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      The floorboard beneath me creaks, loud as a gunshot in the stillness. Talon glances over his shoulder, and I tamp down the impulse to return his sharp look with a one-finger salute.

      It’s not like I did it on purpose. At six-two and over two-hundred and twenty pounds, I’m not exactly a small guy. Stepping lightly isn’t my strong suit, especially in a place this old, where creaky floorboards are a given. In fact, with the busted-out windows, dust-covered cobwebs, and sagging ceiling, I’m shocked this building hasn’t been demolished yet.

      Talon is almost as large as I am, yet somehow moves like a ghost through the crumbling building. But whatever. I wasn’t raised in a shady secret society like he was or trained to be a shadow. Invisible. As the former dragon heir, I was groomed to stand out. To be seen and heard. To command attention and respect. Not slip through the darkness unnoticed.

      This cloak-and-dagger stuff? It’s all new to me.

      Talon tips his chin toward the room at the end of the hallway, and I nod in return. With my enhanced senses, I smell the blood too. I scented it the moment we reached this floor, and it chills me because of what it probably means.

      Another dead girl.

      We take careful steps forward, readying ourselves for whatever we may face in that room. We’re not carrying any weapons. We don’t need any.

      We are the weapons.

      Even though Talon doesn’t use his magic often, I grudgingly admit he’s still a force. I get why he’s stingy with it. He was taught to hide what he is from an early age, and that kind of conditioning sticks. But I think it’s a mistake. Our magic gives us an edge, especially in the human world. It’s the exact reason why Talon and I are the first ones to step into the line of danger. Kade and the other humans in the Silent Order are formidable, but not the way we are.

      I draw my power to the surface, holding it taut, ready to unleash a blast of fire should we finally come face-to-face with the entity we’ve been tracking for weeks.

      The demon.

      The monster that’s left a bloody trail of female corpses all over the country.

      The scent of blood intensifies as we near the room, stealing any remaining hope that we made it in time to save someone’s life. The door is cracked, and Talon moves cautiously forward, slipping inside. I follow close behind, alert to every sound and movement.

      Talon stiffens at the same time I spot the figure in the middle of the space.

      I lock up too, hit by a mix of dread and horror.

      The hair. The eyes. The petite build. The delicate features. Even the smattering of freckles across her blood-splattered face.

      She’s familiar.

      For a moment, I can’t breathe. All I see is Locklyn lying in a pool of her own blood, her guts ripped out and yanked from her body, strewn about the room in a chaotic sprawl that looks more like a slaughterhouse than a crime scene.

      Then I blink and it’s not her, just someone with similar features and coloring.

      A shameful wave of relief hits me, loosening my muscles and making them weak.

      Trying to shove Locklyn from my mind, I focus on what’s true.

      Finding the dead girl means the demon hasn’t found Locklyn’s sister yet. Because if it had, she’d still be alive. At least for now. It needs her too badly to kill her just yet.

      But that doesn’t bring me any comfort, only rage. Because a girl still died. Needlessly.

      There’s no joy to be found here. No real silver lining.

      Even as my skin heats and ash taints the air from my faltering control, a cold creeps through the room.

      My gaze cuts to Talon. You wouldn’t know he’s affected by looking at him. His expression is almost clinical as he surveys the room and the dead girl at our feet, but the chill in the air betrays him. His ice dragon powers slip through.

      And I know exactly why.

      It’s the same reason I’m struggling to keep my magic tamped down as well: the girl’s resemblance to Locklyn. More so than any of the others. She looks so much like Locklyn she could pass as her sister, maybe even her twin.

      But for better or worse, she’s not.

      She’s just a creature who had the misfortune of looking like her and catching the wrong type of attention.

      And it got her killed.

      So Talon’s allowed to unravel over a dead girl who looks like Locklyn, but I’m not. Not anymore. Because Talon’s her husband and I’m not.

      I’m just the guy she used to love who’s trying to move on.

      I shake my head, disgusted that I’m actually feeling sorry for myself when the corpse of a girl slaughtered before her prime is lying at my feet.

      There are bigger things in the world than my battered heart, so I shove my trauma deep into the recesses, far enough down that I’m sure it won’t pop back up uninvited anytime soon.

      As the smell of smoke dissipates, I take a step forward, letting my magic settle back into my core. We’re too late; there’s no threat here anymore. Just like every other time, the demon is long gone.

      As I near the girl, there’s no question about what kind of creature she was. In death, any glamour she might have used to conceal her true form from unsuspecting humans has faded, revealing her pointed ears that mark her as fae.

      It makes me wonder, not for the first time, what type of creature Locklyn’s sister actually is. None of us know. After years of intermarrying between humans and various creatures, it’s anyone’s guess. We know only that Locklyn was born without magic, but her sister wasn’t. In some ways, they are two sides of the same coin. A coin that the demon needs.

      One girl to release the monster from its cage. The other to release its wrath upon the world.

      The only thing we know for sure is that whatever magic Locklyn’s sister has, it must be potent if it has the potential to make something already capable of this kind of brutality even stronger.

      This carnage before me isn’t Locklyn’s sister’s fault, but in a way, it’s because of her. The demon is getting desperate. It didn’t need to kill this fae, but when it found the wrong girl, another dead end, it clearly took out its rage on her.

      I shake my head, still having a hard time grasping that this is happening. Demons are little more than myth in the creature world, but they exist in the human one, just not in the flesh. They corrupt from the shadows, spreading chaos through influence. They poison minds, twist intentions, and leave ruin in their wake, but they can’t physically harm humans or creatures living in this world.

      Except this demon.

      When it was released from Shadow Striker, it was juiced up on power it collected from the dagger over the years it was trapped inside it. Our theory is that all that stored power has somehow given it the ability to take a semi-corporeal state. Otherwise, how would it be able to brutalize its victims like this?

      But apparently, it’s not satisfied with that. It wants what no other demon has.

      A physical body.

      And in order to get one, it needs Locklyn’s sister.

      Which is why we have to find her first. To stop that from happening.

      My stomach churns as I survey the girl. She wasn’t just killed, she was butchered. Torn apart. The look on her face is one of horror, indicating she’d been alive for at least some of the torture.

      Our failure to find her in time slams into me. Hard. Stealing my breath. If this is what the demon can do in its partially physical state, I don’t even want to imagine the destruction it could wreak if it ever ascends and gains what it’s been chasing for millennia. According to the prophecy, if that happens, it will be unstoppable.

      I sense movement at my back and glance over my shoulder just as Kade steps into the room. He and some of his Order members entered the building behind us, letting Talon and me assess the situation first, and sweeping the lower floors for anything we may have missed.

      It makes sense. Talon and I are two of the most powerful, if not the most powerful, dragon shifters of our generation. That’s no small thing, and the head of the NYC Silent Order is smart to use the resources in front of him.

      Kade’s dark eyes flash as he takes in the gruesome scene. He crouches in front of the girl and mutters a curse under his breath.

      “It’s the fifth one this month,” Talon says unnecessarily.

      I want to snap back at him that we’re all painfully aware of how many dead girls there’ve been, but that won’t accomplish anything, except maybe make our already tentative alliance feel even shakier.

      It’s not exactly normal for the ex to hang around the guy he was passed over for, but most days I grudgingly like the guy.

      On second thought, “like” might be too strong of a word. I respect him, at least.

      Still, the stress of this newest murder has frayed my nerves, making me want to lash out, and Talon’s an easy target. Instead of giving in to the urge, I cross my arms over my chest and press my lips together.

      “Let’s just try to focus on there not being a sixth,” Kade says as he rises to his feet, his gaze still locked on the girl.

      “Did you find anything?” I ask, and Kade finally tears his gaze from the body to look at me, his dark skin dulled, his eyes haunted.

      Kade sighs. “Besides signs of a struggle, not much. There are some blood spatters and hair. We found a ripped-off nail as well, but nothing from the demon besides some claw marks on one of the walls.” Kade’s eyes drop to the body. “She was a fighter.”

      I shake my head. There’s nothing else to say. We failed. Again.

      Once we figured out that the series of murders over the last year and a half was related to the demon, we tried to get ahead of them. We looked for girls who fit the general profile of the ones who were killed—specifically, females around Locklyn’s age and build who, at some point, slipped and accidentally revealed their creature magic. In an era of AI, filters, and deepfakes, most humans dismissed these accidental flashes.

      The demon didn’t.

      How it knew about them, we don’t know. But catching on to what was happening gave us a place to start, and we’d been trying to reach the girls before the demon ever since, with no success so far. This was the seventh corpse we’d come across since I’d returned to the human world.

      The demon hasn’t found Locklyn’s sister yet, but it’s only a matter of time.

      A renewed sense of urgency rises in my chest, making me antsy. The space between the killings is starting to shorten. The last one was less than a week ago. We arrived a day late, finding her mutilated body in the marshlands near New Orleans, where she went to school. Her parents didn’t even know she was missing yet.

      The blood in the room today is still fresh, not even starting to congeal. I’m not an expert, but my gut says if we’d been just thirty minutes earlier we might have prevented this tragedy.

      “Have the local authorities been called?”

      Kade nods. “Let’s get out of here. There’s nothing else we can do.”

      I start to follow him out when I notice Talon isn’t with us. Glancing over my shoulder, I catch him staring down at the dead girl, a hollow look in his eyes, and finally a splash of emotion on his face: dread.

      I can guess what he’s thinking. If the second part of the prophecy had been about Locklyn, that girl could have been her.
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      I try to ignore the grin on Talon’s usually stoic face during the flight back to NYC. Generally speaking, the mood in the jet is somber. Kade glowers from his spot in the back of the plane, looking like he’s ready to bite anyone’s head off who disturbs him. The other Order members have been uncharacteristically quiet. Conversations over the three-and-a-half-hour flight have been no more than low murmurs, and short. But with an hour left until landing, Talon’s phone pinged with a message and he’s had a permanent smile on his face ever since.

      The worst part is he’s sitting right across from me, so I can’t miss it.

      It’s not until we are on our descent into the small airport outside the city when he finally pockets his cell again, his mood still disgustingly light.

      “Locklyn?” I ask, not needing to say any more than that.

      He nods. “She’s waiting at the airfield for us.”

      She’s not waiting for us. She’s waiting for him.

      As the plane decreases altitude, he keeps checking out the window and fiddling with his seatbelt. It’s clear he’s antsy to get off the plane to see her.

      I lean back in my seat, settling in even more. The last thing I am right now is in a rush.

      “I still don’t understand what she sees in you,” I jab, hiding my pain behind biting humor.

      He glances over at me with a smirk. “It’s the jawline,” he says without missing a beat, and I roll my eyes.

      “I have a sharp jawline too,” I grumble just as the plane touches down.

      Talon laughs and then pops out of his seat before the plane stops moving. He slaps me on the back good-naturedly, like I’m joking.

      Which I am . . . mostly.

      Crossing my arms, I let my biceps stretch my sleeves, making a point, and he laughs harder and heads toward the door.

      As soon as the plane rolls to a stop, he throws open the door and rushes out, not bothering to wait for the cabin crew to do it.

      I, on the other hand, take my time, letting the rest of the Order members deplane, until it’s only Kade and me left.

      “Do you want me to check to make sure it’s clear?” Kade asks, coming up next to me.

      I grab my pack from the empty seat next to me and stand. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      He shoots me a look that says I’m full of it, and he’s right.

      I’m taking my time because I don’t want to watch the Talon and Locklyn show. If they’re apart for more than a few hours, their reunions can get rather intense.

      That’s the last thing I want to see right now.

      Leaning over, Kade peeks out the window and winces. “You might want to give it another minute,” he says with an apologetic look before heading toward the cabin door.

      I shrug like I couldn’t care less, but I’m not fooling anyone, except for maybe Locklyn and Talon. And that’s because I put in the work around them to seem as unaffected as possible.

      At the end of the day, Locklyn is happy, and I care about her enough not to want to ruin that for her. Besides, it’s bad enough she picked the other guy. I don’t think I could handle her pity on top of that.

      When we returned to the creature world after defeating Kerrim in Central Park, I thought I might still have a chance with her. As far as we knew, Talon was lost to her forever. She grieved as if he had died, so I didn’t want to press her too soon. Eventually, it seemed like she was accepting it and moving on, and I was preparing to make my move. But I was wrong. Instead of giving up, Locklyn dug in and fought, finding a way back to Talon when we all thought it was impossible, going as far as to leave everything behind for him: her family, the only life she’d ever known—me.

      When I found out what she was trying to do, I didn’t want to admit I’d lost her forever. It was only when she disappeared through the portal back to the human world, and I thought I’d never see her again, that I finally gave up hope.

      But knowing that you’ll never be with someone again doesn’t mean the feelings just disappear. Locklyn’s relationship with Talon is proof of that. Instead, I was stuck in this agonizing limbo, torturing myself with wondering where she was and if she was happy.

      Over time, I did learn to accept it, mostly, and my emotions for her cooled. But when we learned she and her sister might still be in danger in the human world, I knew I had to warn her. Before it all turned, Locklyn used to be my best friend, and that love never dulled. I fought as hard to get to her as she had for Talon, doing what needed to be done and not making many friends in the process. If I ever make it back to the creature world, I’ll be facing the wrath of the Society for what I did. When they refused to take the Vampire King’s warning about the prophecy seriously, I went around them, breaking him out to get here.

      Regardless of the enemies I made in the creature world, I don’t regret my decision. I needed to come here. I needed to warn Locklyn about the demon and do what I could to help stop it. I needed to see with my own two eyes that she was happy and safe with Talon.

      Which she is.

      I just didn’t realize watching her move on without me would hurt this much.

      Absentmindedly, I rub at the ache in my chest as I count to sixty and then deem it safe to deplane.

      I’m wrong.

      My insides clench when I spot Locklyn and Talon still in an embrace. She’s up in his arms, her legs wrapped around his waist, both her hands in his hair as she holds him in place as they kiss. Talon’s arm supports her, while his other hand gently strokes her neck, playing with the fine hairs at her nape.

      I know the murdered girl’s likeness to Locklyn hit him hard, but this is ridiculous. Have they been going at it like this for the last ten minutes?

      Get a room, already.

      They break apart suddenly, heads snapping in my direction, cheeks flushed and gazes unfocused.

      Shit. Did I say that out loud?

      They detangle, Locklyn sliding down the front of Talon’s body before he finally releases her. He gives her a quick kiss on the nose before they break apart.

      I force a smile as Locklyn comes over to give me a friendly hug. Color stains her cheeks, and I don’t know if it’s from embarrassment over the PDA or the fact she’s still catching her breath from the kissing.

      I want to be anywhere but here.

      I may have come back to the human world for Locklyn, but the more time I spend with her, the clearer it becomes that she’s fine without me. This isn’t self-deprecation, it’s actually a good thing. I know she appreciates that I’m here and why, but she’s moving on. With Talon.

      The longer I’m around them, the more I realize I need to move on too.

      It’s just hard when she’s always right there in front of me. I’m stuck in this weird push and pull with her. And for the first time, I want something from Locklyn that I’ve never had before.

      Space.

      “I’m so sorry about the girl,” Locklyn says after a quick hug.

      I nod, because what else is there to say or do?

      “We’ll find my sister.” She says it with so much confidence it makes me believe her.

      From the moment I told her about her sister, Locklyn has worked tirelessly to try to locate her. I can still remember the look of awed disbelief on her face when she learned that her human family might still be alive. The assumption had been that her parents and sister were killed when she was kidnapped and taken to the creature world. They’d vanished completely, so it never even crossed her mind that they might still be alive. But now that she knows they might be out there somewhere, she’s thrown herself into finding them with single-minded focus.

      She usually goes with us on these missions, but she stayed behind this time because she hadn’t slept in over two days. She had discovered the lead but was wise enough to know she wasn’t in good shape to go with us in case we did run across the demon.

      I’m glad she didn’t come with us. The memory of the slaughtered girl will stay with me for the rest of my life. She doesn’t need that image rolling around in her head, imagining that it’s her sister.

      Talon comes up behind her, laying a hand on her lower back. Probably without even realizing it, she leans into his touch.

      “Want to go grab a quick bite with us?” he asks.

      I raise my eyebrows. We left the West Coast late, and between the flight time and time change, it’s a little after four a.m. in New York.

      “Now?”

      He shrugs. “Empire is open all night. My sleep schedule is all screwed up anyway. I feel like dinner, then I want to get a few hours of sleep.”

      “You should come,” Locklyn says just as her hand lands on my arm.

      I flinch before I can stop myself. She drops her hand at once, her frown carrying a flicker of hurt that sends a familiar ache through my chest. I want to erase that look, to tell her it’s not her fault. But I hold my tongue.

      We’ve both been trying to pretend things are the same as they used to be. We both want to stay in each other’s lives. But to do that we have to figure out a new normal for us. We’re just not there yet.

      “Naw, you guys go ahead,” I say, adding a forced lightness to my tone. “I’m beat. I need to check on Cassian anyway.”

      Locklyn visibly shudders when I mention the Vampire King by name. She hasn’t warmed to the two-thousand-year-old vampire yet. I don’t blame her. He’s a weird dude, to say the least.

      He knew about Locklyn’s sister and the demon’s intentions because being trapped in Shadow Striker with it made him privy to its secrets. On top of that, he has a very particular type of magic: the ability to make portals between the worlds. He’s the only creature in existence, that we know of, who can do that. Without him, I never would have gotten back to the human world.

      The one stipulation for his help was that I take him with me, and so I did. But then I somehow became his unofficial caretaker as well. We’ve been holed up in the same tiny apartment that Kade secured for us since we arrived.

      For the most part, it’s easy. Still recovering from his ordeal, he rarely leaves his room. It’s like living with a shut-in, or that weird roommate who gives all your friends the creeps. I try to cut the guy some slack though and at least make sure he’s eating and taken care of.

      “You sure?” Talon asks, giving me a look that makes me think he sees right through my flimsy excuse. But I nod and force a smile that feels brittle.

      Hopefully it looks more convincing than it feels.

      With a wave, I head out, letting the smile slip from my face the moment my back is turned to them.

      Exhaustion pulls at my limbs, but even so, I’m not going to get rest anytime soon. The urgency that’s causing the knot in my chest won’t let me.

      There won’t be another murdered girl. Not if I can stop it. I just need to dig deeper. I need to find Locklyn’s sister and make sure she’s safe.

      Then, maybe when I’ve helped save her life, I’ll be able to move on with my own.
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      “You have to come with us,” Tate says, her big blue eyes in full puppy dog mode, holding her Evil Queen costume in front of me for her to see.

      I sigh, not because I’m annoyed with her, but because as far as I’m concerned life isn’t fair. Because I really do want to go to that party.

      “I have a really important econ test I need to study for,” I lie, and her face falls.

      “The one for Professor McCann?” Kendra asks, gliding into the room. Her braids are twisted on the top of her head in one of my favorite hairstyles on her, making her look like the queen she is.

      “Umm, yep,” I say, remembering only now that Kendra takes his class as well and will know what I do—that the test got pushed back to next week.

      “That test isn’t until next Tuesday,” she says, and I cringe inwardly as she flops down on the bed next to me.

      Busted.

      “Right,” I say, floundering for my excuse. “But I’m not doing as well in that class as I want to be, so I need to get some extra studying in.”

      Kendra gives me the side-eye, knowing me well enough to know that I’m doing fine in econ. I’m doing well in all my classes. Since I barely have a social life, by necessity not desire, I have all the time in the world to study and do homework.

      Gah. I’m so boring I put myself to sleep sometimes.

      “Come on,” Kendra says, playfully nudging my shoulders. “You never go out. I think you’ll have fun.”

      We’re in Tate’s room in the small apartment she and Kendra share. I told her I’d come over to help her with her outfit for the costume party she and Kendra are going to tonight. Apparently, some frat on campus didn’t get the memo that it’s well into November, and they’re throwing a late Halloween party. Tate says it’s their yearly tradition, but my guess is that they were too lazy to take down their decorations.

      Kendra and Tate asked me to come with them to the party last week, and I already said “No,” so I didn’t anticipate them teaming up against me like this.

      “Yeah. Come on. Live a little,” Tate pipes up, and what was intended as a good-natured rib hits a little harder than it should.

      That’s all I’m trying to do. Live.

      Or maybe more specifically, not die.

      The truth is I’d love to go to the party with them. I’m itching to get out and live a little. A wild night for most people my age usually ends with a dash of regret, a headache, and a vow to never drink again.

      For me, it could end with a gravestone.

      Or at least that’s what my parents have ground into me since birth.

      Stay hidden. Stay alive.

      That’s how I’ve lived life for the past nineteen years.

      Going to college was something I never thought I’d be able to do. When I told my parents I wanted to attend, you would have thought I told them I was getting a face tattoo in order to join a cult.

      Actually, that may have been preferable for them—as long as the cult was a secretive one.

      I eventually wore them down though. They allowed me to attend with a few stipulations: the university couldn’t be in a major city, and I would still have to live with them.

      So yeah, I live off campus with my parents, while Tate and Kendra get to share this too-small, probably mold-infested, definitely sketchy-as-heck, but in my eyes perfect little apartment together. They’re having the normal college experience with not only classes, but with parties and friends and an actual life.

      Besides class and the two of them, I don’t have any of that.

      And I hate it.

      Because if I had control of my life—if I wasn’t hiding from a fanatical group of creatures bent on using me to bring about the apocalypse—I wouldn’t just be at that party tonight. I’d own it.

      I duck my head, hiding my gaze from both my friends because I’m sure they’ll be able to read the lie on my face. “My parents want me home early tonight. You know how they can be.”

      I glance up just in time to see Tate and Kendra share a look. A familiar one I’ve seen from them before. They think my parents are controlling and . . . they wouldn’t be wrong. But it’s for a reason, and it’s kept me alive all these years. So I can’t blame them for it . . . much.

      “Look,” Kendra starts, and I already know they aren’t going to let this go. Not this time. “We’ve been talking, and we’re worried about you.”

      “Me?” I laugh lightly, the sound a touch too forced. “Why? I’m fine.”

      “But are you?” Tate asks as she plops down next to me.

      “We’ve noticed that you seem unhappy.” There’s such raw sincerity in Kendra’s gaze that my own eyes sting.

      I swallow against the tightness in my throat, my voice rough when I finally manage to speak. “I’m happy.”

      Pressing her mouth into a hard line, Kendra cocks her head and gives me the look. The one that says I’d better not lie to her again, or else.

      On the other side of me, Tate grabs my hand and squeezes it, her expression overflowing with compassion.

      Even though I haven’t known these girls for years, they’re still my people. They know me. They get me. They care about me. The only other people I can say that about are my parents, but that’s different.

      Even with all my oddities, they chose me as their family. And that thought pushes me over the edge, making my eyes fill.

      “Come out with us,” Tate asks again, rubbing circles on my back. “I really think it will do you some good.”

      “If we get there and you aren’t feeling it, we’ll leave,” Kendra adds, mistaking my hesitation for social anxiety, one of my go-to excuses for dodging events in the past. “We’ll come back and have our own little celebration. Right here in casa bonita,” she says, waving her hand in the air as if to showcase Tate’s light pink room with cracks in the wall as if it’s a palace rather than a rundown dump.

      I want to go. I really do.

      I’ve never actually been to a party. It feels like something I’d enjoy. But my parents’ warnings ring in my head: never put myself in a situation that might get out of control where I’ll accidentally use my magic. One of the keys to staying hidden in plain sight is to not let anyone know I have powers. Humans or creatures. We learned early on that stressful and chaotic situations sometimes cause me to lose control, so for years I’ve avoided them. And a college party feels like a recipe for exactly that.

      But even so . . .

      “I don’t even have anything to wear,” I say, my voice a bit wobbly.

      Kendra hoots and jumps to her feet. “That’s exactly what I was hoping to hear.”

      She bolts from the room and returns seconds later brandishing an opaque garment bag. Her grin is a wicked mix of maniacal glee and Cheshire-cat mischief. My brain screams to abort mission, but I tell it to shut up because my heart is already all-in.
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      If I don’t die tonight, my parents are probably going to kill me. But it might be worth it.

      Walking into the party is like getting assaulted by a tsunami of sound, scent, and movement—but in the best way possible.

      I crinkle my nose. Except for maybe the scent. My senses are more heightened than humans’, and I could absolutely do without the stench of sweat and cheap beer filling the air, but other than that I’m already entranced by the spectacle unfolding around me.

      Dancing bodies, flashing lights, blaring music. There’s an energy in the air, a crackle of fevered excitement I’ve never felt before, and without even taking a drink I feel almost drunk on it all.

      “I’m so sorry,” Tate yells into my ear to be heard over the noise. “I really didn’t think it would be quite this crazy.”

      Tate looks perfect in her Evil Queen costume. Statuesque and curvy, the floor-length dress with a high and exaggerated collar fits her to perfection. Her long black hair is pulled up into a twist, with a plastic crown sitting atop her head. Her makeup is severe and dramatic, making her eyes pop and her lips look impossibly full. She’s been getting appreciative looks since before we even stepped into the house.

      Kendra looks equally amazing in her wolf costume. She’s styled her braids into two space buns that are more triangular than round, making them look like ears. She’s wearing brown faux fur arm and leg warmers, and a tight bodycon dress in the same color. She’s painted whiskers on her face with liquid eyeliner to complete the look.

      I think part of the reason she was so excited about my coming is that with my short apron dress and distinctive red hooded cape, our costumes are perfectly coordinated. Dressed as Little Red Riding Hood and the Big Bad Wolf, we make a fairy-tale power duo: me in the cape, her ready to huff, and puff, and blow the party down.

      “No. I think it’s great,” I shout back to Tate, but she shakes her head and taps her ear, unable to hear me. I grin and give her a thumbs-up to let her know I’m okay.

      The frat house is massive, and as we weave our way through the foyer and deeper inside, the crowd gets denser and the floor gets stickier. We pass through a room that’s decorated like a graveyard, with life-size coffins and foam tombstones with funny sayings on them like, “Here Lies Barry M. Deep” and “BRB.”

      The next room looks like a deranged circus, with dummies dressed up like blood-splattered clowns, and a strobe light that makes it hard to see and walk in a straight line.

      They must have set up interconnected speakers throughout the house, because the same music thumps in every room, making conversation difficult. But I don’t mind. I’m too busy taking it all in to talk anyway.

      As we move from room to room, everyone seems to be having a great time, laughing, dancing, conversing, at least as much as possible with the bass loud enough to shake the house down. I don’t know where Tate and Kendra are leading me until we eventually end up on the back porch outside.

      There are speakers set up out here as well, but without the walls to contain the music, it’s easier to have a conversation. It’s also where two kegs are set up, so there’s a winding line of partygoers waiting their turns with red Solo cups in hand. Small groups are also scattered over the back lawn, snippets of their boisterous conversations reaching my ears.

      “Okay, this is extra,” Kendra says, fanning her face.

      With the number of bodies crammed into each room, it’s muggy in the house. With her faux fur arm and leg warmers, she must be feeling it. In my floor-length cape, I certainly am.

      It’s been uncharacteristically warm in West Virginia for this time of year, but there’s still enough nip in the air to feel good. I pull my hood off to let the slight breeze run through my hair.

      “I can’t believe they actually decorated all the rooms like that,” Tate says.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” I say with a grin.

      “So you’re doing all right?” she asks nervously.

      “Absolutely! All this is just . . .” I’m at a loss for words.

      Kendra’s smile is smug. “Glad we twisted your arm to get you out?”

      I nod.

      “Good, because once I cool off, we’re going to go dance!”

      My stomach drops. I have zero clue how to dance.

      Seeing my face, Kendra laughs. “Don’t worry, girl. We’ve got you. I can promise you no one here is going to care about your dancing skills . . . or lack thereof.”

      “Hey,” I say, not sure if I should be offended or not.

      Kendra just grins wider. “I need something to drink,” she announces, her head on a swivel until she spots what she’s looking for and asks if we want anything.

      I eye all the red plastic cups, and then the keg, and shake my head. I’m tempting fate enough by being here. I’m not touching whatever is in those cups.

      When both Tate and I decline, she heads off with a finger wave, the furry tail pinned to the back of her dress swishing with every step. Tate and I chat lightly, but my attention keeps drifting over the backyard and partygoers. Everything feels new and exciting, like I’ve stumbled into another world.

      A couple times, a few guys drift over, lingering near Tate and me. Tate ignores them completely, but I can’t help casting coy looks their way. Not because I’m interested, but because they’re just . . . there. One time, one gets bold enough to cut into our conversation, but Tate politely but firmly shoots him down, telling him we’re just having a fun girl’s night out and aren’t interested. I’m honestly surprised when he smiles good-naturedly, and then with a plastic cup salute, saunters off.

      Maybe college guys are more evolved than I thought?

      When Kendra returns, I’m relieved to see her holding a can of soda instead of one of the red cups. She offers me a drink and I take a big swig, letting the sugar-filled coolness slide down my throat.

      “All right, ladies, you ready?” Kendra asks.

      Tate and I nod.

      Tate bounces excitedly on the balls of her feet. “Which room should we go to?”

      “Any one but that clown one,” I say with a shiver.

      “Agreed,” Kendra laughs, and then turns to lead us back into the house, which is somehow even busier than it was when we arrived.

      We have to snake through the mass of partygoers single file, holding on to each other’s hands so we don’t get separated. Kendra stops when we reach a room that’s crowded but not wall-to-wall bodies.

      This one is actually my favorite so far. It’s decorated in a gothic theme, with fake spiderwebs hanging over the chandelier in the middle of the room, and plastic candelabras on the unlit fireplace mantel. One wall is completely taken up by floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. Flickering lanterns are interspersed between books that look untouched for ages, their thick layer of dust proof enough. Hung on the walls are cockeyed antique pictures of severe-looking men and women, their eyes seemingly following us around the room wherever we go. And a thin layer of fog covers the ground. It’s spooky and interesting, and I’m having serious trouble imagining frat guys setting it up.

      “These decorations are seriously cool,” I say, raising my voice so Tate and Kendra can hear me.

      Tate nods. “The guys’ sister sorority helps them decorate every year. I think they do most of the work.”

      Kendra rolls her eyes at that. “Typical. The women do the heavy lifting, the men get the credit.” She waves a hand through the air. “But enough about that. Let’s get out there.”

      Grabbing my hand, she drags me into the crowd, where partygoers are moving and twisting to the music pumping through the speakers.

      When we reach the center of the chaos, I freeze.

      It’s one thing being on the sidelines, watching the action unfold, but it’s a totally different experience being in the thick of it. In a way, it felt like I was invisible before, just an interested spectator, taking it all in. Now I feel exposed.

      Kendra and Tate start dancing, their moves fun and fluid, big smiles on their faces as they sway and dip to the beat, clearly having the time of their lives.

      I hunch my shoulders, trying to disappear. The thin fabric of my costume cloak suddenly feels oppressive, heavy in a way it wasn’t a moment before.

      It’s as if everyone is watching me.

      Seeing me.

      Knowing that I’m different. That I don’t belong.

      I backpedal two steps before Kendra notices, shoving past a couple who have worked their way between us. She reaches out and hauls me back.

      “What’s wrong?” Tate shouts over the music.

      I shake my head and plaster on a smile that’s really a grimace. “I’ll just wait for you over there.”

      I hitch my thumb behind me to indicate the side of the room and try to shuffle away again, but Kendra stops me. “Haven, wait. We’ll go with you if you really don’t want to dance.”

      I don’t want to ruin their night. “No, really, you should⁠—”

      “Seriously,” she says, cutting me off. “If you’re not feeling it, we’re with you one hundred percent. No questions asked. But I promise you, no one’s looking at you. You’re not going to be judged if you don’t know the perfect step, or the exact right thing to say. Heck, half the people here won’t even remember most of this night tomorrow morning.”

      I snort a laugh at that, because the way some of the people on the dance floor keep stumbling, she’s probably right about that.

      “Tate and I,” she says, gesturing between the two of them. “We’re your ride or dies. Even if the worst happens and you fall on your face and make a fool of yourself, we’re gonna be down on the ground with you, making it the funniest memory you have rather than your biggest embarrassment. We’ve got you. Promise.”

      In the middle of the dance floor, with the music pumping and bodies jostling us, my heart couldn’t feel fuller.

      After so many years of loneliness, how did I get so lucky with these two?

      “Okay,” I say.

      “Okay?” Kendra asks, and I nod. “That’s my girl.” She grabs my hand. “Now, let me teach you a little dance called the running man. It’s totally vintage, but a crowd pleaser every time.”

      For the next hour or so Kendra and Tate show me every ridiculous dance move they know, making a hilarious spectacle of themselves. I am, as feared, a horrible dancer, but I don’t care because they don’t care, and it doesn’t matter if anyone else does because I’m here with my friends and having the time of my life.

      Poor Kendra is dying in her fur arm and leg warmers, so she takes them off, ties them together, and then wraps the fur rope she created around her waist. Even though the Little Red Riding Hood cloak is a light and cheap material, it becomes stifling as well, but something about wearing it feels a little like armor, so I let the hood drop back and keep it fastened around my neck.

      Eventually, I run out of steam from laughing and bouncing up and down, and yell to my friends that I need the restroom. Tate asks if I want her to come with, but I wave her off. They already told me the bathroom is just out the door and at the top of the stairs.

      They give me explicit instructions to come right back when I’m done and don’t accept drinks from anyone, like I’m a little child who might get lost or stolen.

      Instead of being insulted, I find it endearing.

      With a wave, I turn and cut through the throng, endorphins from dancing making me feel more confident than I have all night. After turning left once I leave the room, I climb a flight of stairs and find the end of the longest bathroom line in the history of humankind.

      I join the line. The only good thing is the music isn’t quite as deafening on this level. Leaning against the wall, I tip my head back and close my eyes. As I’m waiting, I feel something vibrate in the pocket of my dress. When I pull out my phone, my stomach drops. I have seventeen texts and twelve missed calls, all from my parents.

      My parents know Tate and Kendra. They’re trying to give me as much freedom as they think is safe, so they usually don’t give me too hard of a time for occasionally studying late with them, which is what I told them I was doing tonight.

      As I scroll through the messages, I realize that they’ve been trying to get a hold of me for the last hour—and when they couldn’t reach me, they went into full panic mode.

      I quickly punch in the numbers, nine-one-nineteenth, and hit send. Our code to let them know I’m safe. The ninth, first, and nineteenth letters of the alphabet are I, A, & S. I am safe.

      Right after that, I type out a message telling them that my phone went dead and I didn’t realize it.

      My stomach churns.

      I hate lying to my parents, and the unease growing in my gut starts to make me think this was a mistake.

      I bite my bottom lip as the three little dots appear on my phone, letting me know my parents are responding. Feeling guilty, part of me feels like I deserve to have them rage at me, so when I read their message and it says that they are relieved I’m okay and hope I’m getting a little bit of fun in tonight with my friends, I only feel worse.

      “Please tell me your dog didn’t die.”

      I glance up, startled, and find a brown-haired guy with light hazel eyes standing in front of me. He’s not overly tall, but I wouldn’t say short either. Firmly in the middle-king category.

      “Um, excuse me?” I ask, confused.

      He gestures to my phone. “You looked pretty upset. I just wanted to make sure it wasn’t serious. And if so, see if I could help.”

      I blink up at him, only now realizing that he’s kinda cute.

      “Oh, this?” I ask with a bit of a nervous laugh. “No, it’s just my parents checking in on me.”

      His eyebrows shoot up. “Really?” He seems genuinely surprised. “Wow, that’s really sweet actually.”

      “Yeah, well, we’re really close,” I say, feeling awkward.

      What nineteen-year-old college student has their parents checking in on them on a Friday night? I wish I’d kept my mouth shut.

      “That’s cool you’re so close with your parents,” he says, and then tries to slide his hands into his pockets, but the blue and gold pom-poms sticking out stop him.

      With a sheepish look that somehow makes him even cuter to me, he drops his arms and shrugs.

      That’s when I notice his t-shirt says, “Go Ceilings!” I cock my head, trying to figure it out, when he pulls the pompoms out of his pockets and gives them a shake and repeats the phrase on his shirt.

      “I’m a ceiling fan,” he says with a lopsided smile. “Get it?”

      I laugh. “Clever. I like it,” I say with a smile.

      He shoves the pompoms back into his pockets, his gaze drifting down the long line of people, mostly women, still waiting for the bathroom. “It looks like you might need some saving after all.”

      I frown, not catching his meaning.

      He leans closer, and I can smell some sort of spicy cologne or aftershave. It’s nice. Especially since the air around us is tinted with sweat.

      “Don’t tell anyone, but I have a private bathroom upstairs if you want to use it,” he says quietly.

      When he pulls back, he gives me another one of those crooked smiles. “I’m just another flight up. If you want to wait, that’s fine. It’s up to you.”

      I glance to the left and right to see if anyone overheard and is annoyed at not being invited to use a private bathroom, but the girls in front of me are talking in a group, and the couple behind me is making out.

      I bite down on my bottom lip again, unsure.

      I don’t know this guy, but he seems nice. And all I’m doing is using the bathroom. Besides, if this takes too long, Tate and Kendra are going to start worrying, and this line is moving at a snail’s pace.

      “Sure,” I answer with a nod, and his smile ramps up.

      “Great. This way,” he says, gesturing for me to go in front of him. A move I find chivalrous.

      As we climb another flight of stairs, I’m not worried at all he’s looking up my short skirt, because the red cape covers me from shoulders to ankles. Eventually, we find ourselves at the start of a long hallway that feels a bit like a dorm, with doors lining both sides all the way down to a window at the far end.

      “It’s the second door on the right,” he says, no longer having to shout or raise his voice now that we’re on the third floor to be heard. “I don’t want you to feel trapped or anything, so I’ll wait out here. Just don’t judge the mess too harshly. I wasn’t planning on bringing any pretty girls up here tonight.”

      He thinks I’m pretty? No guy has ever told me that before.

      A warm feeling blooms over me. “No promises,” I say with a sly smile.

      Am I flirting?

      And if so, I wonder how I’m doing. If the smile he gives me back is any indication, I think I’m doing all right.

      “I’m Carter, by the way,” he says.

      “Haven,” I answer.

      “All right, Haven, I’ll just be out here, holding my breath for your verdict when you get back.”

      I laugh lightly and enter the room. There’s an open doorway in the corner that leads to the bathroom. I sneak a quick glance around the room on my way there and note that it’s actually pretty neat for a guy college student. No stacks of dirty laundry on the ground or stale food strewn about. The bed is even made, which is more than I can say about my own.

      Ducking into the small bathroom, I quickly do my business, wash my hands, and then return to Carter, who’s waiting exactly where he was before.

      “So?” he asks with anticipation.

      “Hmm,” I say, pretending to think it over. “The made bed was impressive, but I did spot some dirty socks on the floor, so I’ll have to dock points for that. Otherwise, it would have been a perfect score.”

      His shoulders sag in mock despair. “If only it weren’t for the socks . . .”

      “If only for the socks,” I echo. “But you get half points restored for the organic chemistry textbook.”

      Okay. Totally flirting. And totally crushing it.

      “You snooped in my textbooks?” he asks with raised eyebrows. But the easy smile on his face tells me he isn’t upset about it.

      “Not so much as snooped, but more recognized it.”

      “You’re pre-med too?” he asks, looking impressed.

      I shrug, suddenly feeling a touch self-conscious. The topic of my major is a sticky subject in my household. It’s my dream to be a pediatrician someday, but my parents think that’s too public of a profession. They want to find something that I can do remotely, to limit my contact with people.

      “Still figuring it out.”

      “That’s a chunky class to take if you’re still figuring it out,” he says, and he’s not wrong. It’s arguably one of the hardest undergrad classes, but the sciences fascinate me. It’s essentially the human form of magic, and if I’m not allowed to figure out my own magic, I might as well dive into theirs.

      I shrug again.

      “Professor Chandler?” he asks.

      “Yeah.”

      Carter whistles. “He’s a toughie, right?”

      I nod. He’s tough but fair in my opinion.

      Carter and I chat as we make our way back down the stairs. I sneak a glance at him over my shoulder, taking in his shaggy hair and lean build. We reach the landing to the second floor and I’m about to start down to the main level when he catches my hand, stopping me.

      “Umm, I was wondering if I could hang out with you a bit more tonight,” he asks, looking almost nervous. I find that endearing since I feel the same way.

      “Well, I’m here with my friends, actually,” I say, and his hopeful expression falls, so I quickly add, “I’m sure they won’t mind if you want to join us. We’re just dancing, really.”

      He rubs the back of his neck, like he’s trying to decide something. “I was actually hoping I could show you around the house a bit. There are some decorated rooms up here that are pretty cool I thought you might want to see. Only the brothers know about them. It’s like the VIP areas.”

      “Oh, well,” I hesitate. I can’t just ditch Tate and Kendra.

      Picking up on it, he rushes to say, “It’ll only take a few minutes. I promise your friends won’t even miss you at all. We’ll go find them right after.”

      I glance down the stairs, half expecting to see Tate or Kendra start up them looking for me, but of course they’re not there.

      “Just a few minutes, I promise,” he says, and I find myself nodding.

      Still holding my hand, he tugs me down the hall in the opposite direction as the bathroom, stopping when we reach a closed door with the sign, “Private” hanging on it.

      “Should we be going in here?” I ask, suddenly nervous as Carter reaches for the handle.

      “Absolutely. It just says that so only members of the frat enter.”

      “Oh, okay,” I say, but something doesn’t feel right.

      I tell myself I’m being silly as Carter opens the door and leads me inside. At first, it’s hard to see. The lighting is really low, and the entrance of the room is filled with smoke from a fog machine. I take a mouthful of it and start coughing as Carter pulls me forward.

      I clear my lungs at the same time as we emerge from the fog-filled entrance, blinking against the sting in my eyes. If I had to guess, I’d say that this was some sort of game room. Couches line the perimeter of the room, and beneath the window at the far end are what I think are an air hockey table and a pool table, both draped in black tablecloths. Flickering jack-o’-lanterns cover their surfaces, providing the only real light and casting everything in an eerie glow.

      The vibe in the room is completely different from downstairs, as if once we closed the door behind us we were cut off from the rest of the world.

      That unsettles me.

      The music here couldn’t be more different from the lighthearted beats downstairs where I was dancing with my friends. This melody is slow and sultry, dark in a way that makes my skin prickle and my nerves tighten.

      There’s not a dance floor in this space, per se, but that’s not stopping a handful of couples from moving together, their bodies and limbs tangled enough to make heat shoot to my cheeks and ears.

      The more I look around, the more I get eyefuls of acts I wish I hadn’t. There are pairs, and sometimes even threes, pressed up against walls and lying on the couches making out everywhere. There’s a couple in the corner that I’m sure are doing a lot more than kissing, and someone recording them on their phone while they do it. I can’t imagine that’s consensual until the girl looks up from the boy, who’s now sucking on her neck, and blows a kiss to the guy filming her.

      A sour knot settles in my gut.

      I don’t want to be here.

      Backing up a step, I bump into Carter. He steadies me, but then he doesn’t let go. Instead, he leans down and kisses my neck.

      I rear away, my pulse hammering in my chest, a jolt of fear running through me.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Hey, it’s okay. You just need to relax and enjoy the vibe.”

      Enjoy the vibe? I don’t think so.

      I was so stupid not to go straight back to Tate and Kendra.

      “I’m sorry, this was a mistake,” I say, and try to brush past him toward the exit. But he blocks me and grabs hold of my arm. Hard.

      “Let go,” I say, and yank free.

      He puts his hands in the air. There’s a touch of glassiness to his eyes that I didn’t notice before. He seemed sober, but was I wrong?

      “I just thought you might be down.”

      “Well, you thought wrong,” I snap.

      His glassy gaze gets a hard edge that gives me a shiver of unease. He takes an aggressive step forward, forcing me back.

      “Did I?” he asks. “Because you were giving me all the signals. And showing up dressed like that⁠—”

      His gaze slides over me from head to toe in a way that makes me feel gross. I want to wrap my cloak around me to shield myself. The corner of his mouth hitches up in the same cockeyed smile I thought was cute fifteen minutes ago, but now I think it’s anything but.

      “Don’t pretend you didn’t know exactly what you were doing.”

      “Excuse me?” I say, anger starting to override fear or embarrassment.

      I may be inexperienced in a lot of areas, but I’m not a pushover. If this guy even knew the ways I could take him out, he’d be peeing himself right now. Instead, he’s looking down on me with a condescending smile like he’s the one with power.

      He’s wrong.

      When he reaches for me again, I’m ready. I duck under his arm and land a quick jab to his gut. He gasps for air as I shoot toward the exit.

      I’m about to enter the smoke cloud in front of the door when Carter gets a handful of my cloak and yanks. I stumble back, the clasp around my neck choking me.

      Surprisingly strong arms band around me from behind, then Carter’s hot breath fans across my cheek.

      “That was dirty,” he growls, a drop of his spit hitting my cheek. “We weren’t finished yet.”

      A wave of revulsion hits me the same time panic lights me up inside.

      I know how to get out of his hold. I’ve been taking self-defense and kickboxing since I was old enough to walk. I just need to drop my weight at the same time I deliver a backward elbow strike to his gut to loosen his hold enough to escape. I’ve done it a million times in class, but I’ve never had to actually use it in the real world.

      I start the maneuver to break free, and it works just like it’s supposed to, but the moment I’m free a scream pierces the air.

      The jack-o’-lanterns lining the walls erupt at once, bursting into violent purple and magenta flames that crackle and spit like living things. Sparks rain from their jagged mouths. The carved grins twist as the fire swallows them whole.

      I freeze, knowing that without meaning to my magic has ignited the pumpkins.

      True terror hits me as I watch my worst fear come to life.

      I’ve used my magic in public.

      A purple spark from one of the flaming pumpkins hits a girl and her hair lights on fire. The guy next to her immediately grabs a blanket and smothers it, but I don’t have time to be relieved. Pandemonium breaks loose. Partygoers start screaming and running for the exit, pushing and shoving each other to escape the blaze.

      I should be too, but how can I flee when I’m the one who started the fire?

      Someone runs straight into me and we both hit the floor. The wind gets knocked out of me and I lie stunned on the ground. The burly blond who slammed into me scrambles to his feet and, in his rush to flee, steps on my thigh.

      Pain radiates through my leg as I struggle to my feet.

      There’s only one exit to the room and it bottlenecks quickly. I don’t know what’s happened to Carter, and I certainly don’t care. If anyone is going to get hurt in this room, I want it to be him, but he was probably the first one out the door.

      The slimeball.

      The purple and magenta flames have spread to the thick curtains on either side of the floor-to-ceiling window and are licking their way up. A couple guys try to put it out, but their attempts are fanning the fire, helping it spread rather than smothering it.

      My self-preservation wars with the need to do the right thing.

      I almost turn around and flee with everyone else, but the house is packed. If the fire isn’t contained, people aren’t just going to get hurt, they’re going to die.

      Pulling up the hood of my cloak, I peek around to make sure no one is looking.

      Everyone is trying to escape the flames. A few brave ones are attempting to put them out. The important part is that no one is paying attention to me.

      Smoke from the fire is mixing with the fog machine, making it difficult to see and hard to breathe. Panic claws at my throat, but I shove it down.

      Those purple and magenta flames are magical, which means they’ll obey me⁠—

      at least in theory—but only if I can get myself centered.

      In an effort to protect me, my parents didn’t let me train with my magic. They feared it would draw the wrong kind of attention. Now I’m at a disadvantage, because when I do lose control, it’s that much harder to rein it in.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, desperate to block it all out—the shrieks of panicked partygoers, the acrid smoke burning my lungs, the hungry crackle of fire devouring everything in its path. I reach for that buried part of me I keep locked away, hidden from the world and even from myself.

      The moment I reach for it, it surges toward me, like it’s been dying for me to call it forth.

      A new round of fearful shouts fills the air, and even with my eyes closed I know the flames have flared, swelling all at once in reaction to my magic bursting to the surface.

      Exactly the opposite of what I want.

      Gritting my teeth, I pull at the magic, trying to suck it back the best I can.

      Frustration shoots through my veins. If I’d been allowed to practice, I’d know what to do. Now I only have instinct to guide me, and that might not be enough.

      I imagine smothering the flames, dousing them completely and then cutting off their source, which in this case is me.

      Male shouts filter through my concentration and my eyes pop open.

      Immediately, I start choking on the smoke-fog mixture. Someone has thrown open a window and is frantically batting at the smoke.

      But the fire is out. Not a single purple or magenta flame to be seen.

      I’ve done it.

      In the distance, a fire engine siren blares, and the relief I just felt turns to dread.

      I have to leave, right now, before anyone notices me.

      I run out of the room. The dance music that was pumping through the house has been turned off, and shouts of “fire” come from the ground floor below.

      Partygoers are running, and sometimes stumbling, down the stairs, desperate to make it outside.

      I let myself get caught up in the crowd, clinging to the banister as I descend so I don’t trip and get trampled. When I reach the first floor, I don’t wait to look for Kendra and Tate. That probably makes me a bad friend. They’re likely frantically searching for me. But the fire is out and everyone is going to be okay. In order for me to be safe, I need to get as far away from this frat house as possible, and as quickly as I can.

      The jack-o’-lanterns weren’t even illuminated with real flame. People are going to wonder how they caught on fire at all, let alone with purple and magenta flames that spark.

      That’s not normal. Not natural.

      It’s magical, and even if the humans don’t figure out what’s going on, there are other creatures hiding in plain sight in this school who will recognize tonight’s disaster for what it is. And if they somehow figure out I’m to blame, I’ll be exposed.

      I can’t be associated with this incident at all. If I am, at best my parents will force us to move—fleeing in the night without a single goodbye, like we have so many other times.

      At worst, the monster we’ve been running from my entire life will finally catch me.

      The lawn of the frat house is a mess. Girls are crying, some guys too. I catch a conversation here and there, and my stomach drops when I hear someone mention the color of the flames and how they came out of nowhere.

      I head away from the house as fast as I can without running, trying not to draw attention. I’m two houses away when the fire engine pulls up in front of the frat. I don’t pause to watch the firemen run into the house, but instead pull my phone out to type a quick message to Tate and Kendra. They’ve already left me several concerned texts. I tell them I’m fine and that I got out of the house okay and will meet them back at their place. I need to get changed and get home before news of this incident reaches my parents.

      Shoving my phone back into my pocket, I take off running, full speed this time, wishing it were only this easy to flee my problems—and the new ones I might have just created.
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