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CHAPTER 1
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There won’t ever be a time I’ll look back on my life and say I was a good girl. That isn’t gonna happen. I’ve messed up, and I’m not too young or dumb to admit that. 

That being said, I don’t think my indiscretions warranted punishment of this magnitude.

I look across the vast lawns that cover the Academy and shake my head. They actually expect me to master this obstacle course without breaking my damn neck. They’ve lost their minds. What do I look like, Wonder Woman? 

Don’t answer that.

I hear a whistle blow, and while the competitors next to me break into a sprint, I decide to flip a cartwheel first, for no other reason than it’s pretty much the only thing I’m good at. That, and rollerblading, but the assholes who run this prison... er, I mean, Larchwood Academy: Corrective School for Supernaturals, won’t let me have my skates.

Let me rephrase: They said I could have them if I was a good girl. Refer to previous inner monologue... a good girl, I am not.

Delighted that my cartwheel sort of turned into a badass back-handspring, I land hard on my feet in the grass, letting my knees absorb the shock, and then take off in a sprint toward the obstacle course I’m quite sure is going to kick my butt.

I grin as I pass Jory, the dragon shifter who is clearly far too in shape to be considered my competitor. Jory, not liking the faux competition, catches up and overtakes me as I scowl at his perfectly chiseled ass. Well, at least I’m still ahead of that cute vampire guy who likes to pretend not to look at me while we’re making license plates in the school’s factory.

Just kidding, we don’t make license plates, we learn shit. Dumb shit that does me no good, like math, science, and PE, helping us to blend in with the humans—with society. Most days, I think making license plates, like real hardened criminals, would be more fun. At least I could put funny stuff on them, like ASSETR, FKTHS, and DONTH8.

As vampire boy uses his stupid super-speed to reach the obstacle course first, I get pissed. 

“Shit!” I involuntarily curse and immediately regret it, as a loud horn strikes the air, and I cringe. 

“Paige Masset, three points have been deducted from your account,” announces a disembodied mechanical female voice from the tall speakers surrounding the outside gym area.

I hate that robo-bitch. I double flip-off the speaker attached to a tall pole on the side of the obstacle course. I’m glad it doesn’t have a camera, I muse as I keep running.

Jerk dragon boy snorts out a laugh beside me as he slows down in order to run alongside me. Well, I think that’s why he’s beside me again, anyway. I surely didn’t purposely catch up to his fire-breathing ass. Throwing me a wink, Jory speeds up again and launches himself onto the rope ladder attached to the obstacle course. He looks like a damn Greek god as he flies effortlessly through the air to reach the ladder. I shake my head with jealousy.

But... seriously, the school’s headmaster—a very hot but very stiff principal-type we just refer to as “Master”—has got to be kidding me here. Why would he think a simple little witch like me could be a match against creatures like dragon shifters, vampires, demons, and djinns? Sure, I can outwit them in smarts any day of the week (I’m not joking), but they definitely have me beat physically. Even the chicks of their species outrun me as they fly across the monkey bars made of rough rope and jump down into the tanbark under our feet, flying and then landing gracefully like Olympic gymnasts.

Huffing as I drop down from them and land on my ass in the tanbark, I correct myself at the last minute before I scream out, “Oh... crrrrrrumb!”

Yes, I said crumb. Even crap is a swear word in this prison (one point), and being that I already owe two points to the proverbial swear jar, and me coming in last in this dumbass Hunger Games-esque trial is probably gonna cost me more, I really can’t afford to go into the negative.

The sun is beating down hard, and of course I’m sweating like a piggy, but still, I push on. If I don’t at least get to the end of this course, I’ll be the laughingstock of my class. 

Again.

We won’t talk about what happened last month that the other ‘students’ are still talking about. What sucks is that we’re all inmates here, so why the other chicks in my unit think they’re better than me is truly mindboggling. Like, sorry I’m not as graceful as you bitches, but I was born clumsy—so, hey, I’m glad I can be your entertainment.

Mud splashes into my face and gets into my mouth. I gag and begin spitting and wiping my tongue with both hands as I trudge through the thigh-deep mud in order to get to the other side of this dumbass course. 

Wheezing as I yank myself up out of the brown sludge, I get on all fours and shake like a dog to loosen the mud. Jory and vampire boy look at me, amused, as they continue on toward the tower of doom.

“What?” I ask their retreating forms. “It works for animals.”

They rudely don’t turn around or even acknowledge me as I get up, rock out a quick cartwheel to expel more mud, and then run behind them. Feeling the slimy dirt in places I so should not have mud, I run harder, trying to dislodge it.

That’s what I get for not wearing any panties, but I hate them. However, the mesh netting inside these black athletic shorts just isn’t doing anything to protect my lady bits. I discreetly try to adjust myself to get the muddy netting out of there as I run. My fingers get caught in the netting, and, losing my concentration, my middle finger gets twisted. A shooting pain arcs up my hand and into my arm. I fall with zero grace to the grass, now flat on my back.

With my finger lodged in my crotch.

The demon darts by me but then skids to a halt as he sees what I’m doing. He stares down at me. His infuriatingly handsomely chiseled face and white-blond hair, with a light sheen of sweat coating his cheeks, he grins at me. I swear I see his eyes flash red for a second. “Need help, little witch?”

“Fuck off, Satan boy. I’m good,” I grit out.

“Paige Masset, three points are deducted from your account,” comes the robotic bitch.

The demon ass keeps running (and laughing) as I detangle my finger from my shorts. I manage to get up, pushing down my pink sports bra over my stomach (now more brown, thanks to the mud), which seems to have ridden up. I reach the bottom of the tower of doom and stare up the crude rungs of its ladder I’m expected to climb. 

Did I mention I have a fear of heights? Yeah, just one of the many fabulous things wrong with me. Thank God witches don’t actually ride brooms through the sky.

Shudder. 

I take a deep breath and begin to climb. I look up to see the demon almost to the top, and of course vampire boy and dragon dick are already gracing the top. 

Why are all the guys here shirtless? Whyyyy?

I watch as the vampire grabs the rope, and while his pale, ripped stomach bunches as he strains, he slowly begins to paw his way down the rope. Hand over fist, hand over fist. Pretty soon, he’s at the bottom, and I’ve barely reached halfway up this ladder from hell.

He lands easily in the tanbark at the bottom of the rope. Then, he looks up at me, giving me a very lame thumbs-up and a wink, and takes off toward the next stupid challenge. If I had a free hand, I would have given him a different finger.

I’m almost to the top now, and I watch as Jory repeats the protocol with the same ease the vampire showoff had done. I resist an eye roll, but then celebrate as I realize I’ve reached the top of the tower of doom. 

Demon boy grabs the swinging rope after Jory the dragon uses the pulley to propel it back to the top. I look at the demon curiously, his face seeming so normal and cute, but I know it’s just a façade. The guy is literally the spawn of hell, so of course he can’t be ugly. Ugly people don’t attract good people—the souls they need to convert to bad so they can earn their bones in hell. Or whatever the he...heck they do.

He propels down with ease and I internally curse them all. They make it look so simple. I was hoping it really would be easy, even though I know it probably won’t be. The demon gives me a smirk and a salute before taking off toward the next hellish obstacle.

No pun intended.

I look down to see everyone’s favorite succubus climbing the faux ladder behind me and realize I better get the heck down and get onto the next course. The last thing I want to do is get caught in a meaningless conversation with that redheaded twatwaffle.

With a deep breath, I grab the rope and swing myself to the center of the wooden structure, determined to gracefully paw my way down the rope.

Hand over fist, hand over fist...

Yeah, that works for the first two or three times. But then I can’t hold my weight any longer, and I find myself plummeting down, the palms of my hands sliding against the rough rope. Between the searing pain as the skin rips off the sensitive flesh of my palms, I could swear I see smoke coming from them.

A scream and several swear words rip from my throat until I reach the unkind tanbark floor below me. I don’t even acknowledge the robotic voice as she docks me a gazillion points (probably more like five) for my profanity.

Flat on my back, I try to breathe deep in order not to pass out. With trepidation, I bring my hands up slowly and look at them. Where had once been supple, pale flesh is now a bloody mess of hamburger and tiny bits of rope thread.

I cry once more and then everything goes blessedly dark.
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CHAPTER 2
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The voices register before the light does, and as I slowly blink open my eyes, I realize it’s Headmaster Griggs speaking, and that I’m in the prison’s, I mean Academy’s infirmary.

I look to see his jaw bunching in annoyance as he looks at the nurse, who looks like she’s about to shit herself at the way he’s talking to her.

“Well?” he asks, narrowing his eyes at her.

“I’m fine,” I croak out and attempt to sit up before she can answer.

Master sits on the bed next to me and pushes my shoulders back down with a gentleness that surprises even me. “Lie down, Paige, let the nurse finish.”

I study his face as he looks into my eyes. There’s something strange there I can’t put my finger on. It’s more than concern; it borders on panicked worry.

Clearing my throat, I blink up at him. “I’m fine, Master.”

He takes my right hand and inspects it, and then looks at the nurse. “How long until it’s healed?”

The nurse, an angelic woman with a quiet disposition and high-pitched voice, clears her throat and replies, “A few hours, Headmaster Griggs.”

I look at my hands, suddenly remembering what happened, and bolt upright. “Oh, my God!”

Master is too slow to react this time, and I crack my forehead into his chin.

“Dammit!” he roars, his hand flying to his face.

“Anton Griggs, two points have been deducted from your account,” comes the female robotic voice. 

I stifle a snigger like the immature ass I am and make a mental note to give robot girl a name, since it’s clear I’ll be hearing her voice a lot over the next two years. 

Master has the grace to look embarrassed, and I can do nothing but continue to chew on my lip to keep from bursting out laughing. 

Master glares at me, his hand still on his chin. “Paige, nothing about this is funny.” He sighs and stands up, staring down at me, arms folded across his broad chest.

I would have to be dead not to appreciate the way his navy-blue suit clings to his body, which I’m sure is hiding some serious muscle and brawn. My gaze flicks up to his eyes, which are drinking me in appreciatively. When it travels up my legs, to my bare stomach, my breasts, and finally my face, a grin finds my lips.

“Like what you see?” I ask boldly with a rebellious smirk.

The lusty look in his stare quickly reverts back to the perfect control he usually has in place. Clearing his throat as he unnecessarily adjusts his tie, the coldness in his icy blue eyes returns. “Miss Masset, if you’re not hurt, you’re free to go back to your dorm.”

Well, fuck you very much, I say inside, careful not to verbalize it, as I don’t want the wench to dock more points from me.

Master strides out of the room and I look at the nurse. As timid as she is usually, I can see a bit of irritation on her face. She faces me and says, “Paige, go ahead and return to your room.”

My gaze moves down to my palms, which are little more than healing mazes of white crisscross scars, and then back to her. “Did you... uh, heal me?”

The nurse—who is actually one of the Fallen—blushes momentarily, and then recovers quickly. “Of course, I did.”

I study her pretty features. Perfect pale skin, platinum hair, and eyes whose translucent color I couldn’t begin to describe with words grace her features. 

Growing up, I had always been envious of the royal children, as they were called. I’d heard they didn’t like to be called that but couldn’t figure out why. They sure looked special to me. After all, nobody else could tell us supernaturals from the humans when we’re intermingled with them. But the royal children... they definitely don’t look human at all. Which is probably why they stay hidden within their own communities. I briefly wonder what the pretty nurse had done to be sent to work here—at this adolescent prison. 

“Well, thank you, uh”—I glance at her nametag—“Karissa. You’re an angel.” I slap my hand over my mouth and feel the heat creep up my cheeks. “Well, that’s kind of obvious, huh?”

She laughs, and the high-pitched tinkle of her voice makes me smile. She waves a dismissive hand and says, “That’s not the first time I’ve heard that, nor will it be the last.”

I get up and head toward the door. “Well, you rock, Karissa.”

“Go back to your room, get some rest, and drink a lot of water.”

I salute her. “Will do.”

As I head out of the infirmary and into the hallway, I look both ways and see the Grand Hallway is deserted. A glance at the wall clock shows it’s gone just past three p.m., which means classes are over for the day. I breathe a sigh of relief.

I begin to walk toward the door that will take me out of the Grand Hallway and toward the outside path to the female dorms. I glance up at the “Final Five Rules” plastered on the wall, directly ahead of me, and I roll my eyes. I’ve been at this Academy for two months and already know them by heart:


	No swearing, cursing, or using profanity of any kind.

	No alcohol, tobacco, vapes, or illegal substances of any kind allowed on campus.

	No fighting or causing injury to yourself, the faculty, or other students.

	No sexual contact with other students or faculty.

	No magic is allowed, unless under direct supervision by an instructor.









All cell phone and internet usage is monitored. Remember, respect is earned. Give respect, get respect!

I huff in annoyance. Did they have to put the sex thing on there? I mean, really, this place is oppressive enough without reminding us that we have to be celibate for two effing years.

I round the corner, and as I’m about to push the bar on the door to head through the courtyard to the dorms, I hear a deep, throaty chuckle from behind me. 

I know that damn laugh.

I whirl around and see Jory standing there, still dressed in the maroon Academy T-shirt and black athletic shorts, his tablet in his hand and a smirk on his face. His flaming auburn hair is so perfectly shellacked into one of those boy-band hairdos, it’s hard not to stare at it. But I resist the urge.

Instead, I stare into his freaky yellowish-green eyes, and narrow my own. “What do you want?”

He takes a step closer to me, and it’s not because I’m so scantily clad that I can feel the heat emanating off him. Dragons are... well, hot.

Jory’s gaze rakes me from head to toe, and with that infuriating grin on his face, he says, “You need a shower.”

Refraining from letting my jaw hang loose, I pop a hip out and put my hand on it. “No sh... shish-kabob, Sherlock.”

He chances another step toward me, and now he’s in my space. For some reason, I don’t step back, but stare up defiantly into his stupid, perfectly chiseled face. 

“Would you like help?” he breathes down to me.

This time, I grin. “Oh, I would. But you know the rules.” I point to the obnoxious blue and white sign without breaking eye contact with him.

He lazily glances at it, then back at me, biting back a smile. “It doesn’t say no showering together.”

I gently push him in his hard chest, then step back. “I know. But, I think I can manage, dragon boy.”

“The name is Jory Erickson.”

I turn on the muddy heel of my Nike sneaker and push open the door, but pause before letting it close. I glance at him over my shoulder. “I know that, too.” And after throwing him a wink, I flounce through the courtyard and toward the dorms, feeling his burning gaze on my backside the entire time.
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“What?” I ask when my cellmate, I mean, roommate, Astrid, stares at me in disbelief, and then shakes her head.

She puts her face back into the book. “Failed the obstacle course, did you?”

“Something like that,” I reply, already stripped out of my shorts and sports bra. 

She doesn’t look up at me, since I’m now stark naked. “I was really rooting for you, too.”

I wave a hand and go into the small bathroom we share. “Eh, don’t be. I had an injury, so they totally forfeited me.”

“You say that like it’s a good thing,” she shouts from the room over the roar of the shower I’ve just turned on.

“It is. They shouldn’t make me compete against dudes. Especially big, strapping supes who outweigh and out-athletisize me.”

“Out-athletisize isn’t a word,” she says back.

I step into the hot, steamy shower. “It is today. Besides, I outsmart them, and that is a word. I know this because I am smarter than them.”

Either she doesn’t reply, or I don’t hear her, which is fine. I squeeze shampoo into my hand and work my hair into a frenzy of vanilla-scented bubbles, then rinse it out. After applying some conditioner, I grab the loofah and body wash, and scrub my body into oblivion until there is no more mud anywhere. I have to put my foot up on the ledge of the bathtub to get to all the parts. God, I hope there’s no mud left up there.

Not that anyone’s going up there anytime soon.

Once clean, I get out, wrap my hair and then my body in towels, and go back into the room, where Astrid is just as I left her.

I quickly dress into a pair of jean shorts (this time, with panties) and an obnoxious orange Nickelback concert tee I stole from my mom in high school. 

As if she can sense I’m fully clothed now, Astrid looks up and grins. “Nice shirt.”

“Don’t judge. It’s a conversation starter.”

She furrows her brow and runs some dark brown hair behind her ear. “Conversations like what? ‘Is it National Worst Bands Ever day’?”

I put my hand to my stomach, bend at the waist, and fake a laugh. But then I abruptly stop and stand up straight. Piercing her with a serious stare, I say, “No. But I look like a freakin’ Rockstar when I wear it.”

“What is the matter with you? You’re even more freaky today than usual.”

I grin. “Really? Thanks! Why don’t you take a Photograph?”

She shakes her head. “That wasn’t a compliment.”

“Fork you, bi...witch,” I say with a grin as I go back into the bathroom.

I hear her chuckle behind me.

After unwrapping the towel from my head, I fling it over the shower door and set about combing out my hair. Once the knots are out, I decide I’m too lazy to dry it, find a tie in the drawer, and put it up into a wet messy bun. My hair looks so dark when it’s wet, but once it’s dry, the blonde highlights will shine against the light-brown locks. 

“Are you going to dinner?” I ask Astrid as I smear some lip-gloss on my lips. I purse them together to spread the gloss, then close the cap on it before tossing it back into the drawer. 

“Yeah, I guess. It’s not like I can conjure up a steak and shrimp platter.”

I sigh as I locate the eyeliner. Uncapping it, I say, “I hear ya. I don’t know how I’m going to go another one year and ten months without doing magic.”

“At least there’s magic classes, so it won’t be that long,” she replies, and I hear her book snap closed.

“It’s probably lame sh... stuff though,” I say as I swipe my eyelids with the black eyeliner pen.

“Lame, like learning how to use it properly?” Astrid asks, now suddenly in the doorway to the bathroom.

I glance sideways at my fellow witch and say, “Yeah, something like that.”

She walks into the bathroom and picks up her hairbrush. 

I rummage through the drawer to locate mascara and begin sweeping it over my lashes slowly as she runs the brush through her long, dark hair. It’s so thick, I’m jealous. 
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