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TLL FIND THE DEVIL AND MAKE
HIM PAY

Passing through the wrought iron gates toward the
intimidating Shadow Hills Academy is like taking my first
steps toward hell, but I walk with my head high, because
torment or not, I’ll find the devil and make him pay.

“You sure about this?” My mother’s voice is quiet as she
wraps her arm over my shoulder.

“Yes,” I lie.

I lean into her touch, even though public affection is a tad
cringe worthy just before I start a new school. Right now, I
couldn’t care less. I’ve never been super close to my parents,
but this summer... well, we needed each other.

Truth is, I’ve never been alone a day in my life. It just
wasn’t my parents I relied on most. As I strain my neck to
look up at the ugly brick spires of this stupid school, I realize
that will end today.

This year, my sister won’t be with me.

It’s quiet out here. The surrounding mountains and forest
are eerily still, as if no living soul were around for miles. I
know that’s a falsehood and there will be crowds of people
once I enter the building, but for the moment, there’s utter
silence. Today is the first day of school, but I’'m the only one
arriving the old-fashioned way, it seems.

It’s not like most of these things travel by car.



“We’ve gone through this,” my father says calmly.
“Candice can make her own decisions.”

“But if they’re not for the right reasons—" Mom pulls me
into her arms and buries her face in my hair. I understand my
mother’s fear because I feel it too. Dark shadows press in from
the back of my mind. Memories I’d rather forget. Attending
this school will force me to face those shadows again.

“I just want to make sure you’re not having second
thoughts,” she says. “You can always change your mind.”

“I know,” I whisper. “Thanks.”

Maybe next week, I’ll call her crying and ask her to pick
me up. But for now, I’'m sticking to my undoubtedly reckless
decision. Being an active member of the magical community
has always been dangerous, which is why my parents let us
make that choice.

For the last three years, I’d chosen to avoid all things
supernatural.

That changed when one of these monsters took something
precious from me.

Avoiding this place now would be admitting defeat. It
would be giving up on justice for her.

I could go to nearly any high school in the world, but |
chose the one where literal demons reside—where my sister’s
killer is hidden behind pretty brick walls and wrought iron
windows—because | have something to prove. To myself and
the monsters within.

Mom finally releases me, and I smooth out my blue plaid
skirt that falls nearly to my knees.

Dad offers me a fist. I roll my eyes but complete his fist
bump.

“Remember, if you have any trouble at all, we can put in a
call to the Blackthorns,” he says.

“No,” I say too quickly and then force a smile. “I’m a big
girl. I don’t want to ask for help from them.”



“You used to be friends,” he reminds me.

I swallow and then avert my gaze so he won’t see the
whisper of fear that washes over me. Yes, I used to be friends
with Aim, the boy that now haunts my nightmares.

Curved talons crunch into the stone walkway of an
otherwise normal neighborhood. Thick, scaled skin covering
long, muscled limbs. Pitch-black, bottomless eyes.

I push away the memories before they overwhelm me.

That monster was my best friend. A boy both sweet and
shy.

Normal.
Except, that was the biggest lie of all.

And that’s why I won’t let the disguise of this place lull me
into a sense of ease.

It looks like any other snooty prep school for the
annoyingly wealthy, and I now fit the part perfectly too in a
blue plaid skirt, white button up top, and matching knee-high
socks. My dark hair is a tad curly and trimmed to my
shoulders.

The difference s, I really am what I appear to be.
Human. Weak. Vulnerable.

Utterly terrified.

I unfold my wrinkled acceptance letter with tense fingers.
Candice Montgomery,

It is with great pleasure that I write to inform you that
you have been accepted into the Minor Program at
Shadow Hills Academy!

Great pleasure, my ass. Schools like this begrudgingly
accept a few non-magic students per year. I may have some
roots in the magical community, but that doesn’t mean I’ll fit
n.

My mother’s bottom lip trembles as she nods. 1 give her
one last tight hug, followed by another fist bump to my father,



and then I march up the steps toward my worst fear and most
challenging ambition.

I pusH open the massive stone doors to the school without
hesitation and am greeted by a rush of chaos. There’s a large
crowd gathered in the main lobby; so much so that it’s hard for
me to shove my way in. Luckily, the crowd is distracted by
something at the front of the room, and once the door opens
far enough, I slip in barely noticed.

High above, curved wooden accent beams decorate the
domed ceiling. The floor is checkered marble, and the people
surrounding me are all well-groomed with tailored uniforms,
perfectly fitting each body.

The pretentious boarding school vibes continue inside, I
see.

Most of the girls are tall and willowy, somehow still with
luscious curves. The boys are even taller, with thick muscled
frames. Their skin is flawless and smooth over sharp
cheekbones.

I wrinkle my nose and resist the urge to look down at my
too long skirt and the button I can’t keep fastened around my
chest.

I didn’t have time to have my uniform tailored due to my
expedited acceptance.

But what difference would it make to have a tailored
uniform? It’s like being surrounded by airbrushed models, not
a single flaw on their luminescent skin. I may as well run with
my frumpiness and make the most of it.

I need to find the hall to administration so I can get my
schedule and get to my normal Minor classes with the other
weak students. Maybe I’1l be able to breathe there.

There are several open walkways in this main hall. One
reads: Portals. My stomach sinks. Definitely not that way.



Another, Elite Hall. That’s arguably worse.
Arena. Nope.
Administration.

As I track my path toward my destination, I finally find the
source of all the attention, and my stomach drops to my feet.
Three figures stand on the platform between two spiral marble
staircases.

The breath freezes in my lungs when my gaze falls on the
demon heirs.

Jarron, Trevor and Beatrice are the most powerful students
at this academy. The pride and joy of Shadow Hills.

From here they look... well, ethereally beautiful but
otherwise normal. Human.

But I know better. Maybe better than anyone else here.

These demons keep their true forms hidden, even from
other supernaturals. Because knowing and understanding are
two very different things.

I work to keep my heartrate steady in this throng of
supernaturals that can sniff out a weakling in a millisecond.

“There are three spots open,” someone whispers. “Who do
you think they’ll pick?”

I try to ignore the whispering, but my curiosity is peaked
and I follow the girl’s gaze to two framed lists on the wall
between the staircases.

“Their inner circle?” I ask smoothly, or at least that’s what
I’'m going for. My fingers are trembling, so I doubt they’re
fooled.

The blond girl flicks a brow. “You new, or what?”
The brunette next to her nods. “They’re announcing now.”

“Thanks,” I say and continue past. Leave it to me to arrive
during an announcement by the very people I’'m most afraid to
face.



A red glow flutters up and down in front of the framed
parchment on the left side, finishing a name in lovely swirling
calligraphy.

Prince Jarron Blackthorn.

I swallow. Each prince gets to name three students to be
part of their “inner circle.”

It’s a public declaration of the most popular and powerful
students. You’re in or you’re out, and everyone knows where
you stand. They want you to know.

My gaze rises, almost involuntarily, and I freeze when I
find the pitch-black stare of Jarron Blackthorn pinned right on
me. The cold bite of magic hits my spine. Every muscle
tenses, frozen in place.

The room seems to hush—or maybe that’s just my mind
shutting everything out but the predator before me.

He knows I’'m here.

[ try to remember the kind boy that once wore this skin.
He’s older now, more man than boy, but I try to focus on that
memory of our friendship and not the one of a stalking beast
that carved its talons through my sister’s flesh.

It doesn’t work. My mind and body both remember the
terror. My sister and I both survived that night, but it changed
us.

I haven’t seen Jarron since.

And now his magic is holding me hostage. I clench my
jaw, working hard not to show my panic.

I don’t know if it’s my sheer determination or if he lets me
go, but I finally rip free from his spell and I immediately duck
between the bodies surrounding me.

“I’d do anything to have them pick me,” a boy murmurs as
I shove the rest of the way through the crowd.

“You’re a literal pick me.” The girl next to him laughs.
“For them? Hell yeah.”



My teeth chatter, panic building in my chest. The rest of
these students desperately want attention from the
otherworldly prince. I want anything but.

Yes, he’s powerful. Yes, he’s sexy as hell.

But that beautiful face hides the soul of a monster.
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FRESH MEAT

THE DISTANT CHATTER of the crowd fades into nothing as the
door to administration clicks shut behind me. A set of middle-
aged white women in cardigans stare in my direction.

After an awkward beat of silence, the woman in a pink
cardigan scuttles forward and forces a smile while the woman
behind her remains unmoving.

I pause, mind going blank for a moment. Is that... fear?

Do these middle-aged secretaries fear me? Confusion
swirls in my mind, blocking out the panic I was battling.

“Hello,” I say sweetly. “Mr. Vandozer told me I’d get my
class schedule here today.”

“Yes, of course,” the woman says without looking me in
the eye. Her bottom lip is trembling. She pulls out a folder.
“Candice Montgomery, correct?”

I nod.

“You’ll—You’ll find everything.” She pauses, staring
down at the folder in her hands. “Everything you need in here,
dear. Including a map of the school and your dorm number.”
She swallows.

It’s an odd feeling for a stranger to fear me, particularly
when I know I hold no power over them in the slightest. For
them to fear me when I still fear others.

Is it because of the nature of my admittance?



The headmaster himself signed the paperwork after I
persuaded him that it was in his best interest to accept me last
minute. Blackmail is such an ugly word, but it’s quite beautiful
in practice.

So, yeah, I threatened the headmaster to get into the
school, but that was with information about events that have
taken place here. Mysterious deaths aren’t overly uncommon
at places like this, and I know of at least two that were swept
under the rug to protect Elite students. Students that would rip
me to shreds without a second thought if they knew I was
threatening to expose them.

I’m not stupid enough to release the information, but Mr.
Vandozer doesn’t know that.

“Thanks,” I say one more time, stomach squirming. I don’t
even have the heart to ask her for help to my first class with
the way her fingers tremble.

Her lips part, like she wants to say more, but I flee from
the room, too confused and overwhelmed to bother with
anything more.

As more students stroll by, chatting idly, their eyes
practically glowing with ungodly power, I have a new thought.
The secretaries were horrified, scared out of their wits. And I
can’t imagine they’re like that all the time. They know the
manner of monsters that roam these halls.

They couldn’t possibly fear me.
But they could fear for me.

I

[ stanD in the hallway alone. Several students pass by like
bees buzzing in a hive. After a few deep breaths, I force my
body to calm enough for me to examine the paperwork the
nervous secretary gave me.

On the front of the red folder is an elaborate coat of arms,
with a crown on top and a serpent in the middle.



“Human,” someone mutters in my direction.

My eyes flare. I don’t even know which of the beings
passing said it but it sure gets my butt moving a little farther
down the hall.

I find a quiet corner to collect myself.

Only once my fingers have stopped trembling do I allow
myself to flip through the papers.

Right up front is a map—which I’ve already memorized
from the website— and my schedule. On the other side is a
brochure showcasing smiling kids with shining white teeth.
One of them has suspiciously long canines.

Where worlds collide, power is at your fingertips.

Even after studying the map, I find I’m still lost. There’s
supposed to be a stairwell near here, but where? I spin around.

There was an open house last weekend, and many students
moved into their dorms a few days early. But if I’'m honest, I
was too cowardly to show up before I absolutely had to, which
means now [ have to wing it quickly.

“Need help?”

I spin to find a short girl with skin a few shades darker
than mine, large brown eyes, and long black hair pulled into a
sleek ponytail. She smiles kindly.

“Uh, yeah. I guess s0.” [ hand her my schedule.
“You’re new right?”

I nod, trying not to be too obvious in my examination of
the kind girl. She’s not a demon—I don’t think. Maybe a
fairy? A witch?

“We don’t get many new students that aren’t timid
freshman.” She chuckles. “Brings a new meaning to fresh
meat, if you know what I mean.” She wiggles her eyebrows,
still staring at my schedule like she’s memorizing it. God,
please don’t let me have a vampire stalker in my first five
minutes here.



Her gaze slowly rises to mine. “You do know what I mean,
right?”

“Yeah.”

Her eyes narrow. “Okay, good, ’cause I mean, I know
you’re human—you are human, right?” She leans in, her
eyebrows furrowed.

This time, I allow a small smile and nod. I mean, I'm
mostly human. I don’t have any magic or anything, but my
great, great, great grandmother was half-fae and half-demon,
and my family has worked as scientists in the magical
community for generations, so we’re well aware of what’s
around us. It’s just that, me and my sister have always stayed
away from it all.

Well, almost always.

Neither of us had spoken to a magical being in three years
—until this summer, when she made a choice that altered both
of our fates.

“Yeah, humans are pretty rare here,” the girl chatters away.
“But you, like, know what this place is, right?”

“Yes, I know what this place is. Hell itself. I'm out of my
league. Yada, yada. I get it.” I force my steely determination to
resettle into my bones. This place terrifies me, and I hate
feeling this way. But I will conquer this school like I’ve
conquered every other goal I’ve set for myself. I do not fail.

She shrugs. “Human or lesser magical being makes little
difference. It’s usually more to do with the knowledge.
Humans get too freaked out when they learn about all the
secrets in their world.” She wiggles her fingers at me. “Most
of us don’t have much power. There are only a couple students
here you should watch out for.”

I nod and instinctively peer around the corner to watch the
students scatter through the hall. One of them has horns.
Another is two feet tall. “I’'m well aware.” I sigh and force my
attention back on the girl, allowing the last of my jitters to
leave my body.



“Oh, good. Come on, your first class is this way.” She
curls her arm in mine and pulls me down the hall—farther
away from the crowd at the entryway, to my immense relief.

“I’m Janet, by the way. What’s your name?”
“Candice,” I answer.

She nods. “So, what brings you, a human, to this school?”
she asks as we bound up a set of stairs.

I shrug. “My parents work in potions.”
“Oh! Awesome.”
“What about you? What order are you?”

“I’'m a betweener. Half-troll, half-witch, and not the strong
parts of either.”

“Troll?” T ask. “Sorry, I mean—" Is it offensive to be
surprised at someone’s heritage? Or maybe she’ll find it
flattering that she doesn’t look at all like a troll?

She waves me off. “Don’t worry about it. Get it all the
time. Luckily, the smell didn’t pass down to me, and my
Brazilian complexion from my papai’s side helps hide the
color.” I note the slight green tint to her skin. I doubt a human
would ever notice.

Now out of direct danger from the heirs, I allow myself the
chance to examine everything. The mahogany trim and sleek
marble flooring. The thick doors with numbers labeled on
every window. It’s an 1vy league high school cliche.

Only those that already know will see the differences in
this part of the school.

The lights are a dull yellow, casting odd shadows around.
Many of the creatures here prefer darkness, so bright lights
aren’t common. Perches sit near the ceiling for the pixies.
Gemstones hang over every doorway.

It just makes the place feel even creepier.

I head down another hall, still arm in arm with my new
half-troll bestie. We turn a corner to a large corridor, where
there are more students hanging around chatting casually.



Apparently, these are students uninterested in the drama
below.

I take in a long breath and note that it feels normal here.
No pressure of suffocating magic, and no predator gazes
rousing my fear instincts. “It’s much calmer up here.”

Janet nods quickly. “Yeah, you want to stay away from the
craziness on the north side of campus. I don’t know how much
you’re up on magical politics, but those kids by the stairs? Bad
news.”

“The demon heirs. Yeah.”

Janet shrugs. “They’re not literal demons. You know,
heaven and hell or whatever. But they’re from a world that’s
dark and scary, where the creatures have inspired some of the
darkest human legends.”

None of that 1s news to me, but I let her ramble on.

“I mean, they might be cool as hell,” she continues. “I
doubt it—I just wouldn’t know—but they’re so powerful it’s
not worth the risk for those of us considered lesser, ya know?”

“But,” a high-pitched voice chimes in from my right. I spin
but don’t see anyone. “If you can get on their good side,” the

voice continues around the other side of my head, “you’re set
for life.”

“Hey, Lola!” Janet says to no one, so far as I can tell.
Something buzzes in my ear, and I automatically duck away
from it. Luckily, I know better than to swat at what [ assume is
a pixie.

“Stop, Lola. You’re freaking her out.”

“A new human?” the pixie says, darting around again. I
twist but then hear a thwap against the door just past Janet, and
a tiny body drops to the ground.

“Oh my god!” I drop to my knees immediately and help
the tiny pixie into my palm. Janet stifles a laugh.

“Yep. Never better,” the pixie says as she stands. Her
wings begin vibrating and pick up speed until she lifts off my
hand, hovering right in front of my nose. Her shiny purple



wings flutter so quickly they blur together. She’s maybe six
inches tall, with dark brown skin and black hair pulled into
two puffy pigtails on either side of her head. “Oh, hmmm, I
smell something else. You’re not totally human, are you?”

I swallow and shake my head slowly. “I’m like one-tenth

2

fae.
“Oh, fun! What species?” Lola asks.

“High fae,” I tell her. Which are basically elves but with
stronger magic. I’'m not a big fan of even those kinds of
creatures. They don’t treat humans as equals.

“Of course.” She pouts, and I shrug.

High fae are the most common fae species to breed outside
of their kind. I mean, imagine a six-inch fairy breeding with a
six-foot creature? And trolls, minotaurs, and centaurs are all a
bit too animalistic to be attracted to humanoid beings. Usually.

“I don’t have any magic at all, though.”
“No biggie. What’s your first class?” Lola asks.

“History of Worlds,” Janet answers for me. “Super easy if
you’re already up on the supernatural world. You’ve got a lot
of newbie classes, actually. Next is astronomy with Mr. Kovit
in the planetarium—best place on campus for a nap. Then,
potions. You should be good at that, right? That’s your
parents’ profession.”

I nod.

“Hey, so,” Janet says, her arm wrapping in mine again,
“let’s meet back at the main office for lunch hour. Don’t worry
about today; it’ll be a cakewalk. They really just want to make
sure people can find their way around. After classes are done
for the day, we’ll show you around Minor Hall and to your
dorm and stuft.”

“That’d be great.” I force another smile.

I don’t tend to make friends very quickly— apparently my
resting bitch face game is a little too good— so it’s an
incredible stroke of luck to find two sweet girls that want to be
my friend this quickly. But even so, the knot in my stomach



remains. | never wanted to be part of this world. And yet, here
I am, taking History of Worlds, potions, and Occult Ethics.

I just have to hope enrolling in this magical school isn’t the
worst— and final— mistake of my life.
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DEALING WITH
SUPERNATURALS 101

A

JANET wAs RIGHT, the classes so far have been basically
nothing. In Portals 101, the teacher gave us a handout about
basic portal safety and then gave a quick run-down of the
worlds that have portals directly into this school.

That part made me feel super icky, but it is what it 1s.

Earth is sort of a neutral territory for the supernatural
world. Since there are no massively strong magic users native
to this world, most supernaturals feel safe traveling here for
trade, education, and political alliances. And there are only a
few schools even on this planet where creatures from different
planets co-mingle.

Next, I had astronomy, which was a bit extravagant for a
high school class but in a good way. We sat through a
presentation in the planetarium, lounging in cushioned chairs
in a completely dark room, craning our necks to stare up at a
domed ceiling that’s spelled to show the stars while the teacher
rambled about space facts. It was great.

In my potions class—chemistry, according to my public
records—the teacher went over basic supplies, which I know
backward and forward. I’'m in a beginner’s class, which means
I can pass that class in my sleep.

In the second half of the day, I will wade deeper into the
magical aspects of school here. Not that my schedule has



much more than the basics, but I do have one self-defense
class in the arena.

My only stressful moments, so far, have been trying to find
my way between classes. Most of the time, Janet or Lola
would show up to nudge me in the right direction.

They’re a little extra, but I actually really appreciate the
help. They’re not scary or powerful. They’re just curious and a
bit over eager. So far—if | forget Jarron picking me out of the
crowd in my first moments here—my experience at Shadow
Hills has not been as miserable as I’d expected.

Well, until I walk into the lunchroom.

I shiver as the rush of magic settles over me like a blanket.
Power is palpable here, with so many supernaturals gathered
in one place. Walking past the packed tables feels like walking
through water.

The ceiling is like two hundred feet high and covered in
glowing stalactites and sparkling gemstones that create a
pixilated image of a galaxy.

It’s easy to spot and identify most species grouped at the
very mundane rectangular tables. Pixies dart here and there,
there is a table of trolls—only four take up the whole section
that would have room for at least eight human-sized creatures.

Then, there’s the popular kids.

There are three separate tables filled with obviously Elite
students. The beautiful and powerful fae, with their designer
jewelry and embellished uniforms, bright eyes, pointed ears,
and immaculate hair. The hot wolf shifters—the jocks of the
supernatural world, of course. And the demon royals. There
are three royals, but they have an entourage of other
supernaturals gathered around them.

I swallow and shift my gaze away from them immediately.

This is the only time that every student gathers into one
place, aside from special events. Since I won’t have access to
the top dorms where the strongest students spend most of their
time, this will be my one chance daily to mingle with my
actual suspects.



And it’s already making my palms sweat.

I hate, hate, hate feeling out of control. Hate feeling like if
someone wanted to harm me, or make me do something, they
could. And I couldn’t stop them.

That’s the feeling I’ve spent my life running from.

“You alright?” Janet whispers as we take a seat at an
empty table on the far left of the massive hall. I nod quickly.

“You are a little pale,” Lola adds.

A small boy with dark green skin sits beside Janet and says
nothing. He just stares at me.

He’s little but still definitely a troll.

“I’m fine. Just overwhelmed.” And damn if that ain’t the
truth.

“Hey, Stevie, can you go grab an extra plate for Candice so
she doesn’t have to walk all the way up there?”

The little green boy hops up without a word.

“What, magical food doesn’t just appear on the table?” I
joke.

Lola snorts. “I wish.”

In the middle of every table are what I think are empty
candle holders with flat tops. As Lola circles around the tallest
of the three and then drops onto her butt, I realize they’re pixie
perches.

Janet shrugs. “Spelled food never tastes as good as real
food anyway and holds almost no nutrients.”

“Besides, they make all the students walk through the arch
up front to get their food.”

“Right!” Janet says. “That helps them keep an eye out for
injuries, illnesses, and spells. Tomorrow, you’ll definitely have
to enter.”

“Oh,” I say stupidly. “Okay.”

“It’s no big deal. You won’t even notice the magic. It’s just
a check to make sure there’s no issue with bullying.”



“Or slaves,” a girl with horns two seats down chimes in
and then shivers.

“Oh hush, Romera. We’re trying not to scare her.”
“Slaves?” I repeat.

“Well,” Janet says slowly, “when you put such a large mix
of magic levels together, some beings take advantage of
others. With potions or spells or glamours. And yeah. It’s
obviously frowned upon. By making students go through the
archway every day, they can make sure that’s not actively
happening.”

“Right,” I say, but my stomach twists. I may not be able to
keep any food down today. This new information does not
increase my confidence in this place.

The little green boy rejoins us with a bowl of soup and a
roll.

“Thank you,” I tell him, as he slides the plate in front of
me.

“That’s it?” Janet exclaims. “She’s gonna starve.”

“It’s perfect,” I chime in quickly. “My stomach couldn’t
handle much more than this anyway.”

Janet examines me. Then, she nods sharply. “I’ve got a ton
of snacks in the dorm. I’ll hook you up later when we’re safe
from all this.” She waves vaguely.

“And we have dinner in the dorm common rooms, so we’ll
be safe there.” Lola wiggles, and her wings tinkle just slightly.
My lips twitch. She’s adorable.

“You’ll love Minor Hall,” Janet says. “We’re kind of the
outcasts, but it’s perfect for people like us. You’ll feel safe
there, trust me.”

I give her a small smile and allow that spark of hope to
grow.

“This is my half-brother, Stevie, by the way. He’s a
freshman.”



“Nice to meet you, Stevie.” His gaze drops to the floor,
and he doesn’t at all respond to my greeting. But I don’t take it
as an insult. He’s shy; I’'m cool with that.

Slowly, I force myself to take a sip of the reddish-brown
stew. It’s salty and bland, but I suppose that’s not a bad thing.
It’ll go down easy, which is all I need.

Janet and Lola chat away about some of the school drama,
and I zone it out entirely. The bread, unlike the soup, is
delicious. Soft and buttery. I devour it quickly.

Janet scarfs down a sandwich with some kind of dark
slimy meat—I don’t dare ask what it is—as she chats about the
flings this summer. So-and-so dumped so-and-so. Some girl
got mad that her ex hooked up with someone else. Seriously,
basic high school drama. It’s almost comedic how normal it all
feels.

Around the lunchroom, there are myriads of different
species. Some are massive, some are tiny. Some appear
entirely human, just really pretty, and some definitely could
not pass for normal if they went out in public—scales and
horns and unnaturally colored skin.

Now that the attention isn’t on me, I do find myself
curious about it all. I know a lot of details about the
supernatural world. I’ve lived in and around my parents’
successful business as potions masters. I’ve seen trolls and
witches and fae and pixies. It’s just that, with the exception of
Jarron’s family, I haven’t spent much time with them.

A cold chill drops over me suddenly. I release a quick
breath and a puff of white comes out. I freeze. Did me thinking
his name call him or something? Can he read my mind?
Dammit, maybe he can read my mind.

“What are you doing here?” His low voice is smooth as
fresh snow, but the bite is just as cold.

I sit up straight, and I brace myself for what I know I’ll
find.

Lola and Janet stare over my shoulder, as if the big bad
wolf himself were standing behind me. And he is, kind of. I



spin to find dark brown eyes, so damn hypnotizing it should be
a sin. I lick my lips and immediately hate myself for it.

Three students stand beside our table.

Two guys, gorgeous as hell itself, and a girl that could be
walking anime. But it’s the tallest of the three that snags my
attention and won’t let go.

Jarron’s face is sculpted like a golden statue, perfect cheek
bones and smooth bronze skin. His hair is longer than the last
time | spoke with him several years ago. The curls dip down
over his forehead, almost reaching his lashes. There is no
kindness in his severe expression. No longing, no hopefulness.
Only the look of a predator with prey in its sights.

“Awww, look. A pretty lost lamb,” Bea says.
I wrinkle my nose at the girl clinging to Trevor’s arm.
Bea, short for Beatrice.

Her hair, black as night, is braided down her back, and her
skin is pale. She may as well be a gothic snow white, with a
button nose, and full red lips. She probably doesn’t even have
to put on makeup—the magic makes her that beautiful.

She’s technically non-royalty, from the same world as
Trevor and Jarron, but she’s been courting Trevor for so long
most consider her a princess. We’ve met, but she doesn’t seem
to remember me.

“Candice 1s anything but a lost lamb,” Trevor murmurs.
My attention shifts to him. His skin is several shades darker
than his brother’s but they share the same sharp cheek bones
and deep dark eyes. He crosses his arms, but then peers up at
his brother who’s predator gaze has not left me for even an
instant.

“What are you doing here, Candice?” Jarron says. His
baritone voice sends a shiver down my spine.

The energy in the room has turned tense. All the chattering
has stopped, and the attention has turned to the demon royals
—and me.



These three are more than popular. They’re the center of
this school’s universe.

They’re from a family with so much power that no one
else can stand against them. Once you’re on their radar, your
choice is bow before them or die.

I bite the inside of my lip, and then I force a smile to cover
the anger swirling in my chest. “Aren’t you happy to see me?”

Miss Snow White curls a lip in disgust. “Met a few
weakling friends, already, have you?”

Anger curls in my gut at the looks Bea gives Janet and
Lola. “Don’t talk to them like that,” I spit, maybe harsher than
I should give then fact that this girl could suck the breath from
my lungs with half a thought. But truth is, those girls behind
me are kind and vulnerable and I’ll be damned if I let any
other innocent people be hurt while I’'m here, no matter what it
costs me. I’'ll do what I can to protect my new friends.

Bea’s eyes widen but she doesn’t immediately react so I
change the subject quickly. “We were just about to go check
out our dorms.” I say then glance down at my wrinkled slip of
paper. “Could you point me to Minor Hall? I’d so appreciate
the help.” I spin the words so sweetly there isn’t a person on
the planet that would believe it was sincere.

Jarron narrows his eyes, his lips parting.

“You would be in Minor Hall.” The Demoness laughs then
points lazily down the hall behind us. “Take the first stairway
to the right. Another right and 1t’s in that hall somewhere.” She
waves her hand haphazardly.

“Thanks!” I chirp and hop to my feet immediately,
desperately seeking a way out of this conversation.

“Wait,” Jarron’s low voice calls after me, but I don’t stop,
don’t even pause. I rush down the aisle, away from the
demons. A set of footsteps pound behind me, almost louder
than my heartbeats. As pathetic as it is, ’'m not ready to face
the devil I once knew.

“Candice.” His command has enough force that it sends a
jolt of discomfort down my back. I grimace, but after a pause,



I continue walking. Just as I make it to the lobby outside the
cafeteria, Lola and Janet catch up with me. Lola flies in front
of my face. Janet curls her arm in mine.

“What the hell?” Lola squeaks, darting to avoid me
running face first into her wings.

“You did not tell us you know Prince Jarron,” Janet
whisper yells.

“I don’t.”

“It sure seemed—" Janet’s voice trails off into a squeal as
a heavy shadow settles over all three of us. A hand snakes
around my arm. The breath catches in my throat as my body
whips to face the demon prince’s dark stare.

“Candice,” he says softer this time, but his shadow magic
still pulses from him, demanding he be heard. “Talk to me,” he
adds. “Please.” The final word is hoarse. He almost sounds
desperate.

Shock ricochets through me. I swallow and then nod,
unable to even speak without my knees giving out. He glances
at my shocked friends and then gently guides me out of the
lobby and into the hall. Eyes of every shape and size follow
us, but out here, no one is in ear shot.

“What are you doing here, Candice?”

I cross my arms, trying to avoid shivering in his presence. I
hate feeling small, feeling weak. And how could I help that in
the presence of someone this powerful? “What does it
matter?”

He stares at me, incredulous. “The last I heard from you,
you wanted nothing to do with me because of what [ am. You
said you swore off everything magical. Then, you just show up
years later, out of the blue, and think I shouldn’t even be
curious?”

“You can be curious, but it doesn’t mean I’ll tell you
anything.” I shuffle my feet.

“Are you kidding?” he hisses.



I shrug. I know I’m being unfair, but it’s weird for him to
care this much. Or at all, really. I’'m not sure what to make of
it. I hate how his power makes me feel, and this is the only
way I know how to hide it.

“Did our friendship mean anything to you at all?” His
voice has dropped so low it’s almost a whisper.

I swallow and stare down at my shoes as I shuffle them
awkwardly. “It did once,” I admit. I knew Jarron years ago.
And yeah, we were friends. But that was before I knew he was
a demon prince.

Well, no. I knew. But it was before I knew what 1t meant.
What it felt like to be near someone that powerful. Before I
saw his true form, and before he almost killed Liz.

“What are you doing here, Candice? Tell me, and if you
never want to speak to me again, I’ll honor it. But tell me
why.” He rubs the back of his neck.

He seems almost insecure. Which is basically the exact
opposite of what I expected. It’s disarming, in a way. I feel
guilty for talking to him so harshly for no reason except my
own insecurities.

I don’t want to be part of this world, his world. I don’t
want to feel like a meaningless bug next to a commanding
prince, but I’m not here for what I want. I’'m here for what I
need. And I need information.

“Did you hear about what happened to Elizabeth?” The
words come out as a whisper.

He pauses. “I heard something. I wasn’t sure exactly what
happened. Is she okay?”

“No.” I’'m barely able to force the word from my lips.
“She’s dead.”

Jarron freezes, and so does the entire room. Literally. A
chill washes over everything. Ice crackles, inching up the
walls. When I breathe, it comes out in a puffy white cloud.

I force my gaze to meet his. “And I’m here,” my voice
becomes more sure, more determined, “because the person



who killed her goes to this school.”



4

SUSPECT NUMBER ONE

“WHo0?” Jarron growls.

“I don’t know, but I’'m going to find out.” I don’t tell him
what I do know—that it was almost certainly a demon that
killed my sister.

He glances over his shoulder to the cafeteria, where the
entire school watches us curiously. “How do you know it was
someone here?”’

“She died in the Forest of Nails, three miles north of
campus. And her journal says she was seeing someone here.
Someone powerful. I’'m going to piece it together and find out

who did 1t.”

Even if it means facing the devil that was once my friend.
Even if it means killing a being a thousand times stronger than
[ am.

He nods slowly, his shoulders still slumped. “I’ll help.”
I blink. “No.”

“Yes,” he says. “I’m not going to just sit around while you
search out someone who killed your sister. Someone who
could just as easily kill you. You need an ally. Someone to
protect you. I can make sure no one touches you.”

I shiver at the power in his voice. The demand. He wants
to protect me?

Or at least, that’s what he wants me to think.



My lips part, but I can’t tell him that he is my first suspect.
Elizabeth had a big crush on him until we found out about his
magics and he hunted her, hurt her.

Then, years later, she started dating a demon at this school
and wound up dead? Yeah, I don’t believe in coincidences.

It’s still hard to imagine Jarron hurting her. It’s hard to
picture the boy who used to climb trees with me, and left
dandelions on my front porch, as the demon capable of
remorselessly killing my sister. But I sure as hell can imagine
the monster inside of him committing a terrible crime like that.

He hurt her once before, after all. It may have been a
minor injury, but it was purposeful.

I shiver as the image of Jarron’s true form pops into my
mind. Scales dark as night, horns that curl over his head and
bat-like wings. It doesn’t even sound that bad when described,
but seeing it...

No human can stand up to creatures like that. Their magic
slices into your very bones and whispers how weak you are.
How insignificant.

It was the face of a monster that could kill a human
without a second thought.

“Let me help you,” he says, so low it’s almost a growl. “I
swear not to get in your way and only to protect you. Besides,
if you suspect someone powerful is to blame, then you’ll need
access. Access a new human will not have—but [ will.”

I mean, he’s not wrong. Here, we’re sorted into halls based
on our strength levels. I’ll be in the Minor Hall with most of
the freshman and weakest supernaturals. The most powerful
are in the Elite Hall. Which is where all of my suspects will
gather and party and bathe and do pretty much everything
except attend classes and eat lunch. “You can get me access to
the Elite Hall?”

His eyebrows rise, a shadow falling over his face. “Yes.”

My lips part as I consider him.



“I’1l get you access and make sure the most powerful trust
you. They’ll want to be your friend and tell you all of their
dark secrets in only a matter of days.”

I frown. “How can you do that?”
“Trust me.” He smiles.

I pause but then finally nod. I’ll accept his help because
he’s right. I need it. “But you realize that when I find out who
did this, I’'m going to kill them. No matter who it is—"

“Yes,” he agrees. “I will welcome their death.”
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VULNERABILITY IS THE WORST

THE MOMENT JARRON reenters the cafeteria with his long
purposeful strides, Lola and Janet rush forward. They cling to
me like we’d all barely survived a traumatic experience, and
they guide me out the back doors.

The chill wind rushing over my skin is a shock at first,
then I welcome the cool breeze on my warm cheeks. A few
miles behind us are green rolling mountains. The sun is high
over clear blue skies.

Lola buzzes ahead toward the patch of trees behind an
open field. To the left is a massive arena that’s like a mix
between a college football stadium and the colosseum. It’s
made of old stone, with columns and torches, but with a dome
ceiling made of metal and glass.

Janet stops at the first set of trees, but my attention is still
on the arena.

“What the hell was that?” Lola asks.

I swallow and shift my gaze back to my new friends.
“Long story,” I whisper.

“People are going to be talking about that all day.”

I groan and slump down into the grass, back leaning
against the rough bark. “I have to go there next,” I tell them,
pointing to the arena.



Janet sighs and nods. “You’re in the lowest level class,
though, so you won’t be faced with anything too tough.”

We sit still, not talking for a few minutes while I force
myself to relax. Jarron confronted me about my reasons for
being at this school. He’s now the only one who knows why
I’m here.

I’m not sure why I even told him. I should have just lied.
“So, how do you know Jarron?”

I sniff, pulling my mind back into focus. I have a job to do
here. A purpose. I’'m out of my league, I know, but I’ve never
been one to back down from a challenge. “His parents know
mine.”

“Sounds like the super, simplified version,” Lola chimes
dramatically.

I shrug.

“Also, how the hell do your parents know the king and
queen of the Under World?” Janet asks.

I press my lips together. “They’re potions masters. They
have some important clients.”

Janet presses her palm to her mouth. “Yeah,” she mumbles,
then drops her hand. “I would have expected like Olivia
Rodriguez and Jennifer Aniston, important. Not other-world-
royalty important.”

“Wait!” Lola shrieks. “Candice Montgomery. Your parents
are the Montgomerys?”

Janet gasps.
I roll my eyes. “They’re not that big of a deal.”

“Are you kidding? They’re famous. Didn’t they help the
goblin heir take back her kingdom by brewing a spell that
tricked a mountain troll into thinking he was an owl for a full
week?”

I snort. “Yeah, but that’s more funny than impressive.”

“No, it’s impressive!”



“And funny,” Lola chirps. “Which actually makes it more
impressive.”

“Right?” Janet says. “They’re not like mafia potions
masters; they’re creative and sometimes even silly. They’re
like the epitome of mad scientists.”

“Mad scientists usually try to take over the world, don’t
they? My parents just help people.” And yeah, their ‘help’ has
made some major political changes throughout several
different worlds but still. They’re my parents, and all they did
was brew a potion that tricked a troll.

And stopped a war.
And ended a thousand-year monarch.

I cross my arms. All right, my parents are badass. I admit
it. But they’re my parents, and it’s not like I’ve trained to
follow in their footsteps. Yes, I’ve been around magic and
potions since I could walk, so ’'m above average, even in the
supernatural world, but I’m just a most/ly human teenager with
mostly human parents.

“Give me the run down on self-defense classes,” 1 blurt
out, mostly to change the subject but also because my palms
are sweating just thinking about entering that arena.

I don’t allow myself to enter a place where I don’t have
some sort of upper hand. That’s my thing. Back at my old
school, I wasn’t the most popular, but boy did I know all the
secrets there were to know about everyone.

I didn’t do drugs, but I knew who did. I didn’t do much
hooking up, but I knew all there was to spill about who did.

My parents made sure I had adequate self-defense training
from a young age because even if we decided to stay out of the
magical world, they knew we’d be vulnerable just living in
their home if we didn’t train.

So, we trained.

I could hold more than my own in a regular school. Not
that I used it for much more than volleyball and field hockey
—and the one time I gave Jimmy and Dominic both bloody



noses for harassing Liz during gym class—but I held enough
confidence that no one messed with me.

I’m brutal, for a human.

It’s just that, here, my form of brutality is not enough. Not
nearly enough. I’m like a middle schooler hopping onto the
field with professional football players—without a helmet. If I
push the wrong buttons, I’ll be pummeled quickly.

I hate that feeling.

So, in theory, I should be fine in a remedial self-defense
class, but...

Janet shrugs. “It’s not a big deal. You can wear regular
clothes. You’ll literally be with a bunch of freshmen. Some
will have magic but nothing too strong. Only Minor and Major
class supernaturals at most. And day one, she’ll probably make
you lift weights or play a stupid ‘ice breaker’ game or
something.”

I swallow. That doesn’t sound too terrible. “When do the
stronger supernaturals train?”

“There are always multiple classes going, but they keep
them very separate. Upper level students usually take the
lower arena—there’s three levels in there—where there are
more wards. You’ll be in the main area that’s just like an open
field of nothing. They’ll teach you to block and break basic
holds. Nothing too big.”

“But don’t wander,” Lola says seriously, her face suddenly
in mine, wings beating so quickly they’re a blur of silver and
purple. “Those higher-level kids will be around.”

“Right,” Janet says. “I would suggest going to the
bathroom during lunch period so you can avoid even using the
bathrooms in there.”

Lola does a little twist and then plops down on my
shoulder. “Ugh, do you remember the time Rebecca got
spelled in the stall and came out panting like a dog and
running on all fours?”



Janet groans. “That was terrible. There are some bullies in
the high levels.”

“Yeah, but if she knows Jarron, people won’t mess with
her.”

Janet shrugs. “Maybe, but it also puts a target on her back.
Especially for the girls who trail after him.”

I narrow my eyes. “What do you mean by girls who trail
after him?”

“Well, I mean, boys too but—"

My eyes flare. “Not what I meant.” She was implying
something and she knows it.

Janet gives me an annoyed look. “No one knows anything
about you, and your first day here Jarron’s running after you?
Rumors are bound to fly that you’re competition.”

I scoff. “I’'m a magicless human in Minor Hall. I’'m not
competition for anyone.”

Lola spins like she finds the fluttering leaves more
interesting than this conversation. Janet raises her eyebrows
but then finally shrugs. “Maybe not, but that won’t stop people
from talking.”
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LOVE POTIONS CAN SUCK MY
DUCK

A

JANET AND LoLA WERE RIGHT; defense class was as uneventful
as all the rest. The teacher introduced herself and took us on a
quick tour of the arena, which is ridiculous by the way. State-
of-the art, three levels, surrounded by major magical wards so
the building won’t take damage even with full-on magical
battles.

We walked around the highest viewing level of the
basement arena, where the higher level students have class,
and we watched from the balcony as their purple and blue and
silver magic soar toward targets.

The teacher treated us like toddlers who might get spooked
over our own shadow, which was both annoying and
appreciated. 1 guess this is what I get for taking all the
freshman courses.

Most of the students in my class are freshman witches, but
there are a couple surprising additions. Two half-goblin boys
and a wolf shifter. Even though he’s the size of child, shifters
are strong. I’'m going to be sparring with a wolf shifter.

Runt or not, that scares the crap out of me.

I survive the first day without incident though, so I’ll take
it as a win.

Mythic Literature, Occult Ethics, and Numerology 101 are
all back to boring basics. Reading, ethics, and math with a



slight supernatural twist.

Even after such an easy day school wise, I’'m utterly
exhausted by the time the bell rings to signal the end of
classes. I don’t rush out because I know the halls will be worse
than the classroom and I don’t actually know where I’'m going

yet.

“Candice?” a tinkling voice calls before I’'m even at the
classroom door. She soars over the heads in the packed hall.
Though I’'m drained, I find myself smiling every time I see
her.

I’m not sure how I got so lucky to have met such attentive,
sweet people so quickly.

“Hey, Lola, you’re here in record time.”

She beams. “When classes are over, I’'m always the fastest

2

out.

I enter the swamped hall, the chatter bouncing off the
walls. I watch a few of the supernaturals walk by; several sets
of eyes drift to me and stick.

I frown. I might be the new girl, but it’s the first day of
school. Is it really that big of a deal? I feel like the reactions
are getting progressively worse throughout the day. Janet
comes rushing up, breathless. “Ready? I’'m so excited to show
you Minor Hall!”

“Ew,” someone mutters as they pass by.

“Can’t wait,” I tell her. Janet wraps her arm in mine and
guides me through the crowd. She pushes through a metal door
and into a quiet stairwell. We rush up three levels and then into
a hall that smells vaguely of sewage. Only a few students are
around us now.

Our feet squeak on the icky linoleum flooring—just like
my time at public school. Out the window, though, is a nice
view of the rolling hills and a pretty garden with a domed
awning. Everything here 1s shaded for light sensitive
supernaturals.



We eventually reach an open rusty iron gate right in the
middle of the average looking hall with a crooked sign that
reads, “Welcome to Minor Hall! Those who do not belong will
suffer greatly.”

I run my hands through my hair. That s cheery.

“The archways are spelled to burn the skin off your body if
you don’t belong,” Lola tinkles joyfully.

Well then. 1 ignore the pit in my stomach and try to
convince myself it’s not so bad.

As horrific as it sounds, I know the spell 1s made to protect
us. Minor students are the most vulnerable. The ones without
protection.

More powerful students are not allowed in our private
quarters for good reason, and a potent spell is the only way to
ensure we’re truly safe. Even from demon royalty... for
example.

I can’t resist wincing as I walk through the passage. The
zing of magic makes me gasp, but then I’m through. And in
only a few feet we’re in a larger corridor. The hall is brightly
lit, covered in rounded glass. Outside there are a couple pretty
basic maple trees and a few patches of wildflowers.

“That’s it.” Janet wipes her hands dramatically. “Now,
you’re safe from anyone powerful.”

I close my eyes and try to convince myself she’s right.
We’re safe. I can relax here.

There’s a large fireplace, blazing with multicolored
flames, and a painting of an open field with a massive black
void looming over it.

I raise my brows at the image but don’t have time to
examine it for long. The ceiling is at least fifty feet high with
patchwork stones and discolored glass. There are several sets
of open archways lining the path, all made from spiraling
cobblestone.

The sound of excited chattering comes from down the hall
but halts the moment I step into the next room. A boy with



horns peeks out from one of the archways then darts back out
of sight.

“Welcome to the Minor dorms!” Lola announces in a
squeaky high voice, her arms spread wide.

“Looks like everyone is excited to have me,” I mutter,
eyeing a group of four girls huddled in the corner, watching
me in tense silence.

“Oh, they’ll warm up to you,” Janet assures me. “You’re
just the topic of like all the rumors since lunch. No one is quite
sure what to make of you.”

My eyebrows furrow. “What kind of rumors?”

“Oh, you know... You’re a dark sorceress hellbent on
world domination. You’re a potion master’s kid that slipped
Jarron a love potion. You killed a man in Reno once. The
usual.” Lola shrugs. I almost smile—almost. But the whole
potion thing kind of gets under my skin.

“They think I gave him a love potion?”

“They’re dumb rumors. People just like to be dramatic.
You’ve obviously got some kind of history with the bad-boy
prince, and your parents are potions masters. It’s a large leap,
but people like to chatter.” Janet shrugs. “It’ll blow over
quickly. Trust me.”

I twist my fingers together and force a smile.
“Come on, I'll show you around.”

Janet weaves me in and out of the various rooms of Minor
Hall. There’s a decent sized dining hall filled with scuffed-up,
round wooden tables, a small library, a game room, and a TV
room filled with mismatched couches. It feels like a super
outdated summer camp.

Most of the students here are small in stature or timid.
There are a couple pretty girls with horns and a boy so large |
assume he’s part giant.

Even though everyone hushes when I come near, and
whisper the moment I’'m out of earshot, the weight I’d felt in
the halls and in the lunchroom is noticeably absent.



Even to many of these creatures, I’'m weak. But this is the
kind of weakness I can make up for with my intelligence and
skill. The difference between me and fae, demons, and wolf
shifters? Not so much.

If things really do calm down, I think I could find myself
feeling at home here.

This part of the school is reserved for the weakest of all
students. Most freshman live here, but there’s also a whole set
of dorms for the upper classmen that remain in Minor Hall.
With special permission, or testing out, each student has the
opportunity to access a new hall, each one a step up. Major
Hall is a bit stronger than Minor but still on the weak side of
things. Some of the more dangerous creatures are never
allowed to be in Minor, no matter how weak or young. Which
is what 1 assume is happening with the runt shifter in my
defense class who’s in Major Hall despite being a rather weak
freshman.

As a human senior, I’ll certainly remain in Minor Hall
throughout my time here, which I don’t intend to be long.
Janet is a senior, and Lola a junior. Both have told me they’ll
remain in Minor Hall until they graduate too.

It doesn’t really matter to me one way or another. I don’t
care if people think I’'m weak. I only care that they’re right.

The moment 1 figure out who hurt my sister and get my
revenge, I’ll be back to normal human school and none of this
will matter.

Janet flops onto a massive U-shaped leather couch in the
middle of the common room. “My room is down that way,”
Janet points to the right, “and yours is down that one.” She
motions to the hall entrance next to it. “We’ll be close. And we
can totally hang out in any of the common areas.”

I sit beside her. “That’s good.”

I know I’m not the easiest person in the world to befriend.
My list of flaws are a mile wide. I’m fearful of this place, and
it makes me act very defensively. But these two have accepted
me instantly and treat me like an equal. I don’t think they’ll



ever truly understand how significant that is and how much I’1l
burn the world down if anyone hurts them. And I’ve only
known them for a single day.

“It’s cool in here,” I admit, looking up at the mismatched
colored glass on the ceiling and names carved into the wood,
even in hard-to-reach places.

“I mean, it’s the outcast hall,” Janet says with a sigh,
slumping even further until she’s practically lying on it. “We
get the least luxuries and instead get noses turned up in our
direction. But once we’re behind these gates, we’re safe. I
mean, other than a few freshmen here that act like they’re
better than us and can’t wait to test out, we’re a big
dysfunctional family.”

Lola lands on my shoulder. “Jerks in this section of the
school are few and far between. Just ignore them and you’ll
love it here.”

“I already do,” I say. “You guys have made it— bearable. |
really want to thank you for being my friend. I don’t have
many of them and it... it means a lot.”

“So you like it here?” Janet grins.
“More than I expected to, for sure.”

“Did you expect to hate 1t?” Lola sits, legs folded beneath
her. Her wings still buzz.

“Pretty much.”
“Then, why did you come?” Janet asks.

“Long story.” I shrug. “I just never liked being surrounded
by people I know are more powerful than me. Makes me feel
like I have no control over what happens to me.” It’s a feeling
I’ve worked to avoid for a really long time.

“Then you’ll love it in Minor Hall.”

I smile. Unfortunately, I can’t just fall into the comfort of
Minor Hall because there’s no way my sister’s killer resides
here. They’re in Elite Hall, almost certainly.



My stomach twists as | think back on my conversation
with Jarron.

In order to get justice, I’ll have to face my fears, as well as
beings I stand no chance against. Like Jarron. But 1 know
everyone has a weakness. So long as I keep under the radar
and don’t make any serious enemies, I’ll have time to unravel
the mystery and then find the chink in my villain’s armor.

Janet scootches in, leaning close. “Okay, now, spill the tea.
How do you know Jarron?”

Lola squeals and flutters to my inside shoulder so all three
of us are crowded together. “Yes, yes, yes. You have to tell
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us.

I sigh. “It’s not some big story. We knew each other as
kids. I haven’t seen him in three years.”

“Three years?” Lola asks.

“Okay, but like, what kind of relationship did you have?
Because I swear, I’ve never seen him look at anyone like that.
Ever.”

“Like what?” I try to picture what she’s talking about.
What about that conversation was significant? Other than that
“please.” Which, if I’'m totally honest with myself...

I shake my head. Nope. Not being honest with myself, got
it.

“He chased you,” Lola says, as if that means something to
me.

“Jarron doesn’t chase anyone,” Janet says, her voice
hushed and reverent. “You come to him or you don’t get to
interact with him. It’s like he doesn’t care about anyone or
anything. Except, apparently, you.”

“It’s not like that.”

“Are you sure? Because it’s hard for me to imagine Jarron
doing that... ever. A wolf shifter, sure; they act on whims.
Fae? Could be random fits of jealousy over anything at all. But
the steely demon prince? Uh-uh. If he didn’t care, he wouldn’t



have followed you. Or called for you. He wouldn’t have even
looked in your direction.”

I can’t argue with them about any of this because I really
don’t know Jarron. Not anymore. Instead, I explain our past
interactions matter-of-factly. “His parents were two of my
parents’ clients. They came into the shop a lot, and we played.
Trevor was there too. My parents had a vacation house on the
same island as his, and we spent a couple summers playing
together.”

Lola sucks in a breath. “Myre Island?”
I nod.

Janet stills. “Maybe we were wrong to assume you’d stay
in Minor Hall. If your parents have a house on Myre Island—"

“Not anymore. They sold it when we refused to go
anymore.”

che?77

[ press my lips together. I have to stay calm. “Me and my
sister. Once Jarron and his brother grew into their power, it
was different. We didn’t feel safe with them anymore. We
decided we didn’t want to be the weak ones in our friend
group.”

“Where’s your sister now?”

Acid swirls in my belly. Emotion stings my throat. I’'m not
sure how to deal with this. How much truth should I tell them?
I hadn’t planned to bring Elizabeth up at all, but now, how
could I lie? How could I hide the emotions welling up inside
all the time?

“She died. This summer,” 1 whisper the awful words. I
hate saying them. I hate admitting it. My sister 1s dead, and
every time I think about that fact, I want to burn the world to
the ground.

Janet winces. “That’s terrible.”

“I’m so sorry!” Lola says, her wings shuddering.



I nod and try for a sad smile. “It’s okay.” I mean, it’s not.
But that’s what you’re supposed to say, right?

“Is that why you came back here?”

“What?” I ask much too quickly, anxiety crawling in my
chest.

“To honor her. Prove that you’re good enough.”

“Oh,” I mutter. “Yeah. I guess so. She was opening up to
the supernatural world more than I was in the last year. When
she died, I decided to give it a chance.” My stomach sinks. |
don’t like lying to people who are sincere. I want to tell them
the truth. But could I really be honest about how I daydream of
shoving a dagger through someone’s eye socket? The face is
different each time, but in my mind, that person did it. They
killed her. And it feels good to steal their life in return.

I swallow. I’'m pretty sure I’m a terrible person, but I don’t
even care. Maybe I’'m as evil as the demons running this
school.

But the difference is, no one knows it.
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WHEN MAGIC IS CURRENCY
HUMAN LIFE IS WORTHLESS

A

I TURN quiet once the sun sets and eventually excuse myself to
my bedroom to be alone. Janet and Lola give me sad smiles
and kind words of encouragement.

I’'m glad I told them about Liz, even if it’s only a partial
truth.

They’ll at least understand that I’'m not okay sometimes.

Once | saw the dark sky taking over, it hit me that this is
my first night in a boarding school without her. Usually,
during our first time at a new school, we’d lay in one of our
beds together, chatting about every moment of our day for
hours.

Every person we met—the cute boys and nice girls, the
jerks to stay away from, and the mean bully girls. The teachers
or classes that were going to be difficult and the ones that
would be cake.

Some of those things, I could talk with Janet and Lola
about, but I’ve only known them for a day, and I’m keeping so
much from them—it’s not the same.

So, heart heavy, I sneak away into my bedroom to spend
time with Liz in my own way.

My bedroom is cramped and smells dingy. There’s one
small window, but the curtains hanging on one wall are so
long that it gives the illusion it’s massive. There are two twin



sized beds with stiff mattresses and red sheets. My roommate
is a sophomore witch, named Corrine. Janet told me she’s a
little snooty but she won’t cause any harm.

She doesn’t so much as look in my direction when I enter
the room, so that’s fun.

But that’s fine with me. It might be a little awkward but at
least I’ll have some quiet time.

I pull out my plush blanket and wrap it around my
shoulders. This is the same blanket I’ve had since our first
year in boarding school. Liz had one too. It’s now sitting
abandoned on her bed at home.

A bed she only slept in a few times in the last three years.

I only have a few pieces of her left, and the biggest one is
staring up at me from my lap. I’ve read the stupid journal four
or five times over since it showed up on my bedside table at
home.

That’s when I knew the investigation was over.

[ think my parents thought it would be a comfort for me, a
way to feel connected to her again. In some ways, they were
right, but I’m certain they didn’t expect me to obsess over it.

I’ve studied it, taken notes. Read and reread. For hours on
end.

I stare down at the pink leather journal with silver gel pen
doodles all over it.

The pages are worn and covered in scribbled handwriting
that [ sometimes struggle to read. On the front page is her
name, Elizabeth Montgomery, embellished with stars and
flowers and swirls in varying colors and dated from our last
day of middle school, when our parents gifted us each a
journal. Mine remained empty until this summer. Elizabeth’s is
around three-quarters full.

I’d never even realized she wrote in her journal until after
her death. The journal was turned in to the investigators, and
that was the first time I’d seen it since we unwrapped them
together.



But then, her murder case was deemed ‘“unsolvable.”
That’s a word that truly gets under my skin. The case isn’t
unsolvable, they just don’t want to deal with the repercussions
of investigating a powerful supernatural.

That’s the problem with this world. With enough magic,
you can get away with anything. The rulers of the Under
World could demolish the earth if they decided to. No mortal
investigators want to risk their wrath, not for one human girl.

Someone of no consequence.

So, if the trail led them toward someone too dangerous,
they’d drop the case faster than a hot potato and pretend the
evidence didn’t exist. Which is what I assume happened in my
sister’s case.

My parents hired an independent investigator, after the
official investigation was dropped. At least this way, if they
found the killer, they’d know never to work with them again.
Maybe they’d brew their own brand of revenge.

I heard that discussion in the middle of the night a few
weeks after we found her body.

Except, after a week—a week—they dropped their
investigation too and refused to tell me why.

They told me all the sappy stuff about mourning and
celebrating her, remembering the good yada yada yada. Her
journal turned up in my room without a word that week.

And I took matters into my own hands. I spent an entire
night pouring over her words. I learned she was dating
someone new, someone who “reigned supreme,” at a nearby
magical academy.

I also found a half-completed application to Shadow Hills
Academy inside the investigator’s box, left abandoned in our
closet.

I’d crossed her name off the application and filled it out for
myself. It had been a full two weeks past the admissions
deadline, so I’d sent in a personal note to the headmaster
along with it.



And that brings me to now. Sitting in my cold, dingy dorm
room in a magical school, holding my dead sister’s journal.

Liz wrote less than fifty short entries in it, which means
only major events or times she was feeling especially
emotional made her pull it out. I find myself wondering if she
purposefully hid that she wrote in it or if I’d just never noticed.

The first three entries are sappy and silly. She talked about
her first year of regular human school and how she sometimes
missed being part of the supernatural world—something she
never mentioned to me. She admitted that I was right; we were
better off using our talents to get ahead in the human world
where we could be some of the most influential women in
whatever field we decided to enter, instead of being barely
tolerated in the magical world.

Our parents are famous potions masters, which is cool. But
we had still witnessed them be threatened over and over,
called unimportant and weak. We’ve had our house ransacked
by trolls after our parents refused to help them murder a
enemy family. We’d lived with bodyguards for an entire year
in sixth grade because of kidnapping threats from a rival
potionist.

That’s the truth of how we became friends with Jarron and
Trevor.

We saw them every once in a while, usually only one at a
time, when their parents would make a quick trip into the shop
for a meeting.

Dozens of guards would show up, blocking off the whole
block. When I was a child, I didn’t realize how bizarre that
really was. That was when they were only occasional clients.
But when the royal family of the Under World chose my
parents for a regular contract, it nearly cost us our lives.

A witch potionist believed she deserved the contract
simply due to the magic in her blood, and she tried to force my
parents to back out of it by threatening Liz and me.

We had no idea it was happening at the time. We just
thought our parents were being paranoid, but come to find out,



the car accident, house fire, and Liz’s stomach virus that year
were not freak accidents. The witches plan backfired, of
course, when the underworlders got involved.

In order to protect their investment, the royal family made
their presence known in our lives for several months until the
threats magically disappeared.

Poof.
In fact, I haven’t heard a peep about that witch since.

This is only one piece of why Liz and I separated ourselves
from the supernatural world entirely. I was getting ready to
start high school and Liz, a year behind me, was still in Junior
High.

We were at an age where we were just beginning to realize
the truth of the world our parents are so deeply intrenched in.

We began to see the magic swirling around us and how it
was used against us regularly. We saw how even our friends
would change—Iliterally—when their magic became stronger
and stronger.

I refused to be afraid of what was around every corner. I
refused to care about people I wasn’t safe with. People who
would eventually realize how minuscule we were, in the grand
scheme of things, and leave us behind.

Our parents gave us the option of going to a boarding
school instead of staying at home, and they were noticeably
relieved when we chose to leave the magical world. So we
found a boarding school we could attend together.

Liz and I loved it. It was thrilling to feel powerful for once.

We never fit in to the posh crowd, which was fine by me,
but we had our own form of power. A power I quickly became
addicted to.

Liz has a few entries about our first couple weeks in
England. Being parted from our parents was hard on us both,
but it was exciting to see the world and be out on our own.

Liz thrived on the attention. She had a group of girlfriends
that followed her around like puppies, and boys treated her



like royalty. We had our share of enemies, but I stood by my
sister and protected her. Over and over.

And yeah, I may have brewed a potion or two in the
middle of the night to enforce our reputation. It didn’t take
long for people to fear us.

During summers, we’d spend time with our parents
abroad, instead of going home where we might be at risk. One
summer, we went to Kenya, and last year, Indonesia. This
summer we were supposed to go to Canada, but that never
happened.

Neither of us had spent more than a week at our home
since we left Myre Island.

Until this summer. [ stayed longer in Detroit for an
internship, and Liz went home three weeks sooner. In those
weeks, [’ve learned from her journal, Liz met someone new.

A powerful supernatural that made her feel like she was
“on fire with passion.” Someone who could change the game
for her.

Someone she never named.
Not to me, our parents, or in her journal.

Liz disappeared the day after I came home, and we didn’t
find her body until two weeks later—in the forest two miles
from this campus.

Just like Liz, 1T feel like I'm on fire—except instead of
passion, I’m burning with rage.

Clenching my jaw tight, I flip to her final journal entry.
Because clearly, ’'m a masochist.

JUNE 41H

1’vE arways BELIEVED what Candice told me—we’ll never
really belong in the supernatural world. Those creatures will
never treat us like equals.



We will always be at their mercy.
But I don t believe those things anymore.
1 feel strong for the first time in my life. I feel in control.

He makes me feel that way. He lights me up from the inside
and tells me tales of what we could be together. I love the
sound of his voice and the vision he has for our future.
Together, we can be powerful. His mark would lend me his
strength and make me like him. We just have to wait for the
right time, and then I’ll be able to achieve all the things [ was
too afraid to wish for.

It won 't be easy, I know. And my sister is only one obstacle,
but I cant give this up. I won t.

He is my future.

He knows how to make me one of the most powerful
creatures in this world. Able to make others bow down at my
feet. I can feel it, stirring in my blood already. The truth.

I cannot wait to ascend.

xo Liz

I CLENCH MY JAW.
[ cannot wait to ascend.

Those words grate against me. The anger 1s so palpable 1
feel like I could grow claws like a shifter and rip apart the
world. My sister met a high-level supernatural who at least
told her he intended to bond to her.

A marking, on a human, isn’t usually permanent. It’s a
temporary showing of belonging. It’s one-part animalistic
ownership and one-part protection. It gives them just a taste of
magic and connects the two creatures while the mark remains.

Most humans, male or female, would love to be marked.

But that’s not what my sister was talking about.



No, whoever she was dating—for two weeks—was
promising to bond to her. Basically, the supernatural version of
marriage, except worse. Bonds cannot be broken. It’s a
permanent combining of two souls. There are only three or
four known species capable of such a bond with a human.

Nightshades, which are extremely rare, and none of them
are within five hundred miles of us.

Demons from the royal line of Oriziah, like Jarron and
Trevor.

And Sphinx, which haven’t been seen on Earth for two
centuries.

Which is why I’'m almost certain my culprit is a demon.

A bonding like that can make a human supernatural. But
they’ll never be as powerful, like my sister seems to claim in
her journal. He knows how to make me one of the most
powerful creatures in this world.

He lied to her. I don’t even know how he could have
convinced her of this. We know very well that a bonding does
not make the two parties equal. It’s a small river of magic
connecting the two. Small bits of magic. Bonding with an
immensely powerful being like Jarron would have made her
strong. Very strong, compared to a human. She could stand
against a vampire, probably, but not a strong shifter or nearly
any high fae.

She knew this. We were taught this many times.

So, what could he have said to make her believe
otherwise? That, somehow, he could ascend her—a term
usually only used by fanatic humans obsessed with magical
beings. Fanatics that worship vampires and become their blood
bags willingly just for the chance that they might be turned.
Fanatics that follow fae around like groupies.

The term ascend implies supernaturals are a higher form of
being. It implies everything I’ve always hated about the
magical world.

They believe humans are a lesser form of being.



They believe magic makes them more worthy.
Screw that. And screw them for believing it.

I lie back in my bed and stare at the uneven beige ceiling.
Whoever brainwashed my sister and then killed her is going to
know what it feels like to be helpless. If it’s the last thing I do.
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TH RIGHT TGQDLS
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“Porions,” the willowy professor drawls dramatically, “is an
underrated portion of magic in this world. Hop across a portal
to the Radial Plane and you’ll find a society in which those
gifted in potion making are regarded as spiritual leaders and

even gifted by the gods.”

I shift in my seat, inwardly groaning. Another day of
sitting through dragged-out lectures. Every instructor feels the
need to give an inspirational speech defending their passion
for their subject.

This teacher is a witch, with tattoos all the way up her
stick-thin arms and her hair twisted into an intricate updo of
braids. The wall behind her 1s faux brick, covered in shelves
stacked to the ceiling with jars of hundreds of different
magical ingredients—some of them still living.

All right, so it’s a little different from human school.

In a human school, I’d be wearing a white lab coat and eye
protection. The walls would be solid white and the tables cold
metal.

Here, I'm in a dark room instead of bright white, the tables
are made of stone and our experiments are completed in
copper cauldrons instead of beakers and Bunsen burners.

“There tends to be a fundamental misunderstanding of
what potion making is,” the teacher continues, pacing back
and forth at the front of the room. “It is not only medicinal,
and it is not only for the weak. The purpose is not to make up



for some perceived lacking but to expand our understanding of
how different forms of matter interact and how those
interactions can be used to create great change.”

She stops and whips around to face the class. “Potions is
the breeding between art and science.”

“And magic,” someone mutters.

The teacher freezes, a horrified expression on her face.
After a long, awkward beat, she begins a short walk down the
aisle, passes my row, and stops next to a boy with thick arms
and plump lips. “What did you want to add?”” she asks softly.

He grimaces. “Nothing. Just—"

“Yes?”

“Potions is magic too. That’s all.”

“I see. Please defend your assertion.”

The boy’s eyebrows rise. “It’s a form of magic?”
“Theoretically.”

“You need magic to do it.”

“Do you?” she asks. When the boy just stares helplessly,
she continues, “Can someone with no magic brew a potion?”

“They need to use some kind of magic, right?”’

“Do yourself a favor, boy. Next time, do not speak about
what you know nothing of.”

His shoulders slump, an annoyed frown on his lips.

The teacher marches back to the front of the class and
selects three jars, placing them in a line on the table beside the
smoking cauldrons. “These ingredients are Majoram, moss
from the Twisted Forest, and ginger root. If I were to combine
these three ingredients into a base of silver and water, brewed
for three days, what would I create?”

I frown, considering the three ingredients. It would have to
be a simple potion, but they’re fairly potent ingredients. “A
protection spell?” I ask.



“Yes. A spell that would rebound any offensive magic for
several minutes.”

That sounds impressive.

“Now, if I were to invite any human off the street and have
them do the honors of combining and stirring the ingredients,
what would happen?”

“Theoretically, it would turn out the same,” I answer.

The teacher turns to face me and sets her hand on her hip.
“How do you know?”

“Because I could complete that potion, and I have no
magic.”

There’s a surprised gasp somewhere behind me.
“None at all?”
I shake my head. “Nothing usable.”

She nods. “So, then, how can you create magic? A mighty
protection potion?”

“Because the magic is in the ingredients.”

“Correct!” she says loudly. “Any human is capable of
completing most potions. There is certainly a level of talent
and intuition involved in potion making, but that is not a form
of magic we recognize. Potion making does not require magic.
Magic is simply an ingredient in our experiments. So, let me
ask this: if a potion requires no magic, is it easy?”

No one answers. We all know the answer 1s no. Potions is
one of the hardest fields.

“Potions making is a form of magic that can change
worlds, and yet anyone can learn it. It requires patience and
dedication, a blend of intuition and knowledge. But even the
weakest in magic can become powerful with time. Do not, |
repeat, do not underestimate a talented potionist. Even a
human can wreak magical havoc. You just need the tools and
the desire to make your enemy burn.”
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TH: PLOTTWIST T SHOULD
HAVE SEEN COMING

A

My vrLips parT as I enter the lunchroom at the start of my
second week. Something is very different. No pulsing magic
pressing down on me. No intimidating beings sizing me up.

“Where is everyone?” I ask as we walk toward the front
archways to grab our lunch. Half the tables are empty.

“Isn’t it nice?” Lola exclaims, flutters through the air, her
wings glowing slightly. “I love when the Elite give their big
announcements during lunch period.”

“Big announcements?”’

“Yeah,” Janet says. “The final inner circle is being
announced.”

Lola shrugs.

I twist my lips and follow Lola and Janet up to the bars of
food and under the magical archway. I hold my breath as I
pass under the spell revealer. Nothing happens. No zing or
pulse of magic like in Minor Hall. Nothing at all.

“I thought they already had their lists up?” I ask as I
browse the food options. I find the soup and rolls Stevie got
me yesterday, as well as a large option of salad and fruits.
Grainy breads that shimmer silver—fae food, I assume.
There’s also a whole section of meats. Some are literally raw.
Some steaming and brown.



“Yeah, I guess they’re making a change.”
“After a week?” I ask. “Talk about fickle.”
They chuckle.

I grab a quarter rotisserie chicken and roasted potatoes.
With no Elite around to make me nervous, I can eat a nice
meal with no worries.

Maybe I should be at the announcement to get an idea of
the social dynamics of my suspects, but this is too pleasant to
miss. We take our seats at our usual table. Stevie, Romera, and
even my roommate, Corrine, sit nearby, as well as a few other
Minor Hall students I haven’t met yet.

I enjoy my flavorful chicken and potatoes, and for a little
bit, I can pretend everything is back to how it used to be. Liz is
off with a boy somewhere, and we’re at a regular school away
from the politics and dangers of the supernatural world.

I have new friends, but that’s a good thing. School is easy.
I’m going to get into a great college to study politics and
become someone important in the world.

That’s it. That’s the life I want.

I finish off my plate while Janet and Lola chatter about the
school’s drama. Corrine pipes in a few times, hinting about a
boy who’s apparently obsessed with her but only smirks when
the others ask her any questions about him.

Janet eventually rolls her eyes and leans in to whisper,
“She’s probably making him up.”

Belly full, I stretch and take another look around the room.
The lunch period is a full hour, and it doesn’t take nearly that
long to eat. I wonder what most students do with the rest of the
time.

A crowd of whispering girls enters the lunchroom and sits
with a group of Major students. They begin a frantic chatter,
filled with joy and laughter. Someone got good news, I guess.

More students enter, a few obviously on the more powerful
end. They ignore the lesser students.



“I’m gonna go grab my extra credit homework from the
potions hall before it gets unruly in here,” Lola says, buzzing
up to hover in front of us.

“Okay, see you after classes,” Janet chimes with a smile.
Lola flutters away quickly.

“We should probably find something to do too. It’ll get a
little hectic in here soon, as the Superior and Elite students
make their way back. There’s always someone with hurt
feelings, and they make it everyone else’s problem.”

I nod and follow. Most of the other Minor students have
the same idea, and slowly, the weaker students filter out while
the stronger students enter.

A tall and willowy blond girl marches past us. Her crystal
blue eyes find me in the crowd and darken, a glare of utter
hatred. Okay?

“What was that about?”’ Janet asks.
I shrug.

“That’s her,” someone whispers from a group of boys
passing.

[ stop walking, pulling Janet to a halt beside me.
“What the hell?” Janet mutters.

My mind jumps to my conversation with Jarron then to the
announcement that just happened. My stomach sinks.

“Oh no.” I rush forward, hoping I’'m wrong. I had not even
remotely considered this, and I should have. Dammit, I should
have realized.

“What?” she squeals, skipping to keep up with me.

I practically drag her all the way down the hall until we
reach the chattering crowd standing by the list of the demon
royals’ chosen inner circle. The framed lists are too far for us
to read from here.

“Congratulations.”



I twist to face Bea, Trevor’s girlfriend. Her arms are
crossed, and her smile is smug.

“Congratulations for what?”” Janet whispers urgently.

“You thought she’d stay in Minor Hall, didn’t you?” Bea
says sweetly to Janet. “You thought you had another outcast
for your dwindling friend group. That’s sweet.”

Janet tenses. Her arm is still wrapped in mine, but her face
is slack, eyes big.

“I’m not leaving Minor Hall,” I say, voice low. I squeeze
Janet’s arm.

Bea’s eyebrows rise. “Why would you stay in Minor Hall
if you’re part of the inner circle? No one has ever done that.”

I frown, too shocked by her words to respond.

“Holy. Crap,” Janet exclaims, her voice only barely over a
whisper now.

I pull her farther into the crowd; I need to see the names.
Need to see this for myself.

“He named you part of his inner circle,” Janet says flatly,
and I know she’s trying to hold back her emotions. “I knew
there was more there than you let on.”

I swallow. The words are too small to make out. The
calligraphy is obnoxiously detailed, making it even harder.

Finally, I’'m able to read Jarron’s list. The bottom name is
not mine. | swallow. The next name is not mine.

“Oh my God. He put you first.”

I cling to Janet as tightly as I can manage, my fingers
digging into her forearm. It must hurt, but she doesn’t react. I
swear my knees might buckle here and now. Finally, I find my
name.

In the first spot. Candice Montgomery

Honestly, I’'m more mad at myself. I should have realized.
Should have seen this coming. Jarron knows I need to get into
Elite Hall. He told me he’d get me in. Of course he’d add me



to his list. He has three people he can name that will get
special treatment just for befriending him.

A shadow falls over me, and everything goes quiet. |
clench my hands into fists as I force myself to face the
powerful demon breathing down my neck.

“Hello, sunshine.”

The gaze of dozens of supernatural beings weighs down on
me, making it hard to breathe.

A dimple appears on Jarron’s right cheek alongside a
crooked grin. “Would you like to go somewhere to chat?” His
voice 1s so low it’s a near rumble. He peers down at me
through long lashes, hands in his pockets as if he were
completely at ease.

It gets under my skin.

There are still hushed whispers, but those nearest lean in,
listening closely. I glare at a few students that step in closer to
us. “Somewhere else would be good.” I turn quickly to Janet.
“I don’t know what is happening, but I have to...”

“Right.” She forces a smile, her eyes unfocused. “Sure,
yeah, go talk.” She shakes her head. “My god. You’re going to

talk to the heir of the Under World alone.” She blinks rapidly
like reality is just catching up to her.

I’ve known her for only a few days, so I find it surprising
how much I care what she thinks. I care how she feels. I want
to explain this to her. I want her to know that whatever is
happening here was not my plan nor my desire. I want to stay
with her and the other outcasts in Minor Hall. But I have to do
this.

“Are you going to be okay?” she asks, her eyebrows
pulling down.

I press my lips into a thin line, unsure how to answer that
question. Will I be okay? Am I safe with Jarron? Honestly, 1
don’t know. But I’'m going to have to pretend. Because if |
want to play this game, it’s going to get dangerous.



I nod quickly. Then, on a whim, I pull her into my arms for
a tight hug. “Thank you for caring and for being my friend so
quickly. It’s not going to stop because of,” I pull back and
wave vaguely, “whatever this 1s.”

“Okay,” she whispers. Then, I turn and follow the demon
prince down the hall while the crowd quietly observes.
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YOU REALLY DO THINK TM A
MONSTER, DON'T YOU?

I cross my arms and keep my back to the entrance of the
room until I hear the door click behind me. Jarron moves so
quietly I can’t even tell he’s here until his shadow settles over
me.

“I’m not moving to Elite Hall,” I whisper, then I force
myself to face him. His eyes are so soft it disarms me for a
moment. Then, I pull in a deep breath and channel my anger.
My determination. Don t let him get under your skin.

“You don’t have to,” he says, eyes still searching my face
with quiet awe. I look over his shoulder just to stop examining
every inch of his ridiculously beautiful face.

“Are they even going to believe it?” I ask quickly. “T get
the reasoning. I need to get into Elite Hall, and this will give
me access to... probably everything. But is it necessary? The
first spot? Will people even believe it? Why would you or
anyone else add me—a human, one that’s not even that pretty
—to their inner circle?”

Jarron frowns. “One, you are beautiful. And two, there are
many reasons to add someone to an inner circle. Power and
prestige are not the only reasons.”

Sure, I’'m decent by human standards, but by theirs? Fat
chance. “What do I have that you’d want?”

One of Jarron’s brows flicks up, and his lips curve into a
grin. “You’d be surprised.”

I roll my eyes but turn away to hide my reddening cheeks.
I’m certainly not used to Jarron flirting with me. Not like this



anyway. He was fairly shy when we were friends.
He’s obviously changed quite a bit.

Jarron rolls his shoulders. “No one will question you being
in my inner circle... if we’re dating.” His tone is so calm, his
words so matter of fact, for a moment they do not compute in
my mind.

My blood turns cold as the reality of what he’d suggested
finally settles. “Dating,” 1 repeat flatly, barely hearing the
word.

“You do know the meaning of the word, yes?”

[ whip my attention back to him, anger settling my mind.
“Don’t be a jerk.”

His smile grows. “That, I cannot promise.”

“You’re going to pretend to date me so I can investigate
my sister’s death?”

“Yes.” He puts his hands in his pockets casually. Hell, he
looks good in his dress clothes. He’s wearing black slacks and
a white button up shirt under a grey vest. His sleeves are rolled
up casually—why are guys’ forearms so attractive?

He wears an expression so damn smug it’s giving me a
stomachache.

I bite the inside of my cheek. This is not at all what I’d
expected, and I’m not sure what to think about it. On the one
hand, it’ll work. I’ll have the chance to get all kinds of close
with my potential suspects, including Jarron. And being part of
the in-crowd could even draw the killer to me. But is that a
good thing? Yes and no. I’'m going to have to be prepared at all
times.

And it will be extremely awkward to pretend to date
someone I’m not interested in. Someone I can’t get close to.

I’ll have to keep two secrets from Jarron, all while
pretending to date him.

First, that he’s my number one suspect in my sister’s
murder.



Second, that I’m utterly terrified of him.
“Why?” I ask. “Why would you do that?”

That’s how my sister’s murderer got to her, isn’t it? Wooed
her and promised to make her powerful.

“Many reasons. But most of all, I want to help you. If
someone in this school killed a person I care about, I will
destroy them.”

Care about. He hasn’t seen my sister in three years. “You
cared about Elizabeth?” I ask dubiously. Unless he has seen
her recently.

For the first time, Jarron’s smile slips. He pauses this time,
watching me with haunted eyes as dark as the Under World.
“You really do think I’'m a monster, don’t you?”

My lips part, but Jarron leaves without waiting for a
response. He walks from the room quietly. We both know the
answer to that question.
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DATING ADEMON WAS NOT
PART OF TH: PLAN

“On My Gob!” A tiny body and fluttering wings slam into my
chest. “Is it true? I haven’t gone to look myself. Are you part
of Jarron’s inner circle?” Lola asks frantically.

I sigh. “Yeah, I guess I am.” More lying. I’m not ready for
it. I was hoping this would be my refuge. Instead, I have to
keep this ridiculous mask up at all times.

Janet separates from me and stands quietly, watching with
concern. “What happened?”

I press my lips together. “Well, you were right. He’s—" I
really don’t know how to do this. God, this is embarrassing.
“He wants to date me.” I’m dizzy the moment the words leave
my lips.

“OMGQG, are you going to faint?”
My eyelids flutter. “I think I need to sit down.”

Janet hooks her arm in mine and guides me to the common
room, and the three of us flop down onto one of the uneven
couches.

“Do you need water?” Lola asks.
I try to swallow, but my mouth and throat are dry. I wince.

“Water coming up!” Lola says and flies off around the
corner.

I press my palms to my eyes. And try to force my body to
calm. Dating Jarron, the demon prince. My once friend and
possibly my sister’s murderer.



“I guess it was wishful thinking,” Janet murmurs, looking
off to the other side of the room.

“What?” I whisper.

“That we’d get another Minor lifer to hang with. There’s
only five of us, you know that? Five seniors still in Minor
Hall. Every cool new person that shows up leaves us behind
and never looks back.”

I purse my lips.
“I mean, I’'m happy for you and all. It’s just...”

I nod. “It’s the outcast hall. It’s only fun when there’s
someone else to share it with.”

She gives me a sad smile.

I squeeze her hand. “I know you don’t believe me, but I
really do not intend to leave Minor Hall. I like it here. I feel
safe, and I need that. Especially if I'm going to be spending
time in Elite Hall. And I like you. You and Lola. My first day
would have been literal hell without you. I want to be your
friend. Even if... even if...” I swallow, unable to finish the
sentence.

“You’re dating a literal prince?”
“A demon prince.”

Grunting grabs our attention, and Janet and I both turn to
find little Lola carrying a water bottle larger than her entire
body by the bottle cap, wobbling to and fro as her little wings
struggle to keep them in the air. “Here I come!” she squeaks.

I snort a laugh and reach out to take it from her gently.
“Thank you.”

Lola drops to the couch, panting heavily. “You're.
Welcome,” she says between breaths.

I take a sip. Cool water soothes my throat and eases the
tension in my chest.

“So, tell us again how you don’t know Jarron that well?”



I allow a small smile. “Okay, yeah, I knew him. But I
didn’t—" I look up at the mismatched glass above our heads.
“My sister had a crush on him, so it’s really weird to think
he’d be into me now.”

“Oh, yeah. I could see that.”

“But also, you don’t say no to him,” Lola adds. “He’s like
drool worthy hot.”

My heart clenches. “He is quite attractive.” To be honest,
that’s part of the problem.

Jarron is model hot. I’ve never put a lot of stock in what I
look like. I’'m vaguely attractive by human standards. It never
mattered to me that I wasn’t the turn-heads kind of beautiful
like my sister.

But going to school here is like living in L.A. When you’re
surrounded by models, singers, and actresses, it’s hard to feel
beautiful.

Still, that wouldn’t bother me if dating the hottest guy in
school wouldn’t put a microscope on me. Half the whispers
will be jealous complaints of how Jarron couldn’t possibly be
into me when there are dozens of incredibly gorgeous options
not only ready but eager to jump his bones.

“So, you were friends before,” Lola prompts. “Like how
close? Tell us about it.”

“Like childhood best friends. We explored the island
together and caught lightning sprites by the fae portals. He led
me through a pretty deep cave one time, and we found this
super cool underground waterfall. It was... it was really
amazing.”

“That sounds romantic,” Janet says, wiggling her brows.
Lola’s body shimmers purple.

“It wasn’t. Not really. I was thirteen, and we didn’t—
well, 7 didn’t think of it that way.”

“Maybe he was trying to woo you even then.”

I laugh. “Yeah, I don’t think so. I don’t know when—" 1
shake my head. It doesn’t matter because it’s not real. None of



1t 1s real.

And to be perfectly honest, there is a very real possibility
that Jarron wants to pretend to date me so he can kill me the
way he killed my sister.

You really do think I'm a monster, don't you?

[ want to believe in Jarron. I really do want to believe that
he could remain good. That he could still be the boy I cared
about. That I shared my secrets with.

The sad look in his eyes from today will haunt me for a
while.

I just can’t let those hopes and that guilt overrule my better
judgement. There’s a chance—a small one—that he could be
the sweet boy I knew, and there’s also a chance—a good one
—that he really is a monster.
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TF ADEMON MUST PUBLICLY
CLAIM YOU, FLOWERS AREN'T
THE WORST OPTION

La:ﬁo--“" £
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A GENTLE KNOCK on my door drags me from a restless sleep.

My limbs are stiff and heavy as I twist in the small, lumpy
bed. I groan and turn over, hiding from the early morning light
streaming through the window, despite the curtains being
drawn tight. Leave it to Minor Hall to get paper-thin curtains.
It’s not like any vampires would be in this hall.

“What was that?” Corrine, my roommate, asks, her voice
much more chipper than anyone should be at first light.

I groan. “Don’t know. Don’t care.” The clock says it’s 7:15
a.m. | do not intend to get my sorry butt out of this bed until
precisely 8:15 a.m. Fifteen minutes before my first class.

The knock 1s louder the second time. “Delivery!” a voice
calls.

“Delivery?” Corrine squeals. She hops up to open the door
and squeals again at the sight of a massive bouquet of calla
lilies so dark they look black at first glance but are really
shades of purple and red. “Ohmegod!” She lifts the flowers by
the vase. The petals loom over her head, getting stuck in
strings of her hair.

A few students crowd our doorway from the hall.
Apparently, the delivery, even this early in the morning, caught
some people’s attention.

“Who the hell would send you flowers?” 1 grumble,
wiping the sleep from my eyes. I don’t think I’ll be getting any
more sleep this morning. A fact I am not remotely happy
about.



“Not me,” Corrine says. “You.”

After a pause, where my brain shuts down and reboots, I
throw my hands over my face. Dammit. The events of
yesterday come crashing back down on me. I'm fake-dating
the demon prince. Right.

“Candice,” she reads the card, slow and sultry. “I feel like
the luckiest person alive that I get a second chance at getting
to know you. I’ll be saving you a seat at lunch. Love, Jarron.”

More squeals. This time, Corrine is not alone; several of
the students in the hall are swooning with her. People I don’t
even know.

God, why did he have to make a spectacle?

I groan. I know why. Because in the supernatural world,
you show your intentions openly. Everyone knows who you
belong to. He’s claiming me as his in the most human way he
can manage. The other options are more barbaric.

He must know they’d go over very badly with me if he
tried. There will be no marks left on my body, permanent or
not.

I get up and slam the door on the gawking onlookers and
then curl back up into bed, pretending this didn’t just happen.

Corrine slips from the room without another word,
probably to go gossip with the other students. Curled up in the
fetal position, I weigh my options. I could go out there now,
deal with the barrage of attention that’s going to come at me
no matter what I do and at least get some breakfast and maybe
a cup of coffee before classes start. Or I could hide away in
here, mind spinning through all the unpleasant things of the
past and present. I’ll be anxious and angry by the time I get up
and get to class, but at least I’ll have forty-five less minutes of
attention to deal with.

It’s tempting, but it’s another thing that has power over me.
[ won’t let it. So, I’ll take the high road and reclaim every bit
of power I may wield.

I toss my blanket back before I change my mind and dress
quickly. I throw some product into my hair but don’t bother



with make-up. I could spend hours perfecting my appearance,
but I’d still be lackluster compared to the others, especially the
Elite girls.

I refocus my mind, then I exit my bedroom. There are still
a few students whispering in the hall, who freeze and stare
wide-eyed as | march past, but the rest have dispersed.

I enter the Minor food hall and more silence greets me,
despite the fact that there are nearly fifty beings watching me.
I ignore the looks and walk up to the warming trays full of
meats and eggs. There are also two platters, one filled with
pastries and another of fruits.

I fill my plate to overflowing. One, I'm hungry. Two,
breakfast is my favorite. Three, if I’'m expected to sit with the
Elite, I doubt I'll eat even a bite for lunch.

“When do you think she’ll move out?” someone whispers
nearby.

“Today, probably.”

“I dunno, she might stay here. If he drops her in a week,
what’s the point in going through all the trouble?”

My stomach gives an anxious squeeze at that, which is
exceptionally stupid. We’re not even really together; of course
he’s going to drop me.

“Candice!” a sweet voice calls, and I whip my attention to
a tiny pixie waving at me from the far table. I smile and head
her way. Janet is there too, her head still low.

“We heard about the flowers,” Lola purrs. “It’s so swoon
worthy.”

I force a smile, but it’s stiff. “Still not sure what to think
about it all.”

“You’ll still be our friend, right?”” Lola asks.

“Of course! Honestly don’t expect it to last long anyway.
We—we’re not really compatible.”

Lola shrugs, her curls bouncing, then takes a bite of her
tiny muffin. Crumbs fall to the table as she mumbles, “Lots of



humans have relationships with sups.”

I quirk a brow, and then I begin to shovel food into my
mouth. Janet watches my sloppy performance, and her lips
curl into a smile. “Lola’s right. It can happen.”

I shrug. “Just not getting my hopes up. Not sure the Under
World will be thrilled to have me as a queen.”

“Maybe not at first, but if you were to be mated, you’d
gain magic.”

“Some, but not a lot. And they’d be mad ’cause it would
make him weaker.” I hold up my hand. “Way too soon to be
talking about this stuff. It’s a long shot. I’'m not getting my
hopes up. The end.” I wouldn’t want that anyway. Even if
Jarron’s and my relationship were real—which it’s not—and
even if by some miracle we fell deeply in love and stayed
together through all the ups and downs and we mated and
married, I’d still be the weakest of them all. Stronger than a
human, weaker than a demon. It’s not enough to take away
that icky feeling of being vulnerable at all moments of the
day.

We finish off our breakfasts in silence, and 1 work to
ignore the whispers still floating around me.

“Jarron’s note,” Janet and Lola lean in as if I’'m about to
spill some big secret, “said he’d be holding me a seat at lunch.
Which I guess means I’'m going to have to ditch you guys.”

Janet looks down at her plate to hide a frown.
“Are you afraid?” Lola asks.

“Terrified.” Sitting with Jarron will mean sitting with all
the top Elites. At least three demons and several other
massively powerful supernatural students will all be there.

“You’ll be fine.” Lola hops onto my shoulder.

“Yeah, Jarron would kill anyone who even thought about
hurting you,” Janet says.

[ grimace.



“I mean 1it. Even though I'm pretty sure you’re
undervaluing his feelings for you, even if it wasn’t that big of

a deal to him, by pure pride alone, he’d have to make sure no
one impedes on his territory.”

“Great, a supernatural pissing match in my honor. That’1l
be great.”

“Whatever you want to call it, it’ll keep you safe.”

“Yeah, from everyone except Jarron.”
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THE MOST POWERFUL HAVE NO
RULES—AND THAT'S EXACTLY
TH: PROBLEM

ALL DAY, people gawk at me. Between classes, I simply hold
my books tightly against my chest, focused straight ahead.
Ignore the whispers. Ignore the sneers.

Lola eats up every second of the attention. Janet is quiet.

She doesn’t believe I’'m not going to leave them, but she
remains by my side. I guess it’ll just take time to convince her
to trust me.

I walk into the cafeteria, and it feels like everyone is
watching. The room stills, waiting. My heart thunders in my
chest, cheeks warming.

I’m so not ready for this.

But this is my chance to solidify my place with the Elites
so I can find the killer. I’'m a spy. Playing a part. The demon
prince’s girlfriend. I don’t know how to play that part, but |
suppose it doesn’t matter. I just have to keep my head up and
pretend not to be disgusted by the Elites.

No problem.

“You got this,” Lola says, holding her tiny fist out. I smile
and fist bump the pixie as gently as possible.

“Good luck,” Janet whispers.

“Thanks. I’ll see you guys for dinner tonight. In Minor
Hall.”

“You sure?” Lola asks. “He might want you to go to Elite
Hall for—”



“Don’t care.” Lunch is all I have in me for today. “I’ll be
back to hang with you guys after class. Promise.”

“If you say so,” Lola says, fluttering in front of my face.
Then, she twirls away, dancing with all attention on her. That
is, until I take my first step forward.

I walk with my chin high, toward the demon prince, whose
eyes are just for me. His expression is unreadable. As I
approach, he stands slowly, carefully, like he’s taking care not
to spook me. I would never admit that I appreciate it.

He pulls out the chair next to him, and the breath sticks in
my lungs.

I release 1t as I take the seat.

“Welcome.” Jarron’s chest is puffed out. He’s proud to
share his friends, his place, I guess? I look around, and all I
see are narrowed, glowing eyes and grim expressions.

Powerful beings sizing up their newest rival.

“It’s about time Jarron gets a girl,” Trevor says with a
wink.

I glare at him. At least Trevor, I know. His words seem to
break the ice with the table of high-level supernaturals.

“We always welcome a little extra beauty in our circle,”
says a boy with silver eyes and a big grin. He’s the only person
at the table that seems at ease. “Helps to offset the grisly
beasts we spend our time with.” He nudges a demon with short
red horns next to him.

“Uh, thanks?”

“Get used to the compliments,” a girl with dark hair says.
“Stassi’s shameless flattery has no end.”

“It’s his best quality.” The blond I recognize from
yesterday beams at him.

Stassi winks at her. She shifts her gaze back to me, and her
frosty blue eyes instantly harden. Would ya look at that? Looks
like I have a new president of my fan club.



“So, is it true?” the girl says, barely hiding disgust. “Are
you really dating?”” One of her brows flick. I note her pointed
ears. The fae princess from the Frost Court I’ve heard about, I
presume.

I can’t help but notice her perfect body, but I don’t let them
linger because I don’t want to be creepy. She’s wearing a tight,
light blue shirt covered in clear gemstones. Gemstones are her
worlds currency, meaning she may as well be wearing
diamond-covered clothes.

Her blond hair is in perfect ringlets.

“Do you have a problem with that, Aurie?” Jarron says, his
voice near a rumble.

Another girl down the table chuckles. Her skin is darker,
with sharp features and plump lips. She has tattoos circling her
wrist, which marks her as a witch. Her smile, though
seemingly sincere, exposes sharp canines. I’'m not sure what
order she’s mixed with, but she’s certainly no ordinary witch.

She’s not particularly feminine—in fact, she’s wearing
slacks instead of skirts like the rest of us—but she’s still
beautiful enough that I have a hard time looking away.

These girls are exactly the kind of females the realms
would expect Jarron to go for. Stunning and powerful. The
kind of girls that probably expect to woo him eventually.

The demon royals have always been known to be open in
their mate choosing—even a weak human is a possibility. But
every prince is strongly encouraged to marry powerful to
increase the magic in their line, or at the very least, not dilute
it.

So, though he’s technically allowed, no one would be
particularly pleased if Prince Jarron bonded to a human.

Trevor sits with Bea at the end of the table. There are two
other demons between the demon princes. One male, one
female. On the other end of the table are three more silver-
eyed jock-type boys. Wolf shifters.

“Of course not. Just want to know where we stand.” Aurie
smiles, her frosty gaze turns to me. “We are the most powerful



students in the school. With us, there are no rules.”

My eyebrows rise. I don’t tell her that that’s exactly what
I’m afraid of.

“Need anything, just say the word,” the fae brunette says.

I don’t respond, partly because there isn’t anything I could
ask for. The only thing I want is my sister’s killer in the
ground, but that has to stay a secret for now.

“She’s like a deer among wolves,” someone mutters, and I
suck in a breath. Do I look that out of place? I’m trying to
keep my heart-rate under control, my expression calm, but I
don’t seem to be succeeding.

“Like a deer in headlights.” Someone laughs.

My chest tightens. Jarron slings an arm over the back of
my chair and releases a low rumble from his chest. “Careful,”
he says, so low it sends a shiver down my back.

The others exchange looks. Dubious and amused. They
don’t expect me to last. I shouldn’t be annoyed by that. Unlike
what Lola said earlier, humans don’t usually last long in
relationships with strong supernaturals. The humans either die,
skimp off out of fear, or the supernatural simply gets bored
and drifts toward someone more like them.

There are a few success stories, but they’re the exception,
not the rule.

Good thing I don’t intend to stick around long either. Just
long enough to figure out which one of them killed my sister.

My gaze turns sharper as I examine them each as suspects.
I will not be another victim. They don’t know it, but I’'m not a
doe. I intend to bite back.

“This is my brother,” Aurie says, nodding to one of the
boys I’d assumed was a wolf shifter. On closer inspection, his
glowing stare and pointed ears. He’s fae.

“We’re Frost Court royalty.”

“Congratulations,” I mutter. Auren squints momentarily,
but then her expression smooths into one of casual



confidence.

“So, Candice, what’s your story?” one of the shifters asks,
a built male with dark skin.

I shrug.

“Her parents are potions masters,” Jarron answers for me.
“The Montgomerys. Ever heard of them?”

The shifter’s sucks in a breath. “Everyone’s heard of
them.”

“Our parents go way back,” I answer awkwardly. There, at
least I’ve said something.

“That, they do,” Trevor adds.

“Ohhh! That’s who you are,” Bea adds, her bright red lips
pouting slightly. “I can’t believe it took me that long to figure
it out!”

I grimace.

“It’s been three years, Bea,” Trevor says, “She hasn’t
changed that much.”

Bea shrugs. “I just forgot she existed.” Even back then,
Trevor and Bea were joined at the hip. Childhood arranged
marriage that’s turned out quite well.

I snort, and Jarron glares at her. “At least she’s honest,” 1
mutter.

Jarron leans in close. “She most definitely did not forget
you existed,” he whispers, low enough for the others not to
hear.

I frown. Does that mean he thinks she could be a suspect?
My sister’s journal makes it clear it was a male she was dating,
but what if she were seeing Trevor behind Bea’s back? That
would explain why she was so secretive. Bea could have
discovered them and killed her out of jealousy. It’s a pretty
decent motive.

It also makes me turn my attention a little tighter to the
girls in front of me. They’re still eyeing me like a piece of
meat they intend to devour.



I know essentially nothing about these supernaturals. I’'m
going to have to dig to find out their stories. Each and every
one. What do they want? What are their goals? Who are their
allies? Their targets?

I mentally note that for my first project. I’'ll ask Jarron,
Janet, and Lola about these students. I’ll have to dig into the
drama and rumors and history between all of them. That way,
when I do get a break in my case, I’ll have the context I’ll
need.

I like this plan because it means I can lay low for a bit
while I uncover what I can.

My hammering heart tells me I’'m a coward, but my mind
tells me it’s logical and fits my story anyway. I’ll be the scared
human crushing on the impressive demon prince.

I’ll have to deal with some alone time with Jarron still, of
course, but that’s survivable.

I think.

IT’s the longest half hour of my life, sitting at this table
surrounded by beings who could not only end my life with a
flick of their wrist and half a thought but would enjoy doing
it.

“Do you want to go for a walk?” Jarron finally asks, his
voice smooth and casual.

I barely restrain an audible sigh of relief. I thought I was
going to be stuck here for the rest of the lunch hour. My nod is
slow.

The room seems to hush as Jarron rises and holds out his
hand for me.

My stomach flips, the moment I slide my hand against his
smooth skin. Hundreds of stares follow our stroll out of the
room.



The moment we’re out of the cafeteria, Jarron drops my
hand.

“Outside?” he asks.

I cross my arms and nod. It’s still pretty warm out, even
here in Idaho, but it won’t stay that way long. Snow could be
on the horizon at any moment.

The sky is a soft blue, and the green-covered mountains
tower over the valley. We’re in the middle of nowhere out
here.

We exit the school and pass under a covered walkway with
glass shading the stones. Protection from the sun for any
Under Worlders.

The breeze tosses my hair back. To our left is a large
window leading right to the cafeteria. Meaning those hundreds
of students are still watching, some of them pressed right up to
the glass.

I groan, and Jarron chuckles.

“You’ll get used to it.”

“Kinda doubt that.”

His smile slips. “Do you hate it here that much?”

We walk down a trail leading to a small garden, and soon, I
can no longer feel the eyes boring into my back. “Kinda,” I
admit.

He’s quiet for a few more minutes. We pass under a white
willow, and my fingers graze the glossy leaves.

“You could leave if you want. I’ll find her killer and make
them pay. I promise.”

I snort. “I’m not leaving.”
He nods. “Didn’t think so. Figured I’d offer anyway.”

I look up into the leaves above. Though there’s a glass
dome above the garden, it doesn’t feel like it. The breeze still
blows, the sun still warms my skin. It’s pretty here.



“We should...” He rocks back on his heels. “Maybe talk
about the logistics.” He leans against the bark of the large tree,
again with his hands in his damn pockets.

“Like?”
“Well, if we’re dating, there’s going to be expectations.”

I nod. Rules. Boundaries. I like that idea. “Okay. What did
you have in mind?”

“You should eat lunch with us and spend at least an hour in
Elite Hall after classes every day.”

“NO 29
His eyebrows rise. “No?”

“No, I’'m not coming to Elite Hall every day. I’ll give you
lunch. And I get that I’ll have to come to Elite Hall sometimes,
but not every day.”

“So, how often? Three days a week?”

I pause to consider then tentatively nod.

“And one weekend night. Two hours minimum.”
“What?” I squeak.

“It’1l be expected of a dating couple. To be honest, that is a
modest amount of time. Those two hours can be spent in
public, the library, or my room.”

I cough. His room? What the hell am I getting myself into?
I close my eyes and let the smell of lavender ease my anxiety.

“You have control over this Candice. If you want to back
away from this plan, we can. It’ll be harder, but I fully intend
to get to the bottom of it. If you want to be in Elite Hall to be
part of the investigation—"

“Yes, I want to be part of it. It’s just—" I’'m not going to
get into this with him. Not now. “I’ll just need a little time to
adjust. This first week, let’s take it easy. I’ll sit with you at
lunch and spend one hour in Elite Hall. To be determined.”

“Deal. Let’s plan on Saturday. We can take a trip into the
Forest of Nails if you want. Do a little digging there. Only if



you want.”

My stomach twists, gazes cast to the ground. The Forest of
Nails is where my sister died. He wants to check out the scene,
I guess.

And yet, the idea of going into the forest alone with him
seems like an unwise choice. “No, I don’t think so.”

There, I’ll leave it at that and hope he assumes I’'m just
nervous about facing my sister’s place of death. Which 1 am.
But that’s not the reason I don’t want to go.

He examines me for a beat and then nods. “Have you
seen...” He trails off, brow furrowing.

“What?”
“The autopsy?” he asks gently.

I swallow. “It’s confidential. My parents wouldn’t tell me
anything about it either.”

Jarron nods. “I’ll look into it. What else made you decide it
was someone here?”

“Her journal. And a half-completed application for
admission here.”

His eyes narrow. “She didn’t want anything to do with
supernaturals either.”

“No, she didn’t.”

“Anything else I should know? That’s enough for me to
get started, but if there’s anything else that can lead me in the
right direction...”

I shake my head. I wouldn’t share anything else with him
even if | had it. Jarron seems to get that I don’t fully trust him.
He knows that just because I’'m here, doesn’t mean I’'m all of a
sudden team-demon. He’s a means to an end, and I’'m—

I don’t know what I am to him. But I suppose I’ll figure
that out eventually. For better or worse.
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DEAR DIARY

A pay in the life of a demon prince s girlfriend: Wake with a
pounding headache, my dead sister's journal still clutched in
my hands. Shovel food into my mouth while my peers stare
mercilessly. Listen to rumors and assumptions and criticism
constantly.

“She literally has zero magic;, how is she even at this
school?”

“Ew, she thinks shes better than us, doesnt she? No magic
but a prince likes her tits and her parents have money, so
clearly she s superior.”

s

“She s such a pick-me.’

Go to class and try to pretend those words don't get under
my skin. Focus on studying, even though the subjects are
simple and the tasks too easy.

Sit among predators during lunch and don't eat a bite
because my stomach is in knots while they slide in veiled
threats and insults like I'm too dim to understand.

b

“Humans have the softest skin. Delicious.’

“Nah, she’s not my type. I don't have a thing for little girls
with big doe eyes and not a thought in their head.”

“Helplessness is sexy, didnt you know?”

Chide myself for how unsafe I am. How terrified I am of
being alone with him.

Spend every moment terrified he’ll kill me the way he
killed her.

Hide away in Minor Hall with my only two actual friends,
watching movies and taking notes in my journal, while the rest
of Minor Hall avoids me like the plague. Reread my sisters
last few journal entries and contemplate all the things I did
wrong.



“Did she resent me for pushing her out of the supernatural
world?”

“If I hadn't taken that internship, would she have told me
about her boyfriend? Would I have noticed the signs?”

“Did I put her down too much? Suck away her confidence
in her own strength and leave her vulnerable to the first
predator to walk into her life with the promise of power?”

Fall asleep after hours of torturing myself.

Wake with a pounding headache and do it all over again.
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EVERYTHING IS A
COMPETITION HERE, EVEN
FRIENDSHIP
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“You okaY? You look so stressed out.”

I glance up to Janet and Lola watching me, concerned
expressions etched onto their faces. We’re sitting in the game
room because it’s the only place I don’t get bothered by the
whispers. Janet and Lola are doing their homework, but mine
was done before I even left class, so I flip through my nearly
empty purple journal, pondering all my life choices.

“Yeah, I'm good,” I answer quickly and then wrack my
brain for an excuse. I should be deliriously happy, right?
Dating a prince they all think I actually like. Meanwhile, I'm
wondering if he’ll drain my blood the moment I let him corner
me. “All the whispers and stares have been getting under my
skin.” There. That’s true and understandable.

I only have to waste another hour or so before I can excuse
myself to hide away in my room and obsess over my sister’s
journal some more. Fun.

“Yeah, people are so annoying,” Lola says with a tinkle.
“Like, get over it already.”

“It’s only been a few days. People here live for drama, and
you’re just the ‘it thing’ right now.”

I nod absently and flip another page. Once | saw that Liz
had been using the journal our parents gifted us, I dug through
my drawers and found my own. I’ll need somewhere to write
my notes about my investigation, why not the forgotten purple
leather monstrosity? It feels symbolic, somehow. My sister



kept her secrets in her journal. I’'m going to expose them in
mine.

Her secrets put her in the grave, and my research will bring
her to justice.

“Hey, I could use your help with something,” I blurt out to
my new friends.

“Of course. Anything,” Janet says.

“I feel super out of sorts here. I don’t know much of
anything about the Elite I sit with at lunch. Could you help me
get the lay of the land? Spill the tea about the powerful
people?” Did that sound casual enough?

Lola squeals. I blink back my surprise, and flinch as she
flutters up into my face.

“You’re speaking Lola’s language.” Janet chuckles. Then,
she reaches out and lifts her palm until she’s gently lifted Lola
out of my face.

“Yeah, sorry. You said spill the tea, and I just couldn’t
contain my excitement.” She tinkles again, purple sparks of
magic fluttering down to the table.

“So, what do you want to know?” Janet asks, shutting her
charms workbook and sliding it away.

“Uh, could you give me a rundown of the Elites I sit with?
Oh! What do you know about Jarron’s inner circle? No one
has really talked much about that.” I should know who else
was on the list, right? I didn’t even pay attention to the names
below mine. They could be anyone.

“Yes!” Janet says. “So, Stassi and Laithe are the two others
on the list.”

“You bumped Manuela off,” Lola says excitedly.

“Manuela?” I think back to the scary witch from lunch. I
liked her. She’s intimidating, but she didn’t give off ‘I’d like to
kill you’ vibes like some of the others.

“Yep, she’s a badass witch with dryad blood.”
I blink. “Dryad? Really?”



Lola flutters her wings, and I’'m guessing that means yes. I
knew she was something more than witch, but I wouldn’t have
guessed dryad. They’re incredibly rare.

“She’s dating a wolf shifter, but they’re really low key. I
don’t know of any big drama involving her other than that.
They’ve been on-off for a couple years.”

“Stassi,” I say, thinking through the other two names she
said. “That’s the flirty wolf shifter?”

Lola nods. “Oh, yes! I love him. He’s so sweet.” Her
cheeks glow purple. Is that a pixie blush? I resist the urge to
grin at her.

Stassi is very complimentary. I suppose a lot of girls like
that.

“He’s super funny too.”

He didn’t seem like the kind of person Jarron would want
to spend time with, given how reserved he seems to be.

“Stassi has had several big romances; most have ended
badly.”

I twist my lips. A shifter can’t bond to a human, promising
them power. They can mate with humans, but not in the same
way. The human stays a human.

“And the other one in his inner circle?”

“Laithe. He’s some sort of lesser demon. I don’t know the
specific species, but he’s linked with Jarron magically.”

“Linked magically?”

“Kind of like a platonic bond? I don’t know much about it,
but Laithe is only here because of Jarron. He’s basically sworn
to protect him. They’re very close.”

Interesting.

“He doesn’t have any drama either. Laithe is reserved like
Jarron. They keep to themselves.”

“Others at the table—well, there’s Auren, the fae princess.
She’s nice, but she’s been trying to seduce Jarron for years.”



Nice? I’'m not so sure about that assessment. I’'m not
surprised, however, to hear she’s been pursuing the highly
sought after demon prince.

“And her best friend, Mia, is fae too, but not royalty. They
have drama galore. We could talk for days about those two and
their conquests.”

“Another time.” I chuckle. “Anything I should know about
the shifters? There are tons of them, and they don’t seem all
that friendly.”

“Oh, yeah. They tend to be super territorial and even
controlling sometimes. There are three different packs here.
You’ll notice who groups together with whom. Males do not
intermix with males from other packs.”

“Well, except the occasional hook up.” Lola tinkles a
laugh.

“Sure, but in general, the conflicting packs do not get
along. Never get between their scuffles.”

Like I’d ever be stupid enough to do that.

“Most of the shifters at your table are from the Silverback
pack in northern Montana. The one with the head alpha.”

I nod. That’s the most powerful pack in the world right
now since their alpha got universal status—meaning he is the
alpha over all the other alphas. That status can change at any
time, though. Power changes are frequent in the shifter
community.

Lola flutters over and lands on my shoulder. “The wolves
won’t bother you while you’re with Jarron. It’s the girls you
have to watch out for. If things don’t work out with Jarron,
that’s when you should be wary of the shifters.”

I sigh.
“Well, not only girls. Just mostly.”

“Everything with the Elite is about competition,” Janet
explains. “They all vie for more influence by getting close to
the strongest, like Jarron. The wolf shifters all want a powerful
female for a mate, so they’re all pursuing Auren because she’s



the strongest female in school—aside from Bea, maybe. You
know about Bea, right? She’s basically already married to
Trevor, Jarron’s brother.”

“Yeah, I’'m well aware of that stuff.”

They nod. “Jarron’s the biggest target, for sure. The girls
all want to get close to him, and definitely a few boys do too.
But no one has ever really been successful. He’s always been
so cold to everyone. That’s why your relationship i1s so
shocking. You’re the first person he’s shown any real emotion
toward.”

I bite my lip. “Thanks. That’s a lot of information. It’ll
help me a lot.” I force a smile and stand. “I’m gonna head to
bed.” While all of this is still fresh in my mind and I can
scribble a bunch of notes into my research journal.

“But I have so much more drama to tell you about!”

I laugh. “I’ll take all the drama. But give it to me in bits,
please.”

“Oh, fine!” Lola sighs and slumps down to the tabletop.
“See you in the morning?”” Janet smiles.

“Definitely. Tomorrow, I’'m supposed to spend the day
with Jarron in Elite Hall.” I give them an exaggerated grimace.

“So exciting! You’ll have to tell us all about it.”

“Do you think they’d let you take pictures?” Lola says
with a laugh.

I chuckle and bid them goodnight. I don’t let myself dwell
too much on what Saturday will be like. I thought entering the
school was like walking into hell. Walking into Elite Hall will
be like entering the devil’s den.
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THE DEVILS DEN

“GOOD MORNING, SUNSHINE,” Jarron says smoothly as he
approaches.

I lean back against the marble staircase in the main hall of
the school, trying my best to hide his effect on me. Good and
bad.

Jarron stops a few feet away, his hands clasped behind his
back.

“Hi,” I say quietly. Could I be more awkward?
“Ready?” He smirks.
Not at all. 1 nod.

Jarron guides me through the south wing and up several
sets of stairs. We don’t talk as we walk, and 1 find myself
examining the changes in architecture on this side of campus.
The ceilings are higher; the molding is more elaborate and
brighter. Soon, I notice shiny stones occasionally embellishing
the lights.

We turn one final corner, and 1 stare wide-eyed at a
massive archway at least fifty feet tall. It’s solid gold, with
stunning jewels twisting and turning all the way up and
around, making it look like sapphire vines are protecting the
entrance.

“Welcome to Elite Hall.”

“This is unbelievable.”



Jarron chuckles. “It’s a bit ostentatious for my tastes. But
you know how supernaturals are.”

“Is 1t as elaborate inside?”
“More,” Jarron mutters, annoyance clear in his tone.

One part of me is excited to see it, experience it. One part
of me knows I’m going to hate how it makes me feel so small.

And that’s the goal.

This kind of luxury is created to showcase how much
weaker beings do not belong. People like me are meant to feel
unworthy.

Jarron walks forward and then stops, waiting for me to
finish gawking at the golden archway. He silently holds out his
hand.

My breath catches in my throat. He’s beautiful. Powerful.
Strong. And he’s looking at me like I hold something precious
to him.

I’m not sure what that could mean for me.

Maybe if that terrible day never happened, things would
have been different. If he hadn’t shown me what it feels like to
be utterly powerless.

But honestly, I’d already been prepared for the time our
paths would split. I knew they would. The weak human and
the impossibly powerful, handsome prince. That’s not a
friendship that can last forever. So, even if he hadn’t shown
me the monster beneath his skin, I likely would have just made
the move first. Hurt him before he could hurt me.

Now, I’'m putting myself in a position to undo it all.

But I’'m going to follow it through because it’s what I must
do.

I cling to Jarron’s hand as we enter Shadow Hills
Academy’s Elite Hall.
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WHY DO ONLY BEASTS SEEM
TO UNDERSTAND THAT
[IBRARIES ARE THE WAY TO A
GIRL'S HEART?

JARRON WAS NOT EXAGGERATING. This place is gagging-ly
extravagant.

The domed ceiling is a hundred feet tall. Panels of tinted
glass showcase the sky above.

Against the far wall is an incredibly beautiful mural that
says: The best way to predict the future is to create it.

Jarron’s fingers are still curled around mine, gently guiding
me through the hall. It’s surprisingly bright. 1 expected
elaborate and shiny but dark. Jarron is from the Under World,
where there 1s no light at all.

“Doesn’t the light bother demons?” 1 ask, unable to hold
back my curiosity.

“Not here. There are spells in every room to keep us
comfortable. This is the only place I’ve been since my magic
manifested that I’ve been able to feel the sun without
discomfort. As much as we Under Worlders love shadows, 1’d
miss the feel of the sun on my skin if I were to return home.”

“Yeah, I could see that.” Before his power manifested,
Jarron was a—mostly—normal kid. While on Earth, he
appeared as a human, able to play out in the sun with the rest
of us.

He spent months of his life on Earth, away from the
darkness of his world. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like
for the sun to all the sudden feel like it was suffocating me.



“The comfort of the sun is perhaps the only luxury I’d be
hard pressed to give up. Although, there is something here you
may like.”

He tugs my arm, and I follow him through a corridor to the
right until we come to a room with massive windows
showcasing a lovely field of black flowers. A few students sit
in various cushioned chairs clustered together and stop
chatting as we pass.

He guides me down a narrow hall and a metal spiraling
staircase, where the light darkens and the air cools, then into a
dimly lit room with a rustic feel. A dim glow comes from two
hanging industrial lights and a massive fireplace at the far
end.

To the left is brick wall covered in shelves of jars, with
different shades of liquids, and a counter, with several small
cauldrons and a few machines. There are six bar top tables
around the room, with dark metal chairs.

The chattering quiets as we enter, but I ignore the stares
and instead pay attention to the vibe of the room. It’s like an
old speakeasy, and I love it.

“You’ll like this,” he tells me, ignoring the others. He
releases my hand for the first time and sets to work combining
several of the liquids from the unmarked glass bottles and then
pours his steaming concoction into a black metal mug.

I frown, trying to figure out what potion he’s making.
Potions aren’t an uncommon leisurely indulgence for the
supernatural world. Sleep potions, relaxers, hallucinogens.
Any kind of desirable effect humans use drugs for, we can
recreate with a potion that doesn’t come with addiction or
debilitating side effects. But Jarron’s ingredients seem
nonsensical. There’s no magic in any of them.

His smile is as big as I’ve seen as he hands me the
cup. The smooth metal is warm against my palm.

“What is 1t?” I ask, cautiously taking the beverage.
“A chai latte.”



“No way.” My lips part as I examine the creamy liquid.
The steam stings my nose in the most pleasant way.

“Try 1t,” he says smugly, crossing his arms.

The delicate mixture of cream and spices makes my mouth
water but even so, I twist my lips. It puts me in a very
vulnerable situation, to accept a potion from a powerful being.
The gaze of the other students press in on me, though and I
consider that the risk is likely worth the reward.

Very, very slowly, I lift the cup up and tilt it back. Warm
frothy liquid reaches my lips, and the flavor zings through my
mouth.

I gasp. It’s the most glorious thing I’ve ever tasted.
“How?” I breathe.

Jarron’s smile widens, eyes alight with joy in a way I
haven’t seen since we were kids. I realize, as I watch him, that
I miss it. I miss him.

I hadn’t allowed myself to feel that because I was so
determined to stay away; I wouldn’t allow feelings to make
me weak.

The night Jarron changed, when he became a full-fledged
demon—his pitch-black eyes and predator form—there was
nothing left of the sweet boy I knew. I saw that truth. Felt it.
And it terrified me.

So, to me, the boy I knew died, and a demon took his body.
That’s how I thought about him. But now, I’'m faced with the
truth that [ was at least partially wrong.

“Magic,” he says.

I chuckle. “How did you know how to make i1t?”” Chai was
always my favorite growing up, but he wasn’t ever a fan, so |
don’t see why he’d learn the recipe.

“Trevor still drinks it sometimes.” He shrugs. “You can
take 1t with us. There’s a lot more to see.”

Jarron takes me back down the hall and up to the brightly
lit main level.



“The dorms are that way.” He points toward the bright
sunroom we passed earlier. “The common rooms are all this
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way.

This is so much larger than Minor Hall, despite housing
less than half the number of students. “Where are you taking
me now?”

“You’ll see.”

And I did. At the end of the hall, I found us on the edge of
a massive staircase spiraling down. We are at the top of a five-
story library. Each level has a wide circle balcony with
mahogany railings and walls covered in books.

“Good lord,” I whisper.

Jarron is smiling again. “Anything you want to know about
anything can be found here. Even hidden information. Ancient
spell books. The secrets to power hidden around this world
and many others.”

“Think there’s something here that will help us understand
my sister’s death?”

He purses his lips. “Not without more information. I’'m
still waiting to hear back about the autopsy. Should be in
within a few days if my source pulls through.”

“Really? It’s that easy?”
“Everyone wants to do me a favor.” He shrugs.
“The wonderful life of a demon prince.”

“Something like that,” he mumbles, his shoulders
slumping. He averts his gaze and runs his fingers over a set of
books against the wall.

I narrow my eyes. “What does that mean?”

He crosses the balcony and leans against the railing,
staring down at the walls and walls of books below, as if they
hold some treasure he’s been searching for but no longer
believes is attainable. I wait, and when he finally looks at me
again, my eyebrows rise in a silent prompt to go on.

“There are definitely benefits. But—"



“But what?”

“Nothing ever feels real,” he says, his voice low. “When
every single person you meet wants something from you, they
tend to never look past the surface. It’s hard for me to trust that
anyone actually likes me. They want my power but don’t care
about who I am as a person.”

I swallow, trying to ignore the pit in my stomach. Is he
talking about me? Am I using him the same way so many
others do? Did I prove his insecurities right when 1 walked
away from our friendship three years ago?

Or am I thinking too much into this?

“Anyway.” Jarron gives a gentle shake of his head, just
enough to ruffle the edges of his dark hair. “Once we get the
autopsy, we may have a better idea of where to start looking. If
there were any substances in her system. Residue of magical
dust. I don’t know. Lots of options.”

My lungs seize. It’s very hard to hide my reaction to the
absolute terror rolling through me at the thought of seeing a
report of how my sister died. Seeing pictures. I clench my jaw,
heart pounding.

She was my sister. The one person I told everything to.
And now, she’s just a report in someone’s filing cabinet Jarron
has to promise favors to get access to.

“Do you want to walk around down there?” Jarron nods to
the rest of library.

My lips part. “Um, no.”
His eyebrows rise.
“Not right now. There’s a lot of people down there.”

“Right. Not ready to face—" he cuts off, like he
determined his last word was not a good idea. “People,” he
finishes.

I’m curious what he was about to say. Suspects? Powerful
supernaturals? His friends? My rivals? That replaced word
could really tell me a lot about his mindset.



“We could go to my room,” he says gently, avoiding eye
contact.

I pause, unsure how to respond. A whole thirty minutes of
walking through Elite Hall probably isn’t enough time
together to convince people we’re in a real relationship. He
initially suggested two hours. But I’'m also not ready to face
my suspects.

He nods slowly. “Want another drink?”” he asks, motioning
to my empty mug. I’d downed the drink before we even
reached the library.

My shoulders relax ever so slightly. “Sure.”

We head back to the speakeasy, which is still fairly empty.
I watch as Jarron makes me another piping hot beverage,
followed by something dark red and topped with cinnamon for
himself.

We sit on a red velvet bench in front of the low flickering
fireplace.

Silence stretches awkwardly, and I'm now a bit
disappointed I didn’t choose to explore the library. Here, we’re
alone. Which is kind of what I wanted but also... not. I don’t
know what to talk to Jarron about. We were friends once.
Really close friends.

But it was during that weird time between childhood and
adolescence. We’ve changed in foundational ways.

“I have something for you,” Jarron mutters after several
minutes of strained quiet.

CCOh?”

He pulls his hand from his pocket and reveals a small
stone. His eyes shine with amusement, and joy? A very un-
demonic expression, to say the least.

[ frown and lean in to examine the stone between his
fingers. It’s an uneven glossy silver. “Mithril?” I whisper.

He nods, lips twitching.



We used to go searching for the legendary metal on Myre
Island as kids. We never found any, but it was fun to pretend.
“Where did you find 1t?”

“There’s a tunnel through the mountains to the south of
here, where dwarves used to roam and occasionally weld. The
mines are abandoned now, but there’s a few tiny remnants of
their treasure.”

That’s the kind of thing that Elizabeth would have been
fascinated by too. Is that how he lured her into the Forest of
Nails? The promise of rare, shiny objects?

“Do you want it?”

“No,” I say quickly but immediately regret it. Maybe it’s
the right choice—don’t let him know I have an interest in
something he can use against me later. Not that I’d let him.
But I do also really want to check out the metal. It’s spelled
and nearly indestructible.

I shouldn’t even be surprised that the next morning, that
same stone, inside a pretty black box, was delivered to my
bedroom in Minor Hall.
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JARRON ISN'T THE ONLY
DEMON TVE GOT TO
CONFRONT

I cLING to the handwritten note delivered to me mid-potions
class.

REQUEST FOR MEETING. Mr. Vandozer’s office, 12 p.m.
Today.

I BITE the inside of my lip as I stand outside of the
headmaster’s office. Yep, the headmaster 1 blackmailed into
admitting me to his school for supernaturals. I’ve had
meetings with principles in the past, but I usually knew the
reason before I walked in and had a plan in place. Using magic
potions at a human school was pretty easy since I could always
just claim ignorance. Wow, I can t believe that happened! What
do you think could have caused all of Brenda s hair to fall out
over night?

I couldn’t get away with any of those things here.

But I haven’t used any potions. I haven’t done anything
against the rules. So, I don’t even know what to expect. |
knock on the door.

“Come in,” a deep voice bellows.

I push open the thick mahogany door and force my chin
up. I will not show any weakness. Demon royalty my age are
one thing, but a demon with the same power, many years
older? There’s nothing I’d trust this man with.



If I can even call him a man.

He does look like one, though. The man behind the desk
has a sharp jaw and generally handsome features, despite the
whisper of a beard. I don’t know how old he is, exactly—he
could be a hundred, he could be thirty. Demons live to be a
few hundred years old, so the fact that he looks to be in his
early twenties is pretty meaningless.

His gaze is sharp as he takes me in. I resist the very strong
urge to curl my lip.

“Hello, Candice.” Mr. Vandozer says smoothly. His voice
has a gravelly quality to it and an overall sense of authority
that sends a chill down my spine. It’s a common tactic used
against beings of strong magic, to keep them reminded of his
power. To keep them in their place.

I’m not even close to a threat, so the weight of his magic
on me is more than unnerving.

“You don’t have to magically influence me,” [ mutter. “I’'m
human.”

He flinches. Then his shoulders relax and so does the
pressure in the air. I didn’t realize how much he was using
until it waned.

“Sorry. Habit.” His expression tells me he’s not at all sorry.

“So, what do 1 owe the pleasure?” I ask, still holding
tightly to the note.

“Why don’t you sit, Miss Montgomery.”
Inwardly groaning, I obey without comment.
He examines me closely. I refuse to squirm.

“I invited you in today just to check-in.” He tilts his head
innocently. “Make sure you’re comfortable.”

I flick a brow. “Yep. Perfect. Guess I can go now, then.” I
begin to stand.

He clears his throat, and 1 smirk. I knew it wasn’t that
simple.



“I get the feeling you do not like me, Miss Montgomery.
Or perhaps you are simply under the impression that I do not
like you, given the note you sent along with your application.”

I flop back into the chair. At least we’re over the fake
pleasantries and onto the elephant in the room.

“I am not concerned with your information. If you think
it’s the first time someone has tried to blackmail me or this
school, you’d be wrong. There are other ways of dealing with
those kinds of threats than bowing to commands.”

My muscles tense. Was that a threat?

“I did not admit you out of fear. I admitted you because
you are the exact kind of student we want at Shadow Hills.”

I flinch. The hell? “Humans?” I ask incredulously.

“You are not strictly human, are you?” he asks with a tone
that implies he knows exactly what’s in my blood.

I narrow my eyes. What difference does that make? “I
have zero magic.”

“And how much magic do your parents have?”
“None. Or close to it.”

“And yet, they are two of the most famous potionists in
history.”

I blanch. History? Really?

“You’d be correct in assuming we pride ourselves on
recruiting the most powerful young supernaturals to our
school. It increases our clout and our ability to develop world
class facilities and renowned teachers. But there are very few
top schools that commit to also developing weaker
supernaturals. It is one of our core philosophies that even the
weak can become powerful. You do not need to have a strong
level of magic to be influential in the magical community.
Your parents prove that. We want the best possible students on
both ends of the spectrum.”

I’m a potential feather on his cap. If I can have any kind of
success in potion making like my parents, I’d make this school



look good. I suppress a sigh.

“Okay, so you want me here. Cool. Anything else you’d
like to discuss?”

“Yes, there 1s one other thing. According to my records,
you have only passed through our spell blocking arches in the
lunch hall once this week.”

Oh. Right.

“There have been rumors spreading about you, and though
I don’t have any actual concerns, please be sure to pass
through the arches, even if you decide not to eat our food. It’s
an important part of public perception.”

[ give him a sharp nod.
“You are dismissed.”

I stand immediately and rush for the door, ready to be done
with this conversation as quickly as possible.

“But Miss Montgomery?”
I pause, hand still on the door handle.

“I hope, in time, you’ll learn that there are many ways to
become powerful. If you come to trust me, I can help you
achieve your true potential.”
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ADEVIL ON HIS THRONE

JARRON 1s the picture of arrogant comfort, leaning back in the
small metal chair like it’s his throne and everyone else should
grovel at his feet. His elbows are draped over the armrest
carelessly. His eyes are hooded.

My heart thuds as I approach.
His lips curl into a smile when his dark gaze lands on me.

“Everything okay?” I ask, taking my seat between him and
another demon at the Elite lunch table.

“Jarron’s in a mood,” Auren says, her smile bright like she
likes it. I can’t help but glare at her. Jarron’s lips twitch, but he
says nothing.

“What kind of mood?” I ask uncertainly.

He drapes his arm over the back of my chair and leans in.
“Nothing you need to be concerned about.”

I’m not convinced, but as more Elite join the table chatting
idly, my shoulders relax.

“Would you like something to eat?” Jarron asks casually,
his fingertips glide gently over my forearm.

I shrug. I’ve gotten used to not eating much during lunch
lately. I'm 1inevitably too distracted and nervous to eat while
surrounded by predators. But my conversation with Mr.
Vandozer comes to mind.

“You better go up anyway,” Stassi says, with an
uncharacteristically serious tone.



“Don’t want another visit from the gracious Mr.
Vandozer,” another one of the wolves says with a wide grin.

My brows rise. 1 guess I'm not the only one the
headmaster has been chatting up.

“Perception is reality,” Mia says with a smug smile.

Auren’s face is impassive as she shrugs, acknowledging
my unasked question. “It’s hard to believe you two are really
an item with the way you always keep each other at arm’s
reach.” Her icy glare cuts into me. A rumble reverberates from
Jarron’s chest, and I turn to see him glaring at Auren.

My stomach sinks. We’ve only been “dating” for a week,
but if people really are questioning our relationship, we’ll have
to change something. And that something will very likely be
unpleasant for me.

Jarron slides his chair out and stands, holding out his hand.

I take it and then rise slowly, meeting his intense stare. We
walk hand in hand toward the rows of food at the very back of
the cafeteria. Jarron glances back at the table of his peers, a
challenge in his eyes, just before he passes through the
magical arch. I don’t know what would happen if someone
were spelled. Would an alarm go off? Would they turn purple?
Would sparks fly?

I’m not sure I'll ever know because, again, nothing
happens when I walk through. My shoulders relax until I
notice Jarron watching me closely.

“Were you nervous?”

I shrug. “Not really, but it’s weird to have the whole school
anticipating something. The what-ifs tend to make their way in
no matter what.”

He nods, seemingly content with that answer, and then we
grab plates and browse through the rows of available food.

“So, does the whole school really think you’ve spelled
me?” I ask.

“The other way around, actually.”



I blink, but then I remember the rumors about me using a
love potion on him. I clench my jaw. Of course they would
think that. Why else would the sexy and powerful Prince
Jarron desire a plain Jane human girl?

“They didn’t say that at the table.”

“No, they know better. It would be my duty to rip them to
shreds for implying I was weak enough for you to manipulate
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me.
My brow furrows.

“So, instead, they twisted it around. They’re seeking to get
under my skin or yours. Auren’s been spreading the rumors,
and ’'m growing quite annoyed.” His voice lowers until it’s a
near growl.

“If you know she’s spreading the rumors, why don’t you
do something about it?”

“She doesn’t know that 1 know. I'm giving her the
opportunity to reverse course or double down.”

I press my lips together. If she doubles down... “What
exactly does ‘rip to shreds’ mean?” Is it a figure of speech or

He gives me a knowing look, and the implication sends a
shiver down my spine. Literal, or close to it. Got it. | take a
bowl of the same brownish soup from my first day and a roll.
Jarron examines my plate. “You don’t eat much,” he
comments. “l seem to remember you having a larger
appetite.”

My cheeks warm. “Lunch isn’t my biggest meal. I spend
more time... thinking than eating.”

“I see.”

“Don’t worry. | eat more than enough during breakfast and
dinner.”

He grunts but says no more. Meanwhile, he covers his
plate in suspiciously rare meat. I’ve never had the stomach to
ask about a demon’s diet. They drink blood. I think? But
perhaps that isn’t all they eat of their prey.



I hold my chin high as we walk back to the table. The
cafeteria is hushed, everyone silently gawking.

They’re wondering, How? If not for a spell, then why?
Who am I that Jarron would want me?

I'm no omne, 1 want to tell them. Just the ghost of
vengeance, and I’ll be gone soon.

I

AUREN’S EYES are even icier than usual when we take our
seats back at the Elite table.

“Proud of yourself, are you?”
“Careful,” Jarron growls.

I’m tired of being the lost sheep. I may be prey, but ’'m not
willing to let that fear become me. I take a bite of my soft roll
and hold back a moan. Jarron stills, his attention shifting to me
with a quirk of his brow. Okay, maybe I didn’t hold it back as
well as I thought.

My cheeks redden.

“Is that a new sound to your ears, Jarron?” Manuela says,
her voice like a purr.

The table giggles.

“Oh, he’s heard plenty.” Auren sits up straighter. The
giggling settles.

“Perhaps not to his liking, however.” Manuela’s words find
their mark, and Auren flinches.

The chuckles are muted this time.

This is not the direction I expected this conversation to go,
but I’m certainly learning from it. Auren and Jarron have been
intimate.

That news is not supposed to bother me.

“It 1s certainly something different when it’s with someone
you actually like,” Trevor says.



Jarron rolls his eyes at his brother. “Don’t sink to their
level.”

“Is 1t not true?” Trevor shrugs.
“It’s none of their business,” he barks.

Trevor nods in my direction. “She seems interested. Maybe
you should consider not leaving her in the dark the next time.

Learning of this sort of thing in front of enemies is not exactly
ideal.”

Jarron turns to me, his expression concerned, then nods.
His features smooth into indifference. “Advice taken,” he
whispers.

Trevor nods and then turns back to Bea, his nose grazing
the side of her neck. Bea giggles.

“Enemies?” I ask.

“There 1s a fine line between friend and foe, at least in our
world,” Manuela says. “Never forget that.”

I consider her words. Not that it’s a stretch for me to say
these people are my enemies, but for Trevor to claim them as
such did surprise me.

There's a fine line between friend and foe.

Supernaturals hoard power, apparently even in the form of
friends. The more strength your friends have, the more you
have. But they are also your competition.

I recall what Jarron said about not trusting that anyone
likes him. Is this what he meant? Every friendship, every
relationship, 1s a business transaction. There’s no real
comradery or affection.

They care about his strength and nothing more. It makes
me reconsider my thoughts on his inner circle.

“Well, this conversation has been very illuminating,” I
mutter before taking a sip of my bland soup.

“Learn to read between the lines, little human, and every
conversation will be illuminating.” Manuela’s smile exposes
her canines.



“Her name 1s Candice,” Jarron growls. “Use it or leave.”

Manuela holds up her hands, exposing sharp nails. There is
no hint of fear in her arrogant smile. “No nick names, got it.”

“Little human 1s not a nickname,” he says, voice low with
power. “Do not test me.” The warning fills the air like
electricity.

The table stills, tension thick. I get the feeling Jarron
doesn’t use his magic very often. The hair on my arm rises.

“Except you,” he whispers, the pad of his thumb drifting
down my jaw. “You can test me anyway you like.”

My heart pounds like a damn jack rabbit, and 1 know he
can hear it.

His inhuman eyes, narrowed in on me, make my skin
crawl. His magic still hovers in the air around his “friends.”
And I realize that this is why I’d avoided him for so long.

Because this being next to me is not the Jarron I knew. Not
the boy I cared for. I didn’t want my memories ruined by the
fear I knew I’d experience.

What I didn’t expect, however, was how much I’d like it.
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DID THE PRINCE OF THE UNDER
WORLD JUST BLUSH?

Topay, when Jarron invites me back to Elite Hall, I take him
up on it. Maybe it was the implications during lunch that
people are questioning our relationship. We need to be more
convincing, right? I shouldn’t keep avoiding hanging out with
his people.

I shouldn’t keep avoiding being alone with him.

So, I pass up on the comforting safety of Minor Hall and
head into the wolves’ den, where my destiny is hidden in the
shadows.

“Look who it is,” a wolf boy with long dreads purrs, but
then his lips curl into a grin.

“The little—" a ginger boy begins—another wolf shifter
based on his silver eyes. His attention shifts to Jarron, wide
with panic.

“Hey, Candice.” Stassi grins. “You look ravishing today, as
always.” He winks at me.

My lips part in surprise, but Stassi just turns his attention
back to the other wolves. “Not that hard.”

The first wolf chuckles. “Hey, Candice,” he says, copying
the exact cadence, but not in a mocking way—I don’t think.

Jarron’s shoulders relax.

His hand rests on the small of my back and guides me
down the spiral stairs to the speakeasy room. There are a few
groups of supernaturals clustered around the bar top tables. At
one table, three small girls have their noses in textbooks. At



another, two boys and a girl are playing a card game. A group
of boys stand in the corner chatting idly. I don’t recognize any
of them.

We approach the fireplace at the end of the room, but the
bench we sat at before is occupied by a couple sucking face.
Jarron clears his throat, and the couple scurries away.

“That was not nice.”
“Did you expect a demon to be polite?”

“No,” I say quietly. “But I’d expect the Jarron I once knew
to be.”

He examines me and takes a seat on the bench, waiting for
me to join him. I swallow and then sit a few inches from him.

“Am I really that different? From whom you knew
before?” He leans his elbows on his knees casually, examining
the fire.

“Sometimes,” I admit. “But not always in a bad way.”

“Not always,” he repeats, tasting the words. “What don’t
you like?”

My heart picks up speed. “I don’t know,” I whisper. Which
is only partially true.

I find I do like the aggressive part of him more than I’d
have thought. The Jarron I knew was generally quite sweet and
attentive. Adventurous. He had lots of ideas and ambitions, but
not in a take-over-the-world kind of way.

This Jarron is different.

He isn’t evil, the way I’d anticipated—at least in any way
he’s shown me so far. He’s more reserved, which is kind of
strange to me because he’s basically the king of this school.
He could do anything he wants and even the headmaster
would be hard pressed to stop him.

So why is he so quiet? So aloof? Why does he have no real
friends?

Other than my secret fear that he’s the one who killed my
sister, I have no reason to question his goodness. He’s more



mature, which isn’t a bad thing.

Honestly, the only thing I dont like is how his power
makes me feel.

But he doesn’t hold that power over people. He simply is
—in a way he can’t control.

“Tell me what you want from me, Candice. I’'ll give you
whatever you need.”

[ ignore the pleasant twist in my belly. “I need answers.”
He nods. “I’m working on it.”

We quietly watch the flames flicker while other Elite
students chatter behind us.

“Did it bother you?” he asks eventually. “The conversation
at lunch today?”

“Why would 1t?”
He shrugs. “Just what Trevor said.”

[ sniff and sit up straighter. “Well, Trevor thinks we’re
really in a relationship too. Right?”

His lips part. “He does. But he also knows me better than
the rest.”

I’m unsure w