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      “The Devil whispered in my ear, “You’re not strong enough to withstand the storm.”

      

      Today I whispered in the Devil’s ear, “I am the storm.”
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      I always knew my father was a monster, but watching him torture someone other than me made me all kinds of ill.

      A girl dangled before him, her pale hands clinging to the rope around her neck while her naked toes struggled to touch the ground.

      I leaned over, high on my perch in a Scots pine tree, and drew in the crisp night air. Usually, the smell of our home’s dense woodlands, a rich earthiness laced with the aroma of an approaching storm, would’ve soothed my nerves, but nothing could calm the growing turmoil in my gut or my racing pulse. The scene below wouldn’t allow it.

      The towering full moon shone into the forest’s wide clearing, spotlighting four figures as if they were actors in a play. My father stood at the center, pacing near the young girl. I’d seen her once from our home window, but she had been just a child then. We resembled each other with our honey-blonde hair, though she was several years younger than I. Sixteen, maybe.

      Her mother, Madelyn, knelt to the right, hands clasped together and tears pouring from her eyes. She was wearing only her nightgown. I knew Madelyn well. Growing up, she had been my nanny and tutor, but I had thought of her as so much more. She had given me all the love and nurturing my mother never had until she was let go when I turned eighteen. It had been a couple of years since I’d last seen her, but none of those warm feelings had left me.

      I clutched the material of my shirt just above my heart. It killed me seeing Madelyn like this, begging for her daughter’s life. I wasn’t sure what had happened, but when I’d heard my parents curse her name earlier that night, I knew I had to follow them, especially when they slipped out of the house well after midnight. By the looks of Madelyn and her daughter, someone had taken them from their beds and dumped them in our woods at my parents’ command.

      Madelyn turned toward my mother, wiping her eyes. “Sable, please. I’m begging you. I love Eve and would never do anything to harm her or you.”

      Hearing her profess her love for me after all this time made the pain in my chest grow. I had to do something to stop this, but what? My parents were far more powerful than I was.

      “But you already have.” My mother didn’t look up from her spot on a blanket spread out along the grass. Her long black gown had gathered up and exposed her thin legs all the way to her thighs. Even the chill in the air didn’t seem to faze her. The only thing holding her attention was a jasmine plant resting in her lap, which she repeatedly plucked leaves from and tucked into a leather pouch.

      “Please, stop.” The young girl coughed, and her hands tugged on the rope.

      “You’re begging the wrong person,” my father said, his gaze focusing on Madelyn. “You have your mother to blame for this.”

      The rope tightened, and the girl’s legs kicked harder. Strangling her wasn’t enough for him. He had her feet only a blade of grass away from the ground, as though her false hope was some sort of sick tease.

      But that’s all this was, right? A tease? A threat to get Madelyn to comply with whatever my parents wanted. That’s what they did—threatened and intimidated. They wouldn’t actually kill her.

      Even though I thought the words, I slowly climbed back down the tree, my hands trembling. I wasn’t sure how to stop this, but I had to try, no matter the consequences.

      The girl tried to speak again, but the noose tightened further, silencing her. For a moment, it sounded as though she’d been trying to say, “Mama.”

      “Please, Erik,” Madelyn pleaded, her voice louder and arms outstretched. “I’ll take back everything I said to social services and the police about Eve.”

      I froze several feet from the ground and looked over. Madelyn had been trying to save me?

      “This isn’t the first time, Madelyn,” Erik said, “but it will be your last. We showed you mercy before because of all your years of service, but then you betrayed us again?”

      Madelyn lowered her head. More tears spilled onto her cheeks, and her shoulders trembled. “I only wanted to help Eve. I thought she would be free by now, but you still have her trapped inside this house. It’s not right.”

      “Eve is none of your concern,” my mother told her. “You should’ve been more worried for your own daughter.”

      Madelyn’s head jerked up. “I am. I’m so very sorry. Please just let her go. She’s done nothing wrong.”

      Erik crossed the clearing and stopped in front of her. “You almost cost us our daughter. You need to know what that feels like.”

      I reached the bottom of the tree, my legs shaking beneath me. If I held still, unmoving within these dark shadows, my parents would never know I was here. I might still escape their wrath, but if I did nothing, Madelyn’s daughter might die.

      I clutched at my stomach and pinched my skin hard. I’d never stood up to my parents before, not in all my twenty years, for fear of what they might do to me. I partly had Madelyn to thank for that. She gave me the skills to endure their harsh training sessions, believing I’d be free one day.

      “I understand now,” Madelyn said. “It was wrong for me to interfere. I’ll tell everyone I was wrong. That you and your wife are good parents.”

      My father wasn’t listening. He had returned his attention to the girl, using the power of his gaze to tighten and release the rope around her slender neck. The noose itself was just as disturbing to look upon as the dangling girl. It hung from the air as if tied to an invisible tree limb.

      “Please,” Madelyn begged again. “I’ll say whatever you want. I can make this right!”

      “You damaged our reputation. Humans questioned us.” He finally turned to her. “Us! Beings far superior to them, but we had to pretend to be at their mercy as if we were nothing more than weak humans.”

      This had me moving. If it was one thing my father hated, it was being considered weak.

      “That’s a good point, Erik,” my mother said. “So what are we going to do about it?”

      I was thirty yards away but moving quickly, trying to be as quiet as possible as I picked my way through fallen debris. I still wasn’t sure what to do, but there wasn’t time to figure it out.

      His head held high, my father tugged on the sleeves of his tuxedo, lengthening them around his wrists. “We need to make sure Madelyn never repeats another word.”

      “I won’t!” she cried. “I promise! I’ll move away. Take my daughter and go wherever you want us to.”

      He laughed at his. “Oh, you’re definitely going where we want you to go. Starting right now.”

      “Stop!” I burst into the clearing, gasping for air. Not because I was tired but because I was scared shitless.

      Everyone slowly turned to me.

      My mother’s eyebrows lifted. “What a surprise. Snooping, Eve?”

      Madelyn cried harder at the sight of me.

      “Let her daughter go,” I said, looking back and forth at each of my parents.

      “And what if we don’t?” The tone of my father’s voice was one of shock, like he really wanted to know what I’d do.

      I lifted my hands and summoned magic to my mind, just as my parents had taught me since I was a child. The power responded, crackling between my fingers, making the air smell strangely like chlorine.

      Magic came easily to me, but I’d always held back its power; advice Madelyn had given me when she’d seen it firsthand: “Never let them know what you’re truly capable of. Your gift is yours, and yours alone. Don’t let them control it.”

      And so I’d held back but didn’t think I could do that now.

      My mother laughed. The sound rattled my nerves.

      “Isn’t this rich?” She paused, looking from my father to me. “Eve, dear, I’m truly impressed, thinking you can take us both on.”

      My father also chuckled, like he was proud of me. Their reaction worried me.

      “Oh, Eve,” Madelyn said. She was the only one who looked sad and fearful. “You shouldn’t have come.”

      “But I have to help you! Your daughter!”

      “Let’s see what you’re made of,” my mother said, smiling wickedly. She rose from her blanket like a ghost from its grave. There was no bending of the knees, no pushing off the ground. Her body just lifted until she was upright. The motion made Madelyn gasp in horror. I shivered.

      Focus, I reminded myself. My whole body tingled with magic, just waiting to be released, but it was dark in nature and fueled by my anger.

      “Are you sure this is wise?” my father asked my mother, his eyes darting back and forth between us.

      My mother squared her shoulders and stared me down. “I don’t see why not. We haven’t been training her for all these years for nothing. Let’s see what she can do when she’s really pissed off.”

      “You want me to fight you?” My voice wavered.

      “We want to see your full power.”

      My gaze flickered to Madelyn, and she shook her head rapidly, quietly begging me not to use my magic, but what choice did I have?

      “Let Madelyn and her daughter go, and I will show you everything.”

      My parents looked at each other, and my mother nodded. The girl fell to the ground, gasping for air and clutching at her throat. Madelyn rushed to her and scooped her into her arms.

      “Get out of here,” I whispered to them. “Quickly.”

      Madelyn helped her daughter to her feet and limped across the grass with her arm under the girl’s shoulders.

      “Show us,” my mother snapped. She lifted her hands and swirled them in the air. The air shifted in front of her as if she were somehow grabbing onto sections of it and rolling them together. Dirt and small sticks got sucked up into the vortex, and electricity zapped within the rotating gusts of wind.

      I lifted my arms higher, preparing to fend off her attack. We’d fought in the past, but not like this. Not with so much power. I could feel the strength behind it even though I was over two dozen feet away. I glanced at my father to see what he might do, but he was tracking Madalyn and her daughter across the clearing.

      “I can’t let her go unpunished,” he said, his voice quiet.

      My mother’s green eyes flickered in his direction. “Leave it alone, Erik.”

      By the ticking of his jaw, an expression I knew too well he wouldn’t be able to.

      I swung my body to face him, prepared to send a wall of electric energy in his direction if he even blinked wrong, when my mother’s windstorm slammed into me. The bits of debris cut into my bare arms and face, and I dropped to the ground, covering my head.

      Madelyn’s scream tore through the night. I looked up, thinking she was yelling for me, but she was staring down at her daughter’s lifeless body at her feet. My head snapped to my father.

      He smirked, but the smile changed to a scowl when he glanced at my mother. “What?”

      “Was that necessary?”

      Madelyn dropped to her knees at her daughter’s body, her eyes wide in horror. “What have you done?”

      I covered my mouth and shook my head, tears stinging my eyes. I didn’t think he’d actually do it, kill someone. I knew my parents were cruel, manipulative, and power-hungry, but murder?

      “I meant what I said,” he answered her. “There would be consequences. And if you say another word to anyone about us or our family, you will be next.”

      I rose from the ground, fiery anger burning through my veins. Dark energy crackled around me, electrically charging the air. I breathed it in and expelled even more out. Black tendrils of magic worked through me, squeezing into my bones and between the spaces of my vital organs. Nothing was left untouched. Never had I felt such rage.

      “Are you quite finished?” my mother asked him in an exasperated voice. “Your daughter was just about to show us what she could do.”

      With tear-stained cheeks, Madelyn turned away from her daughter. “Don’t do it, Eve. This is what they want, to draw out your dark powers.”

      “Shut up!” both my mother and father snapped at her.

      Madelyn’s nostrils flared, and she came to her feet. “You evil, horrible people!”

      She pursed her lips like she wanted to say more, but she saved her words for me. “Don’t give in. You’re not like them. You’re better, stronger.”

      My mother groaned and rolled her eyes. “I really didn’t want to have to do this.”

      She raised her hand to use magic against Madelyn, but I wasn’t about to make the same mistake twice and underestimate what my parents were capable of.

      “You will not hurt her,” I yelled and moved to shoot her with everything I had.

      Before I could, Madelyn said in a voice so quiet I barely heard it, “I won’t lose another daughter.”

      She rushed at my mother at full speed, her hands curled into claws. My mother snorted, then laughed, and with a simple flick of her wrist, Madelyn’s head snapped to the side at an awkward angle. The crack of her bone snapping shattered my nerves. I gasped and watched as Madelyn fell to the ground dead.

      “Thank God!” my father drawled. “I thought she’d never shut up.”

      “You killed her,” I breathed. I tried to inhale my next breath, but my lungs had seized.

      “She was going to kill me,” my mother said simply.

      I didn’t know I was moving until I dropped next to Madelyn. I reached up and closed her eyelids over wide, dead eyes. “I’m so sorry.”

      Whatever fight I felt moments ago bled out of me. I was too stunned, too shocked. My body had gone numb. I couldn’t even feel my magic anymore.

      “Get up, Eve,” my mother ordered. “We’re not finished.”

      I ignored her and smoothed back Madelyn’s long, dark hair, my chin quivering. Regret and longing burned so thoroughly into my chest that I cried out in anguish. I should’ve reached out to her sooner. Should’ve found a way to leave this place. I guess I always thought there’d be time to rekindle our friendship.

      I clutched at my shirt, fisting the material between my fingers, and pulled away as if I might tear the pain from me. I’d never felt anything like it. The one person who I could say truly loved me in this world, and my parents had killed her.

      “Your mother told you to get up, Eve,” my father said, his tone threatening. I could feel his towering presence behind me.

      “No.”

      He puffed air out of his nostrils. “You said you would show us your full power, something you’ve clearly kept hidden from us.”

      “You broke our deal. You will get nothing.” The words fell from my lips with no emotion behind them. Not even fear of what my parents might do to me.

      There was a long pause. Had I glanced behind me, I probably would’ve seen my father and mother staring at each other with daggers in their eyes, each blaming the other for the sudden turn of events. But they had both pushed me too far. I didn’t know I had a breaking point until now.

      “Maybe this isn’t the best time to show us,” my mother finally said, but the words sounded sour leaving her mouth. “We’ll give you some time to grieve for your old nanny, even though she did tell the police lies about our family.”

      “She spoke the truth. You’re horrible people who have been keeping me prisoner here my whole life.”

      “We’ve been protecting you!” my father said.

      Another lie. Hatred for my parents seared my heart. I slipped my hand into Madelyn’s. It was still warm. “I’m done. No more magic.”

      If my parents wanted this most, I wouldn’t give it to them.

      “What do you mean, no more magic?” my mother asked slowly.

      I squeezed Madelyn’s hand and swallowed the emotions threatening to overwhelm me. They could come later. I rose to my feet and turned around.

      “My whole life, you’ve had this obsession with trying to get me to use my abilities, and even though I did, it was never good enough.”

      “Because you were holding back,” my father said. “We could feel it.”

      “And you’ve just confirmed our suspicions,” my mother added.

      I shifted my gaze to her. “Did I? Maybe I was only saying what you wanted to hear to save my friend’s life. Either way, you’ll never know.”

      My father snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous. You know we can hurt you.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “And you know I can withstand it.”

      “So it’s a battle of the wills, is it?” my mother asked.

      “One day, dear parents, I will be free of you, but until then, you will never see me use a speck of magic. I would rather die than be like you.”

      I spun on my heel and walked away from them, feeling freer than I had all my life.
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      A splash of cold water hit me in the face. The shock of it forced me awake, and I gasped for air.

      “You shouldn’t sleep in, Eve,” Jane said. She was both my teacher and, at times, an unwilling maid. She held an empty glass in her hand. Strands of thick, red hair had fallen from the loose and messy bun on her head and past her round face. I don’t think she liked wearing her hair up, but my mother required it.

      I wiped at my face and pulled the covers over my head, already wishing the day away. Tonight, Erik and Sable (I’d never call them father and mother again after what they did to Madelyn and her daughter several weeks ago) were hosting an early All Hallows Eve ball to try and raise more money for their political favorites. It was also my twenty-first birthday, but like my other birthdays, it would go unnoticed. Not like I felt like celebrating anyway.

      “I’m serious.” Jane nudged my bed with her leg. “Get up now before I lose my job.”

      “Why are you even here?”

      It was Saturday, and Jane only showed up on weekdays to tutor me and ensure I completed my studies. I wish I had attended a real college, but my parents said that would be for my future husband to decide if I could leave the house or not. They also reminded me that our current arrangement could change any time, if I’d just show them the magic I promised them in the forest.

      “As if I had a choice,” she said. “Your parents wanted me here to help you get ready, so get up so I can get out of this hellhole.”

      “Sorry,” I mumbled and sat up.

      I wished I could leave this hellhole, too, especially after discovering they were murderers, but I’d never get past the invisible, magical wall circling the property nine miles wide. I knew because I’d tried many times.

      Jane moved to help me up, but I pushed her hand away. “I can do it myself.”

      “Not according to your mother.” She jerked the covers from my lap. “Hurry. You don’t want to make her angry.”

      I swung my legs over the edge of the bed, cringing when my bare feet touched the marbled floor. “Is she ever anything else?”

      “Yes, terrifying.”

      I was painfully aware how much she and everyone else who worked for my parents hated the employment, but either the pay was too good to pass up, or they were too afraid to quit. Jane had been working for us for almost three years. She’d taken Madelyn’s place but only as a teacher. Jane didn’t care for me, not like Madelyn had.

      As a child, Madelyn used to sing to me at night, and she’d take me on picnics that would last for hours—anything to give me a break from my parents. The thought of my old nanny brought another wave of guilt crashing down on me again. I should’ve done more.

      Jane fumbled through my closet, her wide backside knocking several of my schoolbooks off a chair. She handed me a black slip. “Put this on. Your mother is coming.”

      “Why so early?”

      Jane’s pudgy fingers wiped sweat from her forehead. “She wants to make sure you look your best for tonight. Now hurry!”

      She sucked in a deep breath and fled the room.

      I bit my lip and rubbed my chest. Sable never cared how I looked unless we were going out. Something different was going to happen tonight, and with my parents, different was never good.

      I removed my pajamas and pulled the slip down over my head. Goosebumps broke across my skin, but not because I was cold. Magic. I could already feel it swelling inside me, tingling my toes and fingers. It was always there, threatening to rage out of control, especially after what had happened. I took a few precious moments to silence it and send it back into the confines of my mind, where my parents wouldn’t sense it. It’s all I had.

      When I no longer felt it whispering inside me, I moved to my vanity and combed my hair. After the restless night I’d had, thanks to another nightmare, it would take time to untangle my long tresses.

      Just as I set the brush down, Sable burst through the door, bringing with her a gust of icy air and two women I’d never seen before. Her face, framed by gold hair curlers, was the same color as her white satin robe, making me think of a blizzard. Instinctively, I pulled my arms against my chest.

      “You slept in.” She said the words as if I’d committed a treasonous act.

      I glanced at my alarm clock. A little after eight. I kept my voice calm. “Did you want me up sooner?”

      “I want you to use your brain. Can you do that?”

      “I’ll try.” I lifted my chin a little, trying to convey some air of defiance. I may be forced to stay in this house, but I don’t have to like it.

      Sable’s thin upper lip twitched; her left eye mimicked the movement. She might’ve been beautiful if it wasn’t for the hateful expression permanently plastered to her face.

      She closed the distance between us. She smelled like jasmine and my father’s cigars. I’d learned early in life that those smells brought pain. Inwardly, I trembled, but I refused to look away from her.

      “This is a rat’s nest,” she said, grabbing a fistful of my hair and snapping my head back. “If tonight weren’t so important, I’d have it shaved.” She let go of my hair and inhaled deeply. “This is going to take a lot longer than I thought.”

      The next two hours were a whirlwind of demands and insults. Hold still. Stand up straight. Don’t talk. I willed myself to get through it to avoid the least amount of suffering possible. The two women Sable had brought with her had been hired to help me look my best. I’m sure Sable had paid a high price to find the very best stylists around. The dress she chose for me was a backless, blood-red evening gown she’d purchased from some designer I’d never heard of. This was not like Sable at all. It was Erik who purchased all of my clothing for the times they wanted to parade me in public, which wasn’t often.

      After I dressed, Sable instructed one of the girls to sweep my hair up into a tight French twist, leaving no strand out of place. The poor girl, who couldn’t help but check the time on her phone every few minutes, had to redo the style four times before Sable was satisfied.

      “Can we do anything about her green eyes?” Sable asked the youngest girl. “I prefer blue.”

      The girl frowned. “Do you want her to wear contact lenses?”

      “You’re useless,” Sable snapped, but she continued to stare at my eyes as if conjuring a spell.

      Sable looked me over one final time and left with a flick of her wrist and an unsatisfied grunt. The two women hurried after her.

      The moment the door closed, I replaced the dress with jeans and a t-shirt and planned my escape to the forest. I had to get outside and take a break from the contention that poisoned every person in this house. I would never make it through the night otherwise. Plus, it didn’t make sense to remain dressed up all day, a torture in and of itself.

      It wasn’t difficult to sneak away, my head down, and a small bag draped over my shoulder. It also helped that I hid my face by carrying a tall vase of flowers as if I were part of the event staff.

      The moment I opened the back door, I bolted toward the edge of the nearby forest and didn’t stop until safely behind a thick oak tree. The sun in the sky warmed my flesh and whispered of a better future. Its light shone upon so many places. One day, I hoped to see them all.

      I glanced back at the home. It was an ugly sight. It wasn’t really a home but more of a gaudy mansion made of brick and stone. It was several stories above ground and several below, though only a select few knew of its depths. My room was in the east wing, opposite my parents.

      What I wouldn’t give to live in a suburban area, surrounded by normal people, or even better? A college dorm. Have friends, mess around on social media, go to parties … I wasn’t allowed to do any of those things. They did give me a laptop on my eighteenth birthday for my online college courses, but, in addition to several parental control apps, they used magic to ensure I accessed only content they deemed worthy. They controlled every aspect of my life as they attempted to mold and shape me into the person they felt I should become.

      But I was not something you could mold. Thanks to Madelyn’s private teachings, I had learned more about people and life than my parents would ever want me to know. She’d brought me books about good, kind people and how they had made a difference in the world. She also taught me to protect my magic and never let my parents near it. Even until the day she died.

      Inhaling a hitched breath and wiping at my moist eyes, I sank to the ground, mindful of my hair, and unzipped my bag. From within, I pulled out some bread and fruit and, the most important item, a book. I’d get lost in someone else’s world today. Be anywhere else than here.

      I ran my fingers over the worn cover of one of the few books I’d managed to keep hidden. A book set in the future about a woman who sacrificed everything to tear down the oppressive society in which she’d been raised. It always gave me hope.

      The sun tracked across the sky, highlighting the red and orange leaves above me. The sounds of the hired orchestra practicing drifted outside. The hauntingly beautiful tune made the forest feel more magical, and I sank further into the grass. The music was the only part of these events I liked.

      Erik put on many of them throughout the year. Anyone of importance, human or fiend, received an invitation. These events were the only times the different species willingly crossed paths. Of course, many of the humans had no idea who or what was sitting beside them. Demons, vampires, and other creatures were required to appear human-like. The whole occasion was a ruse to gain power over others. And Erik and Sable were the puppet masters, using their magical abilities to manipulate those who could further their political agenda in the human world and gain more clout in the supernatural one.

      When the first few guests arrived, I groaned and gathered my belongings. I couldn’t delay getting ready any longer. My parents began letting me attend these events a few years ago. I thought I would enjoy them since I was rarely allowed to socialize with others, but I never did. Everyone wore masks, saying what they thought you wanted to hear. Because of who my parents were, people were especially careful around me. I yearned for a meaningful relationship, like what I’d had with Madelyn.

      Pushing myself up, I straightened my shoulders and prepared for the worst. It would all be over soon.

      Back inside my room, I slid into the red evening gown just as Jane opened the bedroom door, panting heavily. “Your parents need you.”

      “I’ll be right there,” I said, but she had already closed the door.

      I finished forcing my arm through a strap of the tight gown and sighed wearily. I didn’t recognize the reflection staring back at me in the mirror. Black eyeliner framed my eyes like the edge of storm clouds, and my darkened eyebrows and reddened lips only added to the illusion. The two stylists had commented on my beauty, but to me, I looked like my mother. Not something I wanted.

      Quietly and carefully, I snuck downstairs and slipped into the ballroom that smelled of freshly baked pastries and wild roses. As usual, the spacious room was immaculate: diamond-laced curtains, golden satin linens, and crystal chandeliers the Queen of England would envy.

      I kept to the edge of the room, weaving in and out of the guests, my head down. Make an appearance, that’s all I had to do. Maybe speak with a few of the guests. Just enough interaction to satisfy my parents.

      I did just that, then endured the evening by staying outside on the veranda as much as possible. The cool night air felt good against my bare arms and was a welcome distraction from the boisterous noises echoing from the brightly lit party.

      “There you are,” a voice said behind me.

      I turned around. The black silhouette of my mother stood in the doorway of the ballroom.

      “Get in here,” she ordered. “I want you to meet someone special.”

      “Not tonight. Please.” It was a dumb thing to say. I knew it the second the words left my mouth.

      “It wasn’t a request.”

      Reluctantly, I stepped forward. Sable took hold of my arm and dragged me through the room and past all the guests. I tried to see where she was guiding me, but dancing couples blocked my view. When she nudged aside two women in the middle of a conversation, I finally saw whom I was to meet.

      I yanked my arm free and froze. Though he looked human, I knew better. A murky blackness clung to him like thick tar.

      This was no man.

      This was a powerful vampire.
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      Every fiber of my body screamed, Run. There was an energy, dark and ancient, that filled the area around him. Despite my instincts, I found it difficult to look away. His commanding presence sucked me in as if an invisible cord were pulling me toward him. I resisted, and a sharp pain stabbed in my lower spine.

      Sable whirled around, dug her nails into my wrist, and jerked me forward. “Don’t you dare insult him.”

      Erik, who was shaking hands with the vampire, turned. His slicked-back blond hair looked as greasy as his tanned complexion. “Eve, darling, this is Boaz. Boaz, meet my only daughter, Eve.”

      The light seemed to flee the room as Boaz’s eyes met mine. He was strangely captivating with long black hair, high cheekbones, and a distinct jawline. My heart fluttered, and I grew faint. If it weren't for Sable’s hand on my elbow, I would’ve staggered back. But it wasn’t his appearance that had weakened me. My mind tried to capture what it was, but his stare became too intense, forcing me to look away.

      Erik said something under his breath and then chuckled.

      “She may be, but I’ll have to find out for myself,” Boaz said.

      Erik smirked, and Sable laughed obnoxiously. I was disgusted with all three of them.

      “It was nice to meet you, sir.” It took all the strength I had, but I managed to yank my arm back and turned to hurry away. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sable begin to follow, but Boaz grabbed her wrist and held her in place.

      I walked calmly, yet briskly, toward the stairs leading to the second floor. I nodded and smiled politely to several people who greeted me, but I refused to stop.

      As I stepped onto the first stair, cold fingers touched my back. I gasped and whirled around. To my amazement, no one was there. I slowly continued upward, but again felt the touch of a hand caress the skin of my naked back. The icy coolness of it stole my breath. I spun back around, peering into the crowd.

      I scanned the many faces, some of which appeared human, but I wasn’t fooled. My eyes settled on the only one who stood out — Boaz. Not because he was different, but because he was their leader. They circled him like starving dogs anxious to devour whatever scrap of attention he might toss them. But Boaz paid little heed — his focus was entirely on me. His eyes bore into mine like those of a predatory animal. I could practically hear him snarling from across the room.

      Frightened, I turned back to continue up the stairs, this time using the handrail for support. The invisible caresses continued until I was out of his view.

      Safely hidden on the second floor, I leaned against a white pillar, my breaths coming in short gasps. My toes tingled, and a familiar, dark feeling crept up my body. Magic. Relax. I couldn’t let myself feel it, not here, not now.

      Not far away, I spotted the doors leading to the second-floor balcony. It would be in plain view of the guests should they look up. I could make it.

      I closed my eyes, inhaled a deep breath, and counted to three. Go! My eyes snapped open, and I bolted.

      Fifteen steps left.

      Ten steps.

      Three.

      I reached to push open the door but froze when I heard my name. The beguiling voice of the devil himself. I turned around slowly.

      “Yes?” I asked Boaz, desperately trying to sound curt.

      “Will you give me the pleasure of dancing with you?” He extended his hand.

      “I don’t feel well.”

      “One dance, love.”

      Before I could refuse, he took hold of my arm and guided me back downstairs onto the dance floor. When we reached the center of the room, he spun me to him and wrapped his arm around my waist, pressing me to his chest.

      “Try to have fun,” he said. “This is a party, after all.”

      I avoided his eyes, instead staring beyond to envious faces. The song ended and another began, a bitter harmony of plucked violins and sobbing French horns. It was a torturous melody, one that should be played for the dead, not the living. Boaz’s lip twitched into a subtle smile, as if he knew what I was thinking.

      I did my best to act indifferent, but if I came across as cold, Boaz gave no indication. He held me close as if we were lovers, and even began to run his fingers over my bare back in small, circular strokes. It ignited a fire inside me I’d never felt before, and it spread to my lower abdomen and between my thighs.

      But this feeling? It was laced with something else, something powerful and magical. I sucked in a breath, my breasts heaving against him. Every touch, every sway of his body, overwhelmed me, whether from revulsion or pleasure, I couldn’t be sure yet.

      He pulled away and asked, “Why are you afraid?”

      I swallowed around the thickness in my throat. “I’m not.”

      “You’re a horrible liar. Look at me.”

      I met his gaze. My body weakened, and he tightened his grip.

      “Why are you frightened?” he asked again.

      I bit the inside of my cheek. “There’s something about you. I don’t know⁠—”

      “What do you feel?”

      “I feel as if I’m spinning and can’t keep my balance.”

      “The power. Intoxicating, isn’t it?” Boaz danced flawlessly, every step obeying his silent command like the tides obey the moon. Other dancing couples retreated from his path as if he were royalty. I didn’t know his real age, but by the way he spoke and carried himself, I’d guess centuries. Maybe he had been royalty at one point in time.

      Whatever was happening right now, it was intoxicating and filled my mind with confusion. I had to think of something else, something other than his middle finger, which was slowly swirling lower and lower along my bare skin.

      I cleared my throat. “Do you always get this much attention?”

      He didn’t bother looking around. “They know to respect power when they see it.”

      “Arrogant much?”

      His dark eyes widened. “It’s not me, love. It’s us.”

      “There is no us.”

      Boaz paused, smiling knowingly. “Your parents are watching.”

      I glanced behind him. Sure enough, Erik and Sable stared in our direction. Sable looked especially excited, her nose scrunched up, hands rubbing together as if anticipating a winning lottery number.

      “Why do you think they look so eager?” Boaz asked. He spun me out and brought me back into his arms.

      “Probably because you are their type, and they’d like nothing more than to see me with someone like you.”

      “And what would you like, Eve?”

      His question surprised me. No one had ever asked me what I wanted. “I want to be free to do as I please.”

      The smile on his face spread.

      “Is something funny?” I asked.

      “How would you like to play a little joke on your parents? Teach them a lesson for spying?”

      “Like what?”

      “Slap me,” he ordered.

      “What?”

      “Slap me as hard as you can and walk away. Your parents will be furious, and you may pay for it later, but I promise their expressions will be well worth it. Plus, you might actually enjoy it.”

      I didn’t have to think twice. I stepped away and let my hand fly. It struck his face hard, stinging my palm.

      I glanced over at my parents, who looked as though I’d struck them rather than Boaz. Their eyebrows pulled tightly together, and their mouths turned down. Lines I never knew existed appeared in sync with bulging veins on their necks. It was a comical scene, for they were still trying to keep up the appearance of having a wonderful time. Their poor faces looked as if they were having twin seizures.

      I grinned and walked away. That felt much better than I’d expected. I headed straight to the veranda and stepped into the night, strangely elated. It felt good to defy Erik and Sable again.

      “Very good,” Boaz said.

      I jumped. He was resting in a chair as if he’d been there all night. There was no trace of a handprint on his face. Next to him, a massive black wolf stared with one blue eye and one white.

      “How did you—” I looked back toward the ballroom, my pulse racing. There was no way he could’ve beaten me here.

      “Don’t be naïve, love. You know what I am.”

      I did, and yet, seeing his vampire powers in action, made me shiver with fear. It was easy to forget the monsters around me when they all wore human faces.

      My gaze lowered to the strangely still wolf. Without a sound, he bared his sharp canine teeth. “And who’s this friendly beast?”

      The wolf growled.

      Boaz ran his fingers through its thick, bristly fur. “This is Hunwald.”

      “Interesting name. How did you choose it?”

      “I didn’t choose it. He did.”

      “All right,” I said, not understanding. “How long have you had him?”

      “He’s had me since I was a child,” he corrected again.

      “What do you mean?”

      Boaz leaned forward. The movement was too quick, too smooth, reminding me again how inhuman he really was. Instinctively, I stepped back.

      “My mother was a vicious woman. The kind of woman who should never have had a child, but apparently, Fate thought it amusing, and she bore me. Though in the end, I’m not sure who the joke was really on.” He smiled to himself. “My mother used to carry a big stick everywhere she went. She called it Thorne, and every time she said its name, she would laugh atrociously, as though it was the funniest thing she’d ever heard. Her saying Thorne only meant one thing. I was to receive a severe beating for failing to fulfill one of her absurd expectations. It was in the middle of one of these beatings that Hunwald found us in the woods. He tore my mother to shreds right in front of me.” He turned to Hunwald and ruffled the fur on his face between his hands. “Didn’t you? You good boy!”

      “That’s terrible,” I said.

      Boaz’s head snapped up. “Don’t tell me you haven’t ever wished your parents dead.”

      I closed my mouth at this. I had wished them dead. Every day for the last several weeks. “I should go back⁠—”

      Boaz appeared in front of me, blocking the door. Air caught in my chest. He took hold of my wrist and, with his thumb, rubbed the flesh beneath my palm, exactly where my pulse beat.

      “Stay for just a moment longer,” he said, his tone commanding.

      My head spun. The circular motion of his thumb on the sensitive part of my wrist made me lightheaded as if I’d had too much to drink.

      There it was again. My magic entwining with his.

      “I want to wish you a happy birthday,” he purred.

      It took me a moment to process his words. “How did you know?”

      “How could I forget?”

      I tried to communicate that I didn’t understand, but I couldn’t clear the growing fog from my mind. Not even when his hand lifted to my shoulder, and his fingers hooked the strap of my gown. He collapsed the space between us and breathed into my ear, “Your dress is extraordinary.”

      His warm breath on my neck and his fingers against my skin lit every nerve ending on fire. The feeling only amplified when he drew my earlobe into his mouth and ran his tongue along the sensitive flesh. I found myself lifting my hands for the sole purpose of pulling him further into me, but stopped at the last second. What the hell was I doing?

      I broke free of his spell and stepped away, my arms falling limp at my sides. I looked down at my dress, realizing in that moment why Sable had chosen it. “This dress was meant for you.”

      He laughed. “I hope not. I don’t think it would fit.”

      “Sable,” I stuttered, hating that he flustered me. “She chose it because she knew you would like it.”

      “Mmm. She does have impeccable taste.”

      “You can have it if you like.”

      “Right now?” He grinned. “I accept. Hand it over.”

      Magic stirred within me again, responding to something inside him. It swelled, pushed, and shoved its way to the surface. My anger towards him didn’t help.

      “Let me make this perfectly clear.” I pointed my finger at his chest. “You will never have any part of me.”

      “But, my love, I already have,” he said, licking his lips.

      My gaze tracked the motion of his tongue, watching it slide back into his mouth. A chill erupted up my spine, and I shook my head. I had to get away from him and whatever he was doing to me.

      “I have to go.”

      I darted around him and returned to the ballroom, leaving him and the wolf to the darkness where they belonged.
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      My heart racing, I pushed my way through the crowd of people, keeping my head down. My whole body hummed with dark energy. It wasn’t something I was used to, and it made my chest tighten and muscles contract. I sucked in air through my teeth, grimacing and rubbing at my sternum with my knuckles.

      I glanced back to make sure Boaz wasn’t following me when I slammed into something solid. Hands gripped my arms. At the contact, a warm sensation flooded my system from head to foot, completely erasing whatever Boaz had done to me. But it didn’t just make all that dark energy go away. It replaced it with white light, and I immediately felt a sense of calm.

      I gasped and looked up into the blue and intense eyes of a handsome man. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to run into you.”

      Still gripping me, he glanced behind me as if to see if I was being chased. Satisfied, his concerned gaze returned to mine. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded numbly and searched his face. Nothing about him was familiar. “Who are you?”

      “No one important.” He let me go and stepped back, taking his white light with him. He wasn’t dressed like the other guests and looked oddly out of place, and yet, still breathtaking. Black button-up shirt. Dark pants. Long dark jacket.

      “Everyone here is someone important,” I said. “At least, they think they are.”

      His gaze swept the room as if he were looking for someone. “Everyone here is a liar.”

      His response startled me. Who was this guy? He clearly wasn’t human, but I couldn’t tell exactly what he was either. “I really must know. What is your name?”

      His eyes returned to mine, then flickered away as if he didn’t like to look at me. “They are all monsters. You’ll become one too if you don’t leave this place and never return.”

      His gaze stopped moving, and his eyes widened ever so slightly on something behind me. The sides of his jaw bulged.

      I turned to see what had captured his attention, but when I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary, I looked back at him, but the man was gone. All in under a second. I’d only seen vampires move that quickly, but surely I would’ve sensed if he was one. But if not a vampire, then what?

      I searched the crowd, even moving in and out of it, but he had disappeared for good. Why had he come? Erik and Sable couldn’t have invited him. He was far too different, too… I struggled to think of the word, good.

      I thought of him as I returned to my bedroom for the remainder of the party. For some reason, thinking of him made me think of Madelyn, and my heart ached for my old friend and nanny.

      My limbs felt heavy as I removed the red dress and hung it up on my bedpost to be taken away in the morning. I never wanted to see it again or see Boaz. The way he’d brought my powers to the surface so easily had been unsettling.

      I had to be better at protecting it. Ever since my confession, Erik and Sable had tried many things to get me to show what I could do with my magic, even though I told them I had lied.

      I desperately needed them to believe I was merely an Adept witch, mildly competent with the ability to memorize spells and perform them with a good deal of accuracy. But they were convinced, unnaturally so, that I would be a Legend witch, capable of manipulating the world around me with a single thought. I wasn’t that, nor did I want to be, but I did have enough power inside me that I knew my parents would want access to it to fulfill their evil designs.

      Ever since I refused to use magic again, they’d upped their game in trying to force the issue. They’d threatened, bullied, bribed, and even locked me in a dark box for a full day to get me to concede, but I wouldn’t. My love and loyalty toward Madelyn were far stronger than any desire to please my parents.

      Several hours later, the party died down, until all I heard were the servants cleaning up after the guests. I didn’t get ready for bed. I had a feeling my night was not over yet.

      It wasn’t long before Erik and Sable’s heavy footsteps slapped against the marbled floor, reminding me of a hammer and a pickaxe. I slowly stood from my bed, swaying slightly, and prepared for what was to come.

      Erik pushed open my door. He was still dressed in a black tux that looked too tight for his solid frame. Behind a row of perfectly shaped teeth, his tongue clicked repeatedly.

      Next to him, Sable sighed at his impatience and said to me, “You didn’t leave Boaz with a good impression.”

      “Didn’t I?”

      “You were rude and ugly. Slapping him in public like that.” She scowled. “You’re an embarrassment to our kind.”

      Erik nodded his head in agreement. “There are consequences for your actions, Eve.”

      “What will it be tonight?” I asked. “Spiders? Solitary confinement?”

      “Don’t mock us!” Sable glanced at my father. “Tell her what we have in store for her.”

      “I’d rather it be a surprise, but I’m fairly certain we’ll be able to kill two birds with one stone.”

      I drew my brows together. “What do you mean?”

      “To stop your punishment, you’ll have to use powerful magic. It’s as simple as that.”

      “That won’t happen.” I pulled on my slippers, knowing I would have to follow them soon.

      A slow and deliberate smile split his face. “We’ll see.”

      “Whatever you say, Erik.”

      Sable moved to my red dress and inspected it. “Did you get anything on it?”

      “No.”

      She glanced back at me. “Are you sure? You’re not very graceful when you eat.”

      “I didn’t eat.”

      “Good.” Sable removed the dress and draped it over her arm.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Erik snapped.

      Sable’s long fingers caressed the satin material. “You go ahead. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      Erik scowled but didn’t argue. “Don’t take long.”

      He walked out of the room with me following in his shadow. I knew exactly where we were going as I’d been to this same place since I’d turned seven. I could’ve made the trip with my eyes closed.

      Our footsteps echoed as we made our way down a narrow, circular stairway to the very bottom level, hidden far below the mansion. The only way to get there was through a secret door in Erik’s office. The smell of alcohol drifted behind him, turning my stomach inside out. I quickly covered my mouth to stop from gagging. The smell was always a precursor to pain.

      Erik removed a key from within his pocket and pushed it into the keyhole of a thick metal door. The creaking and groaning of the hinges furthered my nausea. I remained where I was, my heart thundering. Normally, I was more mentally prepared for these sessions, but the night’s events with Boaz and the other strange man had left me unfocused and distracted.

      “Get in here,” Erik barked from within the room. I heard him open a drawer.

      Knees weak and shaking, I stepped into my father’s “training” room. The smell of jasmine assaulted all my senses, forcing me to stumble back into a wall. The plants hung everywhere; some draped from the ceiling while others had been arranged in specific patterns in the corners of the room. I had a sudden urge to smash them all, but my body wouldn’t move.

      Long white counters lined the walls. Inside their drawers were all kinds of magical devices and tools. On the surface of the counters, cages contained different animals, from spiders to rats. Erik kept them as pets and treated them all with great care, unless their dead bodies or blood were needed for spells. Magic always came first.

      In the center of the room rested a single, immovable metal chair with black straps bolted to its underside.

      After Erik had carefully inspected each cage for proper food and water, he said, “In the chair.”

      My nails dug into the wall behind me. “Please, Father⁠—”

      “Do it.”

      By the time I reached the cold chair, my legs were shaking so badly that I had no choice but to collapse into it, sweat breaking on my brow. Stay calm.

      Erik ran his fingers across the different animal cages on top of the counter. The sound grated on my already agitated nerves. “I don’t understand why you make this so difficult. This would all end if you’d only accept your birthright.”

      I closed my eyes and focused on the lie I’d already professed a thousand times. “I’m sorry I’m such a disappointment, but I’m not like you. Magic barely exists inside of me.”

      “I’ve heard that before,” he muttered to himself as he lifted a basket-like cage and peered in between the tight weave to something inside. “It is utterly impossible for a child born to the Segurs and Whitmores not to become a Legend. You are deliberately holding back.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Because you’re a shitty, ungrateful daughter.”

      I flinched at his words. He was being especially cruel tonight, which meant he was stressed. “Why is it so important I be a Legend witch?”

      He looked up at me beneath dark, thick eyebrows, his expression serious. “Creating you was our only job. We can’t fail or we die.”

      Frigid goosebumps broke across my skin, and I swallowed. “What are you talking about?”

      “Have I missed anything?” Sable’s voice asked behind me. She crossed the room to her usual place in the corner and sat on a stool surrounded by jasmine. She’d changed into a silky green, short-sleeved housecoat. Tucked beneath her arm was a watering can.

      “We were just beginning,” Erik said, smoothing his hair back into place. He walked over to me and set the cage down before proceeding to fasten the straps around my chest and legs. In my ear, he whispered, “For your protection.”

      I forced my breathing to slow and pushed my mind somewhere else. I couldn’t let them have it, my magic. Madelyn’s words echoed in my mind: It is yours to protect.

      Sable poured water into the nearby plants and gently touched their leaves. “I trust this won’t take long? I have a meeting in the morning.”

      Erik glared. “It will take as long as it needs to.”

      She sighed as she plucked wilted leaves from a plant hanging above her.

      Erik knelt in front of me and removed my slippers. “What I’m about to do may be extreme, but we are out of time. I hope you’ll do the right thing and use your abilities to save yourself.”

      I tried not to let my mind wander to what new torture he may have devised. He lifted the cage and peered inside its tight slits again, the corner of his mouth rising. I repressed a shiver.

      “You embarrassed us tonight, Eve,” he said as he opened the top of the cage. Whatever was inside bumped the walls, almost knocking it from Erik’s hands.

      “What are you going to do?” I didn’t mean to whimper.

      “You’ll see, but remember, you have the power to stop it.”

      Water poured from Sable’s can.

      I closed my eyes and prepared for the inevitable. I would not use magic. No matter what.

      Erik took hold of my foot and guided it into the trap. Something bit me hard, and I yelped.

      “This rat hasn’t eaten for days,” he explained. “I hope your foot has enough flesh on it⁠—”

      My screams drowned out the rest of his words. The hungry rat tore into my skin with teeth and claws. I tried to kick at it, but that only made it madder, and it clamped onto my pinky toe with sharp teeth.

      Time to leave.

      To escape the pain, I did what I always did: left reality and traveled to Eden, a secret haven I’d created when I was just a child. It was a refuge hidden deep within my subconscious that I used to protect myself from Erik and Sable’s constant abuse.

      I’d first heard of Eden when I was only six from an elderly woman who’d marveled when I’d revealed my name.

      I was standing outside a jewelry shop in Manhattan, waiting for my father, when a woman with thick eyelashes and a gentle smile approached me. “What’s your name, little one?”

      I’d been taught not to speak to others, but the woman’s eyes felt like a canopy, sheltering me from the world. In a small voice, I answered, “Eve.”

      “What a beautiful name,” the old woman said, her gnarled hands gripping a cane. “You must be really special.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Eve was the mother of all living things. She was beautiful, kind, and full of love. It’s a great honor to be named after her.”

      “Where is Eve?” I asked, hoping I could visit her.

      “She lived in a wonderful place called Eden, where there was no pain or sorrow. But that was a long time ago. Eden is gone, along with Eve. But I can see in those rare emerald eyes of yours that you will be just as great as our Mother Eve.”

      It was at this moment that Erik, who seemed to appear out of nowhere, shoved the old woman backward. She stumbled, tripped over the curb, and fell into the street.

      “Keep your idiotic stories to yourself,” Erik said.

      That was the first time I created Eden, and I had returned many times since. As long as I had Eden, I was out of their reach.

      In the deepest part of my mind, I arrived there now, just as the full moon reached its peak in the night sky. Its silver light brought the dark world to life, illuminating trees and the flowers blanketing the ground. The air smelled of salt and pine, and in the distance, waves hushed against the shore. I moved into a grove of trees, anxious to see the ocean.

      I didn’t get very far. Somewhere inside my subconscious, a man was yelling. Something crashed, metal against metal. I didn’t listen too closely for fear that returning to the real world would bring excruciating pain again. I reached the edge of the woods, but the man’s angered voice persisted until my curiosity overrode the fear of torture.

      I closed my eyes and willed myself back to reality, but as soon as my mind connected with my body, the pain was greater than I’d anticipated. I cried out and fought against the straps around my chest.

      “What have you done?” the same male voice demanded.

      I forced my eyes open. In front of me, Boaz knelt.
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      Boaz gazed at my bloodied foot, his eyebrows pressed together. Sable was gone. Erik stood against the wall, an empty cage in his hand, and a dead rat at his feet. Had he killed it or had Boaz?

      Breathing shallowly, I glanced down at my right foot. It would’ve been unrecognizable if it hadn’t been for my first and second toes, which were mostly intact. The rest of my flesh had been shredded, exposing bone in some places. I gripped the sides of the chair and threw my head back, stifling another scream.

      Boaz released the straps around my legs and chest. He seemed to be at a loss for words as he stared deeply into my eyes, his cool hand smoothing back my sweat-drenched hair.

      He turned to Erik and growled, “You tell Sable to fix this tonight!”

      “But Boaz, you must understand. This had to be done.”

      Boaz's glare left Erik, but softened when it reached me. “Can you stand?”

      Though the pain was severe, I ignored it. The last thing I wanted was help from a friend of my parents. No one in their circle could be trusted. I pushed against the armrests, lifting my body to a standing position.

      “Breathe,” he whispered in my ear while he steadied me with his hands.

      I exhaled the breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. His touch, surprisingly warm against my skin, awakened my magic again, something I normally would’ve been upset about with having Erik so close, but with the rush of power came a kind of numbing to my body. The sharpest of the pain dissipated.

      “Can you walk?” he asked.

      His hands remained on my hips, squeezing gently. Nodding, I continued forward. Each step felt as though I was stepping on nails, but it was manageable. Boaz stayed by my side, guiding me out the door and up the steps, leaving Erik behind.

      “I can carry you, if you’d like,” Boaz offered.

      “No, but thank you.” I stopped. “Why did you come back?”

      “I never left. I was exploring the grounds.”

      “This late?”

      He raised his eyebrow, and I looked away, embarrassed.

      “I’m glad I didn’t leave.”

      I forced my body up another step. “But how did you find us? Only a few people know of these lower levels.”

      “I heard your screams. Are you sure I can’t carry you?”

      “No. I’m fine. In fact, you can leave now. Thank you for your help.” I didn’t want him to think I was vulnerable or an easy victim.

      “Very well then. I need to speak with Erik. Rest assured, he will never harm you again.” He reached up and slid his hand down my arm, leaving pleasure in its wake. I sucked in a quick breath.

      “I hope I will see you again,” he said in a throaty voice, his eyes on my mouth.

      My gaze traveled up to his bicep peeking out from his black, short-sleeved shirt. A red and black snake tattoo twisted around the large muscle.

      My eyes met his, and I forced the words from my lips. “Not likely, but again, thank you for your help.”

      As quickly as possible, I limped away from him, despite the biting pain. I continued up the stairs, but when I didn’t hear his footsteps going back down, I glanced behind me. Boaz was gone, as if he’d evaporated.

      Sable met me at the top of the stairs with a bowl of wet jasmine leaves. “These are for you. Wrap them around your knee and your owie will be better by morning.”

      “It’s my foot,” I clarified, but she was already walking in the opposite direction.

      Once inside my bedroom, I collapsed into bed, gritting my teeth. I hated my parents so much. Their punishments had always been cruel, but tonight they had taken it to a whole new level. I needed to find a way past that spell, stopping me from escaping as soon as possible.

      I withdrew a long jasmine vine from the basin and wrapped it around my foot. I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to do this, as Sable hadn’t given any instructions, but it seemed the most likely way. I did the same with a few more vines and then pulled a long sock over the wet plants. Within a few minutes, my foot was entirely numb.

      Lying down, I tried to sleep, but I couldn’t get over how strange of a night it had been, starting with Sable overseeing every detail of my introduction with Boaz. She wanted Boaz to like me, but why? And why did I feel so different around him? Had he been using magic on me?

      Lastly, I thought of the uninvited guest who wouldn’t give me his name and who had disappeared. He had told me to leave this place, lest I become a monster. I wish I could’ve told him how much I agreed with him. But I was trapped.

      Because I couldn’t sleep, I rose early and wandered the grounds surrounding the mansion. As Sable had promised, the flesh on my foot had healed. The sky was overcast with dark clouds, and a light mist lingered in the trees.

      Several cars were still parked in the driveway. It was only a matter of time before Erik kicked them out. He never could tolerate the presence of others for very long, including the company of his wife. I wondered every day why they had bothered to marry, but more importantly, why they bothered to have a child. Together, they were powerful enough. Why did they need me, and why were they so desperate for me to become a Legend at magic?

      I returned quietly to the house, hoping to go unnoticed as usual, but today was not a usual day.

      Sensing my return, Sable called from the kitchen, “Eve, darling, come join us for breakfast.”

      She was using her sweet voice, which meant she wanted something.

      Erik and Sable stood together, shoulder to shoulder, next to the dining room table. Their eyes followed me until I sat on the only chair with a place setting in front of it. I picked up a spoon and took a bite of cold oatmeal.

      “Last night was regrettable,” Sable said, her hands clasped tightly in front of her.

      “That’s an understatement,” I mumbled.

      My father snorted in disagreement. “It would’ve worked if Boaz hadn’t interrupted us. I know it.”

      “This thing with Boaz—” my mother began, but I slammed my spoon to the table.

      “There is nothing with Boaz.”

      “You mustn’t screw it up,” she finished. “He made his intentions very clear last night, and even though we don’t think you’re ready for him, you will make an excellent match.”

      My fingers curled into my palms so tightly that my nails bit into my flesh. They may have me trapped in this house, but they could not force me to love another person, especially a vampire. “Do what you want to me, but I will not be Boaz’s match.”

      Erik’s left eye twitched, and his upper lip receded. “You don’t have a say.”

      I hated that I had been born into a supernatural family. We lived by rules that normal humans didn’t. Where they were free to choose whom they married, those like me often had arranged marriages that had nothing to do with love. It was all about elevating our position of power among our kind and the humans. We needed to be able to influence laws and policies for the day we made our kind known publicly, an event my parents assured me was soon coming.

      “Does it matter at all what I want?” I asked, my voice softer.

      “What matters is that you get to live.” Erik walked out of the room without looking back. He’d said what he’d wanted and would not waste another word. Sable looked as if she wanted to say more but apparently thought better of it. She turned and rushed after Erik.

      I sighed and pushed the bowl in front of me away. I would never have a relationship with Boaz or anyone connected to my parents. The thought sickened me. Besides, he was a vampire, and I was a human. It couldn’t work even if I wanted it to, not well anyway. So what were they thinking?
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      Erik and Sable left the next day without telling me. I was glad for it because I needed to learn more about the spell that held me to this place. Maybe I could find a way to break the magic from one of the books they kept in my father's study. I wasn't allowed in there, so I would have to be careful.

      I waited until there was a change of staff to sneak into my father's office, using magic to pick the lock. I wouldn’t have risked it before, but two things had changed in the last few weeks. They’d upped their level of abuse in order to get me to use more magic, and now they were talking about gifting me to a vampire, I had to leave. Find somewhere to disappear altogether.

      I was done. Done with it all. And once I was free, I would find a spell, maybe in the very book I was about to steal, that could keep me hidden from them.

      My father’s office was dark and smelled of old cigars and whiskey. I tiptoed along the wooden floors and behind an ornately carved desk with gold-encased legs, listening carefully to the sounds of the house. Our servants were far more scared of Erik and Sable than they were of me and wouldn’t hesitate to tell them about my thievery if I was caught. I couldn’t imagine the punishment I’d receive for being in here.

      Up against the wall behind the thousand-pound desk was a huge mahogany bookcase crammed full of magical books. I only dared take a few precious seconds to choose one. My hands were shaking as I selected a dark, leather-bound book with the words 'Blood Spells' etched into the spine. I'm not sure if it would have the answers I needed, but it was a start.

      I dressed in my riding gear and headed to the stables. Horse riding was the only activity they sometimes allowed, and since they weren’t around for me to ask, I figured it was okay.

      After saddling my gray mare, Storm, I rode into the forest, despite the sky threatening rain. My parents owned over a hundred acres, all of which were private, with no trespassing signs. I only knew half of what went on in these woods; the other half I didn’t want to know. My parents didn’t just throw parties for humans, but also for those in power among supernatural creatures. Those parties were always outside, deep inside the forest, and at night. I avoided them at all costs.

      When I reached a clearing beside a shallow creek, I slowed Storm to a stop. During the cooler months, this was my favorite place. The wide gap in the canopy of trees normally let in just enough sunlight to warm the ground. I withdrew a heavy blanket and spread it over dead grass, hoping the sun might appear as the day wore on.

      With the spellbook in hand, I lay there and buried my feet beneath a fold in the blanket. Doing this reminded me of Madelyn, and I sucked in an unexpected sharp breath. She used to take me out here and practice magic, free from my parents’ influence. I’d use my abilities to help grow the forest, heal animals, and create beauty. These sessions were invaluable as a child because they kept my heart from hardening.

      I’d only read a few pages when a soft wind blew my hair away from my neck. It was surprisingly warm given the season, and I closed my eyes, enjoying the heat.

      I tensed when the air became more focused and the slight breeze changed to that of a soft caress down the nape of my neck and toward my breasts, taking my breath away. I sucked in air and sat up, my eyes opening wide and my pulse racing.

      Scanning the trees and all their many shadows, I startled at the sight of Boaz leaning against a tree on the other side of the brook, his arms folded to his chest. The darkest part of the forest bathed him in inky blackness, and yet, he stood out among the black. When our eyes met, my heartbeat tripped over itself. I could feel power lurking behind the glossy surface of his eyes.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “You shouldn’t be out here alone,” he said, his voice tense. Not at all sweet-sounding like it had been the night before. Hunwald, the wolf, stood absolutely still by his side.

      “It’s none of your business.” I tore my eyes away from him and focused on the spellbook on my lap. It’s the only way I could slow the painful beating of my heart. “I’m perfectly fine alone, and if you don’t mind, that’s how I’d like to stay.”

      “What kind of gentleman would I be if I left a fair maiden alone in the big, bad woods?” His words were playful, but his tone still held a sharp edge.

      “I can assure you, you are no gentleman and therefore are not required to act like one.” I continued to pretend to read, but after a minute under the intense pressure of his stare, I lowered the book and said more forcefully, “Please leave.”

      “I told you. I’m not leaving you alone.”

      I snapped the book closed. “Why not?”

      “I heard your life was in danger.”

      “Danger? What are you talking about?” I pursed my lips together, thinking hard. Maybe my parents had come home early and found me missing. They would definitely be upset if they knew I left without permission. What if they noticed the book was missing? A wave of nausea washed over me.

      “You don’t look so well,” he said, stepping toward me. Concern filled his weighted gaze.

      “I have to go.” I quickly gathered my belongings, praying my parents were still away.

      “I should see you home,” Boaz insisted.

      He appeared next to me so suddenly that I stumbled into Storm. Boaz gripped my arm to steady me. At the touch, a jolt of heat shot through me, making me dizzy.

      “I insist.” He stared down at his hand on my arm as if he had felt the same thing.

      Reluctantly withdrawing my arm, I shook my head and lifted onto Storm’s back, my thoughts torn between Boaz and getting home. “I’ll be fine.”

      Before he could respond, I nudged Storm’s gut, forcing her into action. She galloped away, her hooves digging into the earth. My heartbeat matched the rhythm, bu-bum, bu-bum, over and over. I could still feel Boaz’s burning touch on my skin. Bu-bum, bu-bum. His caress sliding toward my breasts, his tongue against my ear. Bu-bum, bu-bum.

      I pulled on the reins, bringing Storm to a slow walk. What was wrong with me? I looked over my shoulder, expecting to see Boaz, but I was alone. I shouldn’t have these feelings, but I couldn’t deny there was something that drew me to him. The air hummed in his presence, and it electrified my skin and vibrated my nerves. It was as though the magic inside me was reacting to him, as if he were metal and I a magnet.

      Storm stopped abruptly, jolting me out of my thoughts. She stomped her feet and snorted.

      I patted her broad neck. “What is it, girl?”

      Without warning, she reared up, and I lost my balance. I tumbled to the ground, my arms outstretched to break my fall, but as soon as my first hand touched the ground, the bone snapped. I screamed and rolled, stopping only when my head crashed into a rock. Stunned, I reached for the back of my head with my good arm and felt something warm and wet. I moved my hand in front of my eyes and held my breath. Blood.

      To my right, an unnatural movement caught my eye. Something shaped like a man with grayish white skin from head to foot stepped out from behind a tree. His chest was abnormally large on top of skinny legs. Each bulging rib looked like it was about to burst from his leathered skin. His patchy hair and wide eyes shone a brilliant white; only his lips were a dark gray. The creature hobbled awkwardly toward me, shifting in uneven spurts. There wasn’t anything particularly frightening about his expressionless face, but his intentions clouded and darkened the air around him.

      He meant to kill me.
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      I scooted backwards on the ground, away from the gray creature whose strides were extraordinarily long. His upper lip flared into a snarl, revealing razor-sharp teeth, and he snapped them like a rabid dog. My mind raced, trying to recall any kind of spell I might use against him, but my head was more full of pain than any usable thoughts.

      He was almost upon me when out of nowhere, a dark blur slammed into the monster, flipping his grayish body into the air. As the beast returned to earth, I recognized my savior. Boaz. He caught the creature in his arms and snapped its back upon his thigh. He rolled the limp figure from his leg, and before the body hit the ground, Boaz was by my side.

      “Are you all right?” he asked. His eyebrows pulled tightly together, shadowing the dark tunnels that stared at me.

      Words were even harder to access than my thoughts.

      “What is it, Eve?”

      I wanted to say that I was fine, but my eyes fluttered closed. I forced them open again and attempted to sit up.

      “Let me help you,” Boaz said. He reached around my shoulders but stopped suddenly. He must have seen or smelled the blood, I couldn’t be sure which. Very gently, he turned my head to the side and smoothed the hair away to examine the wound.

      His face contorted and twisted into rage, but he said nothing. Instead, he stood and returned to the lifeless monster he had killed. With one hard kick, he sent it flying into the top of a tree. The branches groaned under the weight until they snapped, and the monster fell. On its way to the ground, branches tore at its leathery skin, exposing a black substance that oozed like tar from the wounds.

      The last thing I remembered before losing consciousness was Boaz picking me up and cradling me to his chest.
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        * * *

      

      I opened my eyes, blinking several times. I was back in my bedroom. The red sheer curtains around my canopy bed were drawn except for a small gap at the corner where the curtains met. I couldn’t tell whether it was night or day; someone had drawn the blinds on my windows.

      I was about to call out, hoping Jane might be around, but quickly shut my mouth when I heard Boaz’s voice: “This isn’t the way. You hurt her.”

      He spoke low, but the sharp tone of his voice was as if he were yelling. He stood not far away, his dark silhouette looming over Erik’s.

      “Sable has already taken care of it,” Erik said. “For now.”

      “You better be right.” Boaz crossed the room to my dresser and picked up something small from its top.

      “She’s useless to us, Boaz,” Erik said. “You know that. My father gave us permission.”

      Boaz dropped whatever he was looking at, and lightning-quick, he was across the room, gripping Erik by the throat. “You won’t touch her without my permission, do you understand?”

      He didn’t answer, but I assumed Erik must’ve agreed, because Boaz said, “Good. And I expect Sable to obey as well.”

      He let go of Erik, who stumbled back.

      "Now leave us,” Boaz ordered.

      After Erik closed the door, Boaz moved to the side of my bed and pulled back the sheer curtains. I quickly shut my eyes and resisted an urge to swallow. Who was this creature that ordered my parents around? His control over them both scared and excited me.

      “You can’t fool me, love. I heard your heartbeat quicken moments ago.” He took my hand and caressed it with a firm pressure that exploded every nerve ending in my entire body. I wanted to beg him not to stop, but instead the swallow I’d been trying to hold back came now. The loud gulp seemed to echo throughout the room.

      I didn’t dare open my eyes for fear of losing myself to him. At first, hearing him speak, a deep longing had ached within my chest, but what did it mean? Because of his association with my parents, he was someone I should avoid at all costs, yet the depth of his eyes, his velvet voice, and the way his touch took my breath away made me forget the evil that must surely exist beneath his perfect exterior.

      His fingers grazed the side of my cheek. “If you don’t open your eyes,” he breathed, suddenly inches from my face, “then I will be forced to kiss you.”

      I wavered only for a moment, wondering what it would be like to feel his lips against mine, but the reasoning part of my mind finally broke through the haze. I opened my eyes.

      Boaz leaned back, a slight frown on his face, before his mouth curved into a smile. “Another time.”

      I turned away to hide the burning heat in my cheeks. In the corner of the room, I locked eyes with Hunwald. “Does he go everywhere with you?”

      “Absolutely. Hunwald and I are inseparable.”

      At the sound of his name, Hunwald trotted to Boaz, but he kept his eyes fixed on me.

      “I don’t think he likes me.”

      “Hunwald doesn’t like anyone.”

      “That’s comforting. Does he have to be in here?”

      Boaz looked at me and then at Hunwald. He pursed his lips as if deciding. Finally, he said, “He can wait outside.”

      Hunwald’s bushy head jerked in Boaz’s direction as if he understood. Boaz motioned toward the door, but Hunwald stared stubbornly back. Boaz motioned again with a little more force. This time, the wolf turned and left the room, but not without casting me a dangerous look.

      “Friendly dog,” I said.

      “He’s not a dog, and I don’t have him because he’s friendly.”

      I sighed and attempted to sit up, but a tight wrap on my arm made it difficult. They must’ve put it on me while I was unconscious. “Is this really necessary?”

      “Your arm was broken. Of course, it’s necessary.”

      “But there’s hardly any pain,” I said, moving my arm around.

      “You have your mother to thank for that. She can do the most amazing things with jasmine.”

      I grimaced.

      “You don’t like jasmine?” Boaz asked.

      “I can’t stand it.”

      “Is it because your mother loves it, or is there another reason?”

      “Does it matter?” I reached up to tear the bandage off my head, but stopped. My eyes flashed to Boaz.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Is it difficult for you to be around blood?”

      He smiled. “Not at all. I’ve been around long enough that my craving for blood is similar to what you might feel toward chocolate.”

      “Appetizing,” I said and tried not to grimace as I unraveled the bandage. It didn’t feel nearly as good as my arm. “How old are you anyway?”

      “Old enough to know when a person isn’t safe in their own home. That diablo almost killed you.”

      “Diablo?” I wasn’t familiar with the name.

      “A diablo is a demon who has taken over a human body. Their unnatural presence slowly kills the human body, making them appear like a corpse. They are merciless and determined. If one’s been sent to kill you, more will follow.”

      “I don’t understand. Why would they want to kill me?”

      Boaz leaned back in his chair. “I have two theories. The first is that someone among our kind has sent diablos to kill you. You’re less of a threat if you’re dead.”

      This surprised me. “How am I a threat to anyone?”

      “You’re the daughter of the most powerful witches to ever exist.”

      “But I’m nothing like my parents.” I shuddered. The thought of demons after me was frightening enough, but being compared to my parents was even more terrifying.

      “You’re right. You are nothing like them. You’re much greater.”

      I shook my head to dismiss what was, in my mind, an empty compliment. “And your second theory?”

      Boaz averted his eyes. “Your parents. I think they sent them.”

      I shook my head slowly. “They wouldn’t.”

      “Perhaps, but I must find out for sure.” He stood. “I should let you rest.”

      “Not yet,” I said, wanting him to explain further. Granted, my parents were horrible, but to kill their only daughter, their only heir? Surely, I held some value beyond my magical abilities. I swallowed the sickness coming up my throat.

      “Close your eyes and sleep, love. I need to speak with your father, and then I will return.”

      Boaz left, and the room felt overwhelmingly empty without him. After nearly an hour, I threw back the covers and stood. My head pounded, but hardly enough to keep me in bed. I smoothed my long, black nightgown and walked to the dresser to see what Boaz had been looking at.

      Several items were sprawled across the dark wood surface. They were the same ones that had been there for the last ten years. A grotesque-looking porcelain doll, a ceramic gargoyle, and a music box that played a song that was neither happy nor pleasant. None of them represented beauty and love. They were all constant reminders of my parents’ attempt to turn my heart as black as theirs. Only Madelyn’s private teachings had shown me another way.

      I scanned the remaining items. Only one was out of place: an unframed photograph of me taken months ago, just outside our home. Jane had captured it with her cell phone and had given it to me as a gift. It was the only picture I had of myself.

      After slipping the photo into my top drawer, I walked to the window and opened the blinds with my good arm. It was later in the day than I thought. The sun clung stubbornly to the horizon, and any earlier clouds had cleared, but the night would soon have its way. This made me think of Boaz. I didn’t think vampires could be awake during the day. I wish I had thought to ask him.

      I rested my forehead against the cool glass. Darkness had already reached the edge of the forest. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a familiar movement. My heart skipped a beat, several, actually.

      Two more gray creatures, diablos as Boaz had called them, moved in and out of the trees. They wandered randomly, their bodies jerking in uneven spurts. They seemed to be waiting for something … or someone. As if sensing my thoughts, their heads jerked in my direction, eyes entirely white.

      A chill erupted on my skin. I stepped away from the window and right into Boaz. His arms came around me. I sucked in air at the feel of his body pressed up against mine.

      With my back to him, he whispered in my ear, “They will not harm you. As long as I am near, no one will ever hurt you again.”

      His breath on my neck made it so I couldn't speak, breathe, or hear anything outside of my painfully thudding heartbeat. To be held like this was nothing I’d ever experienced before. It was almost impossible to resist.

      But I had to try.

      I turned around, weak-kneed, and said with as much strength as I could muster, “I can take care of myself.”

      “Like you did this morning?” Boaz brushed past me to the window and closed the blinds. “Learn to use magic, and then you can take care of yourself.”

      I could use magic, I wanted to say, but I wasn't about to tell Boaz that. I still wasn't sure where his loyalties lay. I sat down at my vanity to search the drawers. “How are you able to be awake during the day? Isn’t the sun your enemy?”

      “I’m old enough that the sun no longer forces my body into a heavy slumber, but it can still burn me if I come in direct contact with it. Why do you want to know? Are you planning on killing me?”

      I tried to hide my smile. “Perhaps.”

      I finally found what I was looking for: a long, sharp envelope opener. I shoved the silver knife under the material on my arm and jerked upward. It tore in two and fell to the ground. Other than being red from the cast, my arm was completely unscathed.

      “Let’s say, then,” I began, thinking of Boaz’s earlier words, “that I can use magic to protect myself. How will I know I won’t lose myself in the process? I’ve seen how magic has changed the people who enter my parents’ world, and it’s never for the better.”

      “Nothing is black or white, love. Life is full of gray. You’ll change whatever way necessary to fit your environment, and in just a short time, you’ll need all the power you can get.”

      I lifted my chin. “I’m not using magic.”

      His nostrils flared, and he reached for a book on my bookshelf, one that happened to be hidden behind one of my parents’ approved books. I don’t know how he knew it was there. He tossed it onto the bed. “You are wasting your time and talent, and it’s disgusting.”

      I stood abruptly, knocking back the chair I had been sitting in. Magic roared awake inside me. “How dare you! You don’t know what I’ve had to endure living with those,” I struggled to find the right words, “those people who have the nerve to call themselves parents.”

      Boaz grinned, his eyes dancing. “Then stop enduring! Maybe then we can start having some fun!”

      “Get out,” I demanded.

      “You’ll have to do better than that.”

      “Get out! “I said, pointing to the door, which flew open at my silent command and slammed into the wall behind it, leaving a gaping hole. I shrank back, terrified. In that small moment, when I had allowed myself to hate, the room had turned cold, and the light had darkened. Even the floral smell had turned bitter.

      Boaz laughed. “Didn’t that feel wonderful?” He walked to the door and inspected it. “Amazing! You didn’t even have to try. I knew you had it in you.”

      “Please leave,” I said, barely above a whisper.

      Boaz’s expression darkened. “If that is what you want. I’ll check on you tomorrow.”

      On his way out, he tried to shut the door, but it closed crookedly. The top hinge had broken.

      I dropped onto the bed, appalled by what I’d done. What if Boaz told my parents? I rolled over and covered my head with a pillow. Boaz had caused this. He’d made me feel hate, the one emotion I tried hardest to contain, and he’d managed to do it after meeting me only a few times.

      I still felt it, that angry magic tingling inside me, coursing through my blood like hot lava, darkening my thoughts. If I’d been born normal, would the feeling of hate still have been as strong? The emotion overwhelmed me, filling me to the point where it physically hurt, and the only way to relieve the pain was to expel it through magic.

      I needed to stay away from Boaz.

      All night, I tossed and turned, my mind tortured with dreams of death and destruction. Boaz was there, the black conductor, smiling and leading the symphony of carnage. I couldn’t escape him even as I slept.

      “Eve,” I heard his voice say. The symphony played louder.

      “Eve, wake up!”

      His image left my dreams and appeared before me. Unsure of my surroundings, I recoiled in fear. I rubbed my eyes, but when I opened them again, Boaz was still there, looking more devilish than ever. His disheveled hair was pulled into a loose ponytail. Several strands fell into his face as if he’d been running only moments before.

      “What are you doing back?” I asked, sitting up. It was barely eight in the morning.

      “I never left.”

      I furrowed my brow.

      “I was going to, but a problem arose. I’ve been trying to decide how best to deal with it.”

      “What sort of problem?”

      “The diablos,” he answered. He crossed the room to the window and parted the blinds to peer out.

      “They’re still out there?” I threw back the covers and left the warmth of the bed.

      “Yes, and they’ve multiplied exponentially. It’s only a matter of hours before they come into the house.”

      “Why?”

      He turned around so suddenly that I stumbled back. “They’re coming for you. To kill you.”
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      “Kill me?” My heart raced. “Erik and Sable⁠—”

      “Are the ones who summoned them,” he finished. “I have confirmed it. They excused the staff and left hours ago. I’m all you have left.”

      “I don’t believe you. They wouldn’t kill me, not after all they’ve put me through.” But even as I said the words, doubt plagued my thoughts. So what if they had exhausted countless hours trying to get me to become greater than I appeared? To prove I knew more magic beyond an Adept? I never gave them what they wanted. But would they kill me for that?

      Boaz looked back out the window. “I argued with them well into the night, but they’ve washed their hands of you, said you were a waste to their kind and an embarrassment. Even Erik’s father, your grandfather, agreed. They all want you dead.”

      My legs weakened, and I slouched onto my bed. I’d never met my grandfather. Why would someone I didn’t even know want me dead?

      He stepped in front of me. “You need to come with me. It’s your only chance to survive.”

      “Where would we go?”

      “Just pack a few things and get dressed. Be ready in five minutes,” he said and left the room.

      I sat there, stunned. Leave?

      For a full minute, I didn’t move, but after the initial shock, a new thought revealed itself like a shiny new gift. I didn’t have to stay here anymore. I didn’t have to see my parents ever again. I was free. If they wanted me dead, surely their spell surrounding the property had been broken, but if it wasn't… I thought of Boaz. He would protect me. He would stand up to them just like he had earlier. I hoped, anyway. He seemed to have a genuine interest in me. For what purpose, only time would tell.

      I packed quickly, my mind processing different scenarios. I could leave with Boaz and possibly convince him to give me some money. Maybe he would even drop me off at the bus station. And if he wouldn’t do any of those things, maybe he would let me work for him doing… what, exactly? I knew nothing about him.

      I pulled on my favorite jeans. I could figure it out later. At least I never had to see my parents again. And I would be alive, thanks to Boaz. But why was he helping me? I would have to be extra careful around him.

      I was just pulling a sweater over my head when I heard, “You are a work of art.”

      I jumped and turned around. Boaz sat in the corner on a small chair, hidden within the shadows. Somehow, he had snuck back into the room, and my face reddened, wondering how much he had seen.

      Swallowing hard, I said, “I’m ready.”

      “Good. The diablos are growing in numbers even as we speak.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I can sense it, and so can you.”

      I shook my head. “But I can’t sense anything,”

      Boaz appeared behind me, as fluid as water from a tap.

      “Close your eyes, love,” he breathed into my ear. The breath from his lips warmed the skin on my neck, making me feel lightheaded. One arm wrapped around my waist, pulling me into him, and the other moved slowly to the side of my neck, where his fingers rubbed up to my earlobe and back down to my collarbone. I almost moaned in pleasure.

      “Focus on the diablo," he said, "the one who tried to take your life. Picture what a vile creature he was, and how he deserved to die.”

      A murky fog clouded my rational mind, and I obeyed. I thought back to the diablo in the woods as it had approached me with malice on its face. I remembered how Boaz had slammed into him, killing him within seconds. I was glad he was dead. He deserved it.

      I inhaled deeply, letting hate for the diablo fill my being. The smell in the room changed to that of rotten flesh, but I didn’t waver. I pushed my consciousness to the forest beyond and searched for the rotting creatures. Not far away, I found them moving sporadically in jagged, circular motions. There was no order to their movements, yet their graceless march slowly moved closer to the house. There must’ve been at least fifty.

      I let out my breath and opened my eyes. The room was darker than I remembered, and the colors were dull as if I’d entered a whole new world.

      “There are so many of them,” I whispered, flinching at my new surroundings.

      Boaz removed his hand from my collarbone. “I knew you would see them.”

      “Why is the room so dark?” I asked.

      “It’s the reflection of true power. Get used to it.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      Boaz spun me around. “Right now, I don’t care what you like. I need you to be strong to get out of here. You’re going to have to fight.” He took my hand and pulled me from the room, grabbing my bag as we went.

      Fight? I’d never fought anything before, not physically, anyway.

      Boaz’s pace was so fast I barely managed to keep my footing. “But aren’t you strong enough?”

      “Not like you.” He continued to pull me down the long steps to the foyer. My wrist ached from his tight grip.

      “Please stop, Boaz. I don’t want to do this!”

      He didn’t slow down. “Look outside, Eve. The sun is out. I’ve already taken something that will protect me, but it won’t last long, and I won’t be at my full strength. I can’t fight them alone. At least help me to save your life.”

      I tried to resist his grip, but he was too strong. He jerked me through the front doors and recoiled when the light from the morning sun touched his skin. He lowered his head and continued to drag me toward a black car parked in the circular driveway.

      Boaz opened the passenger door and tossed my bag in the back. “Get in.”

      I hesitated a moment before I slid into the passenger seat. I wanted to leave this place more than anything, but I was terrified to fight those creatures. The only way I could do it was if I used magic.

      Boaz rounded the car and jumped into the driver’s seat.

      “I can’t do this, Boaz.”

      “Do what?” he said, bringing the car to life.

      “Use magic. I won’t do it.” I didn’t want to smell that horrible smell or watch the world go dark again. By now, it had mostly returned to normal.

      “You’d rather they kill you? Kill us?”

      I glanced around frantically. “Can’t we go another way, around them maybe?”

      Boaz clenched his teeth. “It doesn’t matter where we go. They will find you. You must fight them now. They must see your power, or they will always hunt you.”

      Tears sprang to my eyes. I rubbed the heel of my palm onto my chest as if I could stop it from tightening. “I can’t do it!”

      Without warning, Boaz grabbed me behind the neck and pulled me toward him. His lips crushed mine, and his tongue forced my mouth open. An uncontrollable rage swelled inside me until all I could do was force the power outward. The side windows of the car shattered into a thousand pieces.

      Boaz released me. “That’s more like it.”

      He stepped on the accelerator, propelling the car forward.

      I gripped the side of the door, knuckles white, and struggled to breathe. The world had darkened again, and a bitter, rotten smell stung the inside of my nose. A dark, magical power, more than I could contain, bled from me as an invisible force, turning the trees black the moment my gaze touched them. I closed my eyes and sucked in a few deep breaths, trying to go back to an emotionless state. Some of the anger left, but not much.

      Air blew in from the glassless windows, whipping the hair around my face. I opened my eyes. Boaz was looking straight ahead with grim determination, yet he was smiling as if he knew something I didn’t.

      He careened around the next corner, the back wheels of the car skidding out of control. He quickly turned the steering wheel in the opposite direction, forcing the car back on the road.

      “They’re up ahead,” I said, sensing the presence of many diablos.

      “I will try to get through them, but if they attack us, you must fight to kill.”

      My stomach sank to a place it wasn’t meant to be, and it was all I could do to keep from vomiting. “I can’t kill!"

      “This is to save your life! These demons will not take pity on you.”

      Fear replaced my anger, and I half-considered jumping from the speeding car to run away, all the while knowing I would only make it so far before the diablos caught up to me. If I began killing, no matter the monster, wouldn't that make me like my parents?

      “Hold on!” Boaz said.

      Up ahead, the diablos blocked the road. Most of them appeared corpse-like, but a few still looked human. They had hair, patchy as it was, and a touch of bronze to their skin. For the first time, they all stood eerily still with their backs hunched over, hands clenched tight.

      Boaz pressed on the accelerator, attempting to push through their blockade. The first few we hit bounced off the car with a sickening thud, but then we crashed into one that didn’t budge. The back end of the car lifted off the ground, throwing my head forward. Before I could react, Boaz was out the door, fighting the nearest diablos.

      I fumbled with the door, my fingers searching for the lock. My only thought was to keep them out and me safely inside, an irrational idea considering I just blew out all the windows.

      To my left, Boaz attempted to lure the monsters into the shade, but they seemed to deliberately keep him in the open, beneath the glare of the sun.

      I should help him. After all, he had helped save me.

      Dark magic still hummed inside me, vibrating just below the surface of my skin. I felt fairly confident it was powerful enough to make a dent in the diablos’ numbers, at least enough for us to get away. But I was afraid that if I used magic at that magnitude, I wouldn’t be able to stop. I’d seen firsthand how addictive it could be, my parents a perfect example.

      Metal twisting groaned behind me, making me swivel around in my seat, my pulse racing. An emaciated-looking diablo was tearing at the back of the car, stretching the windowless back open more. When there was a gaping, jagged hole, he climbed inside, the joints of his elbows bending backwards.

      I desperately tried to unlock the door, but my hands were slippery with perspiration and kept slipping from the handle. “No, no, no.”

      I punched at the car and cursed it. With my erratic heartbeat and flustered thoughts, I couldn’t concentrate long enough to direct my magic, but I sure felt it bouncing inside me like an uncontrollable bullet.

      Before long, jagged-nailed fingers clamped down on the back of my head. I burst free from the car, gasping for air and had barely managed to get upright before I was surrounded by several of the gray demons, their long and thin arms stretched toward me.

      “Kill them!” Boaz shouted.

      I shook my head, tears stinging my eyes, and backed against the car. This can't be happening!

      One of the diablos lunged for me, and I raised my arm in defense. My fear, laced with anger, was so great that the power inside me broke free and struck the diablo. It flew back several feet as if shocked by electricity. I stared at my hands, surprised and frightened by my strength.

      A hand fisted my hair and jerked my head back, smashing it into the top of the door. The diablo who had crawled inside the car. He tried again, but I dropped to the ground.

      “Eve,” Boaz yelled. “Get up!”

      Before I could, a child-sized diablo scurried toward me and crawled up my legs. I tried to kick it off, but it was as if the demon had suction cups. Screaming, I swatted at it, but it continued upward until it reached my chest, where it decided to sit and watch me with wide eyes, almost as if it didn’t know what to do next.

      “Kill it,” Boaz shouted. He was at the front of the car, trying to make his way toward me, but there were too many diablos blocking his path. He took hold of a tall one’s arm and tossed him into several others, knocking them down.

      From behind me, a heavy-set diablo with scraggly black hair crept toward my head. I tried to slide away, but the child-monster was still sitting on my chest and immovable. I struck at it and screamed, but my cry was cut short when Scraggly-head shoved a cold finger down my throat, making me gag. It was more than I could take.

      Power, dark and cruel, surged to my eyes, and the moment I met the gaze of the diablo, whose finger I currently held between my teeth, its body withered into itself until all that remained was a pile of snake-like skin. I turned my attention to the demon on my chest. With the same venomous look, I shocked it off me.

      I scrambled to my feet, greeted by a new, darker world, only to be surrounded again. I glanced at Boaz in time to witness him snapping the necks of two of them. His momentum spurred me on. With a flick of my wrist, I removed the head of the fattest one in the group. It dropped to the ground like a fallen coconut. I quickly did the same to many of the others. Whatever way I imagined their death, my magic made it happen.

      The remaining diablos hesitated before coming near me again. Their bodies twitched and jerked, and they looked to one another as if waiting for a command.

      But I didn’t wait. I attacked.
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      Anger and fear, mixed with adrenaline, forced me onward until I could no longer control myself. One after another, I crushed their bodies, turning them to ash and smoke and filling the air with smells of ammonia and mold. Or maybe it was my dark magic that was causing the horrendous smell.

      I would’ve killed more, but I froze when a chill raced up my spine. I had felt this sensation many times before under the accusing eyes of Erik and Sable. I spun around, searching for them in the woods.

      Boaz, who had managed to destroy the diablos around him, stood erect, watching me keenly. I wanted to glare at him, but I wanted to find Erik and Sable more. Why were they here?

      Everything felt wrong about what just happened. Boaz. My parents. But most of all, me. Never in my life had I used such power. If my body weren’t still humming with magic, I would’ve collapsed to the ground, disgusted by what I had just done.

      Unable to locate my parents, I returned to the car without saying a word to Boaz. I needed time to think. The few remaining diablos slowly moved back into the forest, no longer interested in me.

      Boaz dropped into the driver’s seat and wrapped his hands around the leather steering wheel. “You did well.”

      “Can we just go?” The last thing I wanted to do was talk. As it was, I was having a hard enough time calming down. My entire body stung as if a thousand needles pricked my skin, and I was afraid one wrong word would send me out of control again.

      Boaz seemed to sense my predicament and kept his mouth shut.

      We drove for several hours through upper New York’s rural countryside. At one point, we may have crossed over into Vermont, but I’d seen no signs to confirm my suspicions.

      The clouds above had grown thick until a light snowfall burst from their seams. Cold air blew through all the broken windows, freezing my skin, but I refused to complain. Boaz must have seen the goosebumps on my arms because he reached behind his seat and grabbed a jacket. When I wouldn’t accept it, he dropped it into my lap without a word.

      By the time we reached our destination, which ended in the White Mountains in northern New Hampshire, I’d managed to rid myself of a lot of the anger. Mostly, confusion and doubt remained.

      Boaz’s home wasn’t as large as the one I’d come from, but it was still huge and set far away from any neighbors, a common thing in the supernatural world. The exterior was composed of gray stone, with tall wooden beams at the front, and two massive cedar doors flanking it. Hunwald was perched out front, looking more like a gargoyle statue than a wolf. I couldn’t fathom how he got here before us.

      I exited the car and took a step forward but stopped. What was I doing? This wasn’t my plan.

      When Boaz’s hand touched the small of my back, I jumped.

      “Your new home awaits,” he said.

      “This isn’t mine.”

      “Would you like me to take you back then?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Then where will you go?”

      I looked past his shoulder toward an endless forest. I had no one else to turn to. No money. No friends.

      “Stay with me for a few days,” he said. “Give yourself some time to rest and to come up with a plan. Then I’ll take you wherever you want to go. It’s your choice.”

      I inhaled a big breath. A few days should be plenty. In fact, it was probably more time than I should spend with Boaz, who seemed to share my parents’ obsession with power.

      “Why were my parents in the woods?” I blurted.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Earlier with the diablos. They were there watching us.”

      “That’s impossible, love. They left hours before we did.”

      “First of all, stop calling me love. Secondly, they were there. I felt them.”

      “Eve,” he emphasized. “A lot was happening. I’m sure you confused it with something else.”

      “I don’t think so,” I said, but frowned.

      A lot had happened, and fast, too. Maybe something else had been in the forest with us. Another witch, perhaps? All I knew for sure was that I still felt horrible with hate only a thought away. It had left patches of darkness in my mind like hot embers of an extinguished fire.

      “You’ve had a terrible ordeal,” Boaz said, crossing the threshold into his home. “Let’s get you something to eat and a place to rest.”

      I hesitated briefly before following. Only a couple of days. It would all be over before I knew it.

      Boaz opened the doors into a grand foyer that was as wide as it was tall. I stepped inside, my insides trembling. A gust of cool air rushed by me, and I rubbed my arms, trying hard not to think about how hours earlier I had been killing demons.

      “Wait here,” Boaz instructed before disappearing behind a door to his left.

      The interior of the home was a sharp contrast to my parents’ décor. It was more rustic and, I struggled to find the right word, cruel. It was the first word that popped into my head, but I couldn’t pinpoint why. It’s not as though the oil paintings of various night landscapes hanging on the walls screamed, ‘I-want-to-hurt-you’. In fact, they were quite beautiful on their own, but combined with the rest of the home’s decorations, including a silver spiked chandelier just above my head, I didn’t feel safe.

      In less than a minute, Boaz returned, followed by a thin woman with graying hair. Her black dress made her complexion appear paler than she really was. When my eyes met hers, she quickly looked down and did not look at me again.

      “Eve, this is Mariel. She will be your personal servant while you are here and will get you whatever you need, whenever you want it.”

      Mariel nodded vigorously.

      “No, really,” I said. “I can take care of myself.” Poor Mariel looked as if one more task might make her collapse.

      “I wasn’t asking.”

      Before I could argue, Boaz was across the wooden-floored foyer with his hand on another doorknob. “I will return soon. Mariel, feed her whatever she desires.”

      She jerked at the sound of her name, and then Boaz was gone.

      I waited for her to say something, but she continued to stare at the ground. Her right hand trembled.

      “Don’t worry about dinner. I’m really not hungry. Could you just show me to my room, please?”

      “Boaz said to feed you,” she murmured.

      “I know what he said, but I’m not hungry. It’s been a long day, and I just want to lie down.” My tone was sharper than I intended, probably a side effect of using magic.

      Mariel wrung her hands together and bit her lip.

      I placed my hand on her shoulder, but removed it when she flinched. “It will be all right. I will tell Boaz I didn’t need you. Really, don’t worry. But I would love your help tomorrow, if that’s all right with you?”

      For the first time, she looked at me, her gray eyes vibrating within her sockets. I tried not to stare, but the constant shifting of her beady eyes was something I had never seen before.

      Mariel nodded slightly. “Right this way.”

      I waited a second before following after her. Maybe she was overworked. Having servants wasn’t common, but for families high up in the supernatural world, it was expected. And many times, as I had seen with my parents, those servants weren’t always treated well. If this was the case with Mariel, then I needed to get out of here as soon as possible. I didn’t want to substitute one bad home for another.

      Upstairs, more paintings of night landscapes hung on the walls. Some were cities lit up by the moon, others were forests painted against the night sky, and a few were black-and-white photographs. There weren’t any day scenes, and not a single one was of a person. This unsettled me, but I still wasn’t sure why.

      Mariel stopped in front of a wooden door at the end of the hall and turned the knob, revealing a room slightly smaller than mine at home, but much more nicely decorated. The one item I focused on the most was a built-in bookshelf that took up most of one wall. It must’ve held hundreds of books.

      I turned to comment on how nice this was to Mariel, but she had already slipped out the door. I sighed and surprised myself by wishing Boaz were here. At least he was someone to talk to.

      I flopped onto the bed, groaning and tightening my jaw. He had made me use powerful magic, more than I ever had before. It was to save my life, I reminded myself. Was that so bad?

      Turning my head on the pillow, I noticed a door on the other side of the bookcase. Because of the bookcase’s immense size, it would’ve been hidden from me as I walked into the room, but from the bed’s angle, I couldn’t miss it. I stood up to investigate.

      Inside was a closet, more like a room by the size of it, filled with some of the nicest clothing I’d ever seen. I walked among them, my fingers trailing their soft fabrics. At the back of the room, an open doorway led to a marbled bathroom. In the center, four black columns surrounded a massive tub.

      I walked over and turned it on; water shot out of a gold, snake-shaped faucet. While the tub filled, I returned to the closet to admire a row of designer dresses. I couldn’t help but wonder who they were for. Boaz probably had one, if not several, girlfriends, and most likely the dresses were for them. I grimaced, thinking of the kind of women Boaz associated with.

      A red dress with a line of diamonds around the waist caught my eye. I pulled it off the rod and held it against my body. It looked like it would just barely fit. The material felt like silk but was much softer. I smiled and returned it. After my bath, I would try it on, just for a minute.

      The warm water, the clothing, and a room full of books were a welcome distraction from the fact that my parents had tried to kill me. But I had survived, and now I was free from their wrath. I sank deeper into the bathtub until I was completely submerged. Soon, I would be starting a new life all on my own. I surfaced and smoothed back my wet hair with a smile.

      I could’ve stayed in the tub all night if it hadn’t been for the red dress, which lured me out prematurely. I dried off completely, including my hair, before I slipped it over my head without a bra or panties on. Its soft material felt like warm breath all over my skin. A slit ran the length of my thigh giving me the ability to move freely.

      I twirled into the bedroom and stopped in front of a mirror, gasping in surprise. I looked regal and confident, two things I’d never felt before.

      Is this what freedom felt like?

      A knock at the door had me frantically glancing around, trying to decide if I had time to change. “One minute!”

      I snatched the bathrobe from off the bed and was about to pull it on when the door opened. Boaz stepped into the room. He had showered and changed his clothes into dark pants and a gray V-necked sweater that clung to his muscular chest.

      I pressed the robe against me, trying to hide the red gown. “I said, give me a minute.”

      “My mistake, I thought you said ‘Come in’.”

      “Sure you did.” I took a tentative step back.

      His eyes narrowed. “What are you hiding?”

      Busted. I sighed and dropped the bathrobe. “I’m sorry, but I wanted to try it on. It’s so beautiful.”

      Boaz’s eyebrows lifted. “It’s not the dress that’s beautiful. It’s you. The dress only complements what you already have.”

      “Regardless,” I said, turning toward the bathroom. “It’s not mine. I shouldn’t have touched it.”

      Boaz frowned. “Of course it’s yours. All of this is: the room, the clothing, and most importantly,” he clasped my hand before I could stop him and pulled me toward a dresser, “these are yours.”

      Boaz pulled open the first drawer. Lying on black velvet were all kinds of jeweled necklaces. Diamonds, rubies, emeralds, and sapphires twinkled in the light.

      “I don’t understand.”

      Boaz closed the drawer and opened another one. It was filled with gold and silver rings, all of which were adorned with the same exotic jewels. “These belong to you. I bought them to show my devotion.”

      Boaz moved to open a third drawer, but I stopped him. “I don’t want all of this, Boaz. It’s too much.”

      He threaded his fingers through mine. “It’s not enough. You deserve more.”

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t accept them.” I let go of his hand and stepped away.

      The corners of his mouth turned up, and he said, “Then earn it.”

      “What?”

      “Let me teach you to focus your powers so no one can take advantage of you ever again.”

      “You’re talking about my parents.”

      “Not just them. Now that you are out from your parents’ thumb, the world will try to control you. If you do not present a strong and powerful front right from the start, they will see you as weak and vulnerable. I know you don’t want that.”

      He was right. The thought of ever being controlled again, of being trapped, made my stomach hurt. I moved to the bed and sat down, exhausted.

      “Erik and Sable are gone,” he added, “but they might come back for you. I can’t be with you every second. You must train and learn all the different levels of magic. Learn from me, Eve. I beg you.”

      “If I do this, we move at my pace and on my terms.” I did want to explore my abilities to see what I was capable of, but not for Boaz or anyone else. For me. I wanted to become so powerful that no one could ever hurt me again.

      He lowered to his knees in front of me and rested his hands on my thighs. The dress’s material was so thin and sheer, it felt like he was touching my bare skin. “At your pace, but promise me something.”

      “What?”

      “We have fun in the process. I know how your parents mistreated you and how they kept you sheltered. I want to show you the world and all the wonderful things you’ve missed.”

      I smiled, pretending I couldn’t feel the way the tops of his fingers were pressing into my upper thigh so close to my most sensitive body part. “I’d like that.”

      His dark eyes stared up into mine, burrowing deep inside my mind until I stopped breathing. His hands slid backward toward my knees, then stopped. “There are other things I could show you.”

      I bit at my lip, my heart thundering beneath the silky dress. “Like what?”

      He slowly parted my legs open, keeping his intense gaze on mine. I sucked in a quick breath at the line of heat racing straight to my lower abdomen. I’d never been touched by a man before, but had fantasized plenty.

      With him parting my legs, the long slit in the dress exposed my bare thigh. Cold air cooled my burning heat, and I regretted not putting on some underwear. His eyes dropped to the spot between my legs. I didn’t dare look down to see what he was looking at. I think I was still covered, but the material was too thin to be sure. My face reddened.

      “You are so beautiful.” His hands slid up my thighs again, making my whole body tremble with pleasure. I inhaled a shaky breath. I should stop him, but even in all my dreams, being touched by a man has never felt this good.

      With the pleasure came magic. It hummed through my veins, shocked my system, and illuminated my mind. Even the air moving in and out of my lungs felt electric.

      Boaz’s eyes glazed over as he, too, seemed to be experiencing the same exhilarating high. He inhaled deeply. “Do you feel the power between us? Isn’t it amazing?”

      I could feel it. My whole body felt light, almost as if at any moment I might float away.

      Just before his fingers reached the one spot I really wanted him to touch, Boaz withdrew his hands and straightened. I sucked in a breath, my mouth falling open in disappointment.

      Boaz smiled knowingly. “That’s just a taste of what you are going to experience with me, love.”
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      The next day, I slept in as Boaz had suggested. It felt strange to be in a place where I had no restrictions. I mused that I was going to love my newfound freedom. Even the idea of using magic didn’t scare me like it used to. I didn’t have to hide it here.

      I dressed in the simplest clothes I could find from the dresser drawers: a pair of jeans and a black silky shirt. The feel of it against my skin reminded me of the dress. My face flushed as I remembered Boaz’s fingers on my thighs. I hoped I’d feel his touch again, but I had to be careful. Keep things light. No emotional attachments. I now had freedom and didn’t want to exchange it for a relationship with a man. This was finally my time.

      I left the bedroom and headed down the long hallway toward the stairs, stopping to peek at every room along the way. They were all similar to mine: ornate wooden furniture, richly colored walls, crown molding, and chandeliers, except for one room at the end of the hallway. It was a library filled with books. I slipped in and scanned the shelves, reading the titles.

      “Would you care for some breakfast?”

      I jumped. Mariel stood in the doorway, looking as worn out as she had the night before.

      “You startled me, Mariel.”

      “I apologize.” She bowed her head.

      “It’s all right. I would love some breakfast. Can I help you in the kitchen?”

      Mariel’s head snapped up at my suggestion. “No, miss, that wouldn’t be proper. I will prepare whatever you like.”

      “All right then. I will have eggs and toast, if that wouldn’t be too much of a burden.”

      “Not at all,” she said and turned to leave.

      “Mariel, is Boaz here?” I tried to sound casual, but even I could hear the anticipation in my voice.

      Without turning back around, she said, “He will appear when he’s ready, miss."

      Oookay, I mouthed. Even though Boaz had said he didn’t need sleep, that didn’t mean he didn’t want it. After the last day we’d had, he was probably resting somewhere. Maybe I’d see him at night.

      I returned to the books, stopping only when I found one titled ‘Tender is the Night’. I removed it from the shelf and headed downstairs to find the dining room. The downstairs was even larger than the upstairs, and it took me going through several rooms, including discovering a locked door, before I finally found Mariel.

      “Mariel, what’s behind the locked door in the west wing?” I asked when I entered the dining room off the kitchen.

      Mariel placed eggs and toast in front of me. “That is the master’s area. We are forbidden to go there.”

      Master? Odd title, even for our kind. I took a bite. “Who cleans it then?”

      She shrugged and left the room.

      I ate by myself. Other than Mariel, I’d come across two other servants who were cleaning rooms downstairs. Neither of the younger girls had spoken to me even after I had said hello. To anyone else, this might’ve been upsetting, but I was used to it.

      When I finished eating, I headed straight for the back door, but took one step outside before returning to retrieve a coat. Dark-edged clouds had congregated in the sky as if to discuss their desire for snow.

      With a long wool coat wrapped tightly around me, I roamed the gardens, taking in the smell of roses that stubbornly clung to the air. A light mist blanketed the ground; it seemed to be halting nature’s natural death process. Plants were still green, and flowers were in bloom. I regretted leaving my hair down as the wind whipped it back and forth, causing me to wipe the blowing strands away from my face constantly. But when I reached the edge of the woods, the wind died down, and my hair returned to its rightful place.

      The forest, not far from the home, had also been meticulously maintained. There were no fallen branches or overgrown bushes, allowing me to move in and out of the trees with ease, but after a short time, the sky darkened and the temperature dropped even further, forcing me to turn back.

      I was about to cross to the paved path leading to the house when I noticed Boaz riding on a huge black stallion with Hunwald trailing behind. My heart quickened, and I bit the bottom of my lip.

      Boaz attempted to stop the horse directly in front of me, but with little success. The animal stomped and snorted as if it had never been ridden before. Boaz was struggling to keep it still.

      “Come with me. I want to show you something,” he said.

      “Good evening to you, too.”

      Boaz grinned and pulled on the reins, forcing the horse to face me. The black stallion reared up. “A little help here?”

      I laughed. “What do you expect me to do?”

      “Calm this beast down before it kills me.” The horse reared up again, nearly throwing him off.

      I laughed again then sucked in a breath, bringing magic to the front of my subconsciousness. It felt liberating to call upon my abilities with such ease and without fear I might be caught.

      “Very well, but I’m doing it for the horse’s sake,” I said. “He looks extremely uncomfortable.”

      “He looks uncomfortable?”

      My smile widened, and I closed my eyes. The magic I used was one I used to call upon when I spent time with Madelyn in the forest. It came from the earth, and I used it to connect myself to animals.

      My feet tingled as if they were asleep, and slowly, I let the energy crawl up my legs, careful to keep it under control. I approached the excited horse and placed my hand on its neck.

      In my mind, I pictured an open pasture full of white daisies. At the far end of the field, a herd of wild horses ran free.

      Peace, I thought and transferred the calming image to the horse. Beneath my hand, the bulging neck muscles of the stallion relaxed. The horse stomped a few times before it finally lowered its head. Its eyes glazed over, and it stilled.

      Once again, the use of magic gave me an incredible feeling of power. It made me lightheaded but in an enjoyable way.

      “Thank you, love, much better,” Boaz said. “Now that I don’t have a horse trying to kill me, I can be more polite. Have you enjoyed your day?”

      “It’s been wonderful. You have an amazing home and grounds to match. I could spend days exploring.”

      “I’m glad you find it satisfactory. If you didn’t, I would have to change it all.”

      I laughed. “You would do that for me?”

      “In a heartbeat.” His heated gaze burned into mine.

      I cleared my throat and looked away.

      “Did you have a chance to look through my library?” he asked. “I have a lot of books on magic, and I’d like you to start studying them as soon as possible.”

      I returned my gaze to his, excitement flowing through me. “I’d like that. Thank you. What about college?”

      “What about it?”

      “I’d like to attend a real one.”

      “Seems like a waste for someone with your power, but if it’s what you want. Can you at least wait until you’ve mastered your abilities? I’d like to make sure you can take care of yourself.”

      I thought about this. College wasn’t going anywhere. “I can agree to that.”

      “Good. As for your training, I’d like to start today by showing you something special to me. It won’t take much of your magic, but it will require you to apply it for smaller uses. Sometimes that’s much harder than causing something to explode. Will you come with me?”

      I glanced at his open palm, wondering if the creased lines could tell me something about his past.

      He frowned. “Don’t you trust me?”

      Sudden guilt filled my mind. I should trust him after everything he’d done for me, but I couldn’t get the strange man’s voice from my parents’ party out of my head, warning me to avoid anyone in my parents’ world lest I become a monster like them.

      But who was he to me? Nothing. Someone who had probably snuck into my parents’ party.

      I accepted Boaz’s hand. He took hold of it and effortlessly lifted me onto the back of the horse. I wrapped my arms around his solid torso and hung on tightly. Much to my dismay, a growing buzzing sensation vibrated my skin, sending a wave of pleasure throughout my body. I wondered if Boaz felt it, too, but wasn’t about to ask.

      Alternating between a fast gallop and a slow walk, we rode the horse over rough terrain through the dark forest. The area was hilly here, and in some spots the horse struggled to maintain its footing on the rocky path. By the time Boaz stopped at a fast-moving river, a full moon had risen into the night sky, casting its silvery glow across the landscape.

      “This place is amazing,” I said, slipping off the stallion.

      Enormous, moss-covered boulders held the river in its place, and in between their deep crevices, colorful flowers grew. The sharp contrast of greens against reds, yellows, and blues was breathtaking. I walked around in awe, careful to avoid the slippery moss.

      “I thought you would like it,” Boaz said just a step behind me.

      “How do the flowers stay in bloom with such cold weather?”

      “It’s the mystery of the river.”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      I moved up the river toward the roar of a waterfall. With just the light of the moon to guide us, it was difficult to navigate my way over the rocky terrain, but I didn’t let the many shadows stop me.

      “Are you coming?” I asked Boaz over my shoulder, unable to contain my excitement.

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” He smiled warmly and climbed after me. He didn’t struggle along the boulders as I did. It was as if his feet only skimmed their slippery surfaces.

      When I stumbled, Boaz caught me around the waist. “Careful, love.”

      He took my hand and guided me the rest of the way. Once again, my skin tingled at his touch. The sensation spread to the rest of my body, and my smile grew.

      We finally reached the waterfall. It must’ve been at least thirty feet high, and its mist filled the air, dampening my face.

      “Do you mind getting wet?” Boaz shouted over the loud downpour.

      I glanced down at the swirling, turbulent water below us. “You can’t possibly mean⁠—”

      “Follow me,” he said, and half-carried me toward the side of the waterfall.

      As we drew closer, the rock face disappeared behind the falls. Boaz walked into the opening, dipping under a spray of water. I stumbled behind him and yelped when the cold water poured onto my head and silk shirt. With my free hand, I smoothed my wet hair away from my face.

      Boaz said nothing, but continued to pull me forward into what looked like a never-ending cave. The roar of the water grew more distant the farther we walked. He stopped when it became too dark to navigate.

      “I’d like you to use magic to give us some light,” he said. “It doesn’t have to be a lot.”

      Shivering, I pursed my lips together and looked around. “We’re surrounded by rock.”

      “Nothing gets by you,” he teased.

      I stifled a laugh. “Be serious. Do you have anything small I can use?”

      “I have something very large you can use. Over and over.”

      I slapped him on the arm and laughed. “Enough. I’m being serious.”

      He chuckled with me and patted his clothing until he found something in his right jacket pocket. “I have a pocket watch. Will it do?”

      I took it in my hand and rubbed it. “Perfect.”

      I closed my eyes and focused on the watch through the chattering of my teeth. My hands began to warm, but nothing happened. Maybe it was because I could feel Boaz standing in front of me, watching me. My pulse raced.

      “Magic responds best to emotions,” he said. “So to focus on it, use the emotion you feel strongest right now.”

      That was easy. Hatred. Hatred for my parents. I’d never forgive them for what they did to Madelyn and her daughter.

      I channeled all that rage into my hands, ignoring the sudden smell of sulfur stinging my nose. It took only a moment before a brilliant light burst forth, filling the area around us.

      But it wasn't just light I conjured. It was heat. It spread from the glass and covered our hands, arms, and spread over our bodies, drying our hair and clothes so fast it sucked my breath away.

      Boaz gasped and looked at me with wonder. “That was some extremely advanced magic.”

      My face flushed, and I averted my gaze. I hadn’t meant to do that either, but it was as if my magic had sensed I was cold and gave me what I wanted without asking. “Is that normal? To have it come so easily?”

      “Not at all, but you’re special, bred from two of the world’s most powerful witch families.”

      “Bred?” I flinched, not liking that word at all. He made it sound like my birth had been some kind of business transaction.

      “Just a word, love.” He closed the distance between us. “Are you ready?”

      “For what?” I glanced around. The cavern we stood in was smaller than I expected. Other than a gaping hole in the floor just to my right, the place was bare. “Isn’t this the end?”

      Boaz scoffed. “I would never waste your time on this. Hold on.”

      He wrapped his arms around me tightly and, before I could protest, he jumped down the dark hole.
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      I cried out, but my scream was cut short when we landed on a hard surface. “Where are we?”

      “It’s the only way to get there,” he said.

      I followed his gaze. Up ahead, faint moonlight poured into the cave, filling a narrow crevice. I walked toward it, occasionally having to turn my body sideways to fit through the tight gap between the rock walls. I stepped out of the cave. The moon’s light was much brighter here, acting almost like a spotlight. With just a thought, I “shut off” Boaz’s pocket watch and handed it back to him.

      “Where are we?” I asked. We were surrounded by rock again in a hole spanning twenty feet in diameter. Grass covered the floor, and the same brilliant flowers that were by the river grew in colorful patches. Occasionally, the wall jutted out, giving enough room for more flowers and grass to grow.

      “I think it once used to be an old lava tube.” He walked around the space, staring up at the darkening sky. “It must’ve been some volcano.”

      “How far down are we?” I wondered aloud.

      “At least twenty yards.” He removed his jacket. “Are you cold?”

      I shook my head, my eyes lingering on the snake tattoo wrapped around his forearm. The red ink seemed brighter somehow. “What are we doing here?”

      He tossed his jacket to the side. “This is the perfect place for you to practice your abilities. Starting now.”

      He spun around and slammed his fist into the top of the entrance we’d just walked through. The rock trembled, then crumbled under the force of his blow, completely blocking the exit.

      “Hey!” I cried, but when Boaz whirled back to me, I barely recognized him.

      His large canines had grown into points, and he hissed at me, his upper lip flaring.

      I scrambled backwards, my breath stuttering and heart hammering against my ribcage. What the hell was he doing? The rock wall behind me stopped me from moving any further away from him.

      “Boaz?”

      “Fight me,” he spat. He shifted back and forth on his feet, looking very much like a hungry cat ready to pounce.

      “I’m not going to fight you!”

      “Fight me, or I’ll have my fill of your blood.”

      The deadly gleam in his eye shot a violent shiver up my spine. I would not let him drink from me. The thought of it was horrifying.

      His threat made it easy to call upon my magic. It rushed into me, fueled by my fear and anger, so quickly I sucked in a breath. It burned through my veins, seeped into my muscles, and strengthened my bones.

      Boaz lunged for me, but I spun away at the last second so fast my head spun. I shouldn’t be able to move at that speed, but my magic had protected me. He snorted and tried again, but once again, I moved faster than I thought possible. I touched my heart and giggled, loving this new feeling of power and what felt like invincibility. It overwhelmed my senses, and I giggled breathlessly.

      Boaz smiled knowingly, his sharp canines gleaming in the moonlight. Give in to the emotions you’re feeling. It will fuel your power. Ready for more?”

      I nodded hesitantly, thinking again of how my parents wanted me dead, the anger I felt towards them, and moved away from the rock wall into the center of the pit. My magic seemed to know what to do, so I embraced it and focused only on my raw instincts.

      Boaz darted for me, but with a swipe of my hand, I mentally grabbed onto a large stone and tossed it through the air. It crashed into his back and knocked him off balance just before he reached me. He stumbled past me but recovered quickly and tried again.

      It became a game of cat and mouse. Over and over, he’d lunge for me, and I’d dart away. Sometimes, I’d move just as fast as him, or other times I’d use magic to trip him up. This went on for some time.

      Breathless, I leapt upward as he slid to knock my feet out from under me, but I pushed too hard and nearly slammed into the side of the rock wall halfway up the deep pit. I latched onto several rocks, the toes of my shoes barely managing to find a foothold on the wall.

      I glanced up into the night sky. The ledge and my freedom weren’t that far away. With one more hard push and aided by magic, I could break free and be done with Boaz’s training. I glanced back at him. He stared up at me, smiling with pride in his eyes. Something about that look had me jumping back down to him. I liked impressing him. It made me feel powerful and in control.

      “Ready to go again?” I asked, trying hard to keep my breathing even. Even though magic had helped me move quickly, the motion still took a toll on my body and left me out of breath.

      “I think we can take a break. You did incredibly well.” He leaned against the side of the stone wall and patted the space next to him.

      “Honestly, it felt good to stretch myself that way.” I dropped onto the ground, fluffing my shirt away from my chest to cool down. “So, how did you find this place?”

      “I accidentally fell in.”

      I glanced up the long tube. “You fell? How did you survive?”

      Boaz looked at me, raising one eyebrow.

      “Right. Vampire. Sorry. It’s easy to forget when I’m with you. Why is that?”

      “I want you to think of me as a man.”

      “But I want to know the real you.”

      He leaned forward, lazily draping an arm over his bent knee. “What exactly would you like to know?”

      “Where do you get your blood?”

      “I take it from willing participants.”

      A pang of jealousy shot through me. For some reason, I didn’t like the thought of him pressing his body to someone else’s while he fed. I quickly shoved the thought aside. It’s not like I wanted him to do that to me … did I?

      “Willing participants?” I asked.

      “Willing enough. What else?”

      I hesitated briefly, wondering if I should press the issue, but thought better of it. No matter how Boaz explained it, I would never understand how someone could willingly give blood to a vampire.

      “It can be an extremely sensual experience,” he said as if he’d read my mind. His eyes burned into mine. “Erotic even.”

      Heat rushed straight between my legs. I flexed the muscles there to try and make the sensation go away.

      “I’ll remember that.” I cleared my throat and changed the subject. “Next question. How often do you eat?”

      “As often as I’d like, but I could go months without eating if necessary."

      “When do you sleep?”

      “During the day, of course, but I’ve lived for so long that my body doesn’t require sleep like it used to. Anything else?”

      “Yes.” I chose my next words carefully. “What do you want with me?”

      Boaz tilted his head. “Isn’t it obvious?”

      “Enlighten me.”

      “We belong together.”

      This was not the response I’d been expecting, and I grimaced. I thought only my parents wanted us paired together, and Boaz merely wanted to use me for… what? A temporary girlfriend? Clearly, I hadn’t thought through his motives, but I would never have expected anything long-term.

      “Tell me you don’t feel it, love,” he challenged. “We were meant for each other. The power between us will not be denied.”

      “I don’t deny there’s something there, but that doesn’t make it right.”

      “I’m not talking about right and wrong,” Boaz said coolly. “I’m talking about power.”

      “Well, I am talking about right and wrong. And it’s wrong.”

      “Because I am a vampire?”

      “Partly, but mostly because you’re… evil.” I wasn’t sure that was the right word, but I couldn't think of another to describe the darkness I sensed in him.

      He snorted. “Evil is an opinion. Have I done anything to make you think I am this way?”

      “You kissed me without permission.”

      “Out of necessity to save your life. What else makes us wrong together?”

      “Well, there’s the fact that you are immortal, and I am not,” I said, not really answering his question.

      “That can be fixed.”

      “For you or me?”

      “For you, of course.”

      “I have no desire to become a vampire.”

      “Yet,” he added.

      “Ever.”

      “How about you just agree to let me show you the world and all it has to offer you. Your parents neglected this great teaching, and maybe if you understand how the world really works, you might come to appreciate the power between us.”

      “And what would all this involve?” I asked, unable to deny him just yet. He had piqued my curiosity.

      “It would involve adventures, traveling to other countries, socializing with humans of all cultures, and learning to do things you never thought possible.”

      I held back a smile. I'd never traveled anywhere in my whole life, had never done anything but attend political parties held at our home. All the pictures I’d seen on television and on the Internet. All the people. It would be years, if not decades, before I could afford to do this on my own.

      “For how long?” I asked.

      “For as long as you want.”

      I inhaled deeply. “What if I only want to be gone for a week?”

      “Then we will have as much fun as possible during that time, and after, I will take you to wherever you want to go. I’ll even loan you money for your first apartment. Or I can get you a job through one of my many connections. Whatever you want.”

      “I don’t want a relationship with you,” I clarified quickly, despite what my body had felt earlier. “Friendship only.”

      His lips tightened and then relaxed. “Like I said, whatever you want. Do we have an agreement?”

      “Yes.” I held out my hand.

      He took hold of mine and shook it gently. At his touch, a jolt of warm, pleasurable energy raced straight to my lower abdomen. I wanted to hang on to the feeling, wanted to feel more of it.

      But I had to be careful.

      I had a strong feeling that if I let him, Boaz would burn right through me.
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      Around noon the next day, a new servant with short brown hair and lively brown eyes woke me. I’d stayed up late with Boaz after dinner, laughing and talking. It was the first time since before Madelyn had been let go that I had had a meaningful conversation. I loved it.

      “Hello, miss,” she said. “My name is Lisa, and I’ll be attending you from now on.”

      “Please, call me Eve. Where did Mariel go?” I slid out of bed and pulled on my robe.

      “Master felt she’d be better suited serving him elsewhere.” Her features were small and delicate, with a turned-up nose. She looked maybe sixteen years old.

      That word again! “Why do you all call him Master? Isn’t that a little old-fashioned?”

      She giggled. “I think so, but it’s what he wants.”

      “Can you not do it around me? It’s weird and kind of creepy.” I made a mental note to give Boaz a hard time for it later. Even among those in the supernatural world, it was a strange thing to say.

      “I would love that,” Lisa said, breathing a sigh of relief. She entered my dressing room and turned on the tub.

      I followed after her and asked, “How long have you worked for him?”

      “Only a few days. My mom thought it would be good for our family. What would you like to wear today?” Lisa strolled among the many dresses in open admiration.

      “It doesn’t matter. You pick. Why would it be good for your family?”

      She removed a light purple floral dress with spaghetti straps. “Because my family is fae, and Boaz is as close as you get to royalty around here. My parents think if my resume shows that I worked for him, I’ll have a better chance at getting into Dartmouth.”

      I smiled, remembering how I had once wanted to go there. All supernatural creatures aimed for Dartmouth College, where they could meet others of their kind. The elite school, situated in a remote part of New Hampshire, was the ideal location to go unnoticed while still receiving a reputable education.

      “But they will flip when they find out you’re here, too,” Lisa continued. “Your family’s like the Kardashians of the underworld.”

      I glanced away, embarrassed. If only she knew the truth. There was nothing grand or wonderful about being a Segur.

      “Can I ask you a personal question?” she asked.

      “Of course.”

      “Are you engaged to Boaz?”

      Heat flooded my face. I didn’t think about how our arrangement might appear to others.

      “I’m only here as his guest. My parents wanted to ki—I mean, our house is going through a major renovation,” I finished lamely. No one wants to admit that their parents literally want them dead. It’s messed up.

      “Oh,” she said and reached her hand into the water to check the temperature. “But he is handsome, isn’t he?”

      “Very.”

      Lisa stood up. “Master, I mean Boaz, wanted me to inform you to be ready to leave at sunset. He’s taking you to dinner and a movie.”

      “Really? I’ve never been.” I removed my robe and stepped into the deep tub.

      Lisa’s mouth fell open. “You’re joking, right?”

      “My parents were very strict.”

      “Wow. And I thought my parents were bad.” Lisa disappeared into the bedroom but came back moments later. “I’ll have food for you when you’re ready.”

      “Don’t worry about that. I really don’t need a servant, Lisa.”

      “I know, but Boaz insists, and something in his eyes makes me obey.” She paused. “Does he ever frighten you?”

      “Yes,” I admitted. “He frightens me a lot.”
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      “What a wonderful experience!” I said as we left the theater. The sky had turned dark, and the air was cold while we were inside. I really did love the movie. It was an epic adventure that covered a voyage to the South Seas. The hero was perfect in every way, from the words he spoke to the way he stood up to injustice. It was as if I’d been watching another world come to life where good always prevailed.

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” Boaz said. He guided me through the crowds of people and back toward his car, his hand gripping mine and his head on a swivel.

      I stayed close to him, as there were a lot of people exiting the theater at the same time, and it made me nervous. These were the most humans I’d been around in one place outside of my parents’ watchful eye. Other than Boaz and me, the only other supernatural creature I had sensed in the theater was a werewolf. We had given each other a knowing look but said nothing.

      “I feel stupid saying this, but did you know that was my first movie?”

      When the crowd thinned, Boaz pulled me forward to walk beside him. “I never realized how isolated Erik and Sable kept you. It’s a shame how much of life you’ve missed, but I understand why they did it. Keeping you safe is nerve wracking.”

      “Keeping me safe?” I glanced around. “From humans?”

      He shook his head. “At any moment, a witch, another vampire, or any supernatural could appear and try to challenge you or recruit you.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Boaz stopped moving, his brow furrowing. “Didn’t your parents tell you the conditions of your birth, or what it meant to supernaturals?”

      I shook my head.

      “It’s not my place to say, but I think you have a right to know.” Boaz stepped close to me, secretively. “Your ancestors helped shape the world’s largest countries into the powerhouses they are now. In fact, have you heard of Ann Boleyn?”

      “Wasn’t she one of the wives of King Henry the VIII?”

      “Yes. She’s also your grandmother from many centuries ago. She almost attained absolute power in England, but the German side of your family, the Segurs, secretly put a stop to her before she had the chance to rid England of its King. Your two families have been fighting like that for a very long time, that is, until they decided to breed you. Your birth was a peace treaty between two powerful and very magical families who had been enemies for centuries. They knew combining the genetics from both sides would produce the world’s most powerful witch—one who would rise to power to shape the world as they saw fit.”

      I tried to wrap my head around what he was saying, but the idea was too foreign. “But I don’t care about politics or policy, and I sure as hell don’t want to rule anyone. The whole idea is absurd.”

      I pulled my jacket tighter around me to block out the cold. Boaz took off his jacket and, as he draped it over my shoulders, his fingers slid across the nape of my neck as softly as a warm breath. Air caught in my throat, and my knees weakened.

      “You still don’t get it, love,” he said and started walking again. “The potential of your power will put you in whatever position you want to be in. For that reason alone, some will want to kill you or use you.”

      “Then I choose no position.” I caught up to him and looped my arm through his, wanting to feel more of his touch. “Why haven’t I ever met my grandparents?”

      He shrugged. “Your parents probably wanted to wait until you were ready. The Segurs hold no love for formalities. They are blunt and can be quite cruel.”

      I couldn’t imagine anyone worse than my parents. Hopefully, I will never have to meet anyone from the Segur family.
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      A few weeks later, just after sunset, Boaz announced, “I’ve invited friends over tonight.”

      “Really?” I took a sip of my wine, excited by the prospect of meeting his friends. I still knew so very little about him.

      “People I think you will like,” he continued. "They are witches like you."

      “That will be nice.” I feigned excitement, but dread pooled in my stomach. What if his friends didn’t like me? I felt it important to impress them, or really, Boaz. He’d done so much for me.

      “You’ve seemed bored the last few days, so I thought you might like some company other than me.”

      My eyes widened. “Hardly bored. I’ve had a great time! I still can’t believe some of the things we’ve done.”

      And it was true. Boaz had spent most of his time with me, showing me all of the things I’d missed growing up. Like going to the beach. It was night when we went, but I still enjoyed it. We also spent a few days in Rhode Island, where we toured several of the mansions in Newport. He’d stayed at a few of them back in the day. It was fun to learn of the different time periods, especially from someone who had actually been there. But the most fun I had was a few days ago when he took me skydiving. I’d never felt more alive, soaring through the darkness as if I were a dragon.

      But it wasn’t just our adventures I enjoyed. Every day, he’d show me new spells or new ways to focus my magic. He taught me how to use the elements around me, or even how to channel my magic through humans. Lisa was a great sport and let me practice on her, but there was a fine line in doing it. I could see how using magic to influence humans bordered on being unethical. Madelyn definitely wouldn’t have approved. For this reason, I tried to keep her teachings at the forefront of my mind.

      I didn’t mean to stay with Boaz as long as I did. Every morning, I’d wake with the intention of telling him it was time for me to leave, but then he would surprise me with some new adventure I couldn’t pass up. It also didn’t help that my attraction to him had grown, even though he’d barely touched me since that first night.

      But what I loved most about Boaz? His strength and power. It was all encompassing and as alluring as night’s darkness. I craved it the way one needs to quench their thirst. When I was around him, I felt stronger, more powerful. A sharp contrast to the way I had felt around my parents, afraid and always holding back my magic. Before his friends arrived, Boaz surprised me with a candlelight dinner in the ballroom. All the doors leading to the veranda had been opened, letting in a cool winter breeze. But the initial sting was held back by hundreds of candles grouped together all around us. Some hung in little baskets from the lattice roof outside, while others adorned the walls. Mozart played from speakers in the corner.

      “I hope you like it,” Boaz said and handed me a full bouquet of blood-red roses.

      Eyes wide and eyebrows lifted, I said, “No one’s ever done anything like this for me.”

      “I should hope not.” He walked to the table and slid out my chair. “Only I should have the honor of spoiling you.”

      “It really is beautiful.” I sat in front of a decorated plate brandishing a thick filet mignon, fettuccini alfredo, and a steamed artichoke with a side of melted garlic butter. As delicious as it looked, I remained still, even after Boaz sat opposite me.

      “Is something wrong?” he asked, and I swore anger tinged his voice.

      Over his shoulder, my gaze locked with the white and blue eyes of Hunwald, who sat on the edge of the patio, watching us closely. That's all he ever did. It unnerved me.

      I glanced away. “No, not at all. It’s just… I feel funny eating in front of you.”

      He tsked me. “Eat. All this was done for your enjoyment.”

      “But it’s hardly necessary.”

      “But it is. And you should expect it. Don’t settle for anything less.”

      I nodded, but I didn’t really understand. I cut the steak and took a quick bite.

      He looked past my shoulder and to the darkness beyond, his expression suddenly grim. “We may need to leave soon.”

      I lowered my fork. “Why?”

      “I don’t like staying in one place too long. When you’ve lived as long as I have, you tend to gain enemies.”

      “What enemies?”

      His gaze returned to mine. “There are those who don’t like that I’ve taken you in. They are demanding I release you.”

      “But you’re not holding me prisoner.”

      “They don’t care whether I am or not. They just want you away from me.”

      The blood in my veins chilled, and I began to tap my fork against the plate. “Why?”

      “They fear I will use you for my benefit.”

      I chuckled at this. “Little do they know that I have a mind of my own. Maybe it’s me who’s using you.”

      He smiled at this, his gaze dropping to my still-tapping fork. “And what could you possibly be using me for?”

      “Your sexy as sin body.” I tried to look seductive as I said it, but ended up laughing instead.

      Boaz didn’t notice. He stared deeply into my eyes and placed his hand over mine to stop the clanking of the fork. “My body is yours to take.”

      I swallowed hard, my pulse racing as I felt myself tumbling into the depths of his stare. I could get lost in that never-ending darkness.

      He stood and extended his hand to me. “Dance with me.”

      I didn’t hesitate.

      He pulled me to his chest and slipped his arm around my waist, making me suck in a breath. His fingers dug into my flesh through the thin material of my dress in an almost hungry, desperate grip. This was what I wanted. To be desired by him. To be needed. I moved in closer to him until our hips met, swaying together, all to feed his hunger.

      As if on command, the music changed to a dark and exotic tune. Violins hummed to the beat of a bass drum, and the low notes pumped through my body as if it were a heartbeat. Boaz’s hands pressed into the small of my back, bringing my pelvis to his so I could feel his desire. My skin ignited with an intense heat that spread so deeply inside of me, I thought I might explode.

      Watching me beneath hooded eyes, Boaz spun me around, dancing to the pulsing rhythm, round and round, faster and faster. The candles flickered and burned low, taking their light with them. In the light’s stead, a heavy mist rose from the ground, like ghosts from their graves. They crowded and swirled around our legs, parting only when we danced through them.

      An intense tingling burned in my toes. Magic. The feeling crept up my legs, between my thighs, my stomach, continuing upwards until my whole body felt on fire. It was all-consuming, so much so that I had to release it. Boaz gasped when the power struck him. His hand on my back clawed into me, and he growled, but it was a hungry sound.

      I wanted to give it to him.

      The power between us.

      So intense.

      So powerful.

      My eyes never left Boaz’s, even when our feet barely lifted off the marbled floor. We continued to spin in a whirlwind of darkness and power that seemed to grow stronger the more I stared into his now entirely black eyes. He opened his mouth to give room for growing fangs, and his eyes rolled back. My own body seemed to be experiencing the same climactic sensation, and I moaned in pleasure.

      The powerful force between us reached an epic high and took on a life of its own. Below us, snakes appeared. They slid and twisted in and out of each other, hissing and spitting in time to the music. I should’ve been scared, but I wasn’t. Too much power brewed inside me, and I wondered if I’d ever be frightened again.

      Boaz flashed me a wicked grin.

      My heart skipped a beat, making the magic around us flicker sporadically. This isn’t right. Madelyn would not have approved.

      I closed my eyes and tried to fight against the dark magic, but it was challenging, mostly because part of me wanted to feel the power it contained. Was that wrong? Madelyn would’ve thought so, but she hadn’t met Boaz. He wasn’t like my parents. He hadn’t sheltered or abused me. He’d made me stronger. Wouldn’t she have wanted that? Surely she’d be happy that I was learning to protect myself.

      I couldn’t decide now, not with Boaz so close to me. I dropped my arms and stepped away. The illusion instantly disappeared, and all was as it was before.

      Boaz’s black eyes bulged from his sockets, and his upper lip sneered. Frightened, I stepped away and glanced behind me toward the open glass doors, but when I looked back at him, there was no hint of malice on his face.

      Touching his head as if it ached, he said, “That was strange.”

      “What?”

      He collapsed into his chair, breathing heavily. “I’ve never experienced magic like that before.”

      I shook my head in disbelief. “You’re saying I did that?”

      “It sure wasn’t me. I’m not that powerful.”

      “It couldn’t have been just me,” I whispered, fear blooming in my gut. Was I capable of such dark magic?

      A loud chime echoed above us, making me jump.

      Boaz stood. “They’re here.”
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      Boaz left me alone to greet his friends.

      The air was cold and smelled of sulfur. I wrapped my arms around my stomach. There was no way I could’ve produced such dark magic. My parents did those sorts of things, not me.

      I am not like them. I said this over and over in my mind.

      Muffled voices echoed from within the house, but as they drew closer, they became clearer.

      “If William would learn what a gas pedal was for, we might’ve arrived only half an hour late instead of a whole hour.” The voice was shrill with a hint of playfulness.

      I turned around to peer through the open doors to the veranda. Coming toward me was a petite woman in a low-cut, tight green dress. She appeared a little older than I. Next to her was a tall, mousy-looking man in a dark blue, tailored suit. The sides of his brown hair held patches of gray. They were both smiling and chatting with Boaz as if they were all close friends. I quickly turned away and sucked in several deep breaths.

      Boaz approached me and said, “I’d like you both to meet Eve Segur, although she hardly needs an introduction.”

      I turned around and forced a smile. I hated that everyone knew who I was, yet I knew no one.

      “Eve, this is William Mioni and Liane Basset. William lives in Italy, but he is visiting the states for a few months, and Liane’s from Coast City.”

      “It’s nice to meet you both,” I said.

      William approached me and placed a light kiss on each cheek. “The pleasure is all mine.”

      His short, slicked-back hair looked wet, so much so that I wouldn’t have been surprised to see water drip onto his shoulders. His blue eyes lay hidden beneath bushy eyebrows, and his nose looked too large for his narrow face.

      “Boaz has told us all about you,” Liane said, her eyes flashing to Boaz just before she embraced me in a quick hug. Her brown hair was styled into a sleek bob that accentuated her delicate facial features. Her unnaturally wide eyes matched the color of her dress; they were her most striking feature.

      “Did we interrupt something?” Liane asked, glancing around the partially lit room. Half the candles had burned out.

      Boaz turned to me as though expecting me to answer.

      “Not at all,” I assured her. “We were just finishing up.”

      “Boaz,” Liane said, “be a dear and bring in two more chairs. This is much too beautiful not to enjoy, and I see you’re being wasteful.” She sat down in my chair and eyed the food greedily.

      William chuckled. “Really, Liane, you’re such a scavenger.”

      “Waste not, want not,” she said. She plucked the leaf of the cooked artichoke and scraped the meat from it with her teeth.

      I liked her instantly.

      “So tell me, Eve, what do you like to do?” Liane asked as she drank from my cup.

      I joined her at the table and sat in a chair brought in by a servant. Boaz sat next to me.

      “I love the outdoors," I said. "There’s something mysterious and beautiful about nature.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” William chimed in.

      Liane wrinkled her nose. “Nature is dirty and smelly. Have you smelled Coast City lately?”

      William coughed. “Coast City is hardly nature. Try hiking in the mountains.”

      “Why would I want to do that?” Liane asked. “What else do you like, Eve?”

      “I enjoy reading.”

      She took a bite of pasta, the white sauce dripping onto the top of her breast. William rolled his eyes, but Liane wasn’t embarrassed in the least.

      She dabbed at the sauce with a napkin. “Do you like to dance? I know some great clubs in the city.”

      I shifted in my seat uncomfortably. “I’ve never been.”

      "That must change immediately." Liane leaned back in her chair, her lips slightly turned up. “So, how was it living with the great Segurs?”

      “Torture.”

      Liane laughed. “Isn’t it always? My parents won’t let me move out until I marry, and as far as I’m concerned, that’s not going to happen.”

      “So you’re going to live with your parents forever?” William asked.

      “Of course not. Parents can’t live forever.” An uncomfortable silence followed her grin.

      Liane jumped as if she’d been shocked. She swiveled toward me. “I just remembered! Did you know we are distant cousins?”

      “Really?”

      “Our great, great grandmothers were sisters. They were scandalous, mischievous women. In fact, they were once kicked out of an entire city because of their pranks.”

      William snorted. “A relative of yours, causing trouble? I don’t believe it.”

      “I’ve always wanted a sister,” Liane continued, ignoring William. “Maybe we could be like our grandmothers and have all kinds of fun.”

      “I’ve always wanted a sister, too,” I said. Had I been born to a different family, I wanted to add. No one else needed to suffer my parents’ abuse.

      “Then it’s settled. We are sisters, you and I.” Liane took my hands in hers. “William, could you say a few ceremonious words, binding us as sisters forever?”

      “You can’t be serious,” he said, his face deadpan.

      “Of course I am. Just a few words. Go on, now.”

      William glanced over at Boaz for help, but Boaz just smiled and shrugged. William sighed and lifted his arms into the air. “Oh great mother of… sisterhood. Bind these two women as sisters for all eternity!”

      My hand tingled. I looked down, surprised. When I looked up, my eyes met Liane’s. She, too, seemed shocked.

      “It’s done,” she said.

      William turned to Boaz. “Want to be brothers?”

      “No.”

      “Let’s play a game,” Liane said, looking at each of us.

      William leaned back and folded his arms. “If it involves a monkey, I’m out.”

      I laughed. “Why would a game involve a monkey?”

      “Ask Liane.”

      I turned to Liane, waiting for an explanation, but received none.

      “Let’s play,” she paused, looking at each of us, “Dare the Demon.”

      “What’s that?” I held back the need to swallow.

      “It’s simple really,” William told me. “We dare each other to do stupid things. You see, we are the demons.”

      “Oh.”

      “It will be fun, don’t worry,” Liane insisted. “Who wants to go first?”

      “I will.” William looked around the room until his eyes settled on Liane. “Since this game was your idea, I dare you first.”

      “Go right ahead,” she said through a mouthful of more food.

      “I dare you,” he tapped his finger on the table and eyed Liane thoughtfully, “to take us to your favorite private place.”

      “Now, William, I thought you liked innocent games,” she teased.

      William blushed. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”

      “Of course not,” she said and laughed. “As if you could ever mean anything like that. Fine. You want to see my secret place?” She closed her eyes and inhaled a deep breath.

      I waited anxiously. I was in awe of Liane and her straightforwardness. Her uncouth behavior was refreshing after the way I was raised. I wish I could be just like her.

      Without warning, all the candles blew out, plunging us into darkness. Both William and I gasped at the same time.

      Boaz didn’t make a sound, but his cool hand slid across mine. His thumb caressed my palm, sending chills through my whole body. Inwardly, I moaned. I enjoyed his touch way too much.

      Just beyond the veranda, high in the sky, a dim light appeared and continued to grow as the walls of the home disappeared around us. A thick fog rolled in, blanketing the ground that was no longer marble but now appeared as dirt. Rising from within the fog, differently shaped stones took their places in rows stretching for as far as I could see.

      “Amazing,” William whispered. “It’s a graveyard.”

      I came to my feet and stared up in awe. The light in the sky had formed a full silver moon, and all around us were what looked like endless headstones, mausoleums, and statues.

      Liane tapped me on the shoulder. “You’re it!”

      She turned and scurried away.

      William jumped to his feet. His chair tipped over as he ran in the opposite direction from Liane. I looked over at Boaz, who was pulling his hand away from mine.

      “Apparently, you’re it,” he said and walked away from me into the maze of statues and graves, gray fog billowing up behind him.

      I giggled uncomfortably. I’d never played magical games like this before, not even with Madelyn. My chest heaved up and down, a growing excitement filling me.

      I called out, “I’ll have you all know that I am the queen of sneakiness!”

      Laughter erupted to my left. I headed in the direction, quietly stepping around old headstones and angel-like statues. Out of the corner of my eye, a shadow crossed where I had just walked. Someone was following me.

      I continued forward, but when I passed a tall cross-shaped headstone, I stepped behind it and hid. Liane walked right by me, unaware of my presence.

      I reached out and touched her back. “You’re it!”

      Liane screamed and jumped. “Oh, you little witch!”

      She tried to follow me as I ran away, but I lost her in the fog. I ducked behind a stone mausoleum, smiling big and trying hard not to laugh. Sliding with my back against the wall, I inched forward to peer around the corner. Liane’s shadow was on the other side, walking up and down the rows of headstones.

      “I can hear your heavy breathing, William,” she called.

      I was about to cross over behind a statue when strong arms wrapped around me and pulled me through the iron doors of a mausoleum. The perpetrator pulled my back into their hard chest. Instinctively, I opened my mouth to scream, but a familiar hand closed over my mouth.

      “Having fun?” Boaz’s voice whispered, his breath warming the back of my neck.

      He kept his hand on my mouth. There was something about his flesh pressed to my mouth that made my lips part to taste him. Just barely, but he noticed. He dropped his hand and spun me around to face him, his gaze intense and hungry, his fingers pressing into my hips.

      I lowered my eyes, my face reddening. “How is she doing this?”

      “Magic.”

      “It’s incredible.”

      “Not really, love. Look around, I mean really look, and you will see this is just a simple illusion.”

      I reached out to touch a stone coffin lying inside the mausoleum. It felt solid. I pushed harder until the coffin dissipated along with the entire illusion. The lit candles returned, as did our table, which lay a short distance away. Not far on the lawn, William was hunched over in a ball. Liane was almost to him.

      “Do you see it?” Boaz breathed, sending a wave of chills across my skin.

      “I do, but it doesn’t make what she did any less remarkable.”

      “It’s simple magic, just a trick of the mind. You would be able to do so much more with your abilities.”

      I looked around. “I prefer to see the graveyard.”

      “Then see it.”

      I closed my eyes, counted to three, and opened them again. We were back in the cramped mausoleum, facing each other. I became very aware of his hands on my waist, the slight pressure where his palms pressed, and the heat it produced.

      His gaze slid down to my mouth, and his lips parted. He stepped forward, closing the gap between us. The air surged with what felt like electricity and intensified when his hands slid to the small of my back. I loved it, that power between us, and wanted more.

      Before I could stop myself, I pushed up on my tiptoes and pressed my mouth to his. His lips were soft as they moved against mine, slowly at first, but when my tongue touched his bottom lip, his grip tightened, and he pulled my body flush against his. He drew my tongue into his mouth and sucked it, then kissed me deeply. The bulge in his pants grew hard and pressed against my stomach.

      My pulse beat so fast that I thought I might faint, but I didn’t want to stop. Days of being near him and not touching him had finally come to a head. I wanted him to spread my legs again like he had that first day, but I wanted him to keep going. To touch me there. To feel every part of me with his fingers and mouth.

      “I’ve got you,” Liane’s voice echoed across the way.

      I heard scuffling and then a loud grunt, as if someone had fallen over.

      Boaz let me go, leaving me gasping for breath. I lowered my gaze, too embarrassed to see his reaction. Had I been too forward?

      The illusion around us permanently disappeared. Liane and William strolled back to the table.

      “You can be such a baby,” Liane said.

      William dropped into a chair. “I don’t like graveyards. They’re for the dead, not the living.”

      “I think they’re beautiful,” Liane replied. “I’ll just remember not to invite you next time I go.”

      I returned to the table. Boaz walked behind me, his gaze somehow warming the bare skin on my back.

      “Who would like to dare a demon next?” Liane asked, looking at each of us.

      “I would,” I volunteered, surprising them all.

      “And what demon would you be daring?” William asked.

      I turned to Boaz. “You. Since the day I met you and Hunwald,” I glanced at Hunwald, who still sat just outside, eyeing us carefully, “I’ve wanted to know who would win in a race. I dare you to race Hunwald around your property, three laps, following the line of trees over there.” I pointed in the distance.

      Liane laughed. “I love supernatural races!”

      Boaz whistled at Hunwald. When the wolf jogged over, he said, “What do you say, boy? You think you can beat me in a race?”

      Hunwald cocked his head.

      Boaz stood. “I accept your dare.”

      We all walked to the edge of the veranda, where the concrete met the grass. Liane pointed at the division. “Here is the start and finish line. You must each pass it three times. The first one to do so wins.” She frowned at Hunwald. “Does your dog understand?”

      Hunwald growled.

      “He’s a wolf, not a dog,” Boaz told her. “And yes, he understands perfectly.”

      “This ought to be interesting,” William said next to me.

      Boaz and Hunwald both stepped up to the line. They looked at each other, and I swore I saw Hunwald smile.

      “On your mark,” I said. “Get set, go!”

      Hunwald and Boaz took off together, trailing the edge of the forest. We could just barely see them, two figures that looked more like they were out on a nightly run instead of racing each other.

      Liane frowned as they both ran past us on their first lap. “You run like a bunch of old ladies!” she called after them.

      Boaz looked down at Hunwald, grinned, and then was off. He raced near the line of trees faster than I’d ever seen anyone run, but when he reached his home, he jumped onto the stone exterior and scurried along it like a spider. Hunwald had also picked up speed and was right below him, his powerful hind legs propelling him forward. In a matter of seconds, the two became a blur as they raced around the final lap.

      Liane burst out laughing, William snorted, and I just stared in wonder. When they both finished the final lap, they stopped abruptly at the edge of the concrete. There was no slowing down or screeching of feet. They simply stopped moving.

      “Who won?” Boaz asked, not out of breath in the least. Hunwald, however, let his tongue hang from his mouth and panted heavily.

      “Honestly, I’m not sure,” I said.

      Liane clapped. “Perfect! A kiss for both winners.” She bent down and tried to hug Hunwald, but he backed away with a growl.

      “Your loss, mutt,” Liane muttered and straightened. “I guess only Boaz receives a prize.”

      She placed her hand upon Boaz’s chest seductively. As she leaned in to kiss him, Boaz’s eyes flashed to mine. Deep down, I wished he wouldn’t kiss her back, but I couldn’t bring myself to stop them. Instead, I watched as Liane closed her eyes and lifted her mouth to his.

      Just as their lips were about to touch, Boaz put his hand up, stopping her. “I must politely decline as well.”

      I secretly let out a sigh of relief.

      Liane glanced back at me with a smile and winked.

      “Whose turn is it now?” William asked. He lowered onto a chair at a decorative metal table on the veranda. Lit candles adorned its top. The rest of us joined him.

      “I’ll go next,” Liane said, her eyes settling upon me. “Eve, you’re the demon I dare.”
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      My stomach dropped as if I’d just been asked to speak in front of a crowd of people with no preparation. I could use magic, but after Liane’s impressive illusion, I feared I’d look stupid trying anything less.

      “Choose someone else,” Boaz said. “Eve’s not feeling well tonight.”

      I looked at Boaz, surprised. I appreciated that he was coming to my rescue, clearly recognizing I wasn’t prepared, but at the same time, it bothered me that he didn’t think I could do it.

      I studied his face. His porcelain skin was void of any wrinkles, making it difficult to read his expression, but his eyes… they were filled with so much intensity I couldn’t look away. Maybe he was just trying to spare me.

      “I think Eve looks fine,” William said.

      “I agree,” Liane said. “You don’t need to cover for her, Boaz. If she doesn’t want to play, then say so.”

      “I can play,” I said, still staring at Boaz, his gaze boring into mine. “What are you daring me to do?”

      Boaz raised his eyebrows and smiled. My magic hummed inside me at seeing his approval. For some reason, I really wanted that. After all he’d done for me, I wanted to impress him.

      “How about this?” Liane asked. “Since it’s your first time, you may do whatever you’d like, but it has to amaze us.”

      “Deal.” I closed my eyes and inhaled a deep breath. Something amazing.

      Under the table, Boaz reached for my hand. A surge of power flowed through me, giving me a shot of confidence. I gripped his fingers tightly and concentrated hard, focusing on the magic within me. It was right there, waiting on the fringes of my mind like some long-lost friend.

      I latched onto my powerful friend, ready and eager to stretch forth her power. Just before inviting her in, I hesitated. It was a lot of magic I was about to invoke, more so than ever before. Is this really what I wanted?

      Boaz's fingertips brushed against the sensitive part of my wrist, making my head spin as if I'd had too much to drink. He was dizzily intoxicating.

      And I loved it.

      I opened my mind and allowed power to surge through me. Surprisingly, I didn’t have to feel hate to conjure magic like all the other times. Instead, it was pride that invoked the power within me, for I knew in that moment I was more powerful than anyone here. I could feel it inside me as sure as I could see the silver light of the moon hanging just above the trees, barely a crescent. With this thought, I had a sudden urge to laugh as I prepared to show them my strength.

      The candles blew out when I summoned a cold wind. It swirled all around us, lifting my hair off my warm neck. It felt amazingly good, and I squeezed Boaz’s hand; a burning heat passed between us.

      I kept my eyes closed and imagined the concrete all around us sinking. I saw it in my mind, how the earth would open, where the concrete would have to break to preserve the home, and the depths to which I would take it. My destruction became a reality.

      I didn’t move a muscle, not even to open my eyes, when the ground shook, making the candle holders on the table fall over. Liane gasped and William swore, but I ignored it all and continued to focus on my desire to impress them, which only strengthened my magic.

      In place of the stamped concrete, which was sinking quickly, I summoned water from the earth. It bubbled upwards at an alarming rate from every crack and crevice, filling the spaces. The burning intensity of my power seared my chest, but it was a pleasant feeling, one that spread throughout my body.

      I opened my eyes and sucked in a deep breath when the water became level with the only piece of concrete left — the same space we sat on.

      “It’s an illusion of water, right?” William asked.

      “I don’t think so.” Boaz let go of my hand and stood. “Do you smell it?”

      They inhaled deeply. I smiled, already knowing the truth.

      “I think he’s right,” Liane marveled. “It smells like the sea.”

      William leaned back on his chair. “All part of the illusion.”

      “There’s only one way to find out.” Liane kicked his chair backwards.

      William’s arms flung out as he tried to catch himself. A high-pitched girly scream tore from his lungs when he plunged into the murky water. He surfaced a moment later and doggy paddled in front of us, gasping for air.

      “I can’t believe it's real,” Liane whispered. She bent over and skimmed her fingers across the dark, wet surface.

      “A little help here?” William asked, breathing heavily.

      Boaz reached out and easily lifted him from the water.

      Liane grabbed my hands, smiling big. “I don’t know how you did this, but you must teach me.”

      I shrugged, as though it was no big deal. “I just think about it, and it happens.”

      She stared at me, mouth open. “It really is true what people say about you.”

      “What do they say?”

      “That you will be an unstoppable witch and will transform this world. You’re amazing! I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      I blushed but inwardly grinned.

      “Well, I’ve had enough for one night,” William announced. “Can you please get rid of this water so we can go home?”

      Liane slapped him on the shoulder. “You’re such a bore sometimes, do you know that?”

      “Yes. Now let’s go.”

      This time I didn’t close my eyes. I simply looked at the water and willed it away. A wave of energy passed over me as the magical power left my body. I kept my gaze on the water, making it recede just as fast as it had come. A moment later, after the earth shook, dirt and concrete moved back into position and fixed themselves where needed. Only a few minutes had passed, and the veranda looked unscathed. No cracks, not even a drop of water left behind as evidence of my power.

      Except for William, of course. His clothes were dripping wet, and he was drying his hair with a cloth napkin.

      Liane hugged me. “We’ve had such a wonderful time. Let’s do it again soon.” In my ear, she whispered, “He loves you.”

      I looked at her, surprised. She nodded her head as if to say, “It’s true.”

      “Do you have a towel I can take with me?” William asked Boaz.

      “Of course.” Boaz walked through the open glass doors back into the ballroom. “Come inside.”

      I followed everyone into the house, my body humming with magic’s dark power. I wanted to suggest that we all do something, such as dancing or hiking. I didn’t care that it was night. I needed a release.

      “Are you sure you guys have to go?” I asked. “Maybe we could play a game? Or go⁠—”

      “Sorry, sweetie,” Liane apologized, her eyes flashing to Boaz’s. “But we can’t. We’ll get together soon, though. I promise.”

      William patted himself with a towel he’d retrieved from the foyer’s bathroom. “Next time, let me know in advance any plans you may have for swimming. This suit was expensive.”

      “I’ll pay to have it dry cleaned,” Boaz offered.

      William glared at Liane. “Liane will pay.”

      She laughed as though that was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard and walked out the front door. “See you soon!”

      William followed her out, mumbling to himself.

      After waving goodbye and closing the door, Boaz turned to me, his body inches from mine. “You didn’t have to use magic tonight.”

      I swallowed at his nearness, my nerve endings vibrating. “I know.”

      “Then why did you?”

      “It was fun.”

      “It was, wasn’t it?” He grinned, something alight in his eyes.

      I nodded.

      His gaze flickered to my lips for the briefest of moments, but enough to make the magic swell within me, taking my breath away.

      “I have somewhere I need to be,” he said abruptly. “Do you mind if I call it a night, too?”

      “Of course not,” I said and feigned like it wasn’t a big deal, but deep down, I couldn’t help but feel crushing disappointment. Maybe the kiss we’d shared earlier had only been amazing to me. I faked a yawn. “I was going to go to bed anyway.”

      “Very well then.” He disappeared behind the door I wasn’t allowed behind.

      “No, it’s not very well,” I whispered as I turned to go up the stairs. My whole body was still tingling from using magic earlier. I glanced down at my feet. They were still there and moving, yet I felt like I was floating.

      I spun a few steps before I danced into my bedroom and closed the door behind me, trapping myself in a dark room. I reached for the light but then stopped. My arm lowered to my side. Breathing in deeply, I focused on the darkness, the way it crawled over my skin and the way it brushed across my lips, whispering seducing words I couldn’t understand but could feel.

      I opened my eyes as realization dawned on me.

      Darkness felt good.
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      That night, I lay awake, unable to sleep. Magic’s power still pulsed through my bones and muscles, and it ached for a release. I rolled over and faced the window. It must’ve been at least two in the morning by the way the moon’s light crowded into my room.

      I thought of the evening I’d shared with Boaz, wishing I could fully enjoy this fairytale that was beautiful, yet dark. Like the fair maidens in the stories, I, too, had been whisked away to a far-off, mystical place, but whisked off to where? The fairytales spoke of far-off places as being full of light, with colorful flowers, talking animals, and mystical creatures.

      There were beautiful flowers, Hunwald was strange enough that he probably could talk, and Boaz couldn’t be more mystical. But my fairytale lacked the light and the constant beauty that should exist, too. Thinking of that light made me remember the strange man who had been at my parents’ party. The way I felt when he touched me. Peaceful. Calm. Good.

      But he’d disappeared just as quickly as he’d come. I’d never see him again. Just like the stories, he was a fairytale. Maybe that’s why they’re called fairytales, because something as beautiful as all that just wasn’t possible.

      I moved out of bed and welcomed the moonlight by opening the tall, screenless window. Cool wind rushed in and raced around the room, catching and twisting my long, sheer nightgown in its wake. I wrapped my arms around myself and closed my eyes. I could still see the faint glow of the moonlight behind my eyelids.

      I stayed like this for some time, my front bathed in moonlight, my back immersed in darkness. I only opened my eyes when the faint sound of hooves galloping nearby drew my attention to the window. Not far off, a rider dressed all in black dismounted a horse and walked toward me through fog-filled air. My heart skipped a beat.

      The rider stopped just below my window and looked up. Boaz’s eyes met mine, and I sucked in air when a jolt of magical power shocked my entire body.

      I giggled inwardly. This is what I wanted: to feel this every second of every day. My desire for dark magic snuffed out any thoughts I once had for light and purity, all things Madelyn had taught me.

      I stepped up to the long window and looked down briefly before I jumped. I used magic to cushion the thirty-foot fall, then walked toward Boaz, my chin up and arms at my side. I didn’t care that he could probably see my hardened nipples through the nightgown. I wanted him to see.

      Without a word, Boaz held out a dark cloak. I stepped into it. The weight of it seemed to suck the moon’s light away from me.

      Boaz lifted the hood over my head and stared into my eyes, as if searching for something. “Come with me?”

      I nodded and accepted his outstretched hand without hesitation.

      We walked across the cold earth. The heavy mist parted for us as if on command. Boaz’s black horse waited for us at the edge of the forest like a loyal soldier. He stood erect, eyes forward.

      Boaz leapt onto the horse’s back and pulled me up easily. My hands slid across his hard abdomen and locked tightly. Boaz didn’t have to kick the horse to get it to go forward. It seemed to move on his own as if sensing Boaz’s thoughts, even knowing what direction to turn. Boaz gripped the saddle horn with one hand, and he pressed his other hand into mine, our fingers intertwining.

      A strength, intense and powerful, expanded around us, making my muscles tighten and then release—every last one of them. I moaned from both pleasure and pain.

      The beast beneath us raced across a field of grass. The motion was strangely smooth, like I was being rocked in a boat along the constant waves of the sea, and not galloping at full speed on the back of a massive stallion. I suspected the creature was supernatural in nature, like Hunwald. The rhythmic flow became hypnotic, and the world around me blurred.

      An indescribable feeling of invisibility overwhelmed my entire being, and I threw my head back, sucking in a great breath. It grew inside me like a noxious weed, snuffing out any gentleness, kindness, or good thoughts. I let go of Boaz’s waist and stretched out my arms into the night, feeling that at any moment I might be thrown from the horse.

      I began to chuckle, and then I laughed. It escaped from deep inside me, from somewhere dark and cold. Boaz didn’t join in my laughter, but I knew from our connection that he was as intoxicated as I was.

      While the horse continued to race across fields, in and out of the forest, Boaz, in a move faster than I could see, twisted and turned until he was riding the horse backwards. I gasped when I realized he’d also taken my legs and wrapped them around his waist. My night gown had slid all the way up to my hips, exposing my bare legs.

      My mouth fell open, and my body quivered at the feel of his torso between my legs. I sucked in a hitched breath.

      Boaz reached up and slid his hands into the cloak and to my shoulders. The cloak fell from me and disappeared into the night. I sucked in a breath as the cold night air nipped at me. But as soon as Boaz touched me again, heat spread throughout me.

      Burning.

      Scorching.

      Consuming.

      I could no longer think. Only feel.

      Staring into my eyes, he hooked his fingers into the straps of my nightgown and slowly pulled downward. I didn’t stop him.

      This is what I wanted.

      For him to see me.

      Touch me.

      My breasts sprang free, and my chest heaved. They bounced in rhythm to the horse’s steady gallop, a motion I thought might’ve bothered me, but it was strangely erotic.

      Boaz clutched one in his hand, rubbing his thumb over my pebbled nipple. I sucked in a quick breath, my nerves on fire. He moaned and hooked his free hand behind me. He pressed it into the small of my back, making me arch backwards to give him better access. He lowered his head and drew my nipple into his mouth. I clutched his shoulders and dug my fingers into his skin, breathless and begging for more.

      With our precarious position on the horse, I thought for sure we’d fall from it, but Boaz managed to maintain his hold over me and the horse.

      Boaz continued to shower attention on my breasts. I began to grind my hips into him. His member had grown hard and pressed into a spot that had my whole body reeling with pleasure.

      “I need more,” I gasped, feeling the desire so strong in my body I thought I might combust into a ball of flames.

      He took hold of my shoulders and stared into my eyes, his brows drawn together. I thought he was going to kiss me, but without warning, he leapt into the air, taking me with him. We floated in the air, my hair and gown whipping through the wind for a moment before we landed on the ground, me in his arms.

      His hooded eyes swallowed me, and I felt everything he wanted.

      To devour me.

      Own me.

      Possess me.

      His mouth crashed into mine as he slowly lowered me to the ground. Before my back touched it, I stretched my hand and pressed my fingers into the earth, thinking of a thick bed of grass. My magic, so willing to obey, flowed into the earth. By the time Boaz had completely laid me down, a full bed of soft plants had grown.

      He remained on his knees, staring at me with hungry eyes. “You’re everything I could’ve hoped for and more.”

      I licked my lips, my body trembling in anticipation of feeling his touch again.

      His eyes wandered down my body, over my breasts, and to my legs. “Open them.”

      My bent legs opened a little.

      “More,” he commanded.

      My cheeks tinged pink, but I did as he wanted. My legs spread wider.

      He touched my knees with both hands, and, as he slid them up my legs, he opened them even more until I was fully exposed to him. “You are mine now, Eve. You will never want for anything ever again. Money. Pleasure. Power.”

      “Yes.” The breathless word barely passed my lips.

      His gaze dropped to my sheer underwear. With a single swipe to them, he cut them off me and moaned. “Is this what you want?”

      “Please,” I whimpered. I’d grown so hot between my legs, I thought I might explode. Only his touch could soothe the burning. I shifted my pelvis upward.

      He chuckled, the sound deep and throaty. “It’s not going to be that easy or quick. I’m going to take my time, taste every inch of you, savor your flavor. I’ll fill you so full of me, you’ll never want to leave my side.”

      His words sent me over a ledge I didn’t know I was on, but now that I was, I wanted to dive off that cliff and never stop falling.

      True to his word, Boaz did all the things to me. He made sure I felt every bit of pleasure with slow and deliberate strokes of his fingers and tongue, making sure I would be ready for him. I might’ve been nervous, but my mind became so consumed with what he was doing to me that when the time came, I was more than ready.

      Over and over, the rise and fall of my pleasure continued until the moon dipped beneath the tree line, and we were forced to return home. I didn’t watch the sunrise, something I would’ve done before, but I felt differently somehow. I didn’t care to see the sun’s bright light spread across the landscape. Instead, I yearned for the moon to take its rightful place back in the darkness where it could cast its silvery web across the earth.

      That’s what I wanted, for I belonged to Boaz and the night now.
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      It was a cold winter evening. We had just left the Summer’s Opera House, one of Boaz’s favorite places in Coast City. I couldn’t get enough of my new life. The last several weeks, Boaz had showered me with gifts and opened doors to all kinds of new and exciting experiences. He took me regularly to the opera, plays, parties, and political events. If anything of importance was happening, regardless of where, Boaz and I were present.

      In addition to traveling, Boaz introduced me to many important people. I was amazed at how many of them knew me simply because of my parents. My family name gave me instant respect, especially from other witches.

      I grew to love the attention, so much so that I used my last name as if it were my first. I would say, “I’m Ms. Segur, the daughter of Erik and Sable Segur.”

      I loved watching their eyes grow big and listening to the sound of their loud gulp.

      What surprised me the most about my newfound life was discovering how many supernaturals held important positions in the governments of almost every country. They used their abilities to pass laws and change their countries into what they desired. Humans were easily manipulated. After seeing what others like me could do, how they could change the rules people lived by, I, too, was anxious to get into politics.

      Despite all the experiences and the people I met, I found myself growing bored with it all. Boaz was the only thing in my life that brought satisfaction. Our relationship was a dark and passionate one, both of us being consumed by the other. But it wasn’t just his body I craved, it was the power within him I fed upon. I couldn’t get enough.

      Boaz slid his hand around my back and to my hip. “I couldn’t stop looking at you in the theater. I almost took you right there in front of all those people.”

      I moaned and leaned into him. “I would’ve liked that.”

      And I meant it. It was hard to enjoy anything else when I was around him. I craved his touch, his lips, his body—every second of every day.

      “One day,” he said, “there will come a time when I ravish you for the whole world to see.”

      Heat burned in my abdomen at the thought. “I’d like that.”

      We were about to cross the street when a tall man beneath a lamp post caught my eye. He wore a long, dark coat with a black derby hat. He stared at me beneath thick eyebrows, and his thin lips were as straight as piano wire. Hands stuffed in his pockets, he held still while people shuffled by him, completely unaware of his powerful presence, a power which I could feel even though he stood across the street.

      I tugged on Boaz, stopping him from going any farther. “Who’s that man?”

      “Where?”

      I pointed across the street. Boaz’s hand tightened around mine. “He shouldn’t be here. It’s too soon.”

      “Who is he?”

      “Your grandfather. Wait here.”

      My grandfather? I squinted to get a closer look. Was that him? He didn’t look frightening, but a dark, electric force seemed to pressurize the air around him, similar to what one might feel before a storm’s arrival.

      Boaz was saying something to him while pointing his finger toward me. My grandfather repeatedly shook his head.

      I inhaled a deep breath. Time to see what this was all about. I moved to step across the street, but was interrupted.

      “You are to stay with us,” two feminine voices said from behind me.

      I turned around, surprised someone had spoken to me like that, and came face to face with identical twins. Their blonde, almost white hair was cut short, framing their pointy chins. They had large noses to match, but nothing was as unnerving as their eyes. Their pupils were narrow slits swimming in luminescent sea-green eyes — the exact same color as my own.

      “Who are you two?”

      “We are your cousins,” they said in unison.

      “I’m Helen,” the one on the left said.

      “And I’m Harriet.”

      I glanced back at Boaz. “How are we related?”

      “Our mother is your father’s sister,” Harriet answered.

      This sparked my interest. “I didn’t know my father had a sister.”

      The twins looked at each other and then back at me. “She is much stronger than your father.”

      “Awesome,” I said and snickered as if I cared. I hadn’t thought about my parents for weeks. “You know, it’s great that I have cousins, but I’m busy right now. Let’s do this another time.”

      I turned to leave but found a force blocking my path. Startled, I pressed my palms against the invisible wall. Magic.

      I swiveled around. Both girls smiled, their noses pointed downwards, dipping into their wide grins.

      “Going somewhere?” Helen asked.

      “Trying to get away from us?” Harriet added.

      “Um, you guys are creepy as hell. I need to go talk to Boaz.”

      At the mention of his name, a far-off look filled the twins’ eyes, and air escaped their lungs in a long, drawn-out sigh. The invisible wall weakened, and I quickly moved to take a step forward, but both girls reached out at the same time and took hold of my arms.

      “You are not to speak to Boaz,” Helen declared.

      “Ever,” Harriet added.

      “Let go of me, freaks!” I said, struggling against their surprisingly strong grip.

      I tried pushing them away by using magic, but somehow they managed to block my attack. This frustrated me even more. No one had ever stopped me from using my abilities before.

      “You can’t use magic against us.”

      “We’re too strong for you.”

      My gaze darted to Boaz. His back was to me as he was still talking to my grandfather. The girls spun me around, away from him.

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      “To prove to Boaz that we are more powerful than you.”

      “To get what is rightfully ours.”

      “You can’t be serious.” One look at each of their faces told me they were very serious. “Boaz is a grown man. He can choose who he wants to be with.”

      “Boaz will choose who is most powerful,” Helen said.

      “And it’s not you,” Harriet added.

      “That’s ridiculous. Boaz has already chosen.”

      Both girls laughed. The sounds were ugly and cold, sharing pig-like grunts between both of them. They looked to our grandfather, and their expressions and laughter stopped abruptly. I turned around in time to see him nodding at the girls.

      “Time to go, cousin,” they said.

      “Go? I’m not going anywhere.”

      They tugged on my arms.

      “Boaz!” I called.

      Boaz turned around slowly, his expression blank.

      “Boaz, help me!”

      Still, he did nothing.

      One of the twins opened the rear door of a nearby vehicle, while the other one shoved me in, making me fall onto my back. Why wasn’t Boaz doing anything? Without my legs being visibly touched, they were pushed in, and the car door slammed shut, banging my knee.

      I whirled around and slapped my hand against the back window. “Boaz!”

      He stood next to my grandfather, arms at his sides. The streetlamp above cast an eerie light upon him, stretching his shadow beyond what I thought it should be. He stared at me, unblinking, his face no different from a stone statue.

      As the car drove off, I sucked in a breath when it appeared that his shadow detached from his body and followed after me. I must’ve imagined it, for when I looked back again, only the darkness of the night remained.
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      We were the only people on the road and had been for miles. A forest on each side of us pressed up against the pavement, never giving me a clear view of what lay beyond.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      Neither twin answered.

      I sighed. “Come on, girls. We’re family. Can’t we at least be civil to each other?”

      Still, they didn’t speak.

      “Fine,” I mumbled. I slumped against the cold leather seat and stared out the window. Occasionally, the vehicle’s headlights would flash against a green sign. I soon realized we were headed to Vermont, to my grandfather’s home.

      I tried to endure the silence by thinking of Boaz. At first, I was angry he hadn’t tried to save me, but surely he had a good reason. He’d never let me down before, so why would he start now?

      In front of me, the back of the twins’ white-haired heads hadn’t moved for the last two hours. It really annoyed me, their oddness, almost as if they weren’t mentally all there. It was like they each shared a brain between them. Despite the silence, I laughed.

      Helen and Harriet turned around simultaneously and glared.

      I nodded toward the road. “Watch where you’re going. I want to make it there alive so I can figure out what this is all about. Someone’s going to pay.”

      They turned back around, wordlessly.

      Because I hated to be ignored, I decided to goad them, having a pretty good idea of what would make them talk.

      “Your mother’s hardly powerful,” I said. “Did you know my father once crushed a giant tree with a single blast of air? All that remained was a circular wood disk, one inch thick. It was one of the most remarkable things I ever saw.”

      Helen gripped the steering wheel, but still, neither responded.

      I tried again. “Then, another time, he completely changed his appearance for over three hours while he sat in on a meeting with the governor of New York. The entire meeting, the governor thought my father was a high-up European diplomat and divulged some very valuable information. It was impressive, for sure.”

      The hair on both girls’ heads ruffled while the temperature in the car seemed to rise. They were close to breaking.

      “Most importantly,” I continued, “my father married my mother, the most powerful female witch of her time… until they gave birth to me.”

      Slamming on the brakes, Helen swerved the car to the side of the road and stopped. The twins turned around.

      “You are not powerful,” they said, each of their half-brains working together.

      I let my eyes burn bright, power coursing through me like a live wire. “How do you know?”

      “Our mother said,” Helen said.

      “Our grandfather said,” Harriet echoed.

      “They lied,” I snapped back.

      I clapped my hands together, and with a simple command from my mind, the windows shattered and blew into the night in tiny shards as small as snowflakes. Then, as if time had stopped, the shards of glass suspended in mid-air floated for a few seconds and then returned to the car doors, forming windows once again.

      “This is grandfather’s car,” Helen said.

      “We must not hurt it.”

      “I will tear this car apart piece by piece unless you tell me what’s going on,” I said.

      “It is for Grandfather to say.”

      “We are forbidden to speak to you.”

      I gasped, appalled by their childlike behavior. “How old are you two?”

      “Twenty-two,” they said together.

      So they weren’t much older than me. “Then how is it you can’t do what you want?”

      “We are good daughters,” Helen said.

      “Better than you,” Harriet added.

      “So you keep saying. And because you think you are better than me, you want Boaz.”

      The far-off, dreamy look returned to their faces.

      “If you’re so much better than me, why aren’t you two with him now?” I asked.

      “We haven’t proven ourselves yet.”

      “It isn't the right time.”

      “And who do you have to prove yourselves to?” I asked.

      “Grandfather.”

      I leaned forward. “Then do it. What does this have to do with me?”

      “Grandfather will tell you,” Helen said. She faced forward and pulled the car onto the road.

      “Yes, Grandfather will tell you,” repeated Harriet. She joined her sister.

      Silence returned. I could’ve pressed the issue, but realized these two were about as brainless as others who allowed themselves to be taken advantage of. They were followers. I closed my eyes and leaned my head against the seat. I focused my anger, which still surged through me. I had a feeling I was going to need all the hate I could muster.

      Eventually, a light sleep came, but when the car slowed, I forced my eyelids open. It was still dark. In front of the car, an enormous iron gate opened up. We drove down a long lane until we approached a mansion twice the size of Boaz’s. It loomed behind rows of skeletal trees.

      As we approached, lampposts lit up a circular driveway, and at its center, two red lights shone up from the ground, lighting two statues of lions fighting each other. I couldn’t take my eyes off them, even after the car stopped. There was power in those two lions, frozen in combat.

      “You must get out now, cousin,” Helen ordered.

      “Don’t try to run,” Harriet warned.

      “Why would I run? Someone will be held responsible for the treatment I’ve received tonight.”

      They ignored me and exited the car. I followed behind, up stone steps and in through double wooden doors. I couldn’t see much of the inside of the home as all the lights were off, but I could hear our steps echo against stone floors, which told me the entryway must’ve been enormous.

      The twins approached a cupboard along the wall and removed two candles. While holding them, the wicks ignited at the same time.

      “Follow us,” Helen said.

      “Not far,” added Harriet.

      The twins pushed open a door that led us through a narrow hallway. The light from the candles made shadows twist and turn unnaturally upon the dark paneled walls. Was it a trick of the light or something magical causing the illusion in an attempt to frighten me?

      I yawned loudly.

      At the end of the hall, one of the twins opened a door. I still couldn’t tell them apart unless they were standing next to each other. Helen always stood on the right and Harriet on the left.

      “This is your room,” Helen said.

      Harriet motioned me forward. “It’s well-guarded tonight, so it’s useless to try and escape."

      I stepped into the room, then turned to insult them, but the door had already closed and locked from the outside. I pounded on it with my fists twice before I stopped.

      Get a hold of yourself. Stay in control.

      The bedroom was bare except for a table and chair in the corner and a nightstand with a lamp on its top next to a single bed. The room had the same wood paneling as in the hallway. There were no pictures or decorations anywhere.

      After waiting a few minutes, I tried to open the door by using magic, but as soon as I touched the doorknob, a jolt of electricity shocked my body, sending me to the ground. Angered, I jumped up and rushed the window opposite the door, but again was shocked. The room had been fortified with magic. No wonder there weren't any decorations. The simpler the room, the better the guarding spells worked.

      The twins were right. I wasn’t getting out.
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      I peered out the window, frustrated. The dark sky glowed as the morning sun began to burn the night away. Surrounding the mansion, a pine forest and jagged mountains jutted sharply from the ground, trapping me as if in a cage. I leaned my forehead against the cool glass. On every exhale, my breath fogged the cold windowpane and then disappeared. What I wouldn’t give to be back with Boaz.

      Just then, a shadow moved into my view from the left side of the house. It slid across the lawn, a dark mist, until it disappeared into the forest. A ghost, perhaps? I’d encountered some while playing with the dead, a game Liane and William had taught me. Ghosts did nothing but tease my curiosity.

      A few hours later, after lying in bed, my eyes snapped open to the creak of the bedroom door opening. I quickly sat up. A woman wearing a silk red robe entered the room in a grand gesture, her gown swaying back and forth. She looked eerily similar to me with long, blonde hair, an almond-shaped face, and a small, straight nose, but instead of green eyes, the woman’s eyes were an Arctic blue. They reminded me of Hunwald’s single blue eye. In her hand, she carried a champagne glass filled with a red liquid.

      “It’s a little early for a drink, isn’t it?” I asked.

      “Not early enough.” The woman took a sip as she stared at me coolly. “So, you are my brother’s daughter.”

      I stared back, mirroring the woman’s venom. “And you must be my father’s sister. Funny. I never knew he had a sister.”

      Her eyebrows rose. “And I never knew he had a witch for a daughter. We assumed you were average.”

      I moved to the edge of the bed. The slit in my dress opened, exposing my naked long legs, which I crossed. “Hardly. Average is what my twin escorts were last night.”

      The woman’s lips tightened, as did the grip on her glass. She opened her mouth as if to argue, but after a deep breath, she said, “We could insult each other all day long, and as much fun as that sounds, I have a headache. I’d rather we get this conversation over with as civilly as possible so I can go back to bed.”

      “You are my aunt, yet I don’t even know your name. You have kidnapped me to who knows where, and you expect me to be civil?”

      “Very well. If you require formalities, then my name is Anne Swithin. I am your father’s older sister, and we live in northern Vermont. Your grandfather’s name is Erik Segur the Second. His wife’s name was Gertrude. She died ten years ago. Now, can we talk?”

      “Why am I here?”

      She strolled toward the window. Her long robe stirred the dust in the air, spinning and twirling it in the morning light spilling in from the window. “There is a matter of an inheritance that needs to be resolved.”

      “An inheritance? What does this have to do with me?”

      Anne turned to me. “Absolutely nothing until this year. You were supposed to be an Adept, a slow learning witch who could barely light a candle. At least that’s what Erik told us, but according to Boaz, you’re at least a Master, possibly bordering on Legend level.”

      “Boaz?”

      Anne smiled as if she were keeping a great secret. She drank a long sip before saying, “Personally, I think my brother knew all along of your talent and waited until the last minute to let our father know.” She paused briefly. “His little way of getting back at me.”

      “My father tried to kill me for believing I was an Adept.” One day, I’d confront him and my mother for sending all those diablos after me. “How long do I have to stay here?”

      “Until dear old Daddy decides who is more powerful—my twin daughters or you. All his fortune will then be given to the winner’s parents and eventually passed on to their children." She grunted. "I think it’s a waste of time. My girls are more powerful than I could ever have dreamed.”

      I came to my feet. “I don’t care about any stupid inheritance. Keep it. I want nothing to do with the Segur fortune.”

      Anne shook her head. “You are such a disappointing child.”

      I laughed harder than I expected. “You think I care? Erik and Sable were horrible parents who should never have had a child.”

      It was Anne’s turn to laugh. “This is not about raising children. It’s about raising power. And whoever has the most will get the money.” She tipped the glass to her lips and swallowed the last of the wine. “I need another drink.” She moved toward the door.

      “When can I leave this room?”

      Anne stopped and looked around as if seeing it for the first time. “Anytime you’d like, now.”

      “I can go outside?”

      Anne shrugged. “Be my guest. You’ll be stopped when you’ve gone too far.” She exited the room, leaving the door open behind her.

      I took a step toward it hesitantly. Could I really leave? When Anne didn’t return, I peered out the door and down the hallway. Voices echoed in the distance. I moved quietly, pressing myself against the wall to avoid squeaky floorboards.

      Up ahead, the hall opened into a living area. I stuck my head out. The room was massive with high ceilings. Old-looking wooden beams crossed overhead, and more dark wood trimmed the rest of the room. On the far wall, a huge fireplace was encased in stone from the floor all the way to the ceiling. Sitting areas were scattered throughout the room, positioned just right for entertaining.

      The twins were sitting in the middle of the floor. They each sat in the same position, opposite each other: crossed legs, elbows on knees, books in hand. They were reading aloud, their voices in perfect unison with each other. By their words, it was some kind of history book.

      The foyer we’d come through last night was just past them, but the only way to get there was to go into the open.

      So be it. Anne said I could go outside.

      “Hello, cousins,” I greeted, moving into the room.

      They stopped reading at the exact same moment and looked up at me with blank expressions.

      “Don’t stop reading on my account. Please, go on. It sounded like a best-seller.”

      Neither of them said a word. They simply stared as if they’d never seen me before.

      I waved my hand. “Hello? Remember me?”

      Simultaneously, they returned to their books and resumed reading.

      “I guess not,” I mumbled. I walked toward the exit and, after realizing no one was going to stop me, opened the front door and walked out.

      I walked, half-ran, from the house, afraid to turn around for fear of being stopped. The ground was cold and wet, winter stubbornly clinging to it. Luckily, I still had my coat with me. I wrapped it tighter around my chest and kept moving until I reached the shade of the trees.

      Once hidden, I let out a breath and smiled. Freedom. Now all I had to do was find the road we came in on last night. I hurried, making my way through the forest, but it was difficult with high heels. When did nature become so annoying?

      I took a few more steps forward when, all of a sudden, I smashed into something, but there was nothing visible in front of me. Just sort of a pressure, similar to when the twins had created an invisible barrier. With arms outstretched, I touched the transparent wall that blocked my escape. For some time, I followed the length of the barrier — it circled through the woods, the house at its center.

      Panic flooded my veins, my organs, and my mind. Now I understood what Anne had meant when she said I would be stopped. She had cast a spell similar to the one my parents had used when I lived at home. This made me angry, and I growled low. No one was going to imprison me again.

      I placed my hands against the invisible wall. My palm hummed from the force of the electric current it contained. It felt strong but not strong enough. Given enough concentration and time, I could break it.

      I closed my eyes and let the familiar dark magic take over. Light dimmed, and the colors in the forest dulled. The smell of magic filled my nose, but it was no longer repugnant. In fact, I preferred it to any other smell. Why hadn’t I used more magic growing up? It was amazing!

      With my hands upon the wall, magic warming my palms, I became aware of a sudden stillness in the forest. Birds no longer chirped, animals no longer scurried, and the wind ceased to blow. I continued to concentrate despite my growing unease. I wasn’t alone, and whatever was in the woods with me wasn’t human.

      When the pressure in the air changed, I dropped my hands and turned around. I peered into the trees, squinting, but saw nothing. I waited a moment longer before I returned to the task at hand, but stopped again when something moved out of the corner of my eye.

      Floating directly to my left was the black fog I’d seen the night before. It was my height but wide, the length of two of my arms. The mist never maintained a single shape, as it was constantly shifting and moving. But I didn’t care about its strange form; it was the dark power emanating from it that fascinated me.

      The fog moved toward me, and I felt the shapeless shadow’s power grow proportionately stronger, the nearer it drew. The thick smoke parted and circled around me, rising in stature. Ever so slowly, as if not to frighten me, it crept up my body until it had entirely consumed me. I inhaled deeply, enjoying what felt like warm wine going down my throat. It was intoxicating, powerful, and… familiar.

      “Boaz,” I whispered.

      Immediately, the black fog retreated and crossed the invisible barrier to the other side. I couldn’t help but smile as the smoke took shape into the man I craved. Boaz stood across from me, grinning back.

      “How are you doing, love?” he asked.

      “Better, now that you’re here.” I smoothed back my tangled hair. “So, you can turn into smoke.”

      “Only when I need to, but if I cross this barrier as myself, those inside the house will be alerted.” He looked me up and down and frowned. “You haven’t changed your clothes. Are they not taking care of you?”

      I laughed. “Is that what you’re worried about? I couldn’t care less about my clothing. I want to get out of here.”

      “Eve, listen to me. You must treat this place as if you were their queen. Do not allow them to treat you any less. Do you understand?”

      “Last time I checked, I’m their prisoner. I highly doubt they’re going to give me what I want.”

      “Demand it. You must not appear weak in any way.”

      “Are you going to help me get out of here or what?”

      He glanced away. “I’m sorry, but I can’t. You must stay.”

      “But I want to leave. I’ll demand it.”

      “Anything but that,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

      “I refuse to stay here a second longer, and if you won’t help me, then I’ll do it myself.” I raised my hands to do just that.

      “Stop! Don’t you want to prove to your family, to your parents, that you are more powerful than all of them?”

      “I don’t care about proving myself. I know what I’m capable of, so what does it matter what they think?”

      “Trust me, it matters. Do this for me, Eve.” He leaned forward, almost on his tiptoes, as if any moment he might reach across the invisible wall and shake me. “Show them what you can do and don’t hold back. They must witness your power.”

      His passion surprised me. “It means that much to you?”

      “It’s all I ask.”

      I lowered my head and sighed. “Fine. I’ll do it, but on one condition. When I get out of here, will you tell me why this was all so important?”

      “Deal.”

      “Do you want to know what will be the hardest part of all this?” I asked.

      “Tolerating those twin horses?”

      I laughed. “That will be difficult, but not as hard as being away from you. What am I going to do for fun?”

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “And what exactly am I supposed to do with an intangible ball of smoke?”

      “Sorry, love. It’s the best I could do under the circumstances. I’ll come visit you whenever I can.”

      “I hope so.” I glanced back through the trees and toward my grandfather’s home. “How long do you⁠—”

      I turned to Boaz, but he was gone.
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      I waited a little longer before I returned. The twins sat outside on the steps, looking much younger than their actual age. They wore identical pink floral dresses and each held a sucker in her right hand. Both heads turned as I approached.

      “Grandfather’s been waiting,” Helen said.

      “For hours,” added Harriet.

      “Poor Grandfather.” I walked past them and through the front door. I headed straight for my room despite hearing my name being called.

      Inside, I searched the closet but only found a couple of plain dresses. If I were going to be here a while, there was no way they were going to treat me like my parents had. I was done with that life.

      Taking Boaz’s advice, I stormed into the living room. My grandfather sat in a high-back Queen Anne chair and watched me curiously. Anne stood next to him with another drink in her hand. She was still wearing the same robe from earlier.

      Anne swayed slightly. “We’ve been waiting for you.”

      “I need clothes.”

      “You have some,” Anne said, clearly upset she was being ignored.

      “I’m not wearing those rags in that hole you expect me to stay in. If I’m going to be here for a while, then I want my clothes. And speaking of my room, I demand a new one.”

      My grandfather remained expressionless, but Anne’s eyes grew wide and her nostrils flared as she sucked in air. “You will have no such thing!”

      My grandfather raised his hand, silencing Anne. “Another room is not necessary. You will not be here long enough to warrant that, but you may have better attire. Anne, fetch her a new and much nicer dress.”

      Anne looked down at him, her mouth open; and eyes, narrow slits. Her drink spilled over the glass edge. “But Father⁠—”

      “Do it. Now leave us before you pass out drunk.”

      Her ivory face turned a deep scarlet, but she obeyed.

      “Sit down, Eve,” he ordered after Anne left.

      “I prefer to stand.”

      “I said sit,” he repeated. A chair from across the room magically slid behind me, knocking against my legs. Startled, I sat down.

      He spoke in a loud, deep voice: “I appreciate your boldness, but do not forget who you are speaking to. I will not be trifled with.”

      I clenched my fists and tried hard to keep my voice even. “You take me, unwillingly, from all that I know and then demand my respect?”

      “I expect no less from anyone else. Why do you think you should be any different?” He reached inside a drawer and pulled out a pipe.

      “I respect those who have earned it.”

      His stare turned deadly. At the same time, my throat constricted as if I were being choked. I coughed a few times, trying to get air into my lungs.

      “Then let me earn it,” my grandfather said in a calm voice. He lit his pipe and inhaled deeply. He watched as I struggled to remove the invisible grip from around my neck. Stars burst into my mind in sprays of blues and purples.

      “Do you respect me now?” he asked.

      I was barely conscious enough to nod my head. The grip from my neck relaxed, and I sucked in as much air as my lungs could handle.

      “I’m sure Anne told you why we brought you here,” he began.

      I nodded again, weakly.

      “I need an heir. You were never an option before, but I’ve been informed otherwise, thanks to Boaz.”

      “Boaz has nothing to do with this.”

      “Keep telling yourself that,” he said, puffing a wide ring of smoke.

      In the corner of the room, a shadow shifted. Boaz or a trick of the light? I continued to stare, but nothing moved again.

      “I have staged a simple test for my granddaughters,” he said. “Whoever wins, their family will inherit all that I have.”

      “And when the test is over?”

      “You will be free to leave.” Smoke spilled from his mouth.

      “When do we begin?”

      “Tonight.”

      Good. The sooner the better. Just sitting near the old man unnerved me. No wonder my parents were always at odds after visiting him. It was like being near a hungry tiger with amazing self-control — you could see the aggression in his eyes, but he remained as still as a boulder. I left my grandfather to his pipe and thoughts and found Anne standing just outside my room with a full glass of wine.

      “What did he say?” she asked and wiped at her mouth with the back of her hand.

      I walked past her into the room. “He said the twins are going to lose, and I’m going to win.”

      After showering, I returned to my room to find a stylish red dress lying on the bed. It had a blood-red sash around its waist and was made from the same silky material as my other dresses. I quickly pulled it on, feeling somewhat better.

      A knock at my door startled me. I said nothing but moved to the window seat, warm sunlight spilling in through the glass, and sat down to wait for whomever it was to simply come in. They did just that. Helen walked in first, followed by Harriet.

      “Do you two do everything together?” I asked.

      “Two is better than one,” Helen answered.

      “Much better,” agreed Harriet. They stood next to each other, shoulders touching.

      “Do you two date much?” I asked.

      Simultaneously, a smile spread across their faces.

      “We have had our fun,” Helen said.

      “Boaz was wonderful,” chimed Harriet.

      I raised my eyebrows. “Really? And what exactly did you do with Boaz?”

      They looked at each other conspiratorially.

      Helen giggled. “Only the birds know.”

      “And the worms.” Harriet giggled harder.

      Realizing this was not a conversation I wanted to have, I asked, “Did you two like growing up here?”

      “We didn’t grow up here.”

      “Our home was in Wildemoor.”

      “Why did you move here?” I asked.

      “There was a fire.”

      “It destroyed everything.”

      “What caused it?”

      Both of them flinched as if someone had just shoved lemons into their mouths.

      “Magic,” they said together.

      “Whose magic?”

      “It was an accident,” Helen said.

      “We were learning,” added Harriet.

      I stood up, surprised by their confession. “Was anyone hurt?”

      Swallowing hard, they said, “Father. He died.”

      “That’s horrible. How old were you?”

      “We were young.”

      “Ten.”

      “Did you like your father?” I asked. If my father had died, I wouldn’t have cared, and I hoped it was the same for the twins.

      It took them a moment to answer. “We loved Father.”

      “He was different. Not like them.”

      I knew exactly whom they were talking about. “I’m sorry. That must have been hard.”

      They said nothing, but I noticed their pupils were moving back and forth, just barely, the same way a pendulum clock swings.

      “Listen, cousins,” I said, feeling suddenly sympathetic toward them. “This whole inheritance thing is silly, don’t you agree?”

      “No,” they said in unison.

      “Are you saying you want to fight?”

      “We do what we are told,” Helen said.

      “We do not have a choice,” added Harriet.

      I snorted. “Of course you have a choice.”

      “You do not know Grandfather.”

      “We must obey him.”

      “You don’t have to. All three of us can run away. I can get us out of here, I promise. And once we’re free, Boaz will move us somewhere safe.”

      Their eyebrows drew together, confused. “Boaz will not help.”

      “This is what he wants.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      Without warning, the lamp on the nightstand crashed to the floor, breaking into several pieces. All three of us turned to it in surprise.

      “I wonder how that happened,” I said.

      “We will get the maid to clean it up,” said Helen.

      “Right away,” added Harriet.

      They turned to leave.

      “Wait!” I cried, but they were already out the door.

      I stooped low and picked up a large shard of the broken lamp, frustrated by its suspicious timing. After inspecting it, I walked around the room, searching all the shadows, convinced I’d find Boaz hiding among them. It had to have been him, but why? What didn't he want them to say?

      When the maid showed up, I gave up and left the room. I wanted to find the twins to finish our earlier conversation and hopefully convince them not to participate in our grandfather’s idiotic competition.

      Passing by a bedroom window, a red-bricked building some distance from the house caught my eye. It was at least two stories high with no windows. I wondered how it was possible that I hadn’t seen it from the woods earlier that morning.

      A shadow crossed over behind the building. Maybe it was one of the twins. I escaped out a back door and followed a worn path to the strange building that looked a lot like a factory.

      When I was within sight of the only door, it opened as if it had been expecting me. Hesitantly, I stepped over the threshold. The door closed behind me, and several lights turned on automatically.

      “Hello?” I asked.

      Silence.

      The room was incredibly long with high ceilings. In the middle was a narrow banquet table that looked as if it could seat at least a hundred people. All along the sides of the walls were hand-carved curio cabinets filled with beautiful, antique-looking china. I would’ve considered the room quite grand if it were not for all the weapons and what looked like torture devices hanging above the shelves. I recognized some of them from my father’s collection. The room turned suddenly cold, and a visible breath puffed from my mouth.

      “You should not be in here,” a voice from above said.

      I glanced up at a balcony jutting out into the massive room. Two ornate chairs rested upon it as if they were made for a king and queen. In one of them, Anne sat clenching a bottle of wine. She had finally changed her clothing into a tight blue dress.

      “What is this room?” I searched for a way up there but found no stairs.

      “It depends on the time of year.”

      “And what would it be this time of year?” I asked.

      “It’s our training room. When I was younger, I learned to use magic in something similar.”

      I moved about the room, examining the different kinds of china and weapons. Many of them were etched in gold and silver, and several had jewels adorning their fronts. There seemed to be no difference between the china they ate off and the weapons they killed with.

      “It’s interesting, to say the least.”

      “It’s repulsive,” Anne spat.

      I looked up, surprised.

      “Just look at it all. This room is filled with beautiful and expensive things, giving the illusion that greatness happens here. But great things require windows so the world might know of them, but there are no windows. Only dark secrets that remain forever hidden.” She took a drink from the bottle; some of it trickled down her chin and onto her dress.

      I remained still. Staring. Wondering.

      After swallowing, Anne tilted her head and squinted her left eye. “You look like her.”

      “Like who?”

      “Eve.”

      “That’s because I am Eve,” I said. The alcohol was clearly getting to her.

      “No, you’re not. You are an impostor. My brother should never have given you that name.”

      “If I’m an impostor, then who is the real Eve?”

      “Our younger sister,” Anne said, looking away as if remembering another time. “She was so different from the rest of us.”

      I was named after my aunt? I’d always wondered why my parents had given me a name that seemed to go against all they believed in.

      “Where is she?”

      “Eve died when I was sixteen. She was fourteen.”

      “What was she like?”

      Anne chuckled. “Stubborn, brave. She defied our father constantly, refusing to do what he asked despite the torture he put her through. She had this remarkable ability to tune it all out. It was as if she were somewhere else.”

      My mouth dropped open. I couldn’t believe it! It sounded as if my aunt had the same ability as me. This made me think of Eden, the place I used to retreat to in my mind. It had been so long since I had visited, but I hadn't really needed to ever since I had met Boaz.

      Anne continued, “My father was embarrassed by her. He thought she was an Adept, a boring little witch, but little did he know that she was more powerful than both Erik and I combined.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I saw her once in the woods. She thought she was alone, but Erik and I spied on her. We watched as she somehow managed to reroute a whole section of a stream, creating her own personal swimming pool. When we told our father she could use magic, he vowed to make her use it in front of him. He tried everything, torturing her mercilessly. But she just lay there with a calm expression on her face as if she were sitting on a beach somewhere and not enduring a hot stake through her palm.” Anne sipped from the bottle again. “She had that same expression on her face when his torture finally killed her. After she died, he walked away, not glancing back once. He hasn’t mentioned her since.”

      “He killed her?”

      “Does that surprise you? His son raised you. Didn’t Erik try to kill you, too?”

      I didn’t answer, but my blood chilled, making me shiver.

      Anne crossed her legs and slumped farther into the chair. “The Segurs have always been about money and power. You can’t be in our family if you feel differently.”

      I spoke, my voice low. “The twins said your husband was killed in an accident.”

      “There are no such things as accidents in our world.”

      “But the twins were too young! They couldn’t have killed their father.”

      Anne chuckled. “Of course not, but imagine the guilt they’d feel for thinking they had. Whatever humanity they had died the moment they believed they killed him. They stopped caring about anything else and finally became moldable.”

      “All for money and power,” I whispered.

      “Is there anything else?” She moved the bottle in a circular motion, watching the last of the liquid slosh around. “The twins will beat you tonight.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “There is still light and goodness in you, small as it may be. It makes you weak.”

      I paused at her words, considering them. I was still a good person. I may see the world differently now, but I’d done nothing to hurt others. One day, when I finally choose a career path, I may use my abilities against humans to make sure my desires are fulfilled, but it will only be for their benefit. As a supernatural, I had a much broader, fairer view of how the world should be run.

      Anne was wrong. My desire for greatness would make me stronger. I smirked at her. “I might surprise you.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Win or lose, you will be destroyed tonight.”

    

  

OEBPS/images/break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png





OEBPS/images/rose-chapter-heading-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/a-rouen-novel-bird-logo.jpg






OEBPS/images/image-2025-the-devil-series-box-set.jpg
RAE NS T-EEL B





OEBPS/images/the-devils-fool-2025.jpg
REAVTEING S TSESERT. E





