side, complete with a microwave and a mini-fridge. At the far end of the room sat a TV, news blasting from its speakers. I guessed the coven liked to stay up to date on current events. Pictures covered the walls, featuring all of the same women who stood in the room before us, at different events in their lives. There seemed to be graduations, weddings, even birthings in those pictures. Kristy looked back at the woman behind us, waiting for her cue.  
 
    The woman stepped around us, her robes dragging on the dark carpet at our feet. “Ladies, attention please.” Several sets of eyes turned our way. There had to have been at least ten women down there. “We have new sisters. They showed up wanting to join us. Should we let them?” 
 
    There was some nodding, then they all turned back to what they’d been doing, like we weren’t the first to show up on their doorstep, wanting to join them. Kristy gave me a shrug, then looked over at our escort. “Now what?” 
 
    “Now we see what you can do. Follow me.” She led us out of the room and across the hall. This room sat dark, with no light coming from within. She pushed us inside and closed the door behind us. Her voice floated through the door, muffled against it. “This is your first test. You must figure out how to light the room. There are no switches, just candles. No matches, either. This is about using whatever powers you have.” Her footsteps echoed as she walked away, leaving us in darkness.  
 
    “What did she mean?” I could hear the anxiety in Kristy’s voice.  
 
    Not being able to see was really throwing us off. I felt behind me for the door, then followed it as I felt my way around the room. The woman had said there were candles here. We just had to find them. “They want to make sure we’re serious. Which means we have to prove ourselves.” I paused, feeling a mantel in front of me. Mantles were good. A mantel could mean a fireplace. I felt something cold against my fingers, and I followed it up. It was a waxy candle. “Found them.” Bringing the candle back to where Kristy stood, I knelt on the floor. “This should be easy enough.”  
 
    I heard her bend down next to me, her hair brushing against my cheek. “What do you mean, easy?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Lighting a candle is pretty simple. It’s one of the first spells I studied.” 
 
    “That’s right. Sierra, you do magic all the time. Hasn’t that ever struck you as weird that you can do those spells?” 
 
    I snorted. “Anyone can do spells. You just have to say the right words and mean them. There’s no real power in that. Not like what you have with your voice.” I whispered a word, blowing it out onto the candle. The flame flickered to life, casting an orange glow on our faces. Kristy sighed in relief. I carried the candle over to the mantel and picked up the other candlestick. I lit that one with the fire from the first, then looked down at the fireplace underneath the mantel. Logs had been stacked inside it, just waiting to be lit. I looked over at Kristy, who had stood back up. “Fancy a fire while we wait?”  
 
    She nodded, a grin spreading across her face.  
 
    I bent down before the logs, trying to put as much of my will into the word before I said it and blew it at the logs. They caught, then crackled as the fire grew. I set the candles on top of the mantel and turned to the rest of the room. “Let’s explore before they come back.” 
 
    We spread out and looked for any clues we could find. There didn’t seem to be much in here, just an old musty cot in one corner, a pot in another that I assumed was meant to be a form of bathroom. Gross.  
 
    Kristy shook her head. “Nothing. It’s the barest room I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    I looked at the fire, trying to think. “How long do you think they’ll keep us here?” 
 
    She shrugged, nibbling on her bottom lip. “As long as it takes to break us?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No way. Why would they do that? Broken people don’t make strong witches.” 
 
    She crossed her arms. “Maybe they don’t need strong witches, just obedient ones.”  
 
    I guessed she could be right. I sat on the floor in front of the fire, crossing my legs and resting my hands on my knees. There didn’t seem to be anything else to do but wait.  
 
    Kristy sat next to me, her legs splayed out in front of her, her toes close to the fire. “You claim to not have power, but you’re pretty amazing.” 
 
    I shrugged, embarrassed at the compliment. It really wasn’t that hard to do. Changing the subject, I asked, “Does Andy still see Joe regularly?” 
 
    She nodded and looked into the fire. “Yes. They spend a couple of hours together every week, just talking and bonding. It’s helped him a lot, I think. Having someone who understands what he’s going through.” Her eyes slid to mine and a smile played on her lips. “So, you and Dirk are working things out?” 
 
    I sighed. “There’s nothing to work out. It’s just become obvious that he was who I should’ve picked to begin with.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you?” She seemed genuinely curious. I guess when you meet your soul mate at age five; it’s hard to imagine not knowing that person was meant for you. 
 
    “I didn’t know. Darryl was fun and exciting and different. He could come up with some pretty elaborate dates and he was a great kisser. I wanted to make sure I made the right choice. I guess deep down I already knew who the right choice was.” 
 
    “And Megan helped you. That still blows my mind.” 
 
    “I guess she dealt with his anger before.” I looked down at my hands. “I hope he finds happiness.”  
 
    As the words left my mouth, the door behind us flew open. The woman stood there with her hands on her hips. “Well, well, well, stronger than I thought you were. You lit the whole fireplace. Haven’t seen anyone do that in a while. Come with me.”  
 
    We stood and brushed the dust off our pants. Then we followed her out. The fire and candles went out the minute we stepped out of the room. I looked up to find the woman starring at me. She gave me a wink, then spun around and walked down the hall, back toward the stairs. We followed, unsure what would happen next.  
 
    Near the stairs, she stopped in front of another room. Glancing at the switch, she blinked and the light turned on by itself. “Time to rest. There are more things we need to discuss tomorrow. A good night’s sleep will help.” She closed the door behind her, leaving us in what essentially looked like a barracks room. A bunk bed sat against one wall, a dresser against the opposite. When Kristy pulled it open, she found clothes inside. Looking at our own clothes, we shrugged, then yanked them off and changed into the fresh ones. A white shirt and pants with a white robe were all we could find.  
 
    “They do realize that white gets dirty super easy, right?” Kristy sounded annoyed that anyone would wear this much white.  
 
    I couldn’t answer her, so I didn’t. Instead, I climbed up to the top bunk. She slid into the one under me and pulled the covers up to her chin.  
 
    “Night.” I looked over at the light, the one the woman had turned on without so much as a touch. I’d heard of witches who could cast without words but I’d never thought I’d meet one in person. I whispered a word and the light went out, plunging us into darkness. Hopefully, the next day would bring the answers we were seeking.  
 
    *** 
 
    I awoke the next morning to Kristy whispering. At first, I thought she was whispering to herself, but then I realized she must have been relaying to Mattie what had happened so far. We had decided to take the ear buds out before arriving at the house, knowing the witches may search us. Kristy must’ve decided it was safe enough to talk to them this early in the morning. When she finished, she peered over the side of the bed at me. “Wanna say anything?”  
 
    I shook my head; sure she’d said everything that needed to be said.  
 
    She signed off and climbed out of bed, stretching her arms over her head. “Wonder what they eat for breakfast around here?” 
 
    I jumped off the top bunk and looked toward the door. “Hopefully something warm. I’m freezing.” Even in the clothes and robe, I was shivering.  
 
    Kristy nodded, watching the door. When it swung open, neither one of us looked surprised. Someone was going to have to come get us eventually. 
 
    We had expected it to be the woman from last night, but instead, a girl about our age stood in the doorway. She smiled at us, showing a lot of teeth. Her dirty blonde hair had been pulled back in a ponytail and she wore the same white clothes we did. The one thing that grabbed my attention was her eyes, which were two different colors—one blue, one brown. They stared at us intently. “Good, you’re awake. Let’s get breakfast before we start.”  
 
    Kristy and I looked at each other, shrugged, and followed her. Food sounded like a good idea.  
 
    We did have to ask about the bathroom before we got very far down the hall. The girl directed us to a room closer to the common room we’d seen the night before. Once we were both finished, she took us to the common room, where she made us both oatmeal, adding brown sugar for sweetness. We inhaled the aroma, not realizing until we smelled it how hungry we were. The girl watched us, taking in our features. Her different-colored eyes were intense, like she was trying to read us. With her thin nose and small mouth, she had the potential to be quite pretty. The white clothes made her appear paler than she actually was.  
 
    Once we finished, she clapped her hands together. “OK, now we can get started.” 
 
    Kristy held up a hand. “Get started doing what?” 
 
    “Cleaning, of course.” We both looked confused, which seemed funny to her because she laughed. “Oh my, they didn’t tell you. All novices do the menial chores around here. How else do you think this place stays clean?” We looked around and took in the clean kitchen, the floors that apparently had been swept, then back to the girl. “The white clothes indicate your status. It helps the others know who we are, in case something needs to be taken care of. Come on, I’ll show you your first task.” 
 
    She led us back to the bathroom and then turned to Kristy. “This is for you. Make sure it sparkles when you’re done. All the cleaning supplies are under the cabinet.” Kristy’s mouth hung open as she took in the bathroom, with its clear plastic shower curtain, plain porcelain tub and toilet, and single sink on top of a wooden cabinet. A lone mirror hung in front of the sink. I shrugged at Kristy, unsure where the girl was going to lead me.  
 
    She stopped in front of the room where we’d been locked in last night. The girl led me inside, then turned to me with a smile. “Before we get started in here, can you light the fire?” She looked to the fire and then back to me, curiosity in her eyes.  
 
    I walked to the fireplace and looked for matches. “There are no matches to light it with.” I noticed that the stack of logs had been refreshed. Someone must’ve gotten more in the middle of the night.  
 
    “You don’t need matches. Just do what you did last night.”  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at her. She gave me a huge grin, which unnerved me. She really wanted to see me light this thing.  
 
    I took a deep breath, then whispered the word and blew it to the log. Sure enough, it caught fire, the flames jumping and crackling. “That’s amazing.” 
 
    I turned back to her. “Can’t you do that, too? I mean, it’s pretty simple. Everyone can.” My forehead wrinkled in confusion. Spells were something anyone could do. 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t know where you come from, but where I’m from, that’s hard to do. You just made the fire do what you wanted it to do. Fire hates being told what to do.”  
 
    I looked back at the flames, then to her. “What?” 
 
    She nodded, crossing her arms. “Just as I thought. You know nothing. You don’t know what you’re capable of, do you?” 
 
    I clasped my hands in front of me and looked at my white shoes. “It’s just a spell. Anyone can do spells if you say the right words.” 
 
    “Wrong.” My head snapped up. “Spells are just words. The caster has to put the power into the words. Your friend back there has power in her voice. I can hear it when she speaks, although she does her best to keep it at a minimum. But you, you show power only when casting. You’re a natural.” 
 
    “A natural what?” I held my breath, afraid of her next words. 
 
    “A natural witch, of course. Some are born with the ability, some have to cultivate it. You, my friend, are a natural.” She glanced around the room and nodded to herself. “Conjure us two chairs, right here in the middle of the room.”  
 
    I bit my lip. “I’m not sure I can do that. The spell I know is a bit more complicated to remember.” 
 
    She laughed, the sound surrounding me where I stood. “Don’t worry about it being specific. You can’t learn just from books, and half the time those spells work because of your intent, not what you’re actually saying. Think about what you want to happen and make it happen.” 
 
    I looked down at my hands. “But what do I say?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Anything. Say ‘chairs.’ Just make sure you’re thinking about what you mean.” 
 
    I nodded, rolling up the sleeves of the robe. I closed my eyes, imagining chairs appearing right in front of her. I whispered the word ‘chairs’ several times. Her squeal made my eyes pop open. In front of her were the two chairs I’d been thinking about. She sat in one, then patted the seat of the other. “Sit with me.”  
 
    I sat next to her, my mouth hanging open. What else was I capable of?  
 
    “No one in your family has ever done anything like this before?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Weird. Most naturals are that way because at least one parent had the ability.” 
 
    I looked down at my hands. “I don’t really remember my parents. I was raised by my grandparents. My parents died when I was young.” I scratched the back of my neck. “But my grandmother and uncle have the same ability as my friend out there, and I assume my mother did, too. But neither me nor my siblings have it.” 
 
    “Are you and her related?”  
 
    I nodded. “Cousins. My mother and her father were siblings.” 
 
    She nodded. “Who knows why that kind of power wasn’t given to you? What we do know is that you’re a gifted witch.”  
 
    My breath hitched at that. Witch. I couldn’t be. I shook my head. “No way.”  
 
    She pointed to the fireplace and then to the chairs on which we sat. “No normal person can just do this. It takes years and years of practice.” 
 
    “I’ve been practicing for years.” Which wasn’t a lie. I’d been studying spells and the like for ages, preparing myself for every trial we might face. At first, it had just been dabbling, something I could do that didn’t involve actual fighting, since I’d proven to be horrible at it. Then, when it seemed that I was pretty good at the spells, I continued them, studying every book of spells I could get my hands on. I kept a separate notebook, one in which I wrote down spells I thought were important. I used those during battles, which had come in handy. It had never occurred to me that not just anyone could do them. When I’d started training Denny, they’d come easily to her as well, but now I had a hunch that might have been related to her voice and not because everyone could do it. 
 
    The girl crossed her arms. “Practicing or not, you’re good. I can’t believe no one ever pointed this out to you.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s always kind of been my thing. My family just assumed it was something anyone could do.” I bit my lip. I didn’t want to slip up and reveal who we were. I had to keep this as vague as possible while still getting answers. That led me to ask about Zoe’s sister. “I do have a question, though.” 
 
    She tilted her head at me. “Yes?” 
 
    “A friend of mine is looking for her sister. She was kidnapped several years ago in Scotland, I believe. I’m not really sure about the specifics because it hurts her so much to talk about it, but she thought she was dead. Now, she’s found out that there’s a possibility that she’s alive and a powerful witch. I was just wondering if maybe you’d heard of her. She has violet eyes, which I know is unusual.” I held my breath, waiting for her response. 
 
    The girl shook her head. “No. Haven’t had anyone like that around here. Honestly, you and your friend are the first new people to come around in a while. Recruiting has been slow.” She smiled at me and I realized I’d never asked for her name.  
 
    I stuck out my hand, smiling back. “I’m Sierra, by the way. My friend’s name is Kristy. You are?” 
 
    She gave my hand the weirdest look, then shook it, her fingers icy against mine. “Charlotte.” 
 
    “Hi, Charlotte.” It sounded so silly, but I could tell I was probably going to be spending a lot of time with this girl. It seemed she’d been designated as the one to teach me how to use this power they claimed I had. Which I was starting to believe they were right about.  
 
    Charlotte spent the rest of the day walking me through different techniques. I did ask about the other witch, the one who could do things without saying a word. “That takes years of practice. She’s been doing this for a very long time.”  
 
    I nodded, but that didn’t sound right to me. How could she will it to happen if she didn’t speak it? Every spell book I’d ever read said you had to speak it to make it so. I kept those thoughts to myself, though, knowing that arguing with her would be pointless.  
 
    I didn’t see Kristy again until dinner. When I walked into the common room, she turned to me with a frown. Her white clothes were a mess, covered in dirt and stains. There was even dirt in her hair. Her cheeks and forehead were smudged and her eyes betrayed her exhaustion. I couldn’t figure out what they’d made her do to get her to look that way.  
 
    We ate dinner in silence, a simple meal of eggs and toast. Then Charlotte directed us to bed, saying she’d see us in the morning. Without a word, Kristy gathered fresh clothes and headed down to the bathroom she’d cleaned. I used the time to pull out my ear bud, through which I contacted Mattie. “Hey, are you guys there?”  
 
    Some coughing, then a response. “We’re here.” Mattie’s voice sounded tired. Maybe they’d been napping.  
 
    “So, they’re training us.” I paused, correcting myself. “Training me. Kristy had to clean all day. I didn’t even see her again until dinner. But they assigned me to some girl who spent the whole day showing me how to use magic.” I paused again and took a deep breath. “I’m what they call a natural.”  
 
    “A what?” Mattie sounded confused.  
 
    Zoe’s voice broke through the line. “A natural. It means that she has abilities that most other people don’t. Some witches are born naturals. Others have to work at it.” 
 
    “Yes, exactly. I don’t know how that’s possible, but apparently it is.” I took another breath and looked at the door. “I asked about your sister. The girl said she hadn’t seen her around here.” 
 
    Zoe let out a breath. “Then she’s not involved with the demon.”  
 
    “Right. But I think I know who is.” I told them about the woman we’d met the first night and how she hadn’t used any spells to make things happen. “That’s not normal, not even for someone who practices their whole life. I’ve read every spell book you can think of and not a single one says that’s even possible.” 
 
    “Any chance you can train with her, get close to her?” Mattie sounded excited that I had a clue already. 
 
    “I don’t think so. I have to train with Charlotte. But I’ll see what I can do.”  
 
    Kristy stepped back into the room, eyeing me. I handed her the bud and headed to the bathroom myself to clean up. When I got back, she’d already climbed into bed. I wanted to talk to her but knew that she’d talk when she was ready. Forcing her to talk to me wouldn’t help the situation. So, I climbed to the top bunk, pulled up my covers, and went to sleep, the sound of her soft snoring the only noise in the room. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Eleven 
 
   F or a week, Charlotte worked with me, helping me hone my powers. “Every witch has a specialty. Some are good at conjuring, some are good at spell fighting, some are good at elemental magic. You just have to find out what you’re best at.” Charlotte showed me that she could do some elemental magic, but that she was especially good at transforming her form. She showed me this early on by changing the color of her eyes to match. Elemental magic was hard for me. Fire seemed to be the only element to respond to me, and as Charlotte had said, it didn’t like to cooperate. She’d shrugged and moved on to other things. I was pretty good at conjuring, which we’d already established on the first day. I could do some fighting magic, as I had experience in that area, but nothing really seemed to be my forte. Then, she decided to try healing magic.  
 
    Charlotte took me to a room across from the one with the fireplace. There, we found several women and children on cots, moaning. “They’ve been sick for a while. We’ve been trying to heal them but no one is sure what’s wrong with them.” She led me to the first person, a small boy with a thick mop of black hair. His hollowed eyes stared up at me, pain etched on his small face. I bent down next to him, my heart breaking. Laying my hands on his chest, I closed my eyes, not sure what I was feeling for. Charlotte had said if I were a healer, I’d instinctively know what to do. When my hands made contact with his chest, I felt it, the pain he felt, the darkness that was slowly killing him. Taking a deep breath, without even thinking about it, I pulled it from his body, absorbing it into my own, whispering my intentions as I did so. Where it had made him terribly sick, I got a slight headache. Removing my hands from his chest, I watched as his eyes fluttered open and he smiled at me. I looked up at Charlotte, a smile of triumph on my face.  
 
    Her mouth hung open and her breath came fast. Her eyes were wider than I’d ever seen them. “How did you do that?” 
 
    I looked down at my hands, which didn’t look any different than normal, and shrugged. “I don’t know. You said I’d know what to do and I did. Isn’t that what we’re supposed to do?”  
 
    She just stared at me before spinning on her heel and stomping away. I jumped up, running after her. Apparently, whatever I’d just done wasn’t normal. I ran behind her, not wanting to be left behind. “Charlotte, wait.”  
 
    She stopped and gave me a chance to catch up. For someone so small, she could certainly move fast.  
 
    I bent over, trying to catch my breath. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “No one heals like that.” 
 
    I looked up at her through my hair, which was hanging in my face. “What? What do you mean? You told me all I had to do was follow my instincts.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No one has been able to do that. He’s been here for weeks, has seen all our best healers, and none of them could do what you just did.” She spun away, continuing down the hall. She pointed at my room as she passed it. “Wait in there. I have to talk to the others.”  
 
    I stood at my doorway, watching her walk away. My stomach started to gurgle, nerves getting the best of me. This could be bad.  
 
    I found Kristy in the room, lying on her bed, looking up at the bottom of my bunk. She didn’t even look at me when I walked in. Instead, she mumbled, “She finally get tired of you?” 
 
    I sat on the floor in front of her, confused. I looked at my hands but they didn’t look any different and the headache was wearing off. “No. I think I made a mistake.”  
 
    She snorted and rolled over. Her clothes were wrinkled, like she’d been lying there all morning. “A mistake, huh? Perfect little witch messed up?”  
 
    For the first time in my life, Kristy sounded mad at me and I couldn’t figure out what I’d done to upset her. I looked into her eyes to see pain and anger in them. I hadn’t seen those emotions in her eyes since Andy had been held captive. “Kristy, are you mad at me?” 
 
    She snorted again, rolling her eyes. “Why would I be mad at you? You’ve only abandoned me the whole time we’ve been here.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to. We’re supposed to be fitting in. I’m just doing what we’re supposed to be doing.” 
 
    She nodded. “Sure. And spending all your time with that girl is part of that, huh?” 
 
    My mouth fell open as it clicked into place. Kristy was jealous. And feeling left out. “It’s not like that. She was assigned to train me. To see what abilities I have.” 
 
    “And I’m just here to clean?” Her voice rose a notch. She sat up, glaring at me. “That’s all I’ve done since we’ve gotten here. Clean this, wash that, iron this. Have you done any of that?” When I didn’t respond, her eyes narrowed. “I thought not. I’m the one with the voice, but it’s you they’re focusing on. I want to know why.” 
 
    My shoulders slumped. This was the one question I didn’t know the answer to. “I don’t know. They seem to know that your voice is powerful. Maybe they suspect you already know how to use it. But Charlotte has spent the last week pulling out my power, trying to see what I can do.” I moved up to the bed next to her and took her hand. “You’ve always been the powerful one, the one in the limelight. I’m sorry they aren’t using your skills. They’re stupid not to. But let’s not let that make us fight. We’re a team, remember?” I looked at her hopefully, wishing she’d agree. I’d never been special in my whole life. Now was my chance. Couldn’t she see that? 
 
    She sighed and looked down at our clasped hands. “Fine. Whatever. What happened today?” 
 
    “I healed a kid.” 
 
    She gave me a small smile. “Isn’t that a good thing?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m not sure. Charlotte says he’s been here for weeks and no one has been able to do what I did. She ran off to talk to someone about it and told me to wait here.” 
 
    Kristy raised an eyebrow at me. “Hmm, maybe this will get us somewhere.”  
 
    I shrugged, not sure it would help at all. What if they kicked me out? Then Kristy would be stuck in here alone and they didn’t seem inclined to want to show her anything.  
 
    Our door flew open before we could say more. The woman from our first night there stood framed in it. “Come with me.” She didn’t indicate which one of us, so we both stood, following her. She led us back to the sick room, where the boy was now gone from his cot. She took us to the next cot, where an elderly woman lay, covers up to her wrinkled chin. Milky eyes stared vacantly up at the ceiling. “Heal her.” She looked at me, her arms crossed.  
 
    I gulped, unsure what she was expecting. I bent down and placed my hands on the woman’s chest like I had done with the boy. I closed my eyes, trying to feel for whatever was affecting her. I felt nothing. I couldn’t feel the darkness in her the way I had felt it in the boy. I didn’t feel anything. I could hear the sound of a ticking clock nearby, of breathing from all the bodies in the room, but I felt nothing. I opened my eyes, shaking my head.  
 
    “I can’t.”  
 
    The woman glared at me. “What do you mean you can’t?” 
 
    I spread my hands in front of me, still bent down next to the woman. “I can’t feel it. When I healed the boy, I felt a darkness in him. I can’t feel that in her. There’s nothing for me to pull out.” The woman scoffed, spun, and marched out of the room. I looked down sadly at the old woman. “I’m sorry.”  
 
    As I stood to leave, the old woman grabbed my hand, her mouth opening. “It’s OK, child. I’m not dying of sickness, just old age. She doesn’t want to admit that.” She smiled up at the ceiling before releasing me.  
 
    I turned to Kristy, who had watched the whole thing in silence. I stepped up to her, biting my lip.  
 
    “So it didn’t work?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I think I can only heal diseases. At least, that’s what it felt like the boy had. The woman is dying of old age, a natural cause that can’t be healed. Her test was faulty.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t.”  
 
    We spun around to find Charlotte behind us, her arms crossed.  
 
    “You could’ve healed her eyes. Her eyes have been that way her whole life. They aren’t part of her age. But you didn’t. You may have a strong healing ability, but you don’t know how to use it or how to call it on command. We’re going to have to work on that.” She glanced at Kristy, as though realizing for the first time that she was standing there. “Do you need something?”  
 
    Before Kristy could respond, I grabbed her hand, pulling her away from Charlotte. “Hey, listen, stop doing their chores and start snooping.”  
 
    Kristy looked confused.  
 
    “Find the library and see if they have anything on summoning demons. Ask questions, get the info we need.” 
 
    Her eyes brightened. She’d spent the last week thinking she was useless. Now she had a purpose. After a lifetime of feeling useless, I knew how she felt. 
 
    She nodded. “Got it. Good idea.” She gave me a small smile before slipping down the hall. I turned back to Charlotte, rubbing my hands together.  
 
    “So, how do I get better at this healing thing?”  
 
    The look Charlotte gave me made me nervous. It was hungrier than any look I’d seen on her face so far. This couldn’t be a good sign. I couldn’t help but wonder what I’d gotten myself into. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
   I  closed my eyes, settled my hands on the patient in front of me, and whispered what I wanted to happen over and over again. I tried to feel for the sickness but as hard as I could, I couldn’t find it. I felt nothing as my hands pressed against the patient. Opening my eyes in defeat, I looked up at Charlotte. We were back in the first room, the one where I had started a fire. It blazed now, throwing an orange glow around the room. Charlotte sat in a chair I had conjured for her while I sat on the floor; bent over the patient she’d brought to me. The mouse wasn’t much of a patient but it was certainly ill. I assumed they’d poisoned it. “It’s not working. Whatever is making it sick, I can’t feel it.” 
 
    She nodded and took another sip from the cup she’d brought with her. “Interesting. So, you can’t draw out poison?” 
 
    I bit my lip and looked at the poor mouse as it gasped out its last breaths. “It may be too far gone. If the poison is throughout its whole body, I may not be able to pinpoint it to pull it out.” I looked up at her to gauge her reaction. She seemed to be thinking about what I said as she tapped her chin with her free hand. 
 
    “So, you need a fresher one. Got it.” She stood and bent to pick up the mouse. It had stopped breathing, finally giving in to death. My heart beat faster as she tossed its lifeless body into the fire, then watched it burn. “I’ll see what I can do. Go back to your room.”  
 
    I scrambled out of the room, not looking back. The smell of burning flesh followed me down the hall, making my stomach roil. She didn’t escort me everywhere anymore, which meant I had more freedom, but not as much freedom as I’d like. I was on a set schedule and they never let me deviate from it. My training was more important than anything else, it seemed. 
 
    I found Kristy back in our room, books stacked around her, bent over an old brown leather book. I squeezed in next to her, bumping her shoulder with mine. She looked up at me, blinking rapidly. “I didn’t even hear you come in.” 
 
    I smiled. “You’re distracted. What did you find?” 
 
    She grinned. “Summoning spells.”  
 
    My mouth fell open. 
 
    She passed the book to me. “Apparently, you can summon any demon you want, but there is a particular spell for each one. Hundreds of them.” She looked at me. “If there are spells for it, does that mean someone tried to summon each one?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Maybe? Who knows?” I skimmed the pages, taking in the information. “Question is, which demon did they summon?”  
 
    Kristy shook her head. “I have no idea. And no one will really talk to me. Every time I ask a question, they give me a disgusted look and turn away. Getting kind of tired of being treated like trash.”  
 
    The loneliness in her voice broke my heart. I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and leaned against her. “You’re doing a good job. You found the book. Now we have proof that they can do it.” 
 
    She looked at me with worried eyes. “But how do we find out which demon they summoned?” 
 
    I smiled. “Leave that to me. They’re training me for something. I’m just not sure what it is yet.”  
 
    We spent the rest of the evening poring over the books she’d brought from the library, trying to learn everything we could about the summoning process in the book. They all seemed to have common elements and required certain witches with certain abilities to be present. That led me to think that maybe we needed to search for the one that required a healer. Kristy agreed it was a sound idea, then yawned in exhaustion. I was tired myself. We climbed into bed, deciding she’d continue the search tomorrow while I was training. 
 
    *** 
 
    Charlotte handed me a rabbit. Its limp body draped over my open hands. “How about this one?”  
 
    We were back in the room, the warmth from the fire making me sweat. So far, I’d only been able to pull out recently ingested poison and I could heal minor cuts and scrapes. She still didn’t know how I’d been able to heal the boy. Turns out, he’d been dying from cancer, which was something her healers hadn’t been able to get rid of. 
 
    I looked down at the white fur in my hands, feeling the animal’s breath against my fingers. I closed my eyes, mumbling to myself. She’d been right at the beginning. The words didn’t matter. Just saying them helped me focus. I felt the rabbit’s pain through my hands, searing into them like daggers. My breathing shortened to match the rabbit’s. I felt the injury, a piercing to the heart. Mumbling faster, I knitted together what I could, unsure whether the rabbit would survive even with my treatment. When I opened my eyes, the rabbit was breathing normally and trying to get out of my hands. I released it, watching as it hopped across the room, away from me.  
 
    Charlotte clapped, a huge smile on her face. “Well done.” 
 
    I looked down at my hands, which were covered in the rabbit’s blood. “What was wrong with it?” 
 
    “Stabbed through the heart.” She glanced over at the rabbit as it worked to clean the blood off its white fur. “You’re getting stronger.”  
 
    I held my hands out in front of me, unsure of what to do with them. There wasn’t a basin in the room for me to wash them in and I was still wearing the all-white outfit. “You think so?” 
 
    She nodded. “I know so. I’ve watched you train every day. You can call the power more easily now and heal things that most witches could only dream of healing.”  
 
    She seemed delighted by this. What I couldn’t figure out was why my gifts were so important to her. It had to do with summoning the demon. That was the only thing I could think of that made sense. And if that were the case, maybe they hadn’t summoned it yet.  
 
    She glanced down at my hands. “Go wash up. Grab some food and get some rest. More training tomorrow.” Charlotte swept out of the room, leaving me to follow her. I washed my hands in the bathroom, then headed to our room, skipping the common room. Kristy had stashed some snacks in our room, so I didn’t have to go to the common room to get anything.  
 
    Settling on the floor next to Kristy, I chewed on an apple and watched her read. “Find anything?”  
 
    Kristy frowned at the apple. “Not sure.” She rubbed her eyes. For the first time, I noticed dark bags underneath them.  
 
    “Are you sleeping okay?” I was always so tired from my training that I passed out as soon as my head hit the pillow. From the looks of it, Kristy wasn’t finding it as easy to sleep here as I was.  
 
    She shook her head and looked over at me. “Not really. I keep having nightmares. And waking up from them is a lot harder than you’d think.” 
 
    Munching on the apple, I thought about her words. “What do you mean, harder to wake up?” 
 
    She rubbed her chest and looked down at the book in her lap. “It’s like there’s a pressure on my chest and I can’t pull myself fully awake.” 
 
    “What are the nightmares about?” 
 
    She bit her lip. “My greatest fears.”  
 
    I leaned back and looked at her fully. Her hair, which she usually kept so pristine, hung limply down her back, like she hadn’t washed it in days. The dark circles under her eyes made her face even paler than normal, her freckles standing out starkly against her skin. Her eyes seemed dull, the usual brightness gone from them. “Kristy, what are your greatest fears?” 
 
    She shook her head. “You don’t want to know.” 
 
    I took her hands. “I do. Tell me.”  
 
    She paused and looked down at the book, then back up at me. “Losing everyone. Everyone I love dying. I see blood, an ocean of it. I see all my loved ones floating in this blood, their faces contorted in anguish, and I’m powerless to save them. Like I was when my dad and Andy were both kidnapped.”  
 
    Her words made goose bumps pop up on my arms. “You dream this every night?”  
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “Since when?” 
 
    She looked to the door, then back at me. “The first time was when Andy was taken. I think having him and my dad both held captive in such short a time triggered it. I hadn’t fully recovered from Dad’s kidnapping before Andy was gone and I was powerless, again, to save someone I loved.” She swallowed and looked at me with pleading in her eyes. Pleading for what, I wasn’t sure. “But it didn’t happen often; even less once he was back safe. But I’ve had it every night since we got here. The first night wasn’t so bad; I could wake up with no problem. But since then, it’s like something is trying to keep me in the dream. Something I can’t fight.” 
 
    “Could a demon do that?” I blushed as soon as the question left my mouth. I was supposed to be the researcher, the one who cracked open the books and looked for the answers. But in this instance, our roles were reversed. Kristy was the researcher while I was the one being focused on. It was a new experience for both of us and I wasn’t sure we were adjusting well to it.  
 
    Kristy nodded. “I’ve read of one that can affect your dreams. They called it a mare, I believe.” 
 
    “Like the horse?” 
 
     She shrugged. “Not sure exactly how it’s pronounced but it’s spelled the same. Anyway, it rides the sleeper’s chest and brings on nightmares. If that’s what I’m experiencing, that might be the demon we’re dealing with.” She bit her lip, worrying at the chapped skin. Kristy never let her lips get dry. “From what I’ve been reading, it can inhabit people. Some of the ways are odd, like being the seventh daughter or having your name mispronounced during your baptism. But certain characteristics will point to someone being one.” 
 
    “Wait, the demon is a person?” 
 
    She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “It seems that way. This person turns into the demon at night. They may not even realize they are one.”  
 
    Before she could continue, the door swung open. Charlotte stood in the doorway. She barely even glanced at Kristy before turning her strange gaze on me. I’d gotten used to her eyes over the past several weeks, but even so, they still amazed me at times.  
 
    “Sierra, follow me.” She turned, not even looking back to see if I complied.  
 
    I stood and looked down at Kristy. After mouthing “I’m sorry,” I followed Charlotte, closing our door softly behind me.  
 
    She stood in the hall, waiting for me.  
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    She smiled, glancing at my door. “You’ll see.” As we moved closer to the stairs, she looked over her shoulder at me. “It might be best if you didn’t spend so much time with her. I don’t know how much longer she’s going to be with us.” 
 
    Fear gripped my heart before I blinked it away. “What do you mean?” 
 
    She shrugged and we climbed the stairs. “Only that she’s probably not going to stick around. We really don’t have much use for her.” She turned away, not seeing the pain I knew was evident on my face. These witches really had to be morons if they didn’t want Kristy. She was the most powerful person I knew. I shook my head, unable to figure out what they were playing at. I was new to my gifts, could barely control them. Why they wanted me over her I couldn’t understand.  
 
    Charlotte led me out of the house and to a clearing not far away, where crickets chirped and a soft wind blew. Several other women were gathered, all seeming to be waiting for us. The woman from the first night, the one who had brought us in, stood in the center. She smiled as we approached. “Ahh, Charlotte, Sierra, it’s good you’re here. We can begin.” 
 
    I looked at the other girls, confused. None were dressed in white except me and Charlotte. By now, I figured Charlotte wore white to make me more comfortable, not because she had to. Which meant that maybe after tonight; I didn’t have to wear it, either. The thought cheered me before I remembered Kristy, stuck back in our room, surrounded by books. Maybe I could get her out of the white clothes, too.  
 
    The woman started to speak, drawing my attention back to the group. “Tonight we welcome a new witch into our midst, a healer of unimaginable strength. We are lucky to have found her when we did.” She smiled at me, her pointed teeth glinting in the moonlight. Then she turned to a girl behind her and held out her hand for something. I watched as the girl placed a bowl and a dagger in her hand. The woman turned back to me and held out the dagger. “Cut and be one with us.” 
 
    Charlotte nodded at me like this was the most normal thing in the world. The other girls all held their hands out to me, showing cuts across their palms. I took the dagger, my mind screaming at me. Did I really want to do this? Was this really going to get me closer to what we wanted, to completing our trial? Looking at the other girls, I really didn’t think so. I looked at Charlotte and shook my head. I knew the power of blood magic. I wouldn’t mess with it. I already had a cut on my palm from my blind bind. I didn’t know what this would do to the bind. I couldn’t risk it. “I can’t.” 
 
    Charlotte’s eyes blazed for a moment before she smiled. “Scared?” 
 
    “Not ready.” I looked at the other girls. “This is a big decision to make. I need to talk it over with my cousin. I don’t want to do anything rash.” I blushed, knowing that was a lie. I’d never make this pact, whatever it was. Even if I wanted to, I didn’t think the blood magic of the bond would allow me to. I dropped the dagger and turned back to the house. Something told me to get to Kristy immediately. I didn’t know why but I had this feeling I needed to see her.  
 
    Rushing down the stairs, I almost lost my footing and fell. My heart beat in my chest as I ran, whispering to myself. Bursting through the door, I heaved a sigh of relief to see her in her bed, a book resting on her chest. At least she was here and she was fine. We could talk in the morning.  
 
    I climbed into bed, not even bothering to change. I had to process everything that had just happened and the best way to do that was through sleep. I closed my eyes, willing it to come. I played the scenes I had witnessed that night, over and over again in my head. As I started to drift off, the scenes changed. Instead of the witches in the clearing, it was my friends and family.  
 
    I walked up to them, relieved to see that they were all there. It felt like it had been so long since I’d seen them all. Except Kristy. As I got closer, no one looked at me. They all kept their heads down, talking to each other. I approached Andy, reaching out a hand to touch his shoulder. When he looked up at me, he frowned and stepped out of my grasp. Each of my teammates reacted the same way. Mattie shook his head in disgust, the look he usually reserved for Megan now reflected at me.  
 
    “Mattie, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Haven’t you done enough?” His words came out biting, spittle raining from his lips. Zoe took his hand, attempting to calm him. He shook her off. “You’re nothing to us.” He turned his back.  
 
    A sob caught in my throat. “Mattie, no.” The others followed suit, all turning away. When I looked, I realized Kristy was missing. I had to find her. She’d know what was wrong. I turned to my family, my grandmother and grandfather. They stood together and looked at the ground. When I approached, they shook their heads at me.  
 
    “A disgrace.” I could almost see the beast he’d once been in my grandfather’s face.  
 
    “You had such potential, Sierra.” My grandmother’s disappointment broke my heart. They turned their backs, refusing to look at me.  
 
    Again and again, each person whom I cared about turned away. Darryl and Dirk both did, Darryl smiling gleefully at his brother’s refusal. I stood in the clearing alone, not a single person I cared about talking to me. My worst nightmare had come true. They had seen that I wasn’t good enough, that I had failed, and they wanted nothing to do with me.  
 
    Looking around, I realized again that Kristy was missing. I went looking for her, knowing she wouldn’t abandon me. Rounding some bushes, I came face to face with a headstone on which Kristy’s name was chiseled. Dead. My best friend was dead. They blamed me. Footsteps made me turn and I saw they were all behind me.  
 
    “You were supposed to save her.” Andy’s voice was filled with anguish.  
 
    “Failure.” Soon they were all chanting it, calling me a failure over and over again.  
 
    I pinched my arm, knowing it was a dream. It had to be. None of them would ever say these things to me. I could feel my body trying to wake up but something was fighting me and I didn’t know what it was. I felt a pressure on my chest, stronger than before. It had been there at the beginning of the dream but I had only now noticed how heavy it felt. Rubbing my chest, I closed my eyes, whispering any words I could think of to make myself wake up.  
 
    My eyes flew open, feeling like they’d been stuck with glue. I sat up, my hair falling in my face. Looking around the dark room, I took in deep breaths, trying to steady my heartbeat. I’d never had a dream like that before, so real and scary. I rubbed my chest, still feeling the pressure there. What on Earth was that? I hopped out of bed and looked at the clock Kristy had set up in the room. Six in the morning and she wasn’t awake yet. Odd. She’d been up early every day since we got here.  
 
    I turned on the light, leaned over the side of my bed to reach her in her bed, and shook her shoulders lightly. Her head flopped back and forth but she didn’t wake up. The circles under her eyes seemed darker than they’d been yesterday. I slapped her face, hoping the shock would rouse her. It didn’t. Her eyes stayed closed. My heart was pounding in my ears. I felt her pulse, praying she still had one. She did, but it was weak. Something was terribly wrong. I pulled the ear bud out from under my mattress and stuck it in my ear. “Mayday mayday, we have a problem.”  
 
    After a few heartbeats, Zoe responded. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It’s Kristy. She won’t respond. She won’t wake up. I think she knows what the demon is and it’s trying to silence her. I don’t know how I’m going to get her out of here.” 
 
    “You aren’t.”  
 
    The voice behind me made me freeze. I hadn’t even heard the door open. I spun, discovering Charlotte in our doorway, no longer dressed in white. She’d replaced her white clothes with red ones. They were the same clothes as she’d worn before, just a different color. “She’s not going anywhere.”  
 
    I rolled my shoulders back and stood up to my full height. I wasn’t very tall, but I was taller than she was. “You can’t have her.” 
 
    “I already do.” She chuckled. “So easily distracted. She was the strong one. I had to keep you busy while I drained her.” My mouth fell open but she didn’t seem to notice. “I feed off of energy. I could sense her power the minute she stepped through the door. The perfect person for me to feed on.” She licked her lips and looked down at Kristy. Then her eyes floated up to my face. “As for you, the stronger you get, the more I’ll enjoy draining you.”  
 
    I took a step back, putting myself between her and Kristy. “Stay back. You can’t have her. I won’t let you.” I held my hands out in front of me, running through all the spells I knew. Something would be able to stop her. I could hear the rest of my team scrambling on the other end of the ear bud, trying to get to us, knowing that something was about to happen.  
 
    “Did you enjoy the dream you had last night?” She grinned wickedly. “That’s part of my power. The nightmares fuel me. I can sense your fear. Notice how you don’t feel rested at all? That’s because I took that energy from you, just as I’ve been taking it from her for weeks. And you never even noticed. So consumed by the idea that you may be special, important for once. That someone would notice you.” She laughed, the sound filling the room. “You thought you were a natural.” 
 
    I swallowed hard, flexing my fingers. “Only because you told me so.” My voice sounded tight, even to my own ears. A lump formed in my throat. I wouldn’t cry right now, no matter what she said. Kristy needed me to be strong.  
 
    She snorted. “Well, I lied. I had to say something to keep you practicing. Naturals know what they are from birth. Their power flows through them from day one. You were right when you said you didn’t know. Anything you’re able to do, it’s only because you practiced. You were right when you said the words were powerful. Use them long enough and their magic rubs off, embedding into you. I saw the hunger in your eyes, the desire for someone to notice you, and I used it to my advantage.” 
 
    “You’re the demon, aren’t you?” The pieces fell into place, things that Kristy had started to tell me before Charlotte had pulled me away the night before. “Are you a seventh daughter, by chance?” 
 
    Her grin widened. A seemingly impossible amount of fear caused my gut to clench. “Of course I am. How else would I be a Mare, or in my own language, Mara?” The word rolled off her tongue, her accent evident for the first time. She clasped her hands. “My mother was a powerful witch. She knew by having me that I’d be even more powerful than she was. She worried that I wouldn’t be able to control it, but I learned how. She surrounded me with other powerful witches so that I would learn how to use my gifts.”  
 
    “So, now what? You lure witches into your home and sap them dry?” I glanced back at Kristy to make sure she was still breathing. I just had to stall Charlotte until the rest of the team got here. Then we could take her down together. Sadly, I didn’t know any spells that would stop her. I’d been too busy honing my own skill to bother studying like I should have been. Kristy probably did, but she was unconscious.  
 
    She shrugged. “Mostly. Some, I offer the chance to join my group. Like I did to you last night. But you didn’t take it. Why?”  
 
    “I couldn’t abandon my cousin. I knew that you wouldn’t accept her into your group. I was going to try to convince her to go home and leave me behind.” The lie came so easily now, as I had been living this life for weeks.  
 
    She scoffed. “Pathetic. I knew if you didn’t take my offer last night, this morning would be too late. I could already feel your cousin slipping away. Oh well, there will be others. You really are a decent healer. Not the best I’ve ever seen, but passable.” She raised her hands, a glow starting in her fingertips. I braced myself, unsure of what kind of power she was about to release on me. Then a crash overhead distracted both of us. Charlotte looked up, back at me, then turned and ran from the room. I followed, praying under my breath that my team had just arrived. 
 
    Upstairs, we found chaos. The van had run right through the front door, and my team tumbled out of it. Andy ran up to me, his eyes pleading.  
 
    “Downstairs, first door on your right,” I said. 
 
    He nodded, then squeezed my shoulder as he ran past. Mattie and Zoe followed, with Mattie stopping to check on Joe before joining me.  
 
    Charlotte watched them, anger mottling her pretty face. “Who are you? How dare you destroy my home?” She raised her hands and pointed them at Mattie.  
 
    Mattie looked at her, then at me. “She it?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, that’s the demon.”  
 
    He pulled a blade from a scabbard at his side. Zoe pulled out two daggers.  
 
    “I don’t know that those will stop her.” 
 
    “Holy weapons. They’re supposed to be able to take her down.” He shot me a grin before moving forward and slicing at her with his sword. "Kristy told us last night." 
 
    Witches began to pour out from the stairs, screeching at the destruction and intruders. Zoe fought behind Mattie, taking on the ones who came at him while he fought Charlotte. Charlotte threw balls of fire and magic at him, trying to hit him. Mattie managed to either dodge or deflect each blow, moving closer to her with every attack.  
 
    Zoe seemed to be able to handle the other witches with ease, pushing them away from Mattie. Joe backed the van out of the house and parked it out front to wait for us. Andy came charging up the stairs, Kristy in his arms. He nodded to me before taking her to the van, holding her close. At least she was safe.  
 
    I turned back to the battle, watching as Zoe dispatched another witch. My fingers twitched. I had to help. I could help, I knew I could. Another group of witches came charging down the stairs from what I could only assume was the second story of the house. Charlotte had never taken me up there. I closed my eyes, whispered the word for what I wanted to happen, and clapped my hands together. A force pushed the group of witches back, making them slam into the wall and floors. Zoe looked at me and gave me a grin and a nod before she jumped into the group, taking them out while they were dazed. With her back turned, she didn’t see the witch who had opened the door for us that first night come at her, a dagger raised in her hands. But I did. Running at her, I slammed my shoulder into the older woman and tackled her. The witch’s dagger went flying. She screamed in fury, clawing at my arms and face.  
 
    I elbowed her in the nose, something Zoe had shown me early in training. Blood spurted as I heard the crunch of cartilage. She ignored the injury and closed her eyes. I knew exactly what she was doing: trying to use a spell on me. I could feel her magic trying to push into my body, leak into every orifice. I growled, closed my eyes, and placed my hands on her chest. I could feel blackness there, like I had with the kid. I didn’t realize she was sick. Without thinking about it, I drew out the blackness, dispelling it from her. When I opened my eyes, she’d passed out, the whites of her eyes visible.  
 
    A scream from across the room pulled away my attention. “No!” I looked over my shoulder to see Charlotte clutching her heart. I looked down at the witch, then back at Charlotte. Could it be? The blackness … could it be Charlotte’s hold on them, where her power came from? She had said it was cancer when I pulled it from the boy but seeing her reaction, I had a suspicion that I was right. This meant I could weaken her. Zoe caught my expression, seeing what I saw. I nodded to her, then headed back down the steps to the basement. I ran down the hall to the sick room and threw open the door. All the sick had been left alone, moaning in the dark. As I turned on the light, I realized for the first time how many people were down there, how many she’d been feeding off of. Andy had reported fifteen witches here but he must've not seen this room. I moved to the first person, a young girl with strawberry blonde hair. Touching her chest, I felt for the darkness. The more I did it, the easier it became. Each person took less time than the last, almost like the darkness didn’t want to be there any more than I wanted it to be.  
 
    I heard a scream, which pulled my attention away from an elderly woman. “You!”  
 
    Turning, I saw Charlotte in the doorway. I gulped. Where were Mattie and Zoe?  
 
    “How dare you steal my power?”  
 
    I looked down at my hands, which now glowed faintly. I had used so much of my energy to pull out the old woman’s darkness, I wasn’t sure I had anything left to fight her with. I stood, holding my hands out in front of me. “If I pull the darkness from you, will you die?” 
 
    A bloody smile crossed her lips. Mattie must’ve gotten her good in the face. “No. There’s still my darkness in others. I’d just find another body.”  
 
    It hit me then. Kristy. I couldn’t kill Charlotte without removing the darkness from Kristy. I looked behind me. Or any of them. I had to remove it all. I gulped, feeling the impossibility of this task, especially with her standing at the door, staring at me. She wasn’t about to let me go on doing it. I squared my shoulders, trying to decide how best to throw her out of the room. A smile twitched across my lips. This could be fun.  
 
    I rubbed my hands together, warming them up. The faint glow grew brighter. Her weird-colored eyes widened in shock as I threw a ball of fire at her, strong enough to push her out of the room. Then I pulled it back, pulling the door closed with it. A quick turn of my wrist and a word, and the door was locked. I could hear her pounding on the door, but at least I’d bought myself some time. I bent over the next person, drawing out the darkness. I had to finish everyone in this room before I went to Kristy.  
 
    The pounding stopped and I could hear muffled fighting through the door. Mattie and Zoe were back. Whatever she’d done to delay them hadn’t held them for long. Her screams of frustration leaked through the door. She wasn’t used to fighting such skilled opponents. Her whole life, she’d been the feared one. Now my team would teach her to fear.  
 
    After pulling the last of the darkness from the final person in the room, I stood and dusted off my glowing hands. Several people were already moving around, helping others to stand. I got hugs and handshakes and words of thanks. Then they all turned toward the door, her voice drawing them in. The young girl, the first I had healed, unlocked the door and they surged into the hallway, the wall of bodies knocking into Charlotte, dragging her down. They tore at her clothes, her hair, everything. Zoe and Mattie backed up the stairs, the horror of what was happening pushing them away. I moved through the crowd, away from Charlotte and up the stairs. She screamed my name, trying to draw me back, but I ignored her. I had one more person to save. 
 
    Out in the van, Andy had laid out Kristy on the floor. She was covered in a blanket. I climbed inside, my hands shaking. I had to save her. I knelt next to her and gave Andy a smile as I rested my hands on Kristy’s chest, feeling her shallow breaths. I closed my eyes and whispered to myself as I drew the darkness out of her. It came easily, slipping away as I released it. Her eyes fluttered open, finding mine. “Sierra, Charlotte is a mare. Her eyes-” 
 
    I smiled, resting my hand on her cheek. “I know. We got her.” The others climbed into the van and pulled the doors closed.  
 
    Mattie looked at Joe. “I think it’s time we left.”  
 
    I looked back at the house. “Are you sure she’s dead?” 
 
    Zoe and Mattie exchanged looks. “They tore her limb from limb. We’re pretty sure.”  
 
    I shook my head. “All those people. What’s going to happen to them?” 
 
    Mattie pulled out a phone. “I’m going to call Dad and have him send someone out to help them. They’re going to need guidance. Who knows how long she kept them down there.” As he dialed, I felt a pain in my chest. Rubbing my shoulder, I ignored it, then looked down at Kristy.  
 
    Andy crouched with her, holding her hand. Her eyes searched his face and she smiled. Then Kristy looked at me. “She distracted us, tried to separate us, so she could drain me. The nightmares were part of it.”  
 
    I nodded and gave her my best smile. The pain came sharper, making me gasp, but I bit my lip to hold it in. In healing everyone, I must’ve used more of my energy than I was used to. I could feel tears at the corners of my eyes, but I blinked them away. We were going to be fine. Charlotte was dead and we were heading home. It would be so good to wear my normal clothes and sit in the library. I couldn’t wait to see Dirk and tell him everything that had happened and what I had learned about myself.  
 
    Breathing became more difficult but I tried to ignore it. Maybe I just needed some sleep. I moved away from Kristy and leaned against the wall of the van to rest. Everyone seemed concerned about her, so I knew I could get some rest. I tried to close my eyes but they wouldn’t budge. My vision started to blur around the edges, making everything look fuzzy, and my breath rattled in my chest. It felt like someone was sitting on me and I couldn’t take deep enough breaths. The dream from the night before popped back into my head and I realized that while I had healed everyone else, I’d left Charlotte with one person to inhabit: me. I opened my mouth to shout, to warn them, but nothing came out. I couldn’t even get my breath out.  
 
    “You thought you had defeated me?” Her voice, so familiar from all our time working together sang in my ears. “I was just waiting for you to release me from that body. So long I spent in there, stuck, trapped, unable to escape. Such limitations that girl had. Unable to learn anything beyond her meager abilities. Granted, she was the strongest I’d ever been, my mother saw to that, but you and your friends are stronger. And I suspect there are others like you where you come from. I can infect them, too. Then I can pick who I want to be.” A low chuckle rang out. I gagged, trying to warn my friends. 
 
    Zoe’s eyes narrowed as she took in my face from across the van. She said something to Mattie, something I couldn’t hear, and he spun, his eyes wide. Kristy struggled to sit up, but Andy pushed her back down, his focus solely on her. Mattie’s lips moved but I couldn’t hear what he was saying over Charlotte’s chuckling in my ear. How long could one person laugh? I tried to move my hands, discovering that they were still free and not under her control. Keeping them low so she couldn’t see them through my eyes, I slowly spelled her name. Part of the curriculum we’d been taught in school was the basic American Sign Language alphabet, just in case. Mattie nodded, not replying for fear she’d see it through my eyes. He tapped Joe on the shoulder and the van came to a halt. Zoe flung open the van doors. She and Mattie jumped out and turned to yank me out behind them.  
 
    I stumbled to my knees in front of them, gasping for breath. Charlotte was making it hard to breathe, let alone talk. Using my hands, I begged them to make her stop. Mattie looked at Zoe and shook his head. Zoe bent down in front of me. “Sierra, you have to fight her. You’re the only one we know of who can get her out of there.” She placed her hands on my shoulders, making Charlotte squeeze my chest harder.  
 
    “Oh, this one is good. She’s special. I can feel it. She’d make a great vessel. And her fear, her fear is easy to see. Never good enough for anyone. Can’t live up to the standard her sister set for her. Always doubting whether she’s really who he wants to be with. Yes, she’d be easy to control.” I closed my eyes, slumping down out of Zoe’s grasp, pulling Charlotte away from her. “Silly Sierra, you don’t want to share?” 
 
    I crawled away from them, shaking my head. Mattie ran toward me but Zoe stopped him. I gasped out breaths, whispering what I wanted. I wanted her out, I wanted her gone. Nothing I said worked. Charlotte chuckled in my ear again. “You can’t expel me yourself. Someone else is going to have to do it for you and not a single one of them knows how. Or has the power to.” 
 
    I coughed, trying to get in more air. She was going to suffocate me if she wasn’t careful and then we’d both be dead. That was when it hit me. If I died, then she would too and all this would end. I just had to convince my friends to do it. I stood and turned to them, pointing at me. Zoe and Mattie exchanged a look, confusion on their faces. I pointed at Zoe with one hand, then touched my hip with the other to indicate her dagger. I pointed at my chest.  
 
    Zoe shook her head and took a step back. I looked to Mattie and nodded, praying he’d listen. “Sierra, we can’t.”  
 
    I fell to my knees, my hands out in front of me. That was when I noticed my hands. The golden glow they’d held before, the one I’d used to heal, had turned a dark purple, crackling over my skin like lightning. Charlotte was making herself known. I looked up at them, tears sliding down my cheeks. She was going to make me kill them and I couldn’t stop her. I watched as my hands flew out before me, purple power escaping from them to land near where my friends stood. At least she didn’t have perfect aim. She growled in my ear, a sound so feral it almost wasn’t human, and blasted at them again, hitting Mattie in the shoulder and sending him flying. Zoe looked back at Mattie, then turned to face me, her hands on her hips.  
 
    “Sierra, fight her. You can do this. You’re stronger than she is. Remember what the witch told you?” The witch from the shop popped into my head, her voice strong in my mind, telling me I had great potential. I shook my head, her words washing over me, my control returning for a split second.  
 
    “Kill me. Kill me, Zoe. I can’t pull her out of myself and there’s no one else here who can. If you kill me, she dies too.” My lips slammed shut, my air cut off. I gasped, trying to pull something into my lungs.  
 
    Zoe shook her head, a dagger in each hand now. “No. Sierra, you have to fight this. This doesn’t end in your death.” She stalked closer, glaring down at me. “You’re not going to let her win.”  
 
    Charlotte laughed again. “She thinks that you can beat me? You don’t even know what you’re doing. I’ve been doing this my whole life.” She threw my hands up, causing purple lightning to hit Zoe’s daggers, which turned bright purple. Instead of releasing them, Zoe brought one down to stab me in the shoulder. The pain radiated down the right side of my body, jarring me for a moment. Charlotte’s hold disappeared as she screeched from the pain.  
 
    “She doesn’t like to be hurt. Stab me again.”  
 
    Zoe gave me a look that told me she thought I was crazy.  
 
    “If you cause her enough pain, she’ll leave.” At least I hoped she would. I wasn’t sure where she’d go but it couldn’t be my body.  
 
    Zoe nodded and brought her other dagger down on my left leg, slicing it open, deep enough to hurt but shallow enough to not cause much damage. Charlotte’s scream rang in my ears. Her anger pounded through my body.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Joe slip up behind me. I tried to warn him, to tell him not to touch me. With how much pain I was experiencing, Charlotte wanted a way out. I wasn’t entirely sure how it would work, but I suspected that if he touched me, she’d leave me and go to him. I tried to tell him to stay back, but the words wouldn’t leave my mouth. Charlotte had seen the opportunity and closed my lips, waiting in anticipation. His hand landed on my shoulder and it was like an electric shock had run through him. His whole body went rigid. His eyes turned to Charlotte’s eyes, and a cackle left his stiff lips. “Yes, this will do nicely. Hello, Joe, remember me?” His voice came out high and screechy, a poor imitation of Charlotte’s voice.  
 
    I slumped over, regaining full control of my body. Joe fell to his knees, his hands on his head. He was trying to fight her, we could see that. If I could just reach him, I could pull her out. At least, I thought I could. I reached a hand toward him but Zoe grabbed it, pulling me back. “Don’t. You can’t touch him. That’s how she jumped. She’ll just jump right back to you. She’s not going to let you draw her out.”  
 
    “But how did she get to him? He didn’t have any darkness in him, did he?” 
 
    Mattie stepped up next to us and looked down at Joe. “He might’ve. She moves through nightmares, right?” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “He had one several nights ago. Said it seemed so real but he wouldn’t talk about it beyond that.” 
 
    “She was in him. Her darkness was already there. She knew you guys were nearby.” Mattie and Zoe exchanged pained glances. At his side, Mattie held his sword, the blessed weapon that could kill the demon. It glinted in the sunlight, catching Joe’s attention. He grabbed for the sword and yanked it out of Mattie’s hand. Mattie lunged for the sword but Joe swiped at him, making Mattie jump away.  
 
    All three of us stood, holding our hands in front of us. My shoulder and leg throbbed with pain but I was so focused on Joe that the discomfort didn’t matter. We had to get her out of there. “Charlotte, let Joe go. You don’t need him.” 
 
    Joe’s mouth cracked into a wide grin. “Oh, but I do. You see, he and you were the only ones left with a piece of me. You two are the only ones I can reside in. You’re too injured for me to tolerate. But Joe here is perfectly healthy, aren’t you, Joe?” 
 
    “Let him go.” I said the words as forcefully as possible. Charlotte just cackled and spun in a circle.  
 
    A sound made us to turn to the van. Kristy stood at the doors, leaning against Andy. “Charlotte, you need to leave.” To me, her voice sounded like normal Kristy, but by the look on Joe’s face, it didn’t sound that way to him. His eyes glazed over, the two different colors fading.  
 
    “But I don’t want to.” Charlotte sounded like a petulant child.  
 
    Kristy straightened, squared her shoulders, and put more force into her voice. “Charlotte, it’s time for you to go. Leave Joe.”  
 
    For a second, I thought she’d listen. It looked like she would. Then a glare returned to Joe’s eyes and he frowned. “No. I’m not leaving.” But Joe had seen his opening. He knew what he had to do. Raising the sword, he pressed it against his gut. “Joe, stop.” Charlotte’s voice came out pleading, afraid.  
 
    Kristy took a step out of the van. “Joe, don’t do it.” Her face was strained, like she was using all her power to stop him. 
 
    He looked at her, then Andy, then over at where the three of us stood. For a split second, he was just Joe, Charlotte’s hold receding enough that he could get through. “I have to stop her. I have to kill her. It’s the only way.”  
 
    I shook my head. “She’ll just jump to me. I can’t pull the blackness out of myself.”  
 
    “But I can.” Kristy stepped forward and placed a hand on my chest. “Leave.” At the force of her voice, I felt the blackness, the bit of Charlotte still left in me, leave my body. I gasped, finally able to fully breathe since realizing that a piece of Charlotte was inside me. Kristy smiled at me, then turned to Joe. “Leave, Charlotte.”  
 
    Joe’s face crumpled. “No!” The sword was shaking in his hands.  
 
    I looked at Kristy, biting my lip. “Can you subdue him enough that I can draw her out?” 
 
    Kristy frowned, her forehead wrinkling. “I’m not sure, but I can try.” She stepped forward, her hands held out in front of her. “Charlotte, I need you to hold still. Don’t move a muscle.”  
 
    Joe froze, his eyes two different colors again. Charlotte peered at Kristy from Joe’s face, her fear evident. She’d known from the beginning that Kristy was the powerful one, the one she had to drain. Now she was being proven right.  
 
    I slipped around Joe, pressed my hands to his back, and closed my eyes to feel for the darkness there, the last bit of Charlotte left in the world. I found it, buried deep, and whispered, trying to pull it out. Joe screamed and tried to lurch out of my grasp but I held on. My eyes popped open and looked over at Kristy. She kept talking to Joe/Charlotte, trying to keep them as still as she could. I closed my eyes again, trying to draw her out. Sweat poured down my face and back, making the white clothes stick to my skin. I licked my lips, trying to tug her out, but she wouldn’t budge. She was in there deep. Joe being her last vestige made this harder than the others had been. 
 
    Before I realized what was happening, Joe turned and swung the sword at me. Kristy screamed and my eyes flew open. The blade glinted in the sun as it came at me. I dropped to the ground, on my stomach, then rolled away from Joe/Charlotte. I hopped to my feet and backed away. Zoe slammed into Joe from the side, throwing him off balance. He maintained his hold on the sword, swinging it around to strike her. She brought up her daggers to intercept the blade, halting it only inches from her face. She pushed back against him, then moved the blade closer to his face and away from hers. Charlotte’s eyes seemed to gleam as she took in Zoe’s face. “You must be related to the witch Sierra was asking about.” 
 
    Zoe paused, her eyes narrowing. “You said you didn’t know anything. Sierra told us so.” 
 
    Charlotte cackled, the sound eerie coming from Joe. “You really think I’d tell her the truth? I know this witch she asked after. Same eyes as you? Blonde? I’ve seen her. I could tell you what she was planning. Stop fighting me and join me. Together, we can find your sister.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I know your greatest fear is losing her.”  
 
    Zoe’s arms were visibly shaking as Joe’s superior strength took its toll on her. Her eyes never left his face as she shook her head. “Never. I will never join you.” She roared at him and pushed back while reaching out a leg and kicking his feet out from under him. Joe crashed onto his butt, the sword raised above his head. Zoe hacked at him with her daggers, her arms moving faster than I thought possible. Charlotte parried every strike but the onslaught was tiring her, as her moves weren’t as smooth as before. Zoe managed to get under her guard and knick an arm with a dagger, causing Charlotte to hiss. She swung the sword up and grazed Zoe’s cheek. It was then that Mattie decided to interfere.  
 
    He glanced over at Andy, who nodded, sadness and anger warring on his face. The decision they had to make was one I’d never wish on my worst enemy. Joe was our friend, Andy’s mentor, someone who had always been there our whole lives. But Charlotte had a hold that none of us could break and the only way to end her seemed to be to end him, too.  
 
    Andy turned back to the van and rummaged around until he found what he needed. Then he turned back to Mattie and tossed him another sword, similar to the one that Joe was holding. Before either Zoe or Joe could react, Mattie stepped up next to their fight, watching for an opening. Zoe used her daggers to push Joe’s sword up, which sent his arms away from his body for just an instant, giving Mattie the chance to bring his blade down on Joe, right into his chest. Joe froze, his eyes blinking. The odd colors disappeared, to be replaced by Joe’s regular grey eyes. Blood spurted at the corner of his mouth as he coughed, trying to take in air. Mattie must’ve missed his heart by inches.  
 
    Andy ran over, skidding in to slide next to Joe. He took his hand and tried to wipe the blood from his face. “We’re sorry.”  
 
    Joe shook his head and smiled up at them. “It’s okay. I knew, once she had her hold, that it had to end this way. I was her last hold in this world. I would’ve done it myself but someone stopped me.” He didn’t glare at Kristy, but instead smiled at her and gave her a nod. Tears ran down her cheeks, matching the ones on my own face. Zoe stepped away, her arms falling limply to her sides, her daggers hanging loosely in her hands. I stepped up next to her, took the daggers from her, and put them back in their holders at her hips. Her lip trembled but she kept her tears inside, trying to be brave.  
 
    Joe coughed again. “At least I get to die as me and not her.”  
 
    Andy and Mattie nodded in understanding. Kristy hiccupped a sob and turned her face away. I watched, knowing there was nothing more we could do. I could heal, but I already knew I couldn’t heal a mortal wound.  
 
    Something near his head caught my attention. A dark purple mist seemed to be gathering there, leaking out from Joe’s ear. It had to be Charlotte. I grabbed one of Zoe’s daggers from its holder, startling her as I stomped toward Joe. The others glanced at me, then back at Joe, seeing the mist for the first time. It gathered near him, roiling like a small purple storm. It attempted to take a shape. The outline of a girl appeared in the middle of the storm. 
 
    “You can’t defeat me that easily. I will find a new body, a new way to live.” Her voice crackled like lightning. I looked down at Joe, the life leaving his eyes, then glared back up at what was left of Charlotte, the Mara demon.  
 
    “Not if I have anything to say about it.” With the dagger, I sliced at her, feeling satisfaction as she screamed. With my other hand, I pointed at her, palm up, and whispered a banishing spell I’d taught myself a few years ago out of sheer boredom, just in case we ever needed it. I blew across my palm and watched as a golden glow left my hand and enveloped her, shrinking until it disappeared, taking her with it. I dropped the dagger and turned back to my friends. While Zoe and Kristy nodded at me, sad smiles on their faces, Mattie and Andy were looking at Joe. Mattie reached out to close his eyes.  
 
    “He’s gone.” Mattie bowed his head, his shoulders shaking. Andy leaned back on his heels, tears falling. Kristy bent down and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. Zoe stepped forward to rest her hands on Mattie’s back, which she rubbed in circles. Even covered in dust and grime, Joe looked peaceful. I brushed away my tears, knowing there would be time for that later. I picked up the dagger and slipped it into a pocket before stepping forward to place a hand on Mattie’s head. He stood, pulling Zoe and me into a hug before stepping away to make a call. Andy brushed away his tears, standing as well.  
 
    “We need to get him back home.” Andy’s voice shook with grief, but we all knew he was right.  
 
    Mattie stepped back to our group. “I called ahead to let them know to expect us. Mr. Jenkins sounded odd, but he said he’d meet us out front. Let’s get him in the van. We have some driving to do.”  
 
    Andy and Mattie picked up Joe’s body and carried it to the van, where they placed it in the back, on the floor. Kristy grabbed one of the blankets from under the bench seats and spread it out over his body. Mattie took the wheel, with Zoe next to him. Andy, Kristy, and I sat in the back with Joe, sniffling for the whole drive. We’d completed our trial but our lives would never be the same. It was hard to see how we’d overcome the pain we were all feeling. I knew deep down that only time would make it hurt less. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
   M attie pulled the van up to the entrance of the warehouse just as the sun was setting. Mr. Jenkins stood outside the doors, leaning against the building. His clothes were wrinkled. It was something we’d never seen before, but no one commented. We had other things to worry about. Mattie approached him first, giving him a brief rundown of what had happened on our mission. The rest of us waited in the van, not wanting to leave Joe just yet. Mr. Jenkins nodded, then followed Mattie over to us, his head down. When he opened the back, we all blinked at him, trying to smile.  
 
    “Good job, guys. I know Joe would be proud.” He looked over his shoulder and sighed. “I’ll let the others know so they can come take the body. We’ll hold a ceremony for him later. First, you need to get cleaned up and report to the headmistress.”  
 
    We all looked at each other, the odd words making us pause. Report to the headmistress? My grandmother never made anyone report their missions to her.  
 
    “Mr. Jenkins, why would my grandmother want to see us?” Worry ate at my stomach. Maybe something had happened while we were gone and she wanted to tell us in person.  
 
    As if reading my thoughts, he nodded. “She has a lot to tell you. Get cleaned up, then go to her office. I’ll meet you there.”  
 
    We all nodded, hopping out of the van and heading inside.  
 
    When I got into the shower, I felt like layers of dirt were falling off me. Though I’d taken a shower last night, it felt like it had been years. The hot water soothed my nerves, clearing my head. If my grandmother needed to see us, it had to be important.  
 
    We gathered in front of her office door, all smelling clean and feeling refreshed. Mr. Jenkins joined us, then knocked before opening the door. We slid inside and stared at the back of my grandmother’s chair. This, too, seemed odd, but I shook my head, putting my biggest smile on my face.  
 
    Before I could say anything, Mr. Jenkins cleared his throat. The chair turned, revealing not my grandmother, but Andy’s. Her smile gleamed at us, her teeth shining. Her grey hair glistened in the light of the room. She leaned forward, eyeing us. “Well? What do you have to report?” 
 
    We all stared at each other. Mattie stepped forward and gave her the condensed version of our mission. She nodded at the right spots, even looking sad when she heard about Joe’s death. Finally, at the end of it, she nodded to Mr. Jenkins, who closed the door behind him, closing us in the room with her.  
 
    She stood and walked around the desk to stand in front of us. “Some things have changed since you left. I need to fill you in on them before you join the rest of the school.” She looked at Mattie first. “While you were gone, Megan’s aunt enacted a coup on the Council, removing your father from his position. She used the grounds that he was too distracted to lead and that they needed someone fresh to take his place. She managed to get enough votes to get him out and had herself voted in.” She sighed, rubbing her forehead. “Such a frustrating, vile woman. Anyway, her next act of business as the new head of the Council was to remove your grandmother from her position here at the school.” Jemme gave me a sad smile as my mouth fell open.  
 
    My grandmother had been running this school since it started. This had all been her idea, to train and prepare us for what was out there, for what we had to fight. How could they just remove her?  
 
    Before I could ask, Jemme held up a hand. “I know, this is her brainchild. It’s okay. I offered to step into her spot, to ease the burden of finding a new headmistress. Ella seems inclined to trust me because she thinks I hold a grudge against the others for forcing me to give up my Council seat.” Andy’s grandmother chuckled darkly. “It’s not them I have a grudge against. But she doesn’t need to know that.” She returned to her seat behind the desk, then looked up at our shocked faces. “They’ve made changes. Changes that I have no control over. I’m not really in charge, I’m just a figurehead. They removed my voting rights, the right that your grandmother maintained for so many years. Said that it would be unnecessary now.” 
 
    Mattie stepped forward, his fists clenched. “This isn’t right. They can’t just do this.” We all nodded in agreement.  
 
    She sighed again, like this was something she’d thought over and over herself. The self-assurance she’d worn before seemed to be growing thin. “I know this but we have to move carefully. Without your father on the Council, we have no way of convincing the others to do as we wish. The newer ones are afraid of her, and the others … well, I think she’s holding something against them.” 
 
    We looked at each other, the answer to that obvious. “Us.”  
 
    Jemme’s eyes narrowed. “What?” 
 
    Kristy grimaced. “She’s using us against them, their children and grandchildren. What happens if we take the bond but don’t complete the trials?” 
 
    “The bond fades.” It was common knowledge. It didn’t happen often but every once in a while, a group failed. Some just weren’t meant to do this for a living. We still tried to make them feel welcome; to find jobs for them to do, but most disappeared, leaving us behind. I watched as the knowledge hit. “The bond fades and you lose the long life that comes with it. They have to watch their loved ones die.” She covered her face with her hands. “It’s worse than I thought. She’s a monster.” 
 
    Andy walked around the desk and rested his hands on her shoulders. She looked older than before, like her years were finally weighing on her. Next to her, Andy looked like a kid. “Grandma.” He tested out the word, rolling it on his tongue. “We’ll figure this out. We have to. We’ll complete our final trial and remove her, by force if we have to.”  
 
    She looked up at him and gave him a small smile. “I like your confidence. I hope you’re right.” She sighed and straightened up. “You’d better go get seen at the infirmary and then head to bed. But watch your backs. You have a target on you now. You’re still the strongest group we have here. And they’ll hate you for it.” She nodded at us as we left. Then she asked Mr. Jenkins, who stood waiting outside the door, to stay behind.  
 
    Once the door closed, we stood there, the shock making it hard to think. I’d lived my whole life in this school. I’d grown up there, taken my first steps there. My grandparents had raised me there and now they were gone. It didn’t feel like home without them. I could feel myself shaking. I wanted to cry but not out in the open. Kristy and Zoe both realized it before I did. They made excuses to the boys and then dragged me to my room, my sobs barely contained. Once there, the three of us huddled on the bed, holding each other, wondering what our lives would be like now. We didn’t have to wait long to find out.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
   T he next morning, we all headed to the cafeteria. Kristy had left our room sometime in the night, going back to her and Andy’s room. She met us at our door, trying to smile as we shuffled out. Neither Zoe nor I felt much like dressing up, so we’d both opted for comfy sweat clothes. When I’d woken up, I’d felt every muscle in my body and all of them ached, screaming in protest when I sat up. I wanted to lay in bed all day and not move, but Zoe informed me that moving would make me feel better. Even after a hot shower, I was doubting the wisdom of her words.  
 
    In the cafeteria, Mattie and Andy were seated at our normal table, with Denny and her gang around them. When I walked in, Dirk looked up, a smile on his face. I smiled back and headed over to grab food. I had just picked up a tray when someone shoved me from behind. Looking over my shoulder, I saw a group of kids laughing at me as they pushed past. “Back of the line, loser.”  
 
    I stood and brushed off my pants before picking up my tray. Loser? What were they talking about?  
 
    I glanced at the group, noticing that they didn’t seem any different from the rest of us. I also didn’t recognize them, which surprised me. I thought I knew everyone who went to the school. Or at least most of them. I went to get back in line, only to be pushed back again. Kristy stepped over to intervene, obviously confused as to why she wasn’t being harassed like I was. Someone placed a hand on her shoulder, stopping her.  
 
    “Don’t. There are new rules now.” Megan stepped around Kristy and pulled me roughly to the back of the line. Any camaraderie I thought we’d had was gone. She turned eyes as hard as stone on me as we stood next to the trays. “Look at the sign.” I glanced down at a plan blue sign I’d never seen before. I didn’t even realize it was there. I frowned as I read the words, my blood going cold in my veins.  
 
    “What?” The words were clear. Anyone with special abilities, powers, what-have-you, had privilege. They ate first, trained first, and most importantly, received missions first. The more people of power in your group, the more privileged your group was. Those with the least were at the bottom. I clenched my hands around my tray, feeling them faintly pulse with the healing power I knew I had. I looked at Megan, realizing that revealing this to her probably wasn’t a good idea—especially since she wasn’t on my side anymore.  
 
    She shrugged, like it wasn’t a big deal. “It’s just the way things are now. Get used to it.” She walked away, her hips swinging as she went. I looked at the sign, then at the other students. It didn’t matter where I stood. Someone was always going to push me back. I was never going to get food. I set down my tray and headed to our table. My stomach growled but I tried to ignore it. I squeezed in next to Dirk and Denny, my head hanging low. I couldn’t even get food in my own cafeteria.  
 
    Across from me, Kristy slid in next to Andy, then slid her tray close to me. “Eat.”  
 
    I looked at her tray, piled high with food. One half held her favorites, the other half held mine. I looked around before I grabbed a roll, greedily shoving it in my mouth. “This isn’t against the rules?” 
 
    Denny shook her head. “Those of us with gifts can take as much as we want. Those without have to suffer.” She looked at the other tables, frowning. “Some more than others.” Some of the groups had no one with gifts. They weren’t bad groups. Some were even the best we’d ever worked with. They didn’t need gifts to complete their missions. I followed her stare to a group in the far corner, one we’d worked with many times in the past. Kami’s group, a group full of fighters, none of whom had any gifts at all. They sat huddled together, their eyes watching everyone else eat, pain on their faces.  
 
    “When was the last time they got food?” Mattie’s tone was sharp. He sounded mad. His stare was more a glare and his fists were clenched. 
 
    Denny sighed. “I’m not sure. We try to take them food, but they’re too proud to accept.”  
 
    Mattie shook his head. “That stops now.” He looked at Denny, Kristy, Kyle, and Ben. “I’m going to talk to Kami. One of us is going to take them food every meal. We aren’t going to lose one of our best teams just because Megan’s aunt has a thing for those with powers.” He stood and stomped over to Kami’s bench, where he slid in beside her. After a brief conversation, one during which Kami shook her head and Mattie refused to listen, she finally nodded, giving him a small smile of thanks before he stomped back to us. “She agreed. Someone take them food.” His voice left no room for questions. It didn’t matter who did it, it didn’t matter what food it was, but someone was going to take them food, no matter what.  
 
    Denny stood and glanced over at Megan before bending back down to Mattie. “It’s nice to have you back, brother.” She went to the line, grabbed two trays, and piled them high. The lunch ladies didn’t say anything as they stacked the food, although I did see a small smile escape their lips when they realized where Denny was taking the trays. I watched Megan watch Denny, looking for any sign of anger. Instead, her eyes rolled to me. She gave me a slight nod before she turned back to Trevor, pretending it had never happened. Could Megan really not agree with her aunt in this? Could she really think that her aunt was wrong but was afraid to speak out? The idea stuck in my head, something I couldn’t let go. It might give us a fighting chance if she really felt that way.  
 
    We found classes to be no easier. All those with gifts were encouraged to sit near the front of the room, ask the most questions, and receive the most help. The teachers struggled with this, especially when I showed back up, because they knew I knew these answers. However, after getting smacked in the back of the head by another student the first time I tried to answer a question, I stopped. These classes were no longer for me. Mr. Jenkins seemed to be the only holdout, blatantly ignoring anyone he knew would answer incorrectly. He did give those with gifts a chance first, but they got three tries. After three wrong answers, he opened it up to everyone else. They couldn’t complain if they couldn’t get it right, and everyone seemed to know that if they told on him, they’d regret it.  
 
    I thought maybe training would be better. The gym didn’t care if you had abilities or not. If you could hit something or run or lift weights, you could be there. Wrong again. Walking in, I realized changes had been made to the gym as well—changes that I didn’t know would make such a difference. All the weight-lifting equipment had been pushed to the far end of the room, in a corner, out of the way. If anyone wanted to use it, it would be a tight squeeze to even be able to do anything. The track sat empty, no one bothering to run. Instead, targets were set up all over, students standing in front of them, taking shots with their powers, exercising their gifts for all to see. Anyone without gifts stood off to the side, watching.  
 
    I stepped up beside Dirk and Kami, snorting. “Powers aren’t everything.” 
 
    Dirk grinned down at me. “Oh, really?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. Some of these monsters you have to actually fight. If you rely solely on your gifts, you’ll fail.”  
 
    “Well, someone should tell them that.” Kami rolled her eyes and walked away. She looked better after eating a full meal. It was a wonder what food could do for someone. I watched the gifted for another minute or so before deciding I wasn’t going to learn anything that day and left. I wandered out, not realizing until too late that I was heading to the garden, my grandfather’s garden. 
 
    The sun was setting, with a cool breeze blowing through. Summer was turning into autumn and soon his plants would wither and die. As I walked among the bushes and the trees, I realized that technically they weren’t his anymore. I couldn’t come out here any time I wanted to find him trimming some hedge, whistling to himself. I wouldn’t turn the corner to see that he’d prepared a picnic for me, waiting for me to read him my latest find in the library. No longer would I watch as he tended his roses, his favorite flower in the whole garden. I sniffed as I realized that I’d never find him and Joe huddled over a bush, discussing something new they’d learned about plants.  
 
    I wandered among them now, their scents filling my nose and my heart, reminding me of the people I loved. I wondered where my brothers were, if they’d heard what had happened and were planning to rally to my grandparents’ side. Someone had to right the injustice done to them. I wanted to help, but I was at a loss. We’d been gone not quite a month and so many changes had been made in that short amount of time. How could we fix it? If the adults couldn’t, what were we supposed to do? 
 
    I didn’t realize how far into the garden I’d gone until I came to the clearing, the one where Dirk and I had confronted his brother and he’d stormed away. It felt like so long ago. I wondered where Darryl was now. Had he made it to Zoe’s grandmother’s place? Was he fitting in well with them over there? Finding the adventure he so craved? I hoped so, no matter how he’d treated me. I wasn’t going to be the one to hold a grudge.  
 
    The bushes rustled and I turned to find Dirk behind me, his hands behind his back. He glanced around before his eyes settled on me. “Fancy meeting you here.”  
 
    I smiled, leaning against a tree. “I thought I’d feel better out here, but it’s not helping. They’re still gone and I don’t know how to bring them back.”  
 
    Dirk stepped forward and wrapped an arm around me. “But bring them back, we will. It’s hard now, because it’s fresh. But with time, we’ll be able to see with clarity what needs to be done.”  
 
    I groaned, hating that thought. Time. I didn’t want to think about the fact that it could take years to get them back here. We’d need to finish our trials, become a full-fledged team. Then, somehow, we’d need to work our way into the Council or at least get the ear of some of the members. We didn’t even know which ones had sided with Megan’s aunt. We couldn’t approach one, unknowingly tipping our hand. I shook my head, trying to push the thoughts away. It was all too much right now. “I don’t know that we have that much time.” 
 
    He smiled. “It won’t take as long as you think. Most of the school isn’t happy with these changes. The teachers aren’t saying it, but they’re disgruntled.” 
 
    “What about the Council members? The other groups? Surely they’ve heard what’s happening?” 
 
    He nodded. “They have. We alerted them all immediately. Right now, they aren’t sure what kind of powers she’s planning to grant herself, so before coming up with a strategy, they’re waiting to see what her next move is. No one really knows what she wants at this point.”  
 
    I slid down the tree and rested at its base with my hands on my knees. “How did she do it? How did she oust him?” It wasn’t a question Mattie had been able to ask, though I could see he wanted badly to know.  
 
    “She called him out on how distracted he was, said he never had time for the Council, that he wasn’t truly present even when he was there. Even the older members couldn’t argue with that. She called for a vote and it passed, voting him out and voting her in.” Dirk sat next to me, his leg touching mine.  
 
    “It was as easy at that? No one fought her?” 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t know. Maybe? But her first act as the new leader was to remove Brielle. At least we got Jemme as a replacement. She’s not so bad. More strict, a little scary at times, but you can tell she cares.” 
 
    I blew out my breath. “I miss them.” For the first time since I’d found out they were gone, I said it out loud.  
 
    Dirk reached over, squeezing my hand. “I know you do. We’ll get them back here. I promise.”  
 
    I smiled up at him. We sat like that for some time, holding hands. It made me feel better, knowing he understood how I felt and didn’t mind sitting with me. I had a lot to process and I wasn’t sure how I was going to do that. Or even that I could, as the change was so huge. So, I rested my head against the bark of the tree and closed my eyes, imagining that I needed to heal myself. Before I knew it, I had dozed off, the soothing garden lulling me to sleep. 
 
    *** 
 
    The next day, I checked out the library. Knowing that training would be unavailable to me, I went instead to my favorite place in the whole school. There was no way they could ruin my library, could they? When I pushed open the door and smelled the familiar odor of paper and ink, I smiled. It felt like coming home. I’d spent most of my time there, my nose in a book. I knew every nook and cranny in the place.  
 
    Stopping at the desk, I stared in shock. They’d even made changes here. Signs hung around the desk, stating that students with powers had rights to the books first. If they wanted a book and you had it, you had to give it to them. I gulped, realizing that I could lose any book I was reading, at any time, just because someone else wanted it. I felt the Earth tip and I grabbed the counter, taking deep breaths. This couldn’t be happening.  
 
    The lady at the counter watched me for a minute before looking at the signs. She sighed and shook her head. “I know it’s a hard change, but we’ll manage. Is there anything I can help you find?” She and I both knew that was a silly question. I knew this library better than she did. I shook my head and walked down the aisles, lost in thought. What could I find here to help us? I’d read all these books and I didn’t think a single one could give us any help. I guess I’d come here hoping this was the one place they hadn’t touched.  
 
    I rounded the corner to find Denny at a table, poring over a book. Glancing around to make sure we were alone, I sat next to her, waiting for her to notice me. She was so engrossed, she didn’t say anything for a moment. When she did look up, she blinked several times before acknowledging me. “Sierra? What are you doing here?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I can’t train, so I thought I’d read.”  
 
    She nodded, a look of understanding on her face. She bent her head again, but I couldn’t help my curiosity.  
 
    “Is that her diary?” Many forgot that I’d grown up with them, hearing stories about her my whole life. She wasn’t a blood relative, but I felt like she was. Denny and Mattie were like siblings to me, and I felt their pain every time they tried to visit their grandfather and he didn’t respond.  
 
    Denny looked up at me, probably realizing for the first time that I might be interested in what she was reading. That maybe I wanted to read her grandmother’s words as much as she did. She pushed the book toward me, smiling. “She had a way with words, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “What’s all in here?” 
 
    “Everything. How the fairies gifted them with their bonds, the battles they fought, the heartbreak they suffered. She was sad when Zoe’s grandmother left, taking her grandfather with her, but she didn’t blame her for leaving. Amora is rash and impulsive. She improvises a lot and, as we know, that can cause problems.” 
 
    I nodded, remembering what had happened to Andy.  
 
    Denny continued. “The only thing my grandmother couldn’t get past was the death of her son.”  
 
    I looked up at Denny, tilting my head. So she mentioned him in here, did she? “What does she say about him?” 
 
    “That she loved him immensely. That he was her pride and joy and brought so much light to her life. She and Amora still wrote each other then, talking about their missions and groups and families. Amora had her daughter a couple years before he was born, so Zoe’s mom and he were close in age. Amora suggested the swap. Grandma saved her letter.” She sighed. “He never came back. She saved that letter from him, too, the one where he stated that he’d fallen in love with a girl with violet eyes, and that he wanted to marry her. I’m assuming he got her blessing, because his next letter mentions a pregnancy and how excited he is to be a dad.”  
 
    “Did he ever get to meet Zoe’s sister?” 
 
    She nodded. “Only as a baby. He died on a mission shortly after she was born—a mission my grandmother vehemently believed he shouldn’t have been on.” 
 
    I paused at that, hearing the conviction in her voice. She believed it too. “Why? What was so wrong with the mission?” 
 
    Denny looked in my eyes, hers hardening. “Poor planning, for one. Three fighters against a sea witch. You and I both know that three is nothing against them.” 
 
    “A sea witch?” 
 
    She nodded. “One teammate was knocked out. The other claims that he accidentally hit Finn while trying to save him from the sea witch.” 
 
    I gasped. “He was killed by a teammate? Not by the sea witch herself?”  
 
    Denny nodded. “But get this. The teammate who did it? He’d been engaged to Finn’s wife before Finn got there. She married Finn instead of him. Grandmother believed that Finn’s death was in retaliation for that, not because his teammate hit him accidentally.” 
 
    I bit my lip and ran my hands over the worn, yellowed pages. “And Amora just bade her time, waiting twenty years to send us Zoe?” 
 
    “Remember, while Gran was still alive, there was no way she’d accept anyone from Amora.”  
 
    “Who came here?”  
 
    Denny paused, her eyes not meeting mine.  
 
    “Denny, who was sent to us in his place?” 
 
    She sighed, rubbing her eyes. “Someone we’ve never met. She was part of Mattie’s dad’s team before my mom. Apparently, she and Mattie’s dad had a thing, but Grandmother worried that she was wrong for him. She didn’t take the bond, holding out, and when my mom showed up, she became insanely jealous.” 
 
    “And where is she now?” 
 
    Denny paused before answering. “With Joe’s wife, in California. She joined her group after breaking up with Mattie’s dad. They left after Joe had a breakdown.” 
 
    “And your grandmother never reached out to Finn’s wife or child?”  
 
    Denny shook her head, sadness clouding her features. 
 
    I sighed and leaned back in the chair, away from the diary. “So, when Mattie’s dad agreed to let Zoe come here, she probably rolled in her grave.”  
 
    Denny snorted. “Or tried to crawl out of it to stop him. When she was adamant about something, no one else could disagree with her.” 
 
    I looked at her and gave her a sad smile. “While this is all great insight, I don’t know how any of it is going to help us. I mean, your gran was a great woman, but I’m not sure this is going to help us with our problem right now.” I pushed the diary back toward her, knowing she’d want it. She’d been carrying it around with her since she’d gotten it, reading it every chance she got. By the looks of it, she’d made it through a couple of times already. 
 
    “I know but I get this feeling he’s trying to tell me something. I just haven’t figured it out yet.”  
 
    I nodded, knowing that feeling. The answer was right in front of you, but you just couldn’t see it yet. I stood, stretching. “I think I’m going to wander around a bit more. See you at dinner?”  
 
    She nodded, going back to the diary. I walked away, only looking back to shake my head. I really hoped a message was there for her.  
 
    Turning another corner, I almost bumped into another librarian as she stacked books. I bent over to help her pick up the ones she’d dropped, apologizing as I did so. When I stood, my grandmother’s brown eyes stared back. My mouth fell open and the books tumbled from my arms back to the floor. She rolled her eyes at me before bending to pick them up and set them on her cart. “Sierra, really, you should know better than to drop books.”  
 
    The disapproving tone snapped me out of my shock. I flung my arms around her, pulling her close, inhaling her scent of books and cinnamon. “Grandma, I’m so glad to see you.”  
 
    Her arms wrapped around me, squeezing me just as tight. “It’s good to see you too, sweetie.” She pushed me back and looked around before smiling. “I heard about your trial. I’m so proud of you. Can you really heal people?”  
 
    I nodded, then closed my eyes for a moment and whispered a word. Opening my eyes, I held my glowing palm up to her. “See?” 
 
    She grinned. “I always knew you were special.”  
 
    “Grandma, what happened? How did she get the votes she needed?” 
 
    She sighed. “She threatened you kids. Not your group specifically, but the kids of the school in general, saying that accidents could happen if certain people didn’t go along with her. It got them the majority vote they needed to boot Mattie’s dad and put her in his place. Then she ruled that I was incompetent and kicked me out.”  
 
    “And Jemme? Can she be trusted?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. She volunteered to be our inside man. We’d hoped she’d be able to maintain her tie-breaker vote, but Ella seems so sure that she won’t need it that she abolished it.” 
 
    “And no one on the Council protested? Or stood up for you?” 
 
    She smiled the saddest smile I’d ever seen. “Kristy’s dad did. He stood up for Mattie’s dad, too. But she threatened to kick both of you out of the school before you’d completed your trials and that put a stop to his protests. He didn’t vote the way she wanted but she didn’t need his vote.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding. “She already had the number she needed.” I sighed. Then a thought occurred to me. The girl Denny had mentioned. What if she was a plant? “What about the other girl? The one in California who was sent here in exchange for Finn?”  
 
    A hurt look crossed her face at his name, but she shook her head. “She won’t be a problem. She was never accepted across the pond. It’s why she was sent to us. Amora didn’t want her, so she sent us someone she thought was useless. We made her what she is today. She won’t forget that.” My grandmother frowned. “Denny’s reading the diary, isn’t she?” At my nod, she snorted. “I told Snow to burn that thing. She didn’t listen to me.” 
 
    I bit my lip. “Do you think Amora kept Snow’s oldest as a way to keep Snow in check?” 
 
    My grandmother shrugged. “Snow seemed to suspect it. By then, her friendship with Amora was fading. Amora is an acquired taste and Snow had spent years being the only one who’d talk to her or have anything to do with her. Most of the rest of us had given up at that point. But not Snow. She claimed she knew Amora was good, she just needed someone to believe in her.” She sighed. “Maybe she was right. She became really odd only once Snow cut off all contact.” 
 
    “But if all contact was cut off and you weren’t to speak of her, how did you know what was going on over there?” 
 
    My grandmother smiled. “We had our ways.” 
 
    I looked down at my toes, framing my next question. “When the demon was training me, she mentioned I was a natural. Later, she said she’d lied. Which is it? I don’t remember having any special gifts.” 
 
    My grandmother took my hands and squeezed them. “You’ve spent the last several years of your life learning spells, reading them, practicing them. No, you weren’t a natural, but you taught yourself anyway. The fact that you can do the things you can shows how good you’ve become. But it took years to get to that point.” She smiled at me, probably remembering all my mess-ups along the way. "The words held the power and that power became a part of you, manifesting in your healing ability." 
 
    “And you never stopped me? It didn’t bother you that I was witchier than I should have been?” 
 
    She sighed. “Again, there’s nothing wrong with witches. There are good witches too, you know.”  
 
    I nodded, knowing that in this area, our teachers were sorely lacking. They focused on all the bad and not much of the good.  
 
    “When I get this school back, I need to fix that curriculum.”  
 
    I smiled at her words. When, not if. She was going to get it back. I could feel it. 
 
    My grandmother glanced down the aisle, then smiled sadly at me. “It’s time you left me now. I need to finish here before dinner.” 
 
    “Does Ella or Megan know you’re here?” 
 
    “I think Ella suspects Jemme let me stay. You grandfather had to leave, but Jemme pulled some strings. I don’t think she could’ve done that without Ella’s approval. For now, I’m safe here. And I can keep an eye on you.” She gave me one last hug, then went back to her books, humming to herself. I slipped out, glad to know that she was okay, in a place where I could see her if I wished. It made all these changes just a little bit easier.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
   T he next morning, Mr. Jenkins stopped us before we left his class. As he looked at each of us, he pulled off his glasses and cleaned them with the cloth he kept stashed in his desk drawer. He had offered extra study time in his classroom since training in the gym was out. The silence hung in the air, making us antsy. Andy kept moving, seemingly unable to get comfortable.  
 
    Finally, Mr. Jenkins put his glasses back on his nose and leaned against his desk, his arms crossed. “As you know, some changes have been made around here. There are more to come.” He gave us a smile. “First, I’d like to congratulate you on completing your fourth trial. You’re one trial away from finishing.” We all cheered, the guys clapping each other on the back. One step closer to the end. “But, with these new changes, there’s something else. For you last trial, the Council now requires that you go before them to find out what it is.”  
 
    Silence filled the room where moments ago we’d cheered. Go before the Council? That normally didn’t happen unless you were airing a grievance or had finished your trials. Only then did you go before the Council, which pronounced you a fully trained group.  
 
    Mattie clenched his fists. “So, the Council announces the trials now?”  
 
    Mr. Jenkins nodded.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He frowned, rubbing his chin where it seemed he’d started to grow a beard. “It gives her more control, I think. Before, the headmistress used to choose, with the Council’s blessing. Now I think she wants to pick herself.” 
 
    Mattie frowned. “So, she can show favoritism to some groups and screw over others.”  
 
    Mr. Jenkins nodded. “I’d have to agree. I can see her giving harder missions to groups she isn’t fond of. Groups she hopes will fail.” His words were clear. She wanted to see us fail.  
 
    “When?” Zoe asked this, her arms crossed over her chest. She was no closer to finding her sister, and it had started to steal her sleep. She tossed for hours before finally sleeping fitfully. The bags under her eyes gave this away.  
 
    “Tomorrow morning. Nine am. I’d dress in your training uniforms.”  
 
    “Not like we wear them any other time.” Andy grumbled this and Mattie nodded in agreement.  
 
    I raised my hand. “Why don’t we train in the garden? There are no rules against it and they can’t stop us if they can’t find us.”  
 
    The others nodded, agreeing with the idea. We had to train somewhere, and it might as well be in the garden.  
 
    Mr. Jenkins nodded. “Good idea. Just not all at once. You don’t want anyone to notice and report back to Ella what you’re doing. She’s trying to break you. Don’t let her.” 
 
    Mattie smiled. “We won’t.” 
 
    Mr. Jenkins cleared his throat. “On that note, I have one more piece of news. I’m no longer your chaperone.”  
 
    Gasps and protests met his announcement. He’d been with us from the beginning, since the first day when Mattie had picked Kristy and Andy and me to be a part of his group. He’d been with us every step of the way until now. Looking over at Andy, I could see the pain in his eyes. Losing two mentors in such a short amount of time couldn’t be easy.  
 
    “Why?” The anger in Mattie’s voice was barely contained. 
 
    “According to the Council’s new rulings, groups that are on their fifth trial will no longer require a chaperone. All missions and the trial will be done on their own, without any outside help.” Mr. Jenkins said this like he was reading a script, something he’d rehearsed over and over again. The look on his face matched his disgusted tone. He didn’t like this any more than we did. 
 
    “Seriously?” Kristy sounded as surprised as I felt. “On our own? We’ve always had a chaperone.”  
 
    Zoe looked contemplative, her eyes narrowed. She was thinking something, but not willing to share it yet. I’d have to ask her about it later.  
 
    Mr. Jenkins smiled. “I’ll still be here and I’ll still be teaching, but they’re giving me a new group to work with.” He didn’t look happy about this but no one wanted to ask him what group. We weren’t ready for that news just yet.  
 
    “Can we still come to you if, you know, we need to?” Andy mumbled this, looking at his enchanted hand resting on the desktop.  
 
    Mr. Jenkins nodded. “Of course. They can’t prevent me from talking to students, no matter what they say.” 
 
    We all nodded, shifting in our seats. We were on our own, really and truly this time. Sure, we’d gone on missions, but we’d always had the knowledge that we could call on him if we needed help. Or that he’d send Joe with us as an extra pair of eyes, a helping hand if we needed it. Neither one of those things were possible now.  
 
    Mr. Jenkins cleared his throat one more time. “Joe’s funeral will be held tomorrow afternoon, after you finish with the Council. I’d recommend rest tonight. Tomorrow is going to be a very trying day.” With that, he stood and left the room.  
 
    We all stared at each other, unsure what to say. Zoe opened her mouth, but Mattie shook his head. He pointed to the door and we all nodded, heading out. It didn’t feel safe to talk in the classroom anymore. We’d have to do that somewhere else.  
 
    We opted for my and Zoe’s room. Mattie had a new roommate, which he’d discovered upon our return from the mission. That meant his room wasn’t his own anymore. Andy and Kristy had their room but no one really wanted to go in there. So that left the room I shared with Zoe. “At least it smells nice in here,” was all Andy would say as we shuffled in. The tension was palpable. So many things had changed in such a short amount of time. How were we supposed to handle all this? 
 
    Zoe spoke first, breaking the silence. “This all feels very familiar.” We looked at her, not understanding her meaning. She sighed. “My grandmother. This feels like her. The separation, pitting us against each other. Except, in her eyes, those with power were dangerous. There aren’t very many of them in her teams, as she doesn’t trust them. Probably why Megan and her aunt came here instead of staying there.” 
 
    “Your grandmother didn’t want anyone overshadowing her. And someone with that kind of power certainly would.” Zoe nodded at Mattie. He rubbed his chin. “But Megan’s aunt probably saw things while she visited that she liked, things she decided to use to her own advantage.” 
 
    “Like removing the chaperones.” Kristy tossed that out. 
 
    Zoe nodded. “Grandmother didn’t feel the need for chaperones. In her eyes, if you wanted to fight, she’d let you. It seems Megan’s aunt agrees.”  
 
    “To a point. She didn’t get rid of them, just took them away from the teams that are almost done with their trials.” Andy sounded upset as he said this.  
 
    “Do you think she did that to hinder us?” I directed my question at Zoe.  
 
    She shrugged. “Maybe. It seems she’s trying to narrow the playing field, but I can’t seem to figure out why. I don’t know what her endgame is. She’s certainly trying to weaken the teams that aren’t filled with those who have gifts. Maybe so they fail. But why would she want any team to fail?” 
 
    “To make a point.” Mattie’s eyes swept around the room, taking each of us in. “And her point is, those without power are weak. She doesn’t think they’re worthy.” He swallowed. “That we’re worthy. If we don’t have gifts, we shouldn’t be here.” 
 
    Andy slammed his enchanted hand down on my bedpost, cracking the wood. He frowned at it then looked back at Mattie. “But our families started this. Not all of them had abilities. They used their fighting skills to complete the missions. It’s not fair that now we’re the ones being targeted.” 
 
    We all nodded. A thought occurred to me. “I forgot to mention, I found my grandmother.”  
 
    All eyes turned to me.  
 
    I blushed and looked down at the floor. “She’s in the library. She said that Jemme managed to get Ella to agree to let her stay and work there. At least she didn’t get completely kicked out like my grandfather did.”  
 
    “She’s here?” Hope filled Kristy’s voice. “Does she have any idea what we should do?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not yet.” I bit my lip. “She’s keeping a low profile for now. But I think we should keep her in the loop.” I looked up at Mattie, knowing that my next piece of news couldn’t wait until he saw his sister next. “There’s more. Denny showed me her grandmother’s diary. There’s a lot of info in there. One thing she found was related to the swap that Amora and Snow did years ago with members of their teams.”  
 
    “My uncle.”  
 
    I nodded. “Someone was sent in his place. We never really thought to ask who it was.” She looked at Zoe, who nodded. “A woman who used to date your father. She’s in California now, working in a group out there. My grandmother doesn’t seem to think she’d be a threat, considering the way Amora treated her.”  
 
    Silence filled the room. “So, there’s another person we have to worry about.” Mattie sighed, the weariness hitting us all. “So many things were hidden from us.” I was glad he felt as I did. This woman could be a mole and no one would suspect her. 
 
    I nodded. “Like Finn’s death. It wasn’t an accident like we were all led to believe. At least, Snow didn’t think it was.”I glanced at Zoe, gauging her reaction. “Snow blames it on poor planning on Amora’s part. Suspected it may have been on purpose.” 
 
    Andy groaned. “This is all interesting but what does it have to do with us? What is all that going to do to help us figure out how to stop Megan’s aunt from destroying everything we know?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. But Mattie’s grandfather thought it important enough to toss out the door, didn’t he?” I looked at Andy. He knew it meant something; he just didn’t want to admit it. He glanced away, avoiding my gaze.  
 
    “I guess for now we need to focus on what we know. Tomorrow we’ll stand before the Council and learn of our last trial. And we’ll say goodbye to a dear friend. Mr. Jenkins is right. We need to sleep. We’ll talk more on this later.” The rest of the group left our room, leaving Zoe and me alone. Neither one of us had moved from our spots on the floor. By the look on her face, I could tell that she wasn’t tired either. 
 
    “What does it all mean?” I couldn’t help but ask the question now that we were alone. 
 
    She looked at me, worry clouding her face. “I think my grandmother is involved. She has been since I got here. I just don’t know how or why.”  
 
    I nodded, agreeing with her. If Megan’s aunt was emulating Zoe’s grandmother, there had to be a reason. We settled into an uneasy sleep, unsure of what would happen the next day.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
   T he next morning, we stood before the Council, dressed in our cleanest training uniforms. We’d all polished our boots to a perfect shine. Andy had even attempted to wrangle his wild hair. Not that it had worked. Mr. Jenkins had gone with us for moral support, not as a chaperone but as a friend. By the looks on the rest of the team’s faces, they all felt as I did. Tired and anxious.  
 
    The Council sat at a table, one that spanned the room. Most people thought the Council was housed in some dark place, a cave or something. They were so wrong. The Council preferred to work in plain sight, where they’d be noticed but overlooked. An office building was more their style—not tall enough to garner much notice but not short enough to be unimportant. In New York City, of all places. Because of this, it took us almost two hours to get them.  
 
    We stood before them now, early morning sun leaking in through the window behind them. The table had been a part of the Council since the beginning, something the fairies had used. The dark wood showed much use, coffee rings and the like scattered across its surface. It was oval instead of rectangular, so there wasn’t a true head of the table. Even so, Ella had managed to make it look like she was the head. She sat in a gaudy silver chair, red velvet cushions looking like blood against the shiny surface. The piece of furniture looked out of place next to the wood of the table—more like a throne than a chair. Not a single other chair looked like hers. In fact, all the others were plain compared to it. They were normal chairs you’d find at any table.  
 
    The room didn’t hold much more than the table. There were several potted plants and a small desk with a phone. Beyond that, it was just the table. We stood with our hands clasped behind our backs, realizing that the table had four empty chairs. That must’ve been where Amora and Patrick would’ve sat, along with Simona and her prince. No one had ever thought to remove them or replace them, if that were even possible. We all shifted, waiting for someone to speak. Some of these people were our family, but some weren’t. None offered us a smile, not even Kristy’s dad.  
 
    Ella leaned forward, the sun making her platinum blonde hair sparkle. “Congratulations on completing your fourth trial. It truly was a stellar accomplishment. Demons are tricky to defeat.” While her smile seemed happy, her eyes said otherwise. Anger radiated out of them. I guess she’d thought we wouldn’t complete our trial. 
 
    “Thank you.” Being our leader, Mattie spoke for all of us. Only he would talk today. 
 
    Her smile dropped. “That being said, I’m sure you’re all aware of the changes that have been made since you’ve been gone?”  
 
    We all nodded.  
 
    “Good. For this final trial, it’ll be all you. No chaperone, no help, just you. To really see if you’re ready to be a team.”  
 
    I wanted to protest, to point out that teams helped each other all the time, but Mattie shook his head once. He knew what I wanted to say and he knew we couldn’t say it. We still didn’t know what she was planning. We didn’t want to anger her right at the start. 
 
    She watched us, probably expecting an outburst. Not getting what she wanted, she nodded. “Good. Well, then, your final trial. After much deliberation, we have decided that you shall have to take out a dark fairy.” She grinned, almost like a predator.  
 
    We didn’t move a muscle. None of our faces changed. No one in the history of our families, not since Patrick had taken down the dragon, had fought a dark fairy. They weren’t common among the fairies and the ones that did exist were well hidden. They knew of us, of what we did, and they steered clear of us. This worked well for us because they were so hard to defeat. But we didn’t say this to her. We wouldn’t show her any weakness. Instead, we’d show her a united front.  
 
    Mattie bowed, then straightened and smiled. “Thank you for this opportunity.” My eyes flickered to Kristy’s father, watching as his jaw twitched. He was trying not to laugh. She’d expected this trial to scare us. Instead, we were showing a strong front and it was killing her. I glanced back at Ella to see her fist clenched in front of her on the table, ice pooling underneath it. She didn’t even seem to realize she was doing it.  
 
    “You’re welcome. Now go. I know you have other obligations today.” She turned her chair away from us to watch the sunrise, the ice disappearing as soon as she removed her hand from the table.  
 
    Kristy’s dad, the only one willing to look at us, nodded, dismissing us. We turned as one, leaving the room. Out in the hall, we all gave each other wide-eyed looks.  
 
    “A dark fairy.” Andy’s voice came out strangled. “How do we even find one of those?” 
 
    Mattie shook his head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Zoe frowned. “She doesn’t want us to. It’s a trick. If we never complete the trial, we never finish. We’d be stuck at the school, doing small missions forever.” 
 
    “Is that really how it works? If you don’t complete the mission but don’t fail it, you’re stuck?” Kristy’s doubt matched my own.  
 
    Zoe nodded. “I think so. We don’t fail, so we don’t lose the abilities. There’s no time limit on trial completions.” She looked to me for confirmation and I nodded. That was how it worked. 
 
    Mattie clenched his fist and glared at the door. “Then we just have to find ourselves a dark fairy, don’t we?”  
 
    We all nodded and headed down the hall. We’d find a dark fairy, but right now we had more important things to do. 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
   J oe’s funeral ended up being a small affair. The sun shone the whole afternoon, not matching our gloomy moods. I thought rain would be more appropriate. Our group went, as did Denny’s group. Mattie’s mom and dad showed, his mom crying into a handkerchief. It reminded me that Joe had been a part of their group, and that their pain had to be worse due to the broken bond. They must’ve felt him die. Seeing as how she could barely walk, with Mattie’s dad holding her up the whole time, it made sense. They embraced Mattie and Denny, then squeezed the rest of us on the shoulders as they walked by.  
 
    Andy looked at Mattie. “Do you think his wife and daughter will be here?” 
 
    Mattie shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t even know if they were notified in time.” 
 
    Mr. Jenkins stood next to us, his eyes misty. “I made the call myself. I don’t know if they were able to make it or not.” He sighed. “Or that they’d want to.” The pain in his eyes cut through me and I realized that here was another of Joe’s teammates, another who had suffered the effects of his death much deeper than we could understand.  
 
    None of us had a response to that. We all knew some of Joe’s story, bits and pieces he’d shared. After losing his leg, Joe had gone to a dark place, pushing away everyone who cared about him. He lost his wife and daughter in the process. She’d taken his daughter and moved away, across the country. After that, Joe had relegated himself to the position of all around handyman, doing anything that needed doing around the school, helping where he could. He had learned from his mistakes, but it had been too late.  
 
    The priest stood over the casket, a plain wooden box, and spoke of Joe’s life, of the battles he’d fought, the trials he’d gone through, the pain he’d endured. Then he stepped back, giving others a chance to speak. Andy stepped up first, holding a crumpled piece of paper in his hands. Kristy had managed to get him into a suit—something that had only happened one other time, the day they got married. He cleared his throat and looked down at the paper. “Joe wasn’t someone you’d notice at first. He didn’t stand out in a crowd, didn’t have a big personality that drew you to him. He had a gentle spirit that seemed to know what others needed. What I needed.” Andy wiped his eyes with his sleeve and tried to blink away tears. “I was going down a dark path, a path I’d regret. Joe saved me, gave me the tools I needed to come back from that darkness before it was too late. I’ll be forever grateful for that.” 
 
    One by one, more people stepped up to talk about Joe, about the things he’d done for them. Mattie’s mom spoke about how he’d befriended her when she first arrived, scared and unsure of herself. Mattie’s dad spoke of the friendship they’d had, how Joe had been there for him when his own father had locked himself away in his grief. Every story about Joe showed how selfless he was, how much of himself he gave. My heart broke to realize that he had given so much and we’d never thanked him until it was too late. We’d never realized all that he’d done until he was already gone.  
 
    I looked at the other graves. The graveyard sat behind the warehouse, set aside for our own. There weren’t many graves, as we were pretty good at staying alive, but there were a few, my parents’ among them. From where I stood between Zoe and Dirk, I could see them, dying flowers in front of their headstones. They were the last flowers my grandfather had taken to them before being booted from the place he’d called home for so long. Now he couldn’t even visit his children. I clenched Dirk’s hand, the injustice of it overwhelming me. None of this was fair. Joe’s death, the coup, none of it. How could we fix this? 
 
    A voice pulled me back from my reverie. She stood at the head of the casket, a small figure in all black. Her brown hair had been pulled back in a bun and she held tissues in her small hand. She couldn’t have been much older than me, maybe Zoe’s sister’s age at the oldest. “Joe was so many things to everyone but to me he was a father.” She sniffled and I realized this was her, this was his daughter. She’d managed to come. “He called me every week, asking me about my life, laughing at my corny jokes, and coming up with jokes of his own to tell me. He told me stories of this place, of all of you.” She smiled through her tears. “It’s like I already know you and I haven’t even met you yet. Through his stories, I’ve come to love you as he did. He knew you loved him. And he loved all of you in return.” She stepped away, leaving the rest of us to stand in silence.  
 
    Soon, others drifted away until it was just us, my group. Mr. Jenkins patted Mattie’s shoulder before leaving us alone with Joe one last time. 
 
    “We’re sorry, Joe. Sorry we couldn’t save you.” Mattie’s voice held the emotions we were all feeling. It was true. We really were sorry. Tears rolled down my cheeks. If only I’d been stronger, I could’ve saved him.  
 
    “But we won’t forget you or anything you taught us.” We all nodded at Andy’s words. We’d never forget.  
 
    We turned as one group and walked back toward the warehouse. Mattie stopped before we got too far. “We’ll get our school back to normal and the Council. No matter what it takes.”  
 
    We all nodded. Our final trial was ahead of us, but that wasn’t our only mission. We had things we had to fix. Otherwise, everything our families had sacrificed would be for nothing. Everything Joe had sacrificed would be for nothing. We couldn’t let that happen. Walking back to the school, we resolved to fix this once and for all.  
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 Chapter One 
 
   I  watched as they escorted her in, Snow and Sloran surrounding her on both sides. Next to the two of them, she looked tiny, her greasy brown hair hanging in front of her face, hiding most of her features. She hunched her shoulders, like she was afraid of being touched, like a caged animal. So fragile and so beautiful at the same time. I followed her with my eyes, watching as they took her to their office. She must have come from Finn. We hadn’t had any missions recently involving people whom we didn’t know.  
 
    “Another one from that Scotland group,” mumbled Damien, Snow’s youngest son, around the food in his mouth. His dark hair fell into his eyes, while his glasses perched at the end of his nose. He had to be the most awkward boy I had ever met. How he managed to date the sweetest girl I’d ever known was beyond me.  
 
    She sat next to him, her brown hair in a pixie cut, and wrinkled her tiny nose at him. “Don’t be such a downer. Something is obviously going on over there. Finn is just trying to help.” 
 
    “Kathy, I know you think the best of everyone, but Finn is causing trouble and he knows it.” Damien shoved another spoonful of mashed potatoes into his mouth. She rolled her hazel eyes at him, going back to her own food. I held my fork in my hand, watching where the girl had gone. 
 
    “That other girl they sent, the one in Finn’s place, she fit in well enough.” Kathy winked at Damien, making me shake my head. She was talking about herself. She was the girl sent to us from the Scotland group. It hadn’t taken her long to fit right in. She’d been accepted into Damien’s group within a month. She wanted to take the bond, deciding to not return to the Scotland group when the six months were up. We wanted to go through our first trial first, see how she did. We had to get special permission since a group had never taken an unbounded member into the field before. “I’d have to marry someone,” she had said, wrinkling her nose in disgust. Apparently, getting married wasn’t something that interested her quite yet.  
 
    Looking at Damien and her, I wondered if he knew that. He hung on her every word, talking to her about everything, listening to her with rapt attention. The boy was totally gone on her.  
 
    Sitting next to me, his blue eyes taking in everything, was Jerry, who just shook his head. Jerry Jenkins, a teacher from Florida, had joined our group after witnessing a battle he couldn’t explain between one of our teams and the monsters they had fought. He had been brought back here badly injured and had asked to join us once he recovered. Book-smart, he wasn’t as good with a blade as some of the others, but he could kill it at research. For that alone, we valued him.  
 
    The fifth member of our team sat next to Kathy, quietly eating her food. Her ebony hair was pulled back in a braid that fell down her back. Her dark eyes took in everything without saying much of their own. Daria’s mother was a member of the Council, like Damien’s parents, and a force to be reckoned with. But she was single-minded, focusing more on the Council and the running of the school than on her own children. I sensed that Daria resented her mother’s position for this reason but never voiced it. “Not everyone can fit in here. That girl looks barely strong enough to lift a dagger.” Her voice came out low and husky. 
 
    Kathy nodded. “If she was married to Nicolas, I’m surprised she’s in one piece.” 
 
    Damien clenched his jaw. “If this dude is so bad, why doesn’t someone stop him?” 
 
    Kathy shrugged. “It’s a politics thing that I don’t fully understand.” She went back to her food, scooting just a little bit closer to Damien. I shook my head, trying not to smile. They may not have been able to admit it yet, but they really liked each other. More than I think either one of them realized.  
 
    Damien pushed away his tray and leaned back, his gaze falling on me. “So, Joe, what’s on the agenda for today?”  
 
    I smirked as I pushed away my tray, too. “Training, training, and more training. We have to be sure we can defeat those vampires. This is the biggest nest I’ve heard of in years. So, we have to be ready.” 
 
    Jerry leaned forward, his hands crossed on the table in front of him, his tray of half-eaten food forgotten. “They’re organizing for something. I’m just not sure what it is yet.” Jerry had been studying this group of vampires for weeks, trying to figure out why so many of them, twenty at least, were staying together. Vampires lived together in what they called nests, but that was normally only five or six at the most. Any more than that and there were rivalries over who was in charge, who got to feed first, that sort of thing. The fact that they were all gathered together worried the Council. This had led to them assigning it to us as our first trial.  
 
    Damien stood, pulling Kathy up with him. She came up to his shoulder, her head barely brushing the top of it. “Then let’s go train.” We followed him out, dropping off our trays as we went. I glanced over my shoulder to where the girl had disappeared, wondering what was going to happen to her. Damien called my name, pulling away my attention. I shrugged and headed out. Though I found her beautiful, she wasn’t my problem. At least, not yet. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
   W e had been training to take on the vampires for two weeks when Damien finally decided we were ready. I guess the fact that we could flip each other onto our backs only so many times before it starts to hurt really signaled it was time. We geared up, strapping wooden stakes to our vests where normally we would keep knives. We dressed in all black, which was easier to be stealthy in. Black steel-toed boots, black pants, black long-sleeved shirts, and black vests in which we could carry weapons. Kathy had altered her outfit, cutting off the long sleeves. Her pale arms shone in the moonlight. Jerry had shaken his head at her, and Daria had rolled her eyes, but Damien had smiled at her appreciatively. Of course, he wouldn’t see anything wrong with her alterations.  
 
    We used one of the vans their parents had acquired, this one painted blue to blend in. No one noticed a blue van parked on the side of the road. We left in the evening, expecting this to take longer than normal because there would be so many. Jerry had grabbed a crossbow, his pack of bolts all wooden. He wasn’t very good with a blade, but he could shoot that thing like you wouldn’t believe. Damien drove while we rode in the back. Kathy sat up front, nervously tapping her fingers on her knee. “Shouldn’t we have brought someone with us?” Her voice rang around the van, echoing almost. 
 
    Jerry looked up from his book, the green cover open on his knees. The back of the van had been stripped, with two benches set up on each wall to give us all a place to sit. “Why?” 
 
    She shrugged, looking out the window. “I don’t know. As back up? What if something goes wrong? How do we get help?” 
 
    Damien patted her hand, which was resting on her knee. “We grab the injured person and run the hell away.” He made it sound so easy, but by her profile, I could see that Kathy was worried. This was her first mission with us, the first time we’d really get to test her skills. Our group had formed only recently, although we had always been friends, had always trained together. We just hadn’t had that fifth person to make it official.  
 
    Daria popped one eye open, her head leaning back against the wall of the van. Her dark skin glowed in the moonlight. “Our parents trust that their training has been enough to keep us safe during our missions.” Not that we went on many missions. We had to complete our trials first. They didn’t like sending us out without us being fully-fledged members. So here we were, trying to complete our first trial.  
 
    Damien pulled the van in front of an abandoned building in the warehouse district. I had to hand it to the vampires—they certainly knew how to pick a place. This particular building didn’t look as rundown as the rest, as the windows were clean and new. It was easier to patch up a window and keep the sun out of it than a broken one, I guess. We climbed out of the van, making sure we had all our weapons. Jerry hoisted his crossbow and checked the sites. Damien passed out silver chains with crosses on them. They wouldn’t do much to deter the vampires but the crosses would make them pause, at least. A pause meant an open shot. And we needed all the open shots we could get.  
 
    We slipped around the back of the building, heading to the loading dock. Much to our surprise, the loading dock door was open. Either these vampires were very stupid or they thought they were invincible. We slipped inside, careful to keep low and quiet. Vampires had amazing hearing, way better than a normal human’s. They would hear us before we ever saw them. That put us at a disadvantage, but not much of one.  
 
    We encountered our first vampire down a dark hall, resting against a wall. Damien staked him before he could get out a sound, his body turning to ash in Damien’s hands. Jerry patted his shoulder. One vampire down. Who knew how many more to go.  
 
    We came to a forked hallway, with our only options to go right or left. Damien sent Jerry, Daria, and me down one hall while he and Kathy took the other hall. Kathy clutched two stakes in her hands, her knuckles white. I suspected this may have been her first real mission ever. Sweat trickled down her neck, giving away her nervousness. I tried not to worry about her being Damien’s only backup. If he trusted her, I should too.  
 
    Jerry, Daria, and I took out three more vampires down our hall before we hit an elevator. All the rooms down here were empty, with dust covering all the surfaces. The vampires weren’t using the lower part of the building, which was weird. They tended to take up their own space, each vampire being territorial over its own room, even in small nests. Jerry signaled that we were going up, pointing to the door to the stairs. Daria and I nodded, following him. While the elevator would be convenient, it would remove the element of surprise and we wanted to keep that for as long as possible.  
 
    On the second floor, we found storage—lots of boxes. Most were falling apart, with whatever had been inside them spilling out. There weren’t as many rooms here, as most of the floor was open space. And empty of vampires. Jerry’s mouth thinned and worry showed in his eyes. He didn’t like this any more than I did. They had to have smelled us by now. Why weren’t they attacking?  
 
    Jerry pointed to the stairs again and we nodded, following him up to the third and final floor. He pushed open the door and poked out his head before sliding out, crossbow in front of him. We followed, stakes in hand. We checked the rooms, finding them empty. The whole nest seemed empty, which was strange. There hadn’t been any reported movement in two days. We moved to the end of the hall, where we met up with Damien and Kathy. Kathy’s hair looked disheveled, like she had run her hands through it several times. Her face seemed pale, even for her. Damien had a tear on his sleeve, with blood slowly oozing from a shallow cut. I glanced at it, but he ignored my look. Something had happened but he wasn’t ready to talk about it. He pointed to the last door, behind which was a large conference room. “I can hear voices.” We nodded, agreeing. Damien positioned himself in front of the door, then kicked it in with his boot.  
 
    We tumbled inside and Jerry let off his crossbow, his target disintegrating. The room was swarming with vampires, each of which was now focused on us. Hissing echoed throughout the room, like we were being attacked by a herd of cats. Red eyes flashed in the darkness, pinpointing where each vampire stood. In the middle of it all, in a circle at the head of the room, sat a family of five, tied to chairs. The mother and father looked pale, too pale for living people, their heads thrown back, their necks torn out. Two little boys sat on either side of them, their heads bowed. A girl, who didn’t look to be much older than any of us, sat across from her parents, tears streaming down her round face. Her blonde hair looked to be streaked with blood, and her brown eyes pleaded for help. Damien saw her instantly and vaulted over the table, sliding down it to get to her. He stabbed vampires as he went, his stakes leaving ash in his wake. The rest of us fanned out, working our way down the room—all but Kathy, who stood frozen at the door, hands clutching the doorframe. Jerry called to her several times, but she refused to move, shaking her head. Daria growled and moved back to her side to protect her.  
 
    Damien approached the group of vampires surrounding the family, slashing at them with his stakes. Jerry shot at them with his crossbow, taking out two before Damien had even reached them. I followed Damien and stood at his back, offering protection and fighting off vampires as they came at us.  
 
    By the time they were all dust, we were exhausted, covered in sweat and ash. Daria stood by the door, glaring at Kathy. Kathy blinked, trembling in the doorway. She called out to Damien, but he ignored her, his focus on the girl. “Do you think they bit her?” 
 
    Jerry and I joined him, on either side. “I don’t know. Does she look like she was bitten?” Jerry asked. 
 
    I looked over at Jerry. “How am I supposed to know? I’ve never seen a bitten girl before.” 
 
    We both looked at Damien. He sighed, shaking his head. “I haven’t either. All the training always says to kill everyone, just in case.” 
 
    Jerry grunted. “Good thing it wasn’t vampires when I got injured.” Damien smirked at him. He raised a stake and was positioning it over her chest when Daria huffed over, tossing her stakes on the table. She yanked the gag out of the girl's mouth and spun her in the chair to face her.  
 
    “Did they bite you?” Her tone was low and gruff. Daria didn’t mince words.  
 
    The girl shook her head vigorously. “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    Daria glared. “Are you sure? You have to be sure because if they bit you, then you’re putting everyone here in danger.” 
 
    The girl nodded. “They didn’t bite me. They were saving me for last. Something about virgin blood that I didn’t understand.” 
 
    Daria’s eyes met Damien’s over the girl’s head. Well, that explained why there were so many here at once. Vampires liked blood, but they had their preferred tastes. Many, like the group gathered here, liked virgin blood, specifically that of a teenage girl. “Do you think they were going to auction her off?” Daria asked. 
 
    Damien looked around at the pile of ashes. “Seems like it. Highest bidder got the girl and her blood.”  
 
    Daria smiled, the sight more scary than appealing. “Boy, did we ruin their party.” She untied the girl and pulled her to her feet. “Can you walk?” The girl nodded, her eyes falling on the other people tied to the chair. Her lip quivered, the only hint she was affected. Damien’s eyes softened. He must have realized that they were her parents. He wrapped an arm around the girl’s shoulder, turning her away. 
 
    “You don’t need to see that.” 
 
    “My parents, my brothers, what’s going to happen to them?” 
 
    “We’ll send someone to clean it up.” He led her out of the room, right past Kathy, who still stood in the doorway. Damien had to move her out of the way to get by. He didn’t even look back at her as he led the girl from the room. Kathy’s eyes followed him, anger brewing behind them.  
 
    “What just happened?” Her words came out as a hiss. I had never heard her talk like that before.  
 
    Jerry tried to hide his smile. “What are you talking about?” When Kathy didn’t answer, he walked past her, chuckling. Daria and I followed, not looking back at the room. There was nothing left for us to see. Kathy followed, shuffling her feet. Damien may have made a mistake in adding her to our group.  
 
    *** 
 
    Back at the school, a celebration awaited us. Damien’s parents, along with Daria’s dad, had set up the cafeteria with banners and a cake, “Congratulations” written on the white icing. We all smiled as they cut pieces and handed them to us, all saying they had known we would succeed. Kathy hung back, noticing the cold shoulder that everyone seemed to be giving her. None of us really knew what to say to her. She had choked at the most important moment.  
 
    As we sat at our regular bench, Jerry asked, “So, what happens to the girl now?” 
 
    Kathy’s head snapped up, her eyes narrowing. Damien chewed on a bite of cake before answering, wiping frosting off his upper lip with his sleeve. “Not sure. Mom and Dad mentioned offering her a place here if she wants it. Right now, she just needs to recover. She suffered a lot of trauma.” 
 
    Daria glanced at Damien and then Kathy, slowly chewing her food. “Are we just not going to talk about it?” 
 
    Damien looked up, confused. “Talk about what?” 
 
    “How terribly she reacted today.” Daria pointed her fork at Kathy, who slouched down, trying to make herself unnoticeable. 
 
    Damien sighed. “I was going to do it in a less public setting.”  
 
    Daria glanced around the room, at the people gathered there. “No one is paying attention. This is private enough.” 
 
    Damien nodded, knowing he couldn’t avoid this. Daria would hound him until he said something. He glanced down at Kathy, who tried to lean into him. “Kathy, what the hell happened out there?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know, I froze.” She licked some frosting off her fork, not meeting his eyes. 
 
    “You froze? You did nothing. You stood there shaking in fear. Do you know how dangerous that is? We were down two team members because you wouldn’t move and Daria had to protect you. You could’ve gotten one of us injured.” Damien tried to keep his voice calm, but I could hear the anger at the edges. His glasses had fallen to the end of his nose, causing him to have to glance over the top of them to see her clearly. We all knew it could happen to anyone, especially a team untested in the field but Kathy had been so confident in training that we hadn't expected it to happen to her. 
 
    Kathy dropped her fork and hugged her arms. “I don’t know what more you want me to say. It was all just too much for me. There were so many of them and they just kept coming. And that hissing noise.” She shivered. I had to agree, the hissing was unnerving. 
 
    “Regardless, you didn’t do what you were supposed to do. Technically, you didn’t pass this trial. But the book doesn’t see it that way, so you get to move on. One more stunt like that and we’ll have to reconsider your position in our group.” He stood and walked away from the table. Her eyes followed him, her lip quivering.  
 
    I didn’t want to deal with another crying girl, so I stood too and walked away. I was halfway to the trash cans when I saw her, sitting in a corner by herself with a slice of cake in front of her. Someone had washed her hair so that now it fell down her back in brown waves. I could see pale blue eyes watching as I walked toward her, wary of my presence. I tried to smile but got no reaction. I pointed to the seat across from her. 
 
    “That seat taken?” When she didn’t respond, I slid into it. “I’m Joe. What’s your name?” My question sounded lame even to me, but how else could I find out who she was? 
 
    She fidgeted with the fork, looking down at the table. Her arms were so thin, I was surprised she could do anything at all. The clothes they’d found for her hung off her small frame. Had they been starving her over there? Was that why Finn had sent her to us? 
 
    I leaned back, watching her. “It’s cool if you don’t want to talk. I can talk enough for both of us.” I gestured around the room. “Cool party, right? They’re all excited because we completed our first trial. We defeated a whole nest of vampires. Can you imagine that?” For a moment, I thought I saw her roll her eyes. I leaned forward. “What? That’s not impressive?” 
 
    Her eyes rolled up to meet mine, a challenge in them. “We hunt vampires as one of our very first missions.” Her voice dripped with disdain. 
 
    I shrugged. “And? This was our first official mission.” 
 
    “And how old are you?” 
 
    I ignored her tone, happy to have her talking. “Nineteen. Why?” 
 
    “I took down my first vampire nest when I was thirteen. My younger sisters accompanied me.” 
 
    “Sisters? How many are there?” 
 
    “Five. We’re all a year apart.” 
 
    I did the math in my head, my eyes widening. “But that would make the youngest eight at the time. An eight-year-old was hunting vampires?” 
 
    She smiled, her face transforming into the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. “What else is one of our training supposed to do? How else are you supposed to learn if you don’t actually do it?” She pushed away the plate, the piece of cake untouched. Her smile slipped into a frown, taking the beauty with it. 
 
    “Be a kid, pretend fight, beat up teachers,” I said. “Certainly not hunt vampires.” 
 
    She sighed, like she was bored with the conversation. “And that is why we are better than you.” She stood, leaving me sitting there with my mouth hanging open. Jerry slid in next to me, pulling her cake to him. As he took his first bite, he looked up at my face.  
 
    “Why do you look so surprised?” 
 
    “She said they start hunting much younger than we do.” 
 
    “How young?” 
 
    “Her sister was eight when they hunted vampires together.”  
 
    Jerry choked on the cake, his face turning red. I slammed my fist on his back, trying to clear his windpipe. He got the cake swallowed, then wiped his mouth with a napkin. “Eight? That’s absurd.” 
 
    “You’re telling me. She says it makes them better than us. Do you think they are?” I wandered why Kathy had never mentioned this when she showed up. 
 
    He shook his head. “No way. Not the way Finn’s been talking about them.”  
 
    I had to agree. Finn had sent us one girl already and had attempted to send us another but failed. Any group that treated their women that badly couldn’t be better than ours.  
 
    “She’ll come around.” Jerry gave me a wink before heading off to bed. I followed, unsure what else I could do, worried that what had happened with Kathy today was only the beginning. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
   D amien stood in front of Kathy, his padded hands raised. “Hit them.” Kathy did as he requested, punching his hands over and over again. She also kicked, her leg rising high. Damien kept moving away from her, making her follow him around the mat. The rest of us stood back, watching. Daria had her arms crossed, a towel around her neck. 
 
    “This won’t take away her fear.” She walked off, heading to her room.  
 
    Jerry shook his head. “She’s not wrong. Kathy can train all she wants but until she actually fights a monster herself, this fear will always be a problem.” 
 
    I glanced at him, then back at Kathy and Damien. “Do you think he knows that?” 
 
    Jerry nodded. “Yeah, but how do you get a monster for her to confront?”  
 
    I shrugged, agreeing. The only way to test her would be our next trial. And who knew when that would be? Or what it would be. So, instead, Damien spent hours every day training her, trying to instill in her the things that we had all learned from birth. I didn't want to be the one to tell him that sometimes these things couldn't be taught. I walked away, giving them space. They hadn't really seemed the same since we’d gotten back from the mission. 
 
    Talia, the girl Finn had sent us from Scotland, stood to the side, watching our group. When she caught me looking at her, she turned away, facing a punching bag. I considered stopping to talk to her but she obviously wasn't interested. Shrugging, I walked out, deciding to take a stroll in the garden. There wasn't much to it at the moment, but Aran, Brielle's husband, had plans for it. He spent all his spare time in the garden, pruning trees and bushes. Brielle brought him books from the library on plants, then sat with him and read while he trimmed.  
 
    I strolled past a fountain near the entrance, water bubbling from it. A simple stone bench had been placed in front of it—a place to relax, I guess. I hadn't really seen anyone use it yet. I walked farther into the garden. Around me, the saplings swayed slightly. I heard footsteps ahead of me and decided to check out who it was. Rounding a larger tree, I found the girl from the vampire nest, running her hand along some bushes, her blonde hair disheveled. Damien had mentioned that she had been let out of the infirmary, but I hadn't paid much attention to where he had said she was going. Apparently, she wasn't going anywhere. I cleared my throat, not wanting to scare her. She turned, her dark eyes wide, her hand halfway to her throat. "Oh my, I'm sorry. You scared me." 
 
    I approached, my hands behind my back. I smiled at her, trying to appear as harmless as possible. "I didn't mean to frighten you. I thought I was the only one out here." 
 
    She glanced around. "I find the garden soothing." 
 
    I nodded. "I agree. It's very soothing." We stood awkwardly for a moment, neither knowing what to say. I rubbed my jaw, thinking. "Are you planning to stay with us?" 
 
    She nodded. "Not like I have anywhere else to go. My parents and brothers, well, you saw them. I don’t have any cousins or grandparents or anything. And no one would believe me if I told them what had happened. It's better if they all just think I'm dead, too." 
 
    Her words held something more in them, something I recognized all too clearly. "You don't feel like you should be dead, do you?" 
 
    Tears filled her eyes. She wiped at them with the back of her hand, then took a deep breath. "I mean, sometimes. Why was I spared? My brothers were so young. They didn't deserve to die. My parents-" Her voice caught.  
 
    "You were kept alive because of what you are." 
 
    She looked confused. "What I am?" 
 
    I blew out a breath, feeling my face redden. Obviously, no one had told her. "You're a … um … virgin, right?" She nodded. "And when the vampires held you, were you near the end of your cycle?" If my ears got any redder, they'd fall off. She nodded, unable to keep a small smile off her face at my discomfort. "Well, to vampires, that’s a delicacy. Something they would all want to sample."  
 
    She wrinkled her nose. "They were planning to drink my … um … you know?" 
 
    I nodded. "Yes, they were. And when it was over, they would have drained you." 
 
    She paled. "Like my family." Her eyes fluttered, then she looked up at me. "I don't think I thanked you all properly. I really do appreciate being saved." 
 
    I shook my head. "No need. It's our job." We started walking back toward the entrance, my hands staying firmly behind my back.  
 
    "So, did you grow up here?" she asked. 
 
    I laughed. "No, no I didn't. I was found not far from here at the age of eight. My parents probably ditched me. Here, they took me in, raised me, and trained me. I owe them everything." 
 
    "But you could leave if you wanted?" She sounded worried that they were forcing me to stay. 
 
    "Of course I could. But why would I? They're my family." She nodded like she understood, although she still looked doubtful. "Eat dinner with us tonight, you'll see." 
 
    Her eyebrows shot up. "You're sure?" 
 
    I grinned. "They'll love you." We went inside, her mood much better than it had been when I’d found her. I just hoped they proved me right tonight and helped convince her that this was the right place for her. 
 
    *** 
 
    I got to the table that night to find Damien and Jerry already there. Kathy and Daria were nowhere to be seen. I sat next to Jerry and took a bite of green beans before saying anything. "I asked that girl to eat with us tonight."  
 
    Both guys looked at me. "Which girl?" Jerry sounded worried.  
 
    "The one we saved." Jerry seemed to visibly relax. "Why? Who did you think I meant?" 
 
    "Talia." 
 
    "Why would Talia be a problem?" I had considered asking her but was so positive she would refuse that I hadn't gone through with it. "Do you think she would?" 
 
    He shook his head. "No, that's why I was worried. I thought maybe she was lying to you and going to hurt you." 
 
    I shoved him, almost sending him tumbling off the bench. "She can't hurt me. I don't even know her." Jerry and Damien exchanged a glance that made me uncomfortable, so I decided to change the subject. "Damien, how do you think Kathy is doing?" 
 
    He looked around, then leaned in. "In all honesty? I think she's not gonna cut it." 
 
    Jerry choked on his drink. "What?" 
 
    Damien sighed. "I don't think she has what it takes. She froze during that fight. We can't have that. It could get one of us killed." He rubbed both sides of his forehead, like he had a headache. "But I don't know how to tell her that." 
 
    I shrugged. "Give it time. You'll figure it out." I looked up as all three girls walked to our table, Kathy giving a disgusted look to the girl we had saved. Kathy slid in next to Damien while Daria sat next to Jerry and the new girl sat next to me.  
 
    Realizing I didn't even know her name, I held out a hand. "Name's Joe, by the way. Thanks for joining us." I pointed out everyone else, giving their names. They all smiled except for Kathy, who barely acknowledged her.  
 
    The girl grinned back. "I'm Tonya. Nice to meet you all. Thanks again for saving me." 
 
    Damien shook his head. "It was nothing. All part of the job. We're just glad you're okay." He frowned. "You are okay, right?" 
 
    She shot me a sideways glance. "I will be." I gave her a nod. Of course she would. Especially if she stuck around here.  
 
    Daria leaned around Jerry and me to look at her, her black braid almost hanging in her food. "How did they get a hold of all of you?" 
 
    Tonya blushed, the color seeping up her neck and to her face. "I met one of them at a movie when I was out with my friends. Invited him over because he seemed nice. He took my mom hostage, made my dad invite his buddies in. Then they dragged us all out." She shuddered like she could still feel their hands on her. "It was so scary and the boys were crying. My mom kept trying to comfort them." 
 
    Daria nodded. "That had to be terrifying." 
 
    No one else said anything more. Damien, thinking that maybe she was uncomfortable, decided to try lightening the mood. "I know this must be a lot to take in but, honestly, you're in the best of hands. We're used to finding stragglers. Jerry and Joe were brought to us at different stages, right guys?" We nodded. Damien smiled at me. "I remember when my dad found Joe. There was a terrible rainstorm and Mom said she heard something outside. She has killer hearing. Dad went out to check and came back in holding this kid who couldn't have weighed more than fifty pounds. Mom about had a heart attack, she was so upset by his condition. Cleaned him up, fed him, and told us we had a new sibling. He ate three bowls of pasta before passing out at one of the tables that night." 
 
    I chuckled at the memory. "I wasn't used to people being nice to me, so it took some time. But they did it." 
 
    Damien looked at Jerry. "And Jerry here was a teacher. Got injured trying to rescue a student. Was it shifters, Jerry?" 
 
    He nodded. "Yeah. They were stealing students and just happened to grab my honor roll kid. I saw them grab him. When I tracked them down, I ended up getting hurt only to be rescued by Brielle's husband." 
 
    Tonya scrunched up her nose. "Brielle. She runs the school, right?" We nodded.  
 
    Damien continued. "So, you see, we like stragglers. They boost our numbers. And they tend to be great at this." He pointed his fork at her. "You'd be surprised what you're capable of doing." 
 
    She nodded, looking down at her hands. "Yeah, I'm gathering that." 
 
    Kathy sat silently, watching the whole exchange, barely touching her food. I noticed Damien had left her out of his little story and I figured this was what had made her mad. She stood and stomped away, leaving her tray. Jerry pulled it to him, scarfing down her biscuits.  
 
    "Dude, are you hungry?" I couldn't keep the laughter out of my voice. Jerry always seemed to be eating, yet he never gained any weight.  
 
    Jerry just shrugged and continued to eat.  
 
    Damien glanced after Kathy, then turned his attention back to Tonya. "Don't mind her, she's going through something." 
 
    "Was it the fight? It was all pretty scary." 
 
    Damien nodded. "Something like that." We finished our meal quickly after that, parting ways for the night, not realizing we would be in another battle soon enough. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
   T he next morning, we were assigned our next trial. Apparently, there was a haunting that had to be taken care of and it had been decided that it would be good for our second challenge. Daria and I exchanged knowing glances. Damien had definitely mentioned Kathy's reactions in his report. Maybe they thought ghosts wouldn't be as scary as vampires? Something to help boost her confidence? No one had mentioned her taking the bond since our first trial. 
 
    Damien drove us to the house that was being haunted. It was over an hour away and by the time we got there, no one was talking to Kathy. Every time she tried to engage, we just shut down. We had to focus and all she seemed to want to talk about was how our leaders let just anyone join. We all knew she meant Tonya. She made her disdain for the girl very obvious.  
 
    Outside the house, we gathered our weapons. Ghosts were tricky. You had to convince them to go toward the light, which most didn't want to do. You could also burn whatever they were attached to but, in many cases, that was actually the house itself, which the owners wanted to keep. Salt helped but was only a deterrent. Sometimes an exorcism was necessary, but we had been informed that everyone had vacated the house. Hopefully, we wouldn't run into too much trouble.  
 
    Damien led the way, approaching the house from the front. There was no use in trying to hide from a ghost. They'd know we were there the minute we entered the house. The house looked like any other house on the street: two-story, arched roof, large front bay window, small tidy porch. It even had lace curtains in the windows. Damien tested the front door, which opened at his touch. He nodded and held it open while we stepped in and fanned out, checking the rooms. Jerry started up the stairs, with Daria on his heels. Kathy went into the kitchen, taking a look before going up the stairs as well. I headed into the living room, where I took in the TV inside the wooden entertainment center, the couch, and the coffee table before it. I turned away, and as I did, the TV flickered to life. Turning back, I watched as the static flashed. "Hey guys, down here." 
 
    Damien slipped into the room, looking at the TV. "Come on by itself?" 
 
    I nodded. "Just as I was leaving the room." 
 
    Damien set down his flashlight and looked over his shoulder. "Guess this is the room." Jerry, Daria, and Kathy walked in, looking at the TV.  
 
    "So, what's the plan?" Jerry looked at the TV, then back at Damien. No one wanted to put their backs to the TV, worried something might come out of it.  
 
    "Well, let's start with the salt." Jerry handed Damien the salt. We all huddled together as Damien poured a circle around us. We pressed our backs together, looking out at the room. "Spirit, we know you're here. We want to help you." The door to the hall slammed shut, echoing through the house.  
 
    "Well, we got its attention. Now what?" Daria sounded tense. Ghosts weren't her thing, mainly because she couldn't shoot them. 
 
    Damien cleared his throat. "Spirit, we know you’re tired. Why not go to the light?" 
 
    Glass shattered from the window, spraying us. Kathy squealed and ducked. Her foot slipped, scattering the salt at her side. Damien turned to fix it when a hiss stopped him. Looking up, we saw that Kathy's eyes were black, all the color gone from them.  
 
    "Damn." Jerry whispered the word under his breath so only I could hear it.  
 
    "Spirit, let her go." Damien tried to be forceful with his voice but it didn't seem to be working.  
 
    Daria rolled her eyes. "Enough of this." She grabbed the cross around her neck and held it out at Kathy. The she began to chant in Latin. Over her shoulder, Jerry pulled out a jar of holy water and splashed the liquid in Kathy's face. Exorcisms were hard, especially if they weren't your specialty. We all had training in how to do one, but we weren't experts.  
 
    Kathy's body began to tremble. She threw back her head and let out a scream. Then she crumpled to the floor, her head slamming into the ground. Damien bent down and lifted her face. She blinked, her eyes normal again. "What happened?" 
 
    "You were possessed."  
 
    She shuddered and briefly closed her eyes. “I couldn't see or hear anything. It was scary." He nodded, pulling her against him.  
 
    Daria kept chanting while Jerry tossed the holy water. I threw salt for good measure. The TV screen cracked, while the lighter pieces of furniture began to rise off the ground, hovering in the air. As Daria chanted faster, the items began to fly, crashing into the walls with force. Kathy ducked, crying out.                
 
    "Stop it." Her words came out panicked. Daria continued chanting, ignoring her. Kathy stood and grabbed Daria by the shirt. "I said stop it. It's going to kill us." Daria shoved her off, raising her voice. Kathy lunged for her, but Damien wrapped his arms around her, holding her in place. Daria let out a final word and everything dropped to the ground. Silence permeated the room. Damien let go of Kathy and backed away from her.  
 
    "Kathy, what the hell?" He tried to stay calm, but I could hear the anger in his voice. Damien rarely got angry, so when he did, it was serious.  
 
    She bit her lip, looking to us for help. Not finding it there, she looked at the floor. "I was trying to protect us. It was going to kill us." 
 
    "Daria was handling it. If you had broken her concentration, it could've killed her." 
 
    Kathy's lip trembled like she was going to cry. "I'm sorry. I just thought there might be another way."  
 
    Damien moved so fast that she flinched. He towered over her, his fists clenched at his sides. "Another way? What other way? Asking it didn't work. The family doesn't know what ties it to this house, so the only way to burn it would be to burn the whole house, which they specifically asked us not to do. It possessed you. This was the only way." 
 
    She nodded. "I know that now. I'm sorry." She ran from the room, her head down. Jerry's eyes followed her. Then he looked back at Damien and gave him a nod before following her out.  
 
    Daria rounded on Damien, hands on her hips. "She's out. Now." 
 
    "Daria, I know-" 
 
    "Damien, you don't get it. Either she's out or I'm out." She stomped out, leaving him to stare after her in surprise. He glanced at me, giving me a lopsided smile.  
 
    "And you?" 
 
    I sighed. "I don't think she's cut out for this. I think the longer you let her stay, the more likely it is that someone is going to die." 
 
    He rubbed his face. "But who do I replace her with? We need five members. We’ve completed two trials." 
 
    "Tonya. She did as much during our first trial as Kathy did."  
 
    Damien scoffed, trying to hide a laugh, but knowing I was right. "I'll run it past my parents."  
 
    I nodded, knowing that was the best any of us were going to get. As the leader, Damien had the final say. Now we had to hope he would make the right choice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
   T he change happened fast. By the next morning, Damien's parents had ruled that Kathy would be removed and Tonya added. Since Kathy had never been bound, it was as simple as telling her we didnt think she was a good fit. Tonya seemed wary of joining, but was reassured that part of the healing process would be to face her fears. She didn't have any training but could shoot thanks to her dad, and we could use that. Tonya didn't hesitate to sign her name to the book. She smiled while doing it, clutching the pen tightly. We all clapped her on the back afterward, excited to see what she could do. Brielle had decided that we couldn't take on another member unless they were willing to do the binding ceremony.  
 
    Training took on a new light after that. Tonya didn't have much experience, but we could work with that. The nice thing was her willingness to learn. She never backed away from any challenge, doing things that made even me nervous. She loved to take risks that I'd only ever seen Daria take before. Damien just shook his head, muttering about the two of them getting themselves killed.  
 
    After the switch, Damien had tried to maintain his relationship with Kathy, but the minute she walked back into the cafeteria, she wanted nothing to do with him. When he tried to talk to her, she snubbed him, turning her back. He brought her flowers, fresh-picked from the garden. She threw them in the trash. He wrote her notes, trying to explain the decision he had made. She tossed those, too. Finally, Daria reached out as he stood to make another attempt. "Drop it." 
 
    "Daria, I care for her. This shouldn't change anything." 
 
    "It does for her. In her eyes, you picked us over her and she’ll never forgive you for that. Forget it." She went back to her food, leaving Damien to look at her in confusion.  
 
    "I never meant to do that." 
 
    Jerry nodded. "We know. You did what was best for the group. But she thinks you care more about us than about her. I think it's time you let her go." 
 
    Damien sat back down, cupping his head in his hands. Talia walked by at that moment, glancing at him before turning away. I stood, trailing behind her. "How are you doing?" I asked her back, as she wasn't facing me.  
 
    She turned, rolling her eyes. "I’m fine. They want me to join a group, but I’m not interested in any.” 
 
    I shrugged. "So make your own." I ran a hand through my hair, giving her a reassuring smile. "I'm sure there are those among us you'd be willing to work with." 
 
    Her eyes scanned the room, a new gleam in them. "Hmm, that has some merit." She turned away, leaving me staring after her. I shook my head, then went back to our table. Jerry slapped my back as I sat down. Tonya looked to where Talia had disappeared, then back at me.  
 
    "Do you like her?" My face reddened, and I ducked it so she couldn't see. "YOU DO." She smiled. "That's why you're trying so hard?" 
 
    I nodded. "I feel bad for her. She's here all alone." 
 
    Damien shook his head. "So, what did you tell her?" 
 
    "To make a group of her own." Damien's eyebrows rose. I held up my hands. "In my defense, I wasn't really serious. But she seemed to like that idea." 
 
    Jerry snorted, standing. "Good one, dude."  
 
    Tonya looked confused. "What? What's wrong with that?" 
 
    Daria shook her head. "Talia has extensive experience. There's no one here she would willingly team up with." She thought a moment, then amended, "Unless she thought she could train them however she wanted." We left it at that, heading to bed for the evening. Our third trial loomed soon, and we wanted to be well-rested for it. 
 
    *** 
 
    Talia quickly built her group. She recruited Kathy, whom she knew from Scotland. I tried to warn her about Kathy's shortcomings, but she seemed to take that as a challenge, thinking she could better prepare Kathy than we could. I had shrugged, letting her have it her way. Kathy had been sent to us because Amora didn't think she had it in her either. If Talia thought she could train her, she was more than welcome to try.  
 
    She got three other people too, other stragglers who had joined in recent months. Newbies, those who didn't really know what they were doing. Then she trained them, using everything she had been taught. She carried a stick, similar to a cane but longer. She used it to hit them, whipping them into shape. If they made a mistake, she hit them. If they stepped out of line, she hit them. It looked and sounded like it hurt but in all honesty, I wasn't sure. We never saw bruises or anything. Not wanting to be hit definitely seemed to be a great incentive. Their reflexes all improved, even Kathy's. Damien would watch her sometimes, a longing look on his face. She continued to ignore him, throwing herself fully into training under Talia.  
 
    When they came back from their first trial, happiness lit their faces. It was one of the rare times when I saw Talia smile. She toasted them, sitting back and letting them revel in their accomplishment. She clapped Kathy on the back, proud of something she had done. Daria looked the most surprised, seeing how Kathy acted. "She actually did it. She whipped Kathy into a fighter." 
 
    Jerry glanced over at them as they continued to celebrate. "You think?" 
 
    Daria nodded. "I don't just think it. I know it." She stood and walked over to them. Then she held out her hand to Talia, shaking it before walking away. Talia's eyes met mine, giving me a curious look. I shrugged, not really sure what had just happened. I stood too, nodding to the rest before heading over to her.  
 
    "Walk with me?"  
 
    She sighed and glanced at her group. Kathy glared at me but I paid her no mind. I still supported Damien’s decision. Talia stood, bidding her team goodnight and walking out with me. I led her to the gym, then out into the garden, where we strolled in the moonlight. Crickets chirped around us, and the bubbling of the fountain was calming. "Congratulations." 
 
    She smirked. "Didn't think we'd do it, did you?" 
 
    I shook my head. "It's not that. You got Kathy, a girl we let go, to actually fight. How did you manage that?" 
 
    She shrugged. "I didn't. She was so mad at all of you, she used that anger to make herself better. To prove all of you wrong." 
 
    I laughed, the sound coming from deep in my belly. "Wow, that's amazing. I'm glad she was able to do that." 
 
    Talia glanced at me. "Are you really?" 
 
    I nodded. "I am. Kathy needed to find her place here. I just don't think it was with us. No matter how badly Damien wanted it to be." 
 
    "She’ll never forgive him. You know that, right?" Talia tried to sound casual but I knew she was serious.  
 
    I nodded. "We all know that. It's just taking him time to accept it. I think he thought she was his future and now he has to rearrange his whole world view." 
 
    "He cared that much about her?" I nodded. She grunted, like she hadn't considered that. "And what about you? Where do you see your future?" She sounded genuinely curious for once. That was a change. 
 
    I shrugged, glancing around the garden. "Here. I'd love to see my kids running around here someday. Wouldn't you?" 
 
    She smiled, probably picturing it. "Someday." Her hands were clasped in front of her stomach, almost protectively. A small wind blew her hair into her face, and she brushed it away. In the moonlight, her skin practically glowed.  
 
    "Talia, I know you’re adjusting. I know this is all new to you, different from what you're used to. I just want you to know that if you ever want to start dating again, I'm willing to be your test dummy." I blushed, feeling utterly stupid saying it. This girl didn’t know me and yet here I was, throwing myself at her. I barely knew anything about her and yet I wanted to take care of her, be with her.  
 
    She wrinkled her nose, confused. "Test dummy?" 
 
    "Yeah, you know. The guy you try out all your moves on." I grinned, hoping to make her laugh. She smirked, the best I was going to get.  
 
    "As I'm sure you're aware, my situation is complicated. I’m still technically married to Nicolas, whether I like it or not." Again, her hands clasped in front of her. "There are other things, things that may affect how you feel about me." She lowered her eyes, her lashes hiding them from me.  
 
    I reached out a hand and brushed a lock of her hair from her face. "Nothing would affect my feelings for you." 
 
    Her eyes met mine, full of determination. "Not even a child? One who isn't yours? You barely know me." 
 
    My breath caught. She was pregnant. She had just completed a trial while pregnant. I scanned her body, like I could see the baby inside her. "You're pregnant with his child?" My mind snagged on that part, ignoring the rest. 
 
    She nodded. "I just found out. Not today, I mean, but recently. I'm still processing it." She looked up at me. "Does that change how you feel?" 
 
    I shook my head. "No way."  
 
    She rolled her eyes like she didn’t believe me. "So you say. We shall see." She walked back inside, leaving me by myself.  
 
    I sat on the bench, breathing in the night air. She was pregnant. And alone in a place that she didn't know very well. I could help her, watch out for her. If she'd let me. I shook my head, deciding that was very unlikely. But she would need help with the baby, and that I could provide. I stood, resolving to show her that this didn't change anything, that I was still interested in her, baby or not. Hopefully, she'd come to care for me. If not, we could still be friends. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Once Tonya felt confident enough to take on a mission and Damien had deemed her ready, we accepted our third trial. They assigned us to take down a rogue witch, who was kidnapping and killing children in a forest outside a small town in northern Maryland. She was making stew from them, elixirs and concoctions, then selling them back to the townspeople, not telling them that what they were using were, in fact, their own children. One of the women had become suspicious and spied on the witch, in the process discovering what she was up to. But when she had taken it to the mayor, he had refused to believe her, laughing her out of his office. So she had come to us, asking for help. 
 
    A witch operating so openly was very rare in this day and age. The Salem witch trials, while ineffective at catching real witches, had shown them that it was dangerous to reveal what they could do to other people. This one had to be either very brave or very stupid. We suspected the latter but went prepared for the former. Witches were just like other people; they could be killed by a sword or gun. It was their powers you had to watch out for. Some were elemental in that they could use the elements to their advantage. Others had healing abilities. These you tended to find working as nurses or doctors. From what the woman had told us, we were dealing with an Earth elemental who was giving the children back to the Earth that she viewed they were harming.  
 
    We parked our van around the corner from her house, hidden in the woods. It was a trek from the road to her place, but it was better to sneak in on foot than to drive up and have her know we were there. We armed ourselves with guns and crossbows, and strapped blades to our vests in case we had to engage in close-quarter combat. Daria carried a short sword that glinted in the moonlight. “I hope I get to use it tonight.”  
 
    Damien shook his head at her, then turned to the woods. “Well, let’s head in.”  
 
    We moved as quietly as we could, attempting to step lightly. There was no way to avoid the leaves or branches on the ground, so we didn’t bother with that. The house, once we got to it, was not what we were expecting. Before us sat a wood cottage, with smoke escaping through the chimney. Yellow light glowed through the windows, showing that she was definitely home. A smell filled the air, of sweets and smoke. It tickled our noses, making us want to sneeze.  
 
    “Nice alarm system.” We all looked at Jerry. He shrugged. “If you sneeze, she knows you’re here.” 
 
    “Then breathe through your mouths.” Damien grit his teeth and walked toward the house. We headed around back, deciding that sneaking in was the best way to go about this.  
 
    A back sliding glass door opened easily enough. We slipped in, listening as we walked through the house. Carpet padded our steps, making it easy to slip around. A whining sound drew our attention. A door near the kitchen sat closed, the whining coming from behind it. When Daria opened the door, a boy fell out, his mouth gagged, his hands tied behind his back. When we removed the gag, his brown eyes searched our faces. “She’ll kill you. She kills everyone.” Damien took him back to the sliding glass door and let him out the back. The boy ran into the forest, hopefully knowing his way home.  
 
    When Damien got back, we headed farther into the house, stumbling upon her in what should’ve been the living room. On the far wall was a lit fireplace containing a steaming pot. The witch stood next to a long table, carving knife in hand, an apron splattered with blood tied around her torso. Her dark hair had been cut close to her head and goggles covered her eyes. Her head snapped up when we walked into the room. In the goggles, her eyes narrowed. “So you’ve come.” 
 
    Damien stepped forward, pointing a gun at her. “We have.” 
 
    “The people in that town, I take it?” 
 
    “A concerned mother.” 
 
    She sniffed, like that didn’t matter. “I knew I smelled one of them lurking around here. Should’ve hunted her down but I had other things to worry about at the time.” She went back to carving, like us being here wasn’t a threat to her. “I take it you also released the boy?” 
 
    Damien nodded. “We did.” 
 
    “Great. Now I’ll have to get another. Do you know how hard it is to get a hold of children these days?” She set down the knife and wiped her hands on the apron. “Oh, well. I guess I can use you. You all are still fairly young.” She sniffed again. “Yes, you’ll do nicely.” She raised her hands and pointed them at us.  
 
    Jerry and I shot two bolts, one into each hand. She screeched as blood oozed from the wounds and down her wrists. We charged her, Jerry sliding over the table to end up behind her, wrapping his arm around her neck to hold her in place. She managed to get a bolt out of one of her hands, then tossed a glowing ball of green energy at Daria, sending her flying across the room. Tonya dodged the second green ball and slid under the table to slice at the witch’s legs, making them buckle from underneath her. Jerry went down with her, the witch’s weight pulling him down.  
 
    Damien stood over her, knife in hand. “You won’t be killing any more kids.” He stabbed down, right in her heart. The light in her eyes died and her hands fell limp at her sides. Jerry let her go, and her body slid off his. Tonya rushed over to Daria’s side, lifting her.  
 
    Daria grumbled as she rubbed her head. “I didn’t even get to stab her.”  
 
    Tonya giggled at that, making the rest of the room laugh.  
 
    Damien cleaned the knife, then glanced around the room. “We should make sure she doesn’t have any more kids here.” 
 
    “We should also check for records. Maybe she kept track of which kids she killed. It could put the parents’ minds at ease to know what happened to them.”  
 
    Damien nodded at Tonya’s suggestion and sent her to look for an office. We searched the house, finding one little girl strapped to a bed in another room. Daria carried her through the forest to the van so that we could take her back to town.  
 
    In a back room, Tonya found records, with the names of the children and what they were used for. “Not really an office, but close enough.”  
 
    We drove back to the town, feeling relieved to have stopped the witch. We had set the house on fire when we left, knowing that no one was going to come out to bury her. It would be best for no one else to get their hands on what she had brewing in there. Damien did mention that it was rather odd that she didn’t have any enchantments protecting the house.  
 
    “Maybe she was overconfident. She did seem to think she could take on all five of us.” Tonya’s logic made sense, but I could tell it still bothered Damien.  
 
    "It felt too easy," he mumbled, too quiet for any but me to hear. I nodded my agreement but didn't know what else to say. 
 
    In the town, we took the girl to the hospital, turning her over to the staff. Then we took the ledger to the mayor, letting him handle the task of telling the families what had happened to their children. The mother who had contacted us was there, gripping her hands together. “So she’s gone? She’s dead?” 
 
    We nodded. “Yes, we took care of her,” Damien said with confidence. 
 
    “And her cottage?” This made him pause. He raised an eyebrow at her. “I’m just worried about what may be in there. You know, what potions and things she was working on.” 
 
    “We burned it.” He strode out, heading to the van. We followed him, unsure why he had reacted the way he had.  
 
    Inside the van, Tonya laid a hand on his arm. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Does it strike you as funny that she asked only about the house? She didn’t ask if we found any kids in there.” 
 
    Daria grunted. “You’re right. She asked about the contents, but not if we found any kids.” 
 
    “Some concerned parent she is.” Jerry said this in jest, but it rang true. 
 
    “What if she’s not a parent?” Tonya’s suggestion was met with silence. “What if she was a rival?” 
 
    “A rival witch?” Daria sounded skeptical. I couldn’t blame her. Finding two witches in a town would be very odd indeed. Unless they were part of the same coven, they didn’t stay together the way vampires did.  
 
    “Think about it. We did her dirty work for her. We got rid of her rival and now she’s free to make her own elixirs.” I could see Jerry being swayed. Tonya had a point. 
 
    “So is she also killing kids?” Daria leaned forward, looking concerned.  
 
    Tonya shrugged. “I don’t know. If she is, we’ll come back and take her out.” 
 
    Damien put the van into drive, then headed out of town. “I’ll let Dad know. He can have someone keep an eye on the town, just in case.” That seemed to satisfy everyone and we settled back to enjoy the drive, content in knowing that our third trial was over. 
 
    *** 
 
    They threw a party when we returned to the school, wheeling out ice cream for everyone. I grabbed two bowls, then stopped by Talia’s table on my way to the serving line. “Favorite flavor?” 
 
    At first, I thought she wouldn’t say anything at all. Kathy sat next to her, glaring darts at me. I ignored her. I wasn’t the one who had kicked her off our team and I certainly wasn’t the one she had been dating. As sweet as she was, she could really hold a grudge.  
 
    Talia sighed, giving me that small smirk I was coming to recognize. “Strawberry if they have it.” I nodded and went to the line. I got her two huge scoops of strawberry, then chose chocolate mint for myself. I went back to her table and set the bowl in front of her.  
 
    “For you, madam.” I gave her a bow and a wink before heading back to my own table. I could hear Kathy’s voice behind me, probably telling Talia how terrible I was. It didn’t matter to me. I was making progress. 
 
    I slid in next to Jerry, who had a bowl of vanilla ice cream in front of him. “Do you think they’ll ever stop celebrating the trial victories?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Who knows? It seems like they really enjoy it right now.” 
 
    Daria scoffed from Jerry’s other side. “It makes them feel good about themselves for sending us into danger. ‘Oh, here, go fight this monster and possibly die. But when you get back, we’ll throw you a party.’” She took a bite of chocolate ice cream, letting it melt in her mouth before swallowing. 
 
    Damien sat next to Tonya. They were both eating strawberry ice cream. “You did well today.” 
 
    Her cheeks reddened. “It was nothing. I did what I had trained to do.” 
 
    Daria rolled her eyes. “He means you did better than the last person in this group.” 
 
    Tonya glanced over her shoulder at Talia’s table, where Kathy now sat glaring at us. “You mean Kathy?” 
 
    Daria nodded, pointing her spoon at Tonya. “Exactly. She froze, forgot all her training, and could’ve gotten us killed. I’m glad Talia was able to whip her into shape but I’m also glad she’s no longer our responsibility.” Her eyes cut to Damien, who remained silent, his spoon frozen halfway to his mouth. There was sadness in his eyes. Daria sighed. “Yes, she’s missed by some. But not by all.” Damien gave her a nod, accepting the words as a kindness. 
 
    Tonya looked between the two, realizing what they had left unsaid. “Damien, if you still care about her, I’m sure she still cares about you. If you apologize-” 
 
    I held up my hand. “Won’t work. Talia says she is very much against us and very angry.” 
 
    “Even now?” Tonya glanced over her shoulder, then quickly turned back. “I guess so.” 
 
    “She’s glaring at us, isn’t she?” Damien didn’t even turn around to check. 
 
    Jerry nodded. “Yeah, if looks could kill, bud, you’d be dead.” 
 
    Damien sighed. “This sucks.” He dropped his spoon into his half-eaten bowl of ice cream and pushed it away from him. “I’m going to bed.” 
 
    Daria watched him leave before leaning around Jerry to look at me. “Get your girl to control her. Soon.” She left too, taking Damien’s bowl to the trash. I rubbed my face, wondering what I could possibly say to Talia to get her to convince Kathy to back off.  
 
    Tonya looked over at their table again. “Maybe I could talk to her?” 
 
    Jerry shook his head. “That would only make it worse. You replaced her. She’ll hate you more than him.” Tonya bowed her head, looking ashamed. I patted her hand, making her look up at me.  
 
    “It’s not your fault. She did it to herself. The only reason she does so well now is because she has something to prove.” I just hoped that, eventually, she would learn to forgive. Otherwise, things were going to stay awkward for a really long time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
   W e completed our last two missions within months of each other. We took out a man-eating Kelpie hiding out in a river where people liked to fish, not far from the school, and a rogue werewolf that was turning as many people during the full moon as he possibly could. When we were made full-fledged members, we had the option of continuing to live at the school or moving out. Seeing as how we were all single, staying at the school seemed the best option.  
 
    Talia’s group also quickly completed their trials, with her starting to show only right before their last trial. Brielle tried to discourage her from fighting, telling her she could complete the trials once she had the baby, but Talia refused. She wanted to be done before the baby came. She had asked that no one tell Amora’s group that she was pregnant, mentioning that if her husband knew, he’d come after her, force her to go back. At the very least, he’d take the baby from her. So, we all kept it to ourselves, not even telling Finn. Damien’s mom wasn’t 100% sure that the phones weren’t tapped anyway. So we always had to watch what was said to him.  
 
    Tonya took it upon herself to patch up the relationship between Damien and Kathy, despite our objections. She started planning romantic meetings for them, inviting them both to lunch with her and then not being there when they showed up. The first time it happened, Kathy stormed out of the garden before Damien could say anything. The second time it happened, she stood there, arms crossed, as he tried to explain why he had made the decision he did. Then she stormed off, leaving him to eat by himself. Tonya showed up shortly after and joined him, apologizing for setting him up again. Damien brushed it off. At least he had gotten to say his piece.  
 
    Tired of the fighting between the two, I asked Talia to go for a walk with me in the garden one night. She agreed, ignoring the looks Kathy gave her as I walked with her out of the cafeteria. The night was cool, with crickets chirping. The moon shone above, giving us some light to walk by. She put her hand on my arm to keep herself steady. I decided to start easy and work up to the hard stuff. “Congrats on completing your trials.” 
 
    She smiled. “They did well.” 
 
    “You led them. You trained them well.” 
 
    She shrugged. “It was nothing. They had the fighter’s spirit.” That smirk appeared on her face again. “It’s not as bad here as I first thought.” 
 
    “Do you miss it? Home, I mean.”  
 
    She frowned. “Not really. It wasn’t home for me once I married him. I miss my sisters.” She sighed, resting a hand on her growing stomach. “They would’ve doted on this baby.” 
 
    “Well, I think everyone here will dote on her too.” 
 
    Her smirk returned. “Her?” 
 
    I grinned. “I think it’s a girl.” She nodded, like she agreed with me. Then she fell silent, continuing to walk. I rubbed the back of my head, trying to think of the right words to say. “Look, Talia, I asked you out here because you need to talk to Kathy. This feud between her and Damien, it’s killing him.” 
 
    She stopped, turning to face me. “And here I thought you wanted to try to woo me again.” 
 
    I laughed. “I mean, I can do that too if you want.” I took her hands in mine, holding them tight. “Groups work together sometimes. This fight between them. It will make working with you guys almost impossible. And other groups are starting to notice. They won’t take kindly to her acting this way. It could affect you all.” 
 
    Her shoulders slumped. “I thought that given time, she would relax. She can fight now, she doesn’t scare like she used to. But her anger is still there.” 
 
    “He’s apologized and explained. What more does she want?” 
 
    Talia shook her head. “I don’t even know anymore. Every time I ask, she pushes me away.” We started walking again. I kept one of her hands in mine. She glanced at our clasped hands but didn’t pull away. That was progress. We walked on in companionable silence, no more talk of feuds and groups passing between us. I had said what I had come out here to say, and there was no need to ruin the moment. It seemed she felt the same way. I couldn’t keep the smile off my face afterward, as I was so happy that she had enjoyed her time with me. Maybe it was a sign that it could work between us, if she would let me in. 
 
    *** 
 
    The month before Talia’s baby was due, Patrick visited us. I didn’t think he’d told Damien’s parents because they seemed just as surprised as the rest of us when he strolled in with a small group of people. Glancing at them, I realized Finn wasn’t with him. Snow and Sloran noticed too, and Snow’s shoulders slumped. Sloran stepped forward to shake hands with Patrick. I heard him welcome him to our school, his voice booming over us. As he said his name, I realized this must Finn’s father-in-law. Finn hadn’t had much to say about Patrick, stating that Amora kept her husband busy on missions that took him far away. Why Patrick let her do that was beyond me but he seemed perfectly content, standing there in the middle of our cafeteria.  
 
    Patrick’s eyes scanned the room and I worried for a moment that he was there for Talia, to drag her back to Scotland kicking and screaming. He paused when he saw her but only for a minute before continuing to look around. “I love what you’ve done with the place. It’s very cheery. Like a home.”  
 
    Snow thanked him, giving him her best smile. She took his arm and offered him a tour of the school. I guess it was a lot different from when he’d last been here.  
 
    As they left, Talia stood, clutching her stomach. She rushed out of the room, leaving her team to stare after her in surprise. I stood too, knowing she was thinking of hiding. If she stayed out of sight while he was here, he couldn’t force her back to Scotland. Leaving my tray, I ran after her, grabbing her arm just outside the cafeteria doors. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I’m going to my room. I’ll stay there.” 
 
    “And if he stays for weeks on end? You’re close to your due date. You can’t have the baby in your room.”  
 
    She turned to me, tears in her eyes. “And what am I supposed to do? Let him see me and demand that I go back? Or let him stay and take my baby once she arrives?” 
 
    I grabbed her shoulders, pulling her closer. “I would never let that happen. Tell him you love me. Even if you don’t love me, tell him that you do. Beg for release. Claim the child is mine.” 
 
    Her blue eyes searched mine, tears streaking her cheeks. “Are you sure you want to claim this child?” 
 
    I nodded. “I was planning on offering anyway. Even if you wouldn’t have me, I would help with the child. Let me help you now. I ask for nothing in return.” 
 
    She sighed, wiping away her tears with the back of her hand. “Okay.”  
 
    A rumbling voice behind us drew our attention. “Ah, Talia. Just the person I wanted to speak with.” Patrick stepped closer, hands behind his back. Snow and Sloran flanked him, their dark heads a contrast to his lighter brown hair. His tanned face held a smile and his blue eyes twinkled. Meanwhile, Snow and Sloran both looked worried. Snow was even paler than normal, biting at her red lips.  
 
    Talia turned to face Patrick, her hands resting protectively on her stomach. “Sir, I’m so happy to see you.” She curtseyed, something I had never seen anyone do before. He rushed forward, pulling her up. 
 
    “Now, none of that nonsense. My wife isn’t here and you know I hate that stuff.” He smiled at her, making her visibly relax. 
 
    “Why are you here?” she asked. 
 
    “To check on you and Kathy. Kathy’s six months are more than up but it seems we won’t be getting her back since she found her place here.” His eyes swept over Talia, the smile never leaving her face. “It seems you have, too.” 
 
    Talia raised her head, holding her chin high. “I have. I lead my own team. I have found companionship and love here.” Her hand reached back to clasp mine, pulling me forward. “I would like to ask to have my marriage to Nicolas dissolved. That way, he can marry whomever he likes.” 
 
    Patrick’s eyes dropped briefly to her stomach, then rose back up to her eyes. “Are you sure? The child, is it his?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. It’s Joe’s. Joe was kind to me when I first got here and I wasn’t used to kindness. It was refreshing. I’m afraid we weren’t very careful.” Behind Patrick, Snow nodded, her eyes on me. A small smile played at the corner of her lips. She knew what we were doing. She also knew it would work. 
 
    Patrick tugged on his shirt before placing his hands behind his back. “I see. I’m so glad the two of you have each other. Children are such a handful. Some people don’t need to have them to begin with.” He winked at Talia, making her blush. He looked at me for a long moment before saying, “Young man, a word?” I nodded, squeezing Talia’s hand before joining him. He threw an arm over my shoulder and walked me away from everyone, bowing his head low to mine. “A word to the wise. Never mention that the child isn’t yours, not even in private. Kids overhear things you wouldn’t believe. Never treat it differently. And love it, for the biological father wouldn’t have. I’m giving you this gift because I know she and the child are safer here than back there with him. Don’t squander it.” He slapped me on the back without waiting for a response, then turned back to Snow and Sloran. “Let’s have wine.” They both nodded in relief, taking him to Brielle’s office, leaving us standing in the hall in shock. 
 
    Talia looked up at me, her eyes huge. “What did he say to you?” 
 
    “He told me not to squander this gift.” 
 
    “He knows?”  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “And he’s not making me go back.” She said these words in wonder, like she didn’t believe they were true. I took her hand, squeezing it again.  
 
    “He understands. At least it seems that he does.” 
 
    She frowned. “Amora sent him here for a reason.” She looked back at me. “What about the people he came with? What if they say something?” 
 
    I cupped her face in my hands. “I think he has that covered. Let’s not worry about things beyond our control.” She nodded, letting me lead her away. At least for now we had a reprieve. Maybe she would relax and let herself fit in here. I could only hope that would happen. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
   A  month later, Talia gave birth to a little girl, whom we named Tara. She looked like Talia, with the same nose and mouth, her eyes a bright blue. “Those may change,” Talia mentioned as I gazed at her.  
 
    “She’s gorgeous.” I kissed the top of her fuzzy little head, inhaling her baby scent. So sweet, not something I had ever smelled before.  
 
    Talia watched me, her eyes filling with tears. “You’re really serious, aren’t you?” 
 
    I glanced at her, confused. “Serious?” 
 
    “About us. About being there for me and Tara. That wasn’t just talk?” She had been more receptive since Patrick had left, taking his entourage with him. Apparently, everyone he had brought was loyal to him and would say what he told them to say. He had mailed divorce paperwork to Snow, asking for Talia to sign it so that they could dissolve the marriage between her and Nicolas. We assumed that Nicolas figured he would have an easier time finding a wife still in Scotland. And because he had already married once, even though it had ended in divorce, the magic stayed with him.  
 
    I smiled at Talia, resting a hand on the baby’s head. “It wasn’t all talk. I was very serious when I said I wanted to be there for you guys.” 
 
    She smiled back at me, a genuine smile that made her so beautiful, and my heart almost stopped. “Thank you.” I knew then that if we did have a relationship, it would never be one in which she would give herself to me fully. She had been too hurt for that. But I was willing to be patient and give her time. There was no rush.  
 
    I gave Tara my last name, signing my name to her birth certificate. Now she was truly mine, in name as well. I started house hunting, looking for something close by so that we could commute to the school if needed. That way, Talia could have privacy with the baby and we could build our relationship. I offered to marry her as an extra layer of protection, just in case Nicolas decided to show up to check on her. She had agreed and we had a small ceremony in the chapel at the hospital, with Damien and Daria as witnesses. Talia had considered asking Kathy, but she knew that with Damien being there, that might not be a good idea.  
 
    Talia had attempted to talk to Kathy about her issues with Damien, but Kathy had brushed her off, stating she was fine and that there were no issues. But every time she saw him, she turned up her nose at him. She had been the nicest girl when she had first gotten here but now I could see that she could hold a grudge when she really wanted to. Damien still made overtures, asking her to dinner with him, offering to take her on walks. Every time, she just rolled her eyes and walked away.  
 
    He turned to Tonya for help, seeing as how she was a girl and an outsider like Kathy. Tonya tried, she really did, to come up with things he could do to gain Kathy’s approval, but we all knew what Kathy really wanted. Talia put it together before I did but once she mentioned it to me, it made a lot of sense. Kathy wanted back in our group. She wanted Damien to kick Tonya out for her. And Damien would never do that. Unbonding was severely painful for everyone involved. Damien would never put two groups through that.  
 
    I found the perfect house for us a month after bringing Tara home from the hospital. It had a white picket fence, blue shutters, and a blue door, which Talia loved. A little garden out front produced some of the sweetest smelling flowers. It was a little three-bedroom place, but it was perfect for the three of us. We got settled in as quickly as possible, establishing a routine. I went to the school every day to train and work with my team. Talia said she would do the same once Tara was older. This left Kathy in charge of her group—something we were all worried about.  
 
    Then the order came. We had to go handle that other witch, the one who we suspected had called us on her rival. She had taken over where the first witch had left off, although she was more cunning about it. She didn’t target children. She went after the homeless or prostitutes, those she believed no one would miss. It had taken a while for our contact in the town to piece it together, but one too many people had gone missing for it to not be noticed.  
 
    Brielle tasked two groups with handling it, knowing this witch would be more prepared than the last. When she told us that Talia’s group would be working with us, Daria actually groaned. Brielle narrowed her brown eyes at Daria, her lips tightening into a thin line. “Is that going to be a problem?” 
 
    Daria visibly straightened. She wasn’t scared of much, but Brielle was one of those things she was scared of. “No, ma’am.”  
 
    Brielle nodded, excusing us. 
 
    In the library, we sat huddled around a table. Damien held his head in his hands. “This is all my fault, guys. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Jerry had his glasses off and was playing with them. “She’ll make the mission difficult but she knows what she has to do.”  
 
    “We’ll still be down a member.” Tonya gave me an apologetic look as she said it.  
 
    I shook my head. “No, we won’t. Talia won’t let them go out into the field without her.” That seemed to relieve everyone. At least Kathy wouldn’t be in charge during the actual mission.  
 
    I went home that night to tell Talia. She was sitting in a wooden rocking chair, feeding Tara, dressed in a silky blue bathrobe, her hair falling around her shoulders. She looked so peaceful and happy. I hated to be the one to break it to her, but I had to. “We got tasked with a mission.” As I told her about the first witch and our suspicions, she nodded, not seeming to be concerned. Then I dropped the bomb. “Your team is going too.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at me. “They are?” I nodded. She sighed, looking down at the baby. “Well, I’ll be there as well then. I’ll get someone to watch Tara.” 
 
    “I bet Brielle would do it if you asked her.” 
 
    She gave me a surprised look. “You think?” 
 
    “I know she would.” Brielle was always trying to make everything as easy on us as possible. Watching a baby so that Talia could lead her team wouldn’t faze her at all.  
 
    Talia came to the school the next day to talk strategy and ask Brielle to watch Tara. Brielle agreed immediately, happy to be able to help. The strategy meeting didn’t go as well as hoped. Kathy was combative, not liking any of our suggestions on how to handle the witch. She had rebuilt the house on the land that the other witch had occupied, probably cooking her potions there just like the first witch. As we explained the original setup of the old house, with Daria drawing a map for good measure, Kathy kept rolling her eyes and sighing. Damien could take only so much before he finally looked at her and asked, “What? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “You’re acting like you’ve been in that house. It’s new, and it probably doesn’t look anything like the old one. You’re making assumptions.” Damien’s face reddened, knowing she right. “I think we should spend a night scouting, maybe send someone inside to get the lay of the land.” 
 
    Damien shook his head. “Too risky. If they get caught, the element of surprise is blown. This witch is way craftier than the last one.” 
 
    “So you say. Just because she outsmarted you doesn’t mean she would everyone else.” The words stung and Damien couldn't hide the hurt look that flashed across his face. 
 
    Talia laid a hand on Kathy’s arm, her eyes piercing. “Kathy, let me handle this, okay?”  
 
    Kathy snorted, the most disrespectful I’d ever seen her be.  
 
    Talia’s eyes narrowed. “Do we have a problem?” 
 
    Kathy folded her arms over her chest and lowered her eyes to Talia’s stomach before looking back up at her face. “Just that I think your judgment is probably a little impaired considering the circumstances.” 
 
    Talia leaned forward. The library was suddenly beginning to feel very small. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Kathy waved a hand in the air. “Just that you’re cavorting with the enemy.” 
 
    Tonya looked between Kathy and Talia, then rested a hand on each of their arms. “We aren’t enemies. And we aren’t competing against each other. We’re all on the same team. We need to work together.”  
 
    Kathy yanked her arm away from Tonya, glaring at her. Talia nodded. “Tonya’s right. The only way we win is to work together. Personal feelings don’t belong on the strategy table.” She spent the next hour with Damien, hashing out a viable plan. Tonya, Jerry, and I, along with Talia’s other teammates, tossed in suggestions where they were needed. Daria sat silently, watching Kathy. Kathy glared back, not hiding her disdain. It made for an uncomfortable session.  
 
    Damien called it quits late in the evening. “We should all rest up tomorrow. We head out tomorrow night.” Talia stood, shaking his hand before leading her team away. I could tell she wanted to get back to Tara more than anything, but she stayed with her team to prove to Kathy that the team was important, too. Damien stood to leave but Daria stopped him, resting her hand on his arm.  
 
    “Kathy’s going to be a problem.” 
 
    He sighed, looking to where they had just walked out. “I know. And I don’t know what to do about it.” 
 
    “Tell Talia that Kathy can’t come. I fear if she does, she’ll sabotage the mission.” 
 
    Damien shook his head. “I can’t tell another team leader what to do with her people.” He left it at that, walking out the door. Daria waited until he was gone before turning to the rest of us.  
 
    “We can’t let Kathy mess this up. I’ll keep an eye on her.” 
 
    Jerry nodded. “Agreed. She may try to overthrow Talia if we aren’t careful. And doing that in the middle of the mission could be dangerous.” 
 
    Tonya nibbled at her bottom lip, looking nervous. “Would she really do that? Try to overthrow Talia?” 
 
    I nodded. “She’s already being disrespectful. Kathy was never like that toward Damien. Something’s changed.” 
 
    Daria snorted. “She’s gotten too big for her britches.” We chuckled at that, agreeing to keep an eye on her. I decided I best warn Talia, as it was her teammate we were worried about.  
 
    I found her in her old room, the one where she had stayed when she first arrived. She was sitting on the bed, rocking Tara to sleep. Talia smiled when I stepped in, her whole face glowing with happiness. “Brielle said I could sleep in here with her tonight.” 
 
     I nodded, realizing that going back to the house just to come back here again would be pointless. The bed was a twin, so not really big enough to fit all three of us. “I’ll sleep on the floor.” Most rooms had two twin beds, but Talia had removed the second one when she moved in, asking for privacy. Brielle had agreed, knowing that the abuse she had suffered would take time to heal. I ran my hand through my hair, trying to frame the words right before I said them. “Talia, we’re worried about Kathy. The way she acted today, it’s troubling us.” 
 
    Talia nodded. “I know. It’s troubling me too. She’s never been disrespectful before. She’s always listened to me. Maybe I was gone too long.” She looked down at Tara sleeping in her arms, her wispy eyelashes fluttering with her breathing. “I should’ve come back sooner, at least popped in to check on them. She’s angry at me now too.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t think it’s the time you’ve been away that’s made her angry. I think it’s the fact that you have what she doesn’t. You have what she should’ve had with Damien. And now she’s jealous. I think she’s going to try to take over your group to take something from you.” 
 
    Talia snorted. “She can try. The others have already warned me that she’s been talking behind my back. Don’t worry, none of them would follow her. They know I helped make her what she is.” I nodded, bending over to kiss her on the forehead before stretching out on the floor to rest. It was going to be a long night but we needed the sleep if we were going to be in top shape tomorrow. Who knew what that witch would throw at us? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
   D amien drove the van, Daria sitting up front with him while the rest of us rode in the back. Daria had protested at first, wanting to sit in the back to keep an eye on Kathy, but Damien had insisted. I think he assumed Daria would start something if left with Kathy for a long period of time. That left Tonya, Jerry, and me in the back. Kathy glared at Tonya, and ignored Jerry and me. I couldn’t say I minded, as I was sure she didn’t have anything nice to say to either one of us.  
 
    Talia sat next to Kathy, her black uniform matching everyone else’s. It was a little snug in the middle, but she had made it work, pulling the vest as tight as she could. She tried to draw Kathy into conversation, but Kathy ignored her, continuing to glare at Tonya. The look was getting unnerving, and Tonya kept closing her eyes, hoping Kathy would eventually look away. Talia finally gave up, shaking her head at me before turning her attention to the front, to watch where we were going.  
 
    Damien parked the van where he had the last time, away from the house by the woods. We walked to the house and stopped for a moment to take in the sight. The witch had rebuilt it so that it was almost exactly the same as the one we had burned down. Sighing, we stomped forward, sure she knew we were here by now. Damien moved into the clearing only to have a vine reach out, wrap around his leg, and yank him off his feet. More vines snaked out, reaching for the rest of us. Pulling out daggers and swords, we hacked away at them. Daria moved up to Damien and cut the vine off his leg. He jumped to his feet, brushing himself off.  
 
    The witch stepped out onto the porch, her dark hair framing her face. “So, you’ve come back.” 
 
    Damien took another step, scanning the group for more vines. “You rebuilt.” 
 
    She cracked a smile. “Yes, I did. I liked the setup she had here, decided to copy it.” She raised her arms toward the forest. “Although, I made some improvements.” She brought her arms down with a snap. More vines shot out, wrapping themselves around us. Only Daria and Talia managed to evade them, running around us and slashing at the vines.  
 
    The minute his arm was free, Jerry pulled up his crossbow and fired, sending a bolt at the witch. She dodged it, stepping aside to let it sail past her. “You’ll find I’m not as easy to kill as my rival. You see, she had enchantments surrounding the house. I removed them when I came here to spy on her. I made it easy for you to get in and kill her.” 
 
    “All so you could go on doing what she was doing?” Damien dodged another vine, glaring up at her.  
 
    “I don’t kill children. I take people whom no one is going to miss anyway.” 
 
    “If that were true, we wouldn’t be here.” Another vine wrapped around Damien’s leg, pulling him off his feet again. He cut it, scrambling to stand.  
 
    “I can do this all day. You’ll never make it to my porch.” She cackled, the sound giving me goose bumps.  
 
    We exchanged looks, then nodded. As one, the whole group charged, screaming and raising our weapons. Jerry fired another bolt at her, hitting her in the shoulder. She tried to send vines at us, but we jumped over them, realizing that they moved with the movement of her hands. Jerry fired another bolt, this one swiping her on the cheek as it sailed past. The witch snarled and blasted at us with her magic, the vines forgotten. Daria and Kathy got tossed back to the vines, which quickly wrapped around them. Jerry and two of Talia’s people turned back to free them while the rest of us continued forward.  
 
    Damien and Talia reached her first, both striking at her with their swords at the same time. The witch pushed them back with her magic, sending them flying. That left me and the only guy on Talia’s team. We charged together, raising our daggers over our heads. The witch pushed us back, sending him right into a tree and me farther into the forest. A vine wrapped around my leg, squeezing it tightly. I tried to cut it but it held, not letting go. I crawled forward, back to the clearing where the vine was still attached to the ground. Damien stood before the witch, leaves and twigs stuck in his hair and to his clothing, his breathing coming out in gasps.  
 
    “I can keep this up forever,” the witch said. “Give up now and I’ll release you. Otherwise, you won’t like the consequences.” 
 
    Damien shook his head, raising his sword once more. “Never.” 
 
    Before he could move, she clenched her fist. A jolt of something went through the vines. Those of us still tied up felt it, felt the vines squeezing tighter. Jerry had Daria free and was working on Kathy, who was screaming that she couldn’t breathe. It was then that I realized that Tonya was nowhere to be seen. I looked around, trying to see where she had gone, when a shadow from behind the witch caught my attention. Tonya was behind her, a dagger gleaming in her hand. Somehow she had snuck up while the witch was distracted. That was why Damien kept charging the witch. To keep her attention on him. Jerry and Daria almost had Kathy free, sawing away as fast as they could. No one had realized that a vine was wrapped around my leg. I turned, slamming my sword against the vine. It didn’t budge, the blade barely making a dent.  
 
    Talia and Damien charged again, giving Tonya time to move into position. Jerry cut through the last of Kathy’s vines, then yelled to Tonya, “Now.”  
 
    Tonya jumped on the witch’s back and stabbed her in the heart from behind. The witch screamed, then curled her hands in one last blast of power. She fell backward, taking Tonya with her. The power shot through the vines. One moment I was hacking away, the next I was flat on my back having passed out from the pain of whatever she had done. Talia’s face came into view, her eyes worried.  
 
    “Joe.” She tried to smile at me but it didn’t stick. Something was definitely wrong but she didn’t want to tell me. I looked down at my leg but couldn’t see anything.  
 
    “What happened?” The words sounded like they came from far away, like someone else was asking them instead of me.  
 
    “Your leg. When she died.” A sob caught in her throat. Damien and Jerry stood behind her, both resting a hand on each of her shoulders.  
 
    “How bad is it?” I looked up at Damien, knowing he could tell me if she didn’t.  
 
    “Pretty bad, man. That last blast of power, she super squeezed the vines. They were wrapped around your leg in three different places. They aren’t anymore because they squeezed right through the leg.” As he said the words, the pain hit me, a burning fire in my leg. I screamed, trying to touch it, to make it stop. Talia held me down. 
 
    “Let Daria finish.”  
 
    I tried to look again. “Finish? Finish what? What is she doing?” 
 
    “Saving as much of your leg as I can.” Daria’s voice sounded strained and I knew that what she was doing had to be difficult, if not impossible. From the sounds of it, my leg was in three separate pieces. “OK, that’s the best I can do out here. We need to get him to the van and back to the school.” Jerry and Damien nodded, moving to lift me.  
 
    From behind me, I heard a cough, like someone struggling to breathe. “My chest hurts.” Kathy’s voice floated to me in my pain. I looked over at Talia.  
 
    “They got the vines off of everyone else, right?” 
 
    Talia nodded. “She’s just being dramatic.” 
 
    “Dramatic? I almost died.” Kathy charged up next to Talia, nearly shoving her. “And what did you do? Leave me there.” 
 
    Talia gave her a sideways look. “I sent people to get you out. I had to help Damien create a distraction so Tonya could get close enough to the witch to strike. That was what we had decided to do in our strategy meeting.” Talia lowered her voice. “You would know that if you had bothered to pay attention.” 
 
    Kathy rubbed her chest, glaring at Talia. “Well, I still hurt.”               
 
    Talia pointed at me, supported between Jerry and Damien. “More than him?”  
 
    Kathy snapped her mouth shut, refusing to look at me. Tonya approached her, trying to offer her comfort, but Kathy shoved her way, stomping ahead of us. Talia rolled her eyes but stuck by my side, her hand resting on my shoulder as we moved toward the van.  
 
    They loaded me in the back first, then laid me on the floor of the van. The others sat around me, careful about where they put their feet. Jerry sat up with Damien while Talia sat by my head, her hand on my shoulder. She kept telling me it would be all right but I knew deep down it would never be the same again. I would never be the same again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
   I t took me three days to get up the courage to look at my leg. Well, to look at what was left of my leg. And there wasn’t much left beyond the knee. That vine had taken it all, leaving me crippled. The team came to visit me, bringing me goodies to eat and news. Talia told Kathy off, something everyone loved to see. Told her that if she didn’t like being a part of her group, she was more than welcome to leave. Having heard how painful an unbonding could be, Kathy had backed off..  
 
    Damien came to ask me something he didn’t want anyone else to know yet. He had started to develop feelings for Tonya and wanted to know what I thought. I told him to take it slow, really get to know her before he jumped into anything. I didn’t mention that had been his mistake with Kathy, but he knew and agreed with me. No one mentioned what would happen to our team. That didn’t seem to be something anyone wanted to talk about.  
 
    Brielle brought me a prosthetic leg, showing me how to use it and encouraging me to try physical therapy. We didn’t have a regular doctor on hand but one from town had offered to come out a couple of days a week to work with me. He knew we did something up here, but he didn’t know what it was—and he never asked questions when we brought him the injured who were beyond our ability to repair. I agreed, hoping to be back in fighting shape soon. My team needed me.  
 
    What I hadn’t realized was how much not having my leg was going to slow me down. The recovery process was intense. The skin around the wound took forever to heal, an infection making it take longer than normal. And relearning to walk wasn’t a piece of cake, either. At first, pain shot through my leg every time I used it. It left me sweating and gasping, hanging onto the bars the doctor had brought to help me walk. It felt like I wasn’t making any progress, no matter how hard I tried. That was when the depression set in.  
 
    I would sit in my living room, watching Tara learn to walk, and cringe. My child could walk better than I could. How could I chase her around and play games with her like this? I didn’t feel I could be a good father this way and it tore me apart. Talia tried to help, tried to make me see that I was still the same man, but I pushed her away. The woman I had pursued for so long, I pushed away. I watched as my words inflicted hurt in her eyes and I watched as she turned away. I told myself there was no way she loved me like I was now.  
 
    I took up drinking, using crutches to get places, using the prosthetic only to drive the van to one of the bars in town. I’d sit at the barstool, crutches propped up next to me, and down as many drinks as I could. I’d stumble out to the van, and most of the time fall asleep in the back. If I did attempt to drive home, I never made it very far. That was one thing I couldn’t do. Driving drunk scared the shit out of me. I hated myself, but not enough to die. When I’d stumble home in the morning, Talia would sigh, make me food, and leave me there to go to the school for the day. Now that Tara was older, Talia was working with her team more, taking on missions as often as she could. But she always took Tara with her, never leaving her with me.  
 
    Late one night, as I sat at the bar, a pint in front of me, Jerry slid into the seat next to mine and signaled to the bartender to bring him a pint as well. He looked at me and shook his head. “Talia said you were here but I had to see it for myself. What are you doing, Joe?” 
 
    “Making myself feel better, what does it look like?” My words were slurred already. I’d been here for a while now, on my third pint of beer.  
 
    Jerry sighed. “And this does that? Drinking makes you feel better? I thought maybe your daughter would make you feel better. Maybe her giggles as you chased her? Or your wife, for that matter. Anything but alcohol.” 
 
    I snorted. “I can’t chase Tara. Or make Talia laugh. The man I used to be is gone. All that’s left is a shell.” I took a swig of the beer, wincing at the taste. It wasn’t my favorite but it was the cheapest.  
 
    Jerry wrapped his hands around his glass, not taking a sip. “Well, that shell is someone too. I don’t know if I ever told you this but I had a drinking problem in college. It’s all I did for the first two years. Almost failed out completely. One teacher noticed and pulled me aside, offered to take me to AA meetings, stand by me while I got better. I thought he was full of it but when I had my wake-up moment, he was the first person I went to. I got sober and my life got better. Yours can too.” He stood, pushing away the beer, and left the money for it on the bar. “Let me know when you want to get better, Joe.” He walked out, leaving me feeling guilty. Jerry never talked much about his past. I had no clue he was a recovering alcoholic. I shook my head. Good for him. He had something that had saved him. But I wasn’t him and I couldn’t do what he did. 
 
    Tonya and Damien got married in a small ceremony six months after my injury. Damien asked Jerry and me to stand up with him. At first, I refused. Why would he want a cripple up there? But he begged and told me I could wear the leg and no one would know any different. He said he wanted his best friends beside him. I finally relented, knowing that Talia would stare at me in disgust if I refused. Those looks were becoming more frequent—looks that told me she pitied me or was disgusted by me. I rarely got that beautiful smile anymore.  
 
    After the ceremony, there was a small reception. We sat around a large table, eating and talking. Alcohol flowed freely and I drank my weight in it. The pain wasn’t so bad when I was drunk, that’s what I kept telling myself. Talia watched me, worry on her face. I kept trying to smile at her, but she never returned it. She finally stood and moved away from me to sit by Daria, her back to me. I slumped over, upset at myself but not knowing what I could do to fix it. So, I drank more. At least I felt better about things with alcohol in my system.  
 
    When the waiters came around with more drinks, mine refused to give me more alcohol. I yelled at him, demanding that he serve me. Jerry tried to step between us, telling me I’d had enough to drink. I punched him, right in his jaw, knocking him out. Talia stood, anger in her eyes. She marched over to me, grabbed my arm, and pulled it back. “How dare you. How dare you hit your friend. Over a drink?” 
 
    I looked at her, anger seeping out of every pore, then looked down at Jerry on the floor, passed out, and up to the waiter, who looked petrified of me. Then I looked back at my friends, who were all watching me in shock. I shook my head, pulled my arm from Talia, and ran for the door, slipping and falling on my butt before I got there. Talia walked up behind me and pulled me to my feet. “I’m taking you home. Let’s go.” I followed her out, my head down like a chastised child. I wanted to apologize but didn’t know what words to say to make everything right.  
 
    In the van, Talia turned to me, tears running down her cheeks. “Joe, you need to stop this. I’ve tried to be understanding, to give you space, to let you get used to your new normal, but you aren’t doing any of that. You don’t do what the doctor tells you to do, you don’t do what anyone tells you to do. You drink and you sleep, that’s it. I can’t leave Tara with you because I can’t trust you to watch her.” She took a deep breath, trying to calm herself. “I can’t do this anymore. I was married once to an evil man. I won’t stay married to an idiot, either. This isn’t you. But if you don’t fix yourself soon, I won’t be around to help you any longer.”  
 
    Her words penetrated the fog in my brain. “You’d leave me?” 
 
    “For Tara’s sake, yes.” Then she drove me home, leaving it at that.  
 
    I woke up the next morning to find her and Tara gone, probably already at the school. Her words from the night before rang in my ears but I knew I was too far gone. Nothing she could say would make me better. I was broken and that was the end of it. I didn’t believe that she would actually leave me. She loved me, had said so on many occasions. She would get over it and we would continue as we were. I tried to hide the drinking better. I didn’t go out as often, instead staying home to drink. But that seemed to bother her more. She didn’t want that around Tara, I could see it in her eyes.  
 
    The final straw for her was when I got drunk during Tara’s one-year birthday party and went on a rant. I don’t even remember what the rant was about, just that it upset Talia so much that she packed up all her and Tara’s stuff and went back to the school, leaving me by myself. After she left, Jerry sat with me, drinking coffee at the table while I had another beer. “Maybe that’s enough, man.” 
 
    I glared at him. “What do you know?” 
 
    He sighed. “I know your life is falling apart. I know your wife just walked out and probably isn’t coming back. I know you’re alone.” He glanced around, then back at me. “Is that what you really wanted? To be alone?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No.”  
 
    He stood, gathering his things. “Well, you are. I hope you come to your senses soon before you lose them altogether.” I didn’t know what he was talking about, so I just looked up at him in confusion. He left, leaving me alone to think about what he said. I didn’t know who “them” was, but I couldn’t shake the feeling of the importance of his words. Talia wouldn't take Tara from me, I was sure of it. I went to sleep that night troubled, tossing and turning. It was when I woke up alone the next morning that I knew what he was talking about. And my stomach dropped when I realized what a huge mistake I had made. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
   W hen I hobbled out of my bedroom that next morning, Damien was sitting at my kitchen table, a plate of food sitting in my normal seat. I sat down, unable to look at him, shame rolling off me in waves. I had failed him, I had failed Talia, and I had failed Tara. I had become someone even I didn’t recognize. He let me eat in silence, just sitting there looking at his hands, his gold wedding band glinting in the light of the kitchen. It was a small kitchen, but Talia had loved it, had decorated it until her heart was content. The brown laminate countertops held not a speck of dust. She had sanded and refinished the cupboards so that they looked newer than before, with tarnished handles on them. The white table and chairs that sat near the far wall were cozy. It felt like a home someone had loved. A home I had destroyed.  
 
    When I couldn’t stand his silence any longer, I put my head in my hands. “I messed up big time, man.” 
 
    “You did.” Damien didn’t mince words. He didn’t try to make me feel better. The time for pity was over.  
 
    “I’m not going to get her back, am I?” 
 
    He sighed, finally looking up at me. I saw sadness and worry in his blue eyes. “She’s asked for a transfer.” 
 
    I gulped. “Where to?” 
 
    “California.”  
 
    The wind left my lungs in one fell swoop. California was so far away. I would never see her again. “And she’s sure she wants to go?” 
 
    Damien nodded. “She asked her group to go with her. They all agreed.” 
 
    “So that’s it. It’s over. I messed it all up.” 
 
    Damien put a hand on my arm. “You still have a daughter who needs you. You can at least be a good father, if nothing else.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Talia would never let me near Tara now.” 
 
    He held up a finger. “She has already stated that if you clean yourself up, you will be allowed to be a part of Tara’s life. But you have to fix yourself first.” 
 
    My head fell into my hands. She was letting me still be a dad. She wasn’t going to take Tara away from me entirely. I had lost the love of my life but that didn’t mean I had to lose everything. I raised my head, feeling determination for the first time. “What do I have to do?” 
 
    “No more alcohol, at all. Jerry is going to start taking you to meetings. He’s also moving in here, to help you out. And you do all your physical therapy.” Damien sat up straighter, like he was giving orders. I nodded, understanding that Talia wouldn’t budge on any of these things.  
 
    “I think I can do that.” 
 
    He looked me hard in the eyes. “You better be able to do it, Joe. That little girl needs you.” He left shortly after, hugging me before he went. Damien was the tough leader, but we had been kids together. He saw me as another brother and he really wanted me to succeed. I just prayed that I could do what he thought I could.  
 
    *** 
 
    I hit physical therapy with a vengeance, pushing myself harder than I ever had before, going to every appointment, doing every exercise. The doctor was shocked at my progress, encouraging me to try more and more things. I wore the leg every chance I got, leaving the crutches in the bedroom of my house. I knew deep down that I could’ve abandoned them long ago, but I had kept using them out of fear and anger. I turned that anger into something I could use, pushing myself as much as I could.  
 
    Jerry took me to AA meetings every week, sometimes twice a week when I was feeling my lowest. The first several times I just sat there, unsure what to say about myself. My job wasn’t a normal one that I could just talk about. I didn’t know how I would explain that the loss of my leg felt like the loss of everything I had ever dreamed of. Then Jerry stood one day, clearing his throat and pulling down his shirt. He pushed his glasses back up his long nose, taking in the room with a glance. “My name is Jerry and I’m an alcoholic.” For the next ten minutes, he talked about his drinking, how it had almost ruined his college career and how, after a terrible accident, he had almost fallen back into the bottle until a group of friends offered him a lifeline he didn’t know he needed. Lifeline. That was what he called us. We had saved him and didn’t even know it. His courage gave me courage. 
 
    I stood, hands behind my back. “My name is Joe and I’m an alcoholic.” I coughed, nervous to be speaking in front of people who weren’t my friends. “I wasn’t always an alcoholic. I rarely touched the stuff. Then I was hurt, I lost my leg, and I felt my whole life slipping away. Everything I wanted to be or do, gone. I thought my wife didn’t love me the way she had, because I was different. What I didn’t realize was that she still loved me, just not what I was doing to myself. And in the end, she couldn’t stay. I did that. I pushed her away.” I took a breath, blinking away tears. “But there’s one other person who needs me. My daughter. And I’ll do anything to see her, spend time with her, and be the dad she needs. They’re moving, and while that hurts, if I stay on the road to recovery, I won’t lose her. For her, I’ll do anything asked of me.” I sat and Jerry slapped my back. It felt good to finally say it, to have the words out. Tara was my reason. I would do anything I had to do to be a part of her life.  
 
    Talia came to me two months after I started working on my recovery. “I have to go to California to get our things settled. Is it okay if I leave Tara with you while I’m gone? I’d take her but it’s such a long trip for a small child to make.”  
 
    Before I could respond, it hit me. She was testing me. This was my chance to prove that I could do it, that I could be the father Tara deserved. I nodded, hugging her without thinking. She patted my back gently before letting me go. She rested her hand on my face, looking into my eyes. “I will always love you, Joe. I hope you find the peace you need.” She left before I could say anything. I think she thought if I started talking, she’d never be able to leave, and she had to. She had to make it on her own, prove to herself and her team that she could lead without my team’s influence. I had saved her once. Now she had to let me save myself. It hurt, but I understood it.  
 
    She dropped off Tara early on a Friday morning and left, leaving me to bounce a one-year-old on my hip and glance around the house in confusion. What could I and a one-year-old do while she was gone? Jerry was at the school, working with Brielle on the curriculum for the students. That left me to my own devices. I decided that, first things first, was food. I took Tara inside, placed her in the high chair that was still in the kitchen, and pulled out some canned bananas for her to eat. She gobbled those right up, so I moved on, finding some peas. She ate those too. I figured maybe she was thirsty, and Talia had said she was drinking regular two-percent milk now, so I gave her a bottle. She drank that down too, a smile lighting up her chubby little face.  
 
    Looking through the bag, I realized there wasn’t much left for food. Talia had mentioned that the school would have food for her, so I called Jerry, asking him to bring some on his way home. He asked how we were and I told him that we were hanging in there, although she was eating like a little piggy. Jerry laughed, saying babies ate a lot and hung up, promising to bring home more food.  
 
    I took her to the park, where I discovered she liked the swings, and I spent most of the morning pushing her on one. Then it was back to the house, where we both passed out for a couple of hours. She was curled up on my chest, her blanket wrapped around her, her golden curls tickling my nose. The feeling of love that washed over me outshone any other feeling I’d ever had. I kissed her head, inhaling her baby scent. This was exactly where I needed to be.  
 
    I woke up several hours later covered in baby puke, Tara’s piercing screams pulling me out of my dreams. Yellow and green vomit covered both of us and it occurred to me that maybe I had overfed her. I rushed her to the bathtub, rinsing her off as best I could. Jerry walked in as I was toweling her off, her crying having subsided. Jerry looked from Tara to me, seeing the vomit on my shirt. “Rough day?” 
 
    I nodded. “I think I overfed her.” 
 
    He held up a bag. “I’ve got more food.” I glared, making him chuckle. I handed Tara to him while I went to shower and change. Hopefully, that was the last time I got thrown up on.  
 
    As we sat down to dinner that night, Jerry asked, “How long is she gone for?” 
 
    “Five days. She’s dropping off the car, then flying back here to get Tara and fly back over there.”  
 
    “Five days isn’t long.” 
 
    I sighed, looking over at my daughter as she sat in her high chair, playing with the food we had given her, spaghetti sauce covering her face. “No, it’s not. But I’ll make the most of it.” He nodded, polishing off his plate of food.  
 
    Getting Tara to bed at night was a fight I didn’t even know had existed. She didn’t want to lay down in the bed, she didn’t want to be held, nothing seemed to make her happy. Talia called around eight to check on us and laughed at my struggles. “Rock her. It soothes her and she drops right off.” I thanked her, letting her listen to “baby babble” for a bit before hanging up. I rocked Tara, patting her back gently as I did. Within minutes, she was snoring in my ear. I chuckled as I laid her down, happy she was happy.  
 
    *** 
 
    The next five days passed in a blur. Before I knew it, Talia was at the door, ready to pick up Tara. As I handed her over, Tara clung to me, pulling at my shirt. My heart broke as Talia loaded her into the van, buckling her in. Then Talia came back for Tara’s bag and blanket, thanking me. I reached out a hand to stop her. “Talia, I’m so sorry I couldn’t be who you needed me to be.” 
 
    She looked up at me, sadness in her eyes. “Joe, you need to be who you need you to be, no one else. I’ll be fine.” She looked over her shoulder at the van, Damien sitting in the driver's seat. “Just don’t break her heart, okay?” 
 
    I nodded, pulling her in for a hug. Then she walked away, not looking back. Talia climbed in the van, gave me a small wave, and took off. For a split second, I had the urge to drink, to drown my pain in something. But Tara’s face popped into my head and I realized that I couldn’t do that, I couldn’t drown myself. So I drove to the school instead.  
 
    I tracked down Brielle’s husband as he was working in the gardens. They weren’t much to see yet, but he had plans. “Sir.” He looked up at me from his bent position. “I’d like to offer you my services. I know that I can’t fight the way I used to, but I’m pretty handy. I’d like to assist around the grounds, if that’s okay?” 
 
    He stood, trowel in hand. “Are your arms strong?” I nodded, holding them up. He smiled. “Good. We’re trimming branches today. Load them in the wheel barrel to take out to burn.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” I took a pair of branch cutters and got to work, cutting where he told me to. The long hours gave me a purpose, a job. I knew I couldn’t fight anymore, not like before, but here was something I could do. I told Damien the following day that I wouldn’t be able to be on his team. He informed me that Tonya was pregnant and that they had decided to stop as well. Jerry was going to start teaching at the school, taking what he had learned in the field and using it for the students. Daria had decided to take on training the students in fighting tactics, something she was rather good at. While the others had forgiven me easily, getting Daria to forgive me took a lot longer, with a lot more ice cream runs.  
 
    I sat on my front porch one evening, after a long day, Jerry sitting next to me. We each held coffee cups, savoring the bitter flavor. My life hadn’t turned out the way I had thought it would but it hadn’t turned out half bad. I had made mistakes but I had survived, and I had a beautiful daughter who was my entire world. All in all, I’d say that I couldn’t have asked for more. I couldn’t wait to see what the next generation of fighters would do. 
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