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			READER’S GUIDE

			
ORDER OF THE SHADOWS

			TYPES OF SHADES

			Cerulean Shade: Witches. Abilities with spells and potions.

			Sage Shade: Recorder Keepers. Abilities such as photographic memories, information absorption, and more.

			Scarlet Shade: Fighters. Abilities of strength, speed, and agility.

			Silver Shade: Psychics, Mediums, etc. Abilities to see the dead, clairvoyancy, and more

			ORDER MEMBERS

			Katherine Crane: Advisor

			Eleanor (Nori) Porter: Guardian of the hell gate key

			Asher Armstrong: Scarlet Shade

			Lucy Garcia: Cerulean Shade

			Maxwell (Max) King: Scarlet Shade

			Kali Lowell: Cerulean Shade

			Rowen Roberts: Silver Shade

			Tessa Taylor: Sage Shade

			Hazel Thorneheart: Cerulean Shade

			Zane Wells: Vampire

			Oscar Young: Sage Shade

			DECEASED MEMBERS

			Valerie Porter: Silver Shade (sister to Nori)

			Gabriella Armstrong: Previous Guardian & mother to Asher

		

		

		
			GUILD MEMBERS

			Phanuel: Angel

			Amice Chastain: Witch

			Harriet Jameson: Witch

			Vincent King: Werewolf (uncle to Max)

			Bane: Dark Fae

			Goren: Light Fae

			Reaper 

MAGNUS VENATOR (HUNTERS)

			Mr. Julian Abbott: Advisor

			Connor Abbott: Grandson of Julian

			DECEASED HUNTERS

			Blair Wilcott:  Connor’s girlfriend and Nori’s friend. Killed by a Mimic Demon 

SUPERNATURALS GUIDE

			Stolas: Demon Prince of Hell

			Mimic Demon: Can look and sound like the person they are mimicking.

			Infected Supernaturals: Sick with a supernatural disease that causes them to become violent and irrational. Currently, the Guild is looking for a cure, so until they find it, all supernaturals die from this disease.

		

	
		

		
			Chapter 1

			Forty-nine hours and fifty-four minutes. That’s how long Lucy has been missing since the Mimic demon pretending to be Blair attacked me. It seems longer, more like a week or even months. Time marches on, ticking by at an abnormal speed. Everything goes on, despite Lucy not being here. The world revolves while people hurry to work and school as if nothing has happened. As if someone special isn’t here.

			The incessant tick-tock of the ancient grandfather clock in the Sullivan House library nags at me, repeating you’re running out of time to rescue Lucy.

			I shake my head and blink my weary eyes to concentrate on the book in front of me. 

			It’ll work out, my inner voice tells me. I’m going to find her. No matter what, I will bring Lucy back to us because she can’t die. Not like Val and Blair. 

			Despite my declaration and determination, memories of losing my sister and friends threaten to drown me. To pull me under a churning whirlpool of agony. But as I’ve done since Val died, I shove the pain deep down into a crevice to keep it contained. I won’t allow it to distract me, not yet.

			A sharp thrumming in my head intensifies, and I close my eyes, hoping a moment of darkness will lessen the strain and enable me to move on with my research. But a sudden rumbling snore from Oscar startles me. He sits beside me at a small table with his head resting on his arms and his black and green hair falling down his forehead. Even Oscar, a Sage Shade who knows more than most Order members, can’t find answers to help our search. 

			Breathing in the thick scent of aged paper and bindings reminds me of the university library archives, but it’s quieter and no spirits hound me here. Most of the time, being among books comforts me, but tonight it does little to quell the frantic flutter in my heart. 

			  Bookcases full of leather-bound volumes line the walls, creating a towering fortress of knowledge, one I’m desperate to breach to rescue Lucy from the vampires who took her.

			At least the Guild believes it was vampires who kidnapped Lucy because of how one mentioned their master would contact me with instructions. None have, though, and I’m losing all patience. So far, I can’t find a tracking spell or information on how to find vampire lairs to guide me in rescuing her.

			I thought joining the Order of the Shadows would help me get answers about Val, and it has to a point. I’ll never admit it to Asher, but he was right. Being in the Order has brought more danger and mayhem into my life than I anticipated. My tired body aches more thinking of those I’ve lost. 

			Even though exhaustion weighs me down, I ignore the inviting brown leather sofa and skim a thick tome using my phone magnifier app. My eyes ache from studying the foreign symbols, which mean nothing to me, so I shut the book and slide it aside.

			

			The moonlight streaming in from the windows above casts long, distorted shadows across the old wooden floor, stretching them into strange shapes that dance with my anxiety. 

			I tiptoe back to a bookcase so as not to disturb Oscar. My phone’s magnifier lights up the shelf as I read the titles “Vampire lore. No. Not helpful,” I mutter to myself. There has to be something, anything, about tracking vampires or finding someone they’ve taken.

			I pull books at random, their spines a blur of faded gold lettering. Foundational Spellcrafting, Bestiary of Night Creatures, The Compendium of Lost Arts. Each title offers a sliver of hope, only to shatter it upon closer inspection. My eyes grow heavier, and my mind struggles to focus as I flip through a grimoire filled with detailed illustrations of grotesque monsters. I return it to the shelf as my stomach churns. 

			Oh God. Lucy, please be okay. 

			I ascend the spiral stairs to the second level of the library, the worn wooden steps creaking beneath my feet. The higher shelves hold tomes of even greater age, their covers cracked and brittle. The rough texture of ancient parchment scraping against my fingertips reminds me of studying with Max, Lucy, and Tessa for our trials to get into the Order.

			An image of cloaked figures latching onto Lucy, and her terrified face flickers before me. I shake my head to erase it, but the guilt remains.  

			I pull down a thick volume, its pages filled with intricate diagrams and handwritten notes in a language I don’t recognize. Desperation gnaws at me. I need a breakthrough, a clue, a single thread to follow.

			But how will I when even Amice, the most powerful witch on the Guild, has failed to find her? The address Ms. Crane and Max’s Uncle Vincent went to was a dead end. They believe the vampires abandoned the old building mere minutes before the Order and Guild members arrived.

			A small, leather-bound journal, tucked between two larger books, catches my attention. Its simple, unadorned cover offers no immediate clues, but I grasp it anyway. 

			“What are you doing here so late?” a voice says behind me. The book slips from my hands and crashes to the floor with a loud thud. 

			My heart stutters as I turn and blow out a frustrated breath. Tessa sits cross-legged on the wood floor with her back resting against a bookcase and an enormous book on her lap. Her long red hair hangs loose around her shoulders, and she nudges her new gold-framed glasses up the bridge of her nose.

			“Don’t scare me like that.” I glance over the railing to find Oscar still fast asleep. He must have taken out his hearing aids. Picking up a book, I open it to find the writing so faint that there’s no way anyone can read it. I shove it back onto the shelf. “And I should ask the same thing. What are you doing up here?”

			Tessa sighs and stands, crushing the tome to her chest. “Oscar said I needed to learn all the Guild’s rules. It’s taking forever to get through this monstrosity.” She hefts the book up.

			“Is it putting you to sleep yet?”

			“For the most part, but some of the bylaws are kind of strange.”

			“How so?”

			Tessa moves to my side and opens to a page full of tiny print. She rests a finger on a sentence. “Like this one. It states the Guardian and Protector may never be intimate in any capacity.”

			My shoulders tense and I lean forward, wishing I could snatch it from her so I can read it in more detail, but I can’t bring attention to myself as the Guardian. Asher’s my Protector. Why didn’t the Guild tell us?

			“That’s weird. Why would they create such a rule?”

			“The footnote says hundreds of years ago, a Guardian and Protector fell in love and somehow a demon got the key to the hell gate. Fortunately, the Order of the Shadows worked with the Guardian and destroyed the demon before it used the key to open the gate.”

			I blink, trying to focus and retain the new information, but one thing she mentioned draws my attention the most.

			“The Order members knew the Guardian’s identity?” I ask.

			“Uh. . .” Tessa glances at the book and runs a finger along another sentence. “It doesn’t say, but I’d assume they did since they worked with the Guardian to eliminate the demon. Why?”

			“The night we had drinks at the supernatural pub, you guys said no one knows the name of the Guardian. I assumed that meant the Order too.” 

			Not to mention the Guild wanted me to keep things quiet before I took the vow to become Guardian. Unless they were only being cautious, so no one knew I was the next Guardian searching for the key. Yes, that has to be it. They wanted to safeguard me and everyone else so Stolas or other demons didn’t know.

			Tessa’s brows furrow behind her glasses. “I can see how you may have misunderstood. But I believe members of the Order are supposed to know the Guardian’s identity so they can work together, but it’s kept secret from everyone else.” She gestures toward the book. “And this information proves how the members are aware.”

			The tightness in my chest lessens. Thank goodness. I don’t need to lie to my friends. 

			“Are you okay?” Tessa rests a hand on my shoulder. “You’re shaking.”

			“Yeah, I thought I couldn’t tell you something, but now.” I pause, and she nods, encouraging me to go on. “I’m the new Guardian.”

			Tessa’s jaw drops open, but then she squeals, hugging me tight, ramming the massive tome into my ribs in the process. “Oh, oh sorry.” She backs away and sets the giant tome on the ground. When she stands and faces me again, her smile fades. “Oh, no. You’re close with Asher. Romantically, that is, aren’t you?” Tessa whispers as if it’s a secret, or she’s too shy to say more. I open my mouth to respond, but she points to the book. “Is he your Protector?”

			I press my lips together and nod while Tessa paces. “This isn’t good. Well, you being the Guardian is fantastic, don’t get me wrong, but,” she spins to face me. “If the Guild hears about you and Asher. Oh, Nori, I’m so sorry. Be careful. You do not want to know what they did to the last Protector.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“If they find out about you and Asher, even if you’ve only kissed, they’ll make sure you’re never together again. Ever.”

			My stomach aches as if she’d punched me. They wouldn’t get rid of Asher just because we’re together, would they? He’s too much of an asset to the Order I can’t see why they’d do such a thing. I stare at her, and she shoves the book farther from us with her foot, as if sensing my dismay.

			“It’s a stupid, outdated rule. But promise you’ll be careful and talk to Asher about it.”

			“I will.”

			“So why are you here so late?”

			“Researching. I can’t sit around doing nothing.”

			

			“I get it, but you know, if Amice can’t find Lucy, then there’s nothing here she hasn’t tried. You should rest. I mean, you look, well, for lack of a better word, like hell.”

			She’s right because I feel like it. I’m in desperate need of sleep, and am about to agree with her when a shrill siren rages through the room along with a bright flashing blue light, and I swear the floor under me shakes. I squeeze my light-sensitive eyes shut and hold my hands over my ears. The mayhem almost drowns out Tessa’s words.

			“It’s the alarm Hazel created.”

			Crap, Tessa’s right. I’ve been so engrossed in finding Lucy, I forgot about the girl that a vampire attacked and drained most of her blood last night. She’s alive, but barely. To alert us of other vampires, Hazel set up a few alarms. We hope by doing so we can root out a vampire or two to question. This could give us a lead to find Lucy.

			A minute later, the flashing light dims, then vanishes, and the siren ceases. Oscar’s voice booms through the library.

			“Nori, you still here?”

			The lights and movement of the house must have woken him. I breathe out and blink to focus.

			“Up here!” I holler.

			“Hazel texted. She’s with Rowen and Asher on a mission to secure some sick supernaturals,” Oscar says as he appears at the top of the stairs.

			“Then we should go. This could be what we’ve been waiting for.” Tessa darts forward, but I latch onto her arm before she can descend the stairs.

			“Maybe we should wait for the others so they can go with us.”

			Tessa mutters something under her breath and then waves a dismissive hand at me. “I can fight. There’s no need to treat me like a doll.”

			“I’m not, I just think we shouldn’t jump into anything and think about it first.”

			“Oh, come on. You said it yourself; we can’t sit here and do nothing. Besides, Lucy is my friend, too.”

			“Nori has a point,” Oscar says.

			Tessa glares at him as she pushes her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “Fine. We can have Max go with us.”

			Oscar shakes his head. “Max is MIA.”

			Tessa nods in approval. “He’s probably looking for Lucy on his own. So it’s up to us. We need to go before the vampire escapes.”

			I can’t allow Tessa to endanger herself. She’s a Sage Shade like Oscar. They rarely go into the field for missions like this since their abilities are ones that can’t help in a fight. Sage Shades are more behind the scenes, giving us information we need.

			Not to mention how furious it will make Ms. Crane if I allow Tessa to go. And if something happens to her, I’m not sure what I’ll do if I lose another friend. 

			“It’s too dangerous,” I tell her.

			“Whatever. Stay here and be scared. I’ll do it myself.” Tessa marches down the stairs toward the library door, and I rush after her with Oscar following behind me.

			Tessa isn’t going to back down, and she’s right—we’re wasting time. We need to check out what set the alarm off. 

			

			Besides, she had my back during our first initiation trial and isn’t half bad at fighting off monsters. I don’t completely know how to use my new abilities yet, so I may not be able to protect her. But I have to try. I might regret it later, but there’s nothing to do now except keep her as safe as I can.

			“Wait!”

			She huffs and pulls her hair back into a ponytail as I approach. 

			“We need supplies first.” 

			She grins at me. “You’ll come with me?”

			“You shouldn’t go alone.”

			“I should go too,” Oscar says.

			“We need someone to stay here in case Crane returns from the Guild’s sanctuary, and to let the others know where we went,” I tell him.

			Oscar’s shoulders slump. “Fine. But be careful.”

			I call out to Tessa as we hurry out of the library. “Get some weapons and meet me in the kitchen.”

			The pantry is more chaotic than I had imagined. Hazel’s organization of it leaves me dizzy. Rows of dusty, mismatched containers line a set of shelves along with several jars featuring faded and illegible labels. Bunches of dried herbs hang from the rafters, their pungent aromas mingling into a potent, earthy perfume that tickles my nose. Another pile of herbs and shimmering crystals lie on a heavy wooden table, hinting at the strange and powerful ingredients that fuel our hidden magic.

			A faint energy emitting from one of the stones tugs at me. I roll an inky stone sprinkled with tiny white flecks, like a winter night sky filled with stars or snow, in the palm of my hand. It has a leather cord attached to it, so the user can wear it as a necklace. The pulsing power from it twists intertwined with my new Guardian senses, and I suck in a breath.

			When Tessa enters behind me carrying some weapons, I hold it out to her. For a fraction of a second, I swear the stone emits a strange sound, but I brush it off. Crystals have never made noise around me before. Lucy always had a pile of them in our dorm room. Maybe my Guardian powers are enhancing the stone’s energy, and that’s what I’m sensing.

			“What type of crystal is this?”

			She studies it for a moment. “Looks like either a blizzard stone or a snowflake obsidian. They look very similar. Blizzard stones are helpful for protection, I think. And a snowflake obsidian is good for balance and clearing negative energies. Why?” 

			I shrug and place it back with the other crystals while she searches the shelves for some vials. “Never seen one before, that’s all.” 

			I slide a set of daggers into my boots, and an iron crucifix in the inner pocket of my coat along with a bottle of holy water. 

			“We should take some potions. Invisibility, night vision, and vampire repellent should do it.” Tessa takes two items from the shelf and hesitates. “Crap. We’re out of vampire repellent. We’ll need to make more later.” 

			“Why are invisibility elixirs so bad? Once Lucy said we only use them as a last resort, but I can’t remember why.”

			“The side effects can be pretty brutal. Severe headache, vertigo, and more.”

			

			Damn. But I guess we should take it with us in case of an emergency.

			Asher’s going to be furious with me for going out without him, but there’s no time to waste. Besides, I’m the Guardian and I need to do my job. We should be okay. I’m not weak anymore, not with my new Guardian abilities. The vampires who took Lucy are going to pay.

		

	
		
			Night Vision
 Order of the Shadows Potion Directory

			
Grants perfect, unburdened clarity in pitch darkness. 

			A single swallow is all it takes. The user will experience a moment of disorientation, then their vision will sharpen to perfect clarity, regardless of the light level. The effect will last for approximately sixty minutes, enough time to hunt a creature of the night.

			Ingredients:

			
					
Ginkgo Biloba: One full leaf, bruised to release the potent sap.

					
Bat’s Wing: One desiccated wing from a common cave bat.

					
Mugwort: A handful of fresh leaves, crushed.

					
Distilled Pine Resin: A single glistening drop.

			

			Directions:

			
					Grind the bat’s wing into a fine, black powder using a mortar and pestle. Note: Do not use a metal tool.

					Bring a half-pint of water to a slow boil over a low flame. The water must not be bubbling too much.

					Add the crushed mugwort and bruised ginkgo leaf to the water, stirring counterclockwise with a wooden spoon until the liquid takes on a murky green hue.

					Remove the pot from the heat and stir in the bat wing powder. 

					While the liquid is still warm, add a single drop of distilled pine resin. It will dissolve, leaving the potion opaque and black.

					Pour the mixture into a vial and let it cool completely. The potion is ready when the liquid looks like solid darkness, reflecting no light at all.

			

			Side Effect: The biggest danger lies in the aftermath. When the potion’s effect wears off, the user will experience extreme light sensitivity. For the next several hours, even a weak candle flame will feel like a blinding flash, and moonlight will even be painful. Exposure to bright light, such as the sun, can cause temporary blindness and agonizing pain.

		

	
		
			Vampire Repellent
 Order of the Shadows Potion Directory


			
Do not ingest this potion. Instead, splash or spray onto a surface such as a doorway, window frame, or weapon. The liquid will vaporize upon contact, leaving behind an invisible aura that is unpleasant for vampires. A vamp won’t cross the barrier unless they’re desperate, giving the user a few precious moments to escape or set a trap.

			Vampire’s Reaction: When a vampire gets too close, they will have a visceral repulsion. The wolfsbane and garlic will give vampires a burning sensation in their nasal passages. The bloodroot will cause an immediate and jarring “sickness” in the vampires’ blood, making them feel weak and unsettled. Finally, the iron filings will cause a buzzing, draining sensation, like a static shock that never goes away, making vampires sluggish and difficult for them to access their abilities.

			Ingredients:

			
					
Wolfsbane: A single handful of the flowers and leaves.

					
Garlic: A few cloves, crushed into a paste. 

					
Bloodroot: Crush into a powder and add to the brew. It’s the key to making the repellent’s scent “stick” to the air.

					
Iron Filings: A pinch of fine iron filings. 

			

			Side Effect: The primary side effect is for the user. The vapors of the wolfsbane and bloodroot, while harmless to humans, cause a persistent, metallic taste in the mouth and a temporary sharpening of the user’s sense of smell. This heightened olfactory sense can be a curse; however, as it makes the smell of anything metallic become overwhelming and nauseating.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			A biting wind whips off the water, carrying a damp, metallic scent. The river, usually a bustling waterway in the springtime with rowing teams practicing and competing, is a dark and silent expanse. Faint city lights dance like white apparitions on the watery ebony void. The rhythmic lapping of the water against the Welling’s boathouse’s foundation is the only sound besides the frantic beating of my pulse in my ears. 

			A fog lingers above the water, reminding me of how I never should’ve left Sullivan House with the key exposed. It drew the Mimic demon and vampires right to me. If I’d stayed, Lucy would be here. 

			Taking a shuddering breath, I ignore the pain radiating down my throat and into my chest. I’ve gone over what happened that night so many times and what I could’ve or should’ve done, but it doesn’t change the fact that Lucy is gone, and we need to find her. Tonight, I pray we’ll get our big break, and we can bring her home.

			The boathouse dock, a long wooden platform, extends into the water like a dark finger pointing into the abyss. We creep closer to the boathouse door, not allowing our boots to make noise on the weather planks. 

			Tessa pulls out wooden stakes from her backpack and hands one to me as we flank the door of the boathouse. 

			“On three,” I whisper. She nods as I lift my fingers one at a time.

			Tessa slides the door open, revealing a vast space before us with crimson rowing shells stacked on racks, while something shiny that I assume to be lockers, line another wall. My nose scrunches up at the heavy scent of wet wood and the river filling the space.

			The wind whistles through the building, and my hands tremble. We inch forward, searching each boat, but there’s nothing there. My heart plummets. Lucy isn’t here. Tessa continues to search the last few boats but soon comes to the same conclusion and huddles beside me, sniffling.

			“Sorry. I really thought it could be them.”

			“It’s not your fault. At least we know there’s nothing here.”

			“Right–“ Tessa stops when a thud echoes in the boathouse. She raises a stake in defense and scans the space. To be extra safe, maybe we should’ve taken the invisibility potion before we came in here. I grind my teeth at my stupidity and tune into my intuitive ability. But nothing comes to me. No dread or threatening presence. Nothing.

			“Did you take the night vision potion?” I whisper.

			“No. I’m such an idiot,” Tessa says. “You were right; we should’ve waited for the others.”

			“Too late now.” I take a step forward to block Tessa from harm. “Show yourself. We know you’re there.”

			Seconds tick by, then a young man, maybe around Asher’s age, with dark hair, steps out from the shadows, holding up his hands in surrender. His black leather coat encompasses his broad frame. From here, he seems as tall as Asher, maybe taller.

			

			“Who are you?” I ask.

			He shakes his head, and his voice has a heart-wrenching sadness to it. “Nobody.”

			Tessa lunges and splashes holy water on him, causing him to splutter and wipe his face with his coat sleeve.

			“Relax. I’m not a vamp,” he says.

			“Then why not tell us who you are?” Tessa lifts the wooden stake in a defensive stance.

			He sighs and runs his fingers through his hair. “Elias Drake the third. Most just call me Drake.”

			“What are you doing here?” I ask. 

			Drake shrugs and gestures to the boathouse. “Checking out a lead and hoping to kill some vampires.”

			“So you’re from Magnus Venator?” Tessa asks.

			He inches closer, and the light of our flashlights illuminates his confused face more. “What’s Mag … whatever you said?”

			Tessa glances over at me with hesitation. “You’re not a Hunter?”

			“I suppose I am in a way,” Drake tells her. 

			“Again, why are you here?” My intuitive ability still senses nothing ominous from him or in the building, but I’m still leery of this guy.

			“I heard about a girl getting her blood drained and needed to check this place out.”

			I study Drake closer, but he doesn’t seem familiar. If he was a Hunter, I would’ve seen him at Astor House when I trained with Blair. “If you’re not from Magnus Venator, how do you know about vampires?” I ask.

			“Yeah, and why go out at night by yourself? It’s not safe. You should go home,” Tessa says.

			Drake waves a hand at us as if to erase our questions. His laugh is bitter when he responds to Tessa. “Right. Home.” He rubs the back of his neck. 

			If he won’t answer our questions, we need to get Drake out of here so we can search for any clues about Lucy in case the vampires had her here at any point. I’m done wasting any time on someone who just wants the thrill of hunting dangerous creatures for the fun of it. Drake has no idea what he’s doing.

			“Look, you should go, and we’ll deal with the vamps.”

			He laughs more, and this time it’s taunting, as if he thinks we’re not capable.

			“We’re in the middle of an investigation, so we need you to go home and stay safe with your family,” I say.

			“My family is gone. It’s one reason why I’m here,” Drake snaps at me.

			My heart squeezes, and I lower the wooden stake. “I’m sorry. Vampires took your family?”

			“No. I . . . I don’t know what it is. There was so much blood, but they’re just gone. Vanished.”

			Tessa and I exchange a glance. What would do such a thing?

			“When was this?” Tessa asks.

			“Almost a week ago. I came home and. . .” Drake’s raspy voice fades, and he clears his throat. “I’ve been looking ever since. The police think someone killed them and took the bodies with them when they left.”

			“But you don’t.” Tessa lowers her hand holding the hazel wood stake.

			“No. There was nothing natural about what I found in our house.”

			“I’m so sorry. A demon killed my sister, so I get it in a way.”

			“An actual demon?” Drake asks, his voice full of curiosity.

			“Yeah.” I turn to Tessa. “Any clue what could’ve done this to his family?”

			She shakes her head, but then stops. “No. Not unless it was part of some sort of ritual.”

			

			“Are you sure your parents weren’t part of Magnus Venator or something else?” I ask.

			Drake moves even closer, and at last I can make out the orange letters on his black shirt representing the band AC/DC. “Not that I know of. My dad taught at the university, and my mom was a nurse. I didn’t know about anything supernatural until I saw something weird at our house after I found all the blood.”

			“What was it?” Tessa asks.

			“A strange shadow figure tried to attack me. It felt cold, but somehow solid for a second, and then disappeared by slipping into the wall.” 

			Tessa hums, and I wait for her to recite information from a book, but she remains silent and tense.

			“We can find information and get rid of whatever did this,” I tell him.

			“No. I need to do it,” Drake says in a stern voice.

			“Only members can access our library and archives,” Tessa says.

			“Members of what? Are you Hunters?” Drake asks.

			“Long story. For now, give me your number and I can let you know what we find.” I hand him my phone, and he types in his information.

			“You’re seriously going to help me stop the monster who took them from me?”

			“Yeah. It’s what we do. But we need you to go home or somewhere safe while we finish our investigation,” I say.

			“There’s nothing here. I searched everywhere. The vamps aren’t here.”

			My throat tightens and aches. So it’s true. Lucy isn’t here. But what if he’s wrong? What if he missed something because he didn’t know it’s important to finding Lucy?

			“We still need to check things out,” I tell him.

			Drake shrugs and shoves his hands into his pockets. “All right. What do I call you?”

			“Sorry, I’m Nori. This is Tessa.” I gesture toward her, and he nods.

			“Glad I bumped into you. You’ll call?”

			“As soon as we find anything.”

			“Thanks.”

			“And Drake,” I call after him.

			He turns in the doorway with the light of the moon behind him.

			“Don’t go rushing into anything else by yourself. If you hear anything else, let me know. We have several people who can handle things like this.”

			“I will. You be careful too.” 

			As Drake exits, his movements are fluid with quiet grace, almost like Asher when he fights. A nagging feeling tugs at me. What if Drake is a legacy like me? If he is, Drake could have abilities he’s not aware of or understand. We definitely need to help him figure out what happened to his family and if he’s related to anyone in the Order. I make a mental note to talk to Oscar when we get back to Sullivan House.

			A sudden frigid fear grips my heart. I whip around, searching the darkness while Tessa shoves the hazel wood stake back into her bag and releases a deep sigh.

			“Do you want to go home or do a sweep of this side of campus?” she asks.

			My muscles are so tight I ache all over. “We should take one more look around and. . .” I take a deep breath, icy air coating my lungs. “I’m sensing something.”

			

			“What?” Tessa flicks her flashlight around, but it reveals nothing.

			A shrill shriek interrupts me before I can respond as a giant shadow bursts forth and slams into Tessa. She slumps to the floor with a thud.

			I duck in time to glimpse large wings. Damn it. It’s Stolas in his owl form. God, not now.

			I roll to the side and scoot under the hull of a boat. The owl’s enormous feet land nearby. 

			Great job, Nor. You’re trapped, and Tessa’s hurt. 

			Either I text Asher and he flickers to the boathouse, or I get Tessa out of here on my own. I send a quick text but then my phone vibrates. An error message pops up on the screen. Trying again, I tap send, but the same red symbol appears. I grumble to myself as I shove it back into my pocket. Well, that settles it. I slide out the opposite side of the hull and crawl toward the back of the stack and peer around to find Tessa lying a few feet from me and Stolas in his owl form, crouching down searching for me under the boats. 

			I press my trembling hands to the throbbing pulse in my temples. Why is he here? Does Stolas know I’m the Guardian? According to Oscar and my Hattaway House journal, Stolas, a prince of hell, has a few weaknesses, but there’s no way I’m going to defeat him by myself. First, I need to find out what he knows, then get Tessa out of here.

			Before I can do anything, the owl jerks and shrinks, transforming into a tall figure. He rolls his neck and kneels, reaching under the boat I hid under a minute ago. He growls and rises to his feet.

			From here all I can make out is he’s now a man, which Oscar mentioned how Stolas can mimic. But he’s also affected by iron and holy water. At least I have both on me. I slide the bottle and iron crucifix out of my coat as Stolas flips another boat over, causing a thunderous crash to echo throughout the boathouse.

			“Come out, come out, Guardian,” he says in a deep, menacing tone.

			Crap, he knows.

			I swallow and crawl toward Tessa. My fingers find a steady, strong pulse. When I hover a hand near her lips, I’m relieved by the soft touch of Tessa’s warm breath against my skin.

			Thank goodness. She’s okay.

			I tap send on my phone again, but the message still won’t go to Asher. I’m on my own. As I step over Tessa and prepare myself, Stolas spins toward me.

			He moves closer, and the moonlight shines on him, revealing black hair and a handsome face with glowing gold eyes. My heart skitters, and bile rises up my throat as I gasp for air. 

			Asher? Oh, God, no. It can’t be him, can it?

			Black pants hug his familiar muscular physique, and his sculpted chest gleams in the faint light. He grins and inches forward, and I raise the iron cross in front of me.

			“Like what you see?” Asher’s voice asks.

			My brows scrunch, and I want to tell him to go screw himself but hesitate. If this man is Stolas, then I need to use one of his weaknesses against him—his arrogance. The words are bitter on my tongue as I spit them out.

			“Very much.”

			His smile widens. “Glad to hear it.”

			I blink up at him, unable to move as he caresses my cheek, wiping my hair away. His lips graze my ear, and I shiver at the touch. 

			“You know we can do anything you want.” When his hands slide down my back to my hips, dread clenches in my chest and I regain my senses. 

			I slam the cross onto his chest, and he hisses, backing off.

			“You . . . How long? Have you always been Asher?”

			His deep, malicious laugh mocks me as he glides his hands over his chiseled abs to the waistband of his tight pants. My cheeks burn at the sight, so I squeeze my eyes shut to avoid him. “This is my first time, but I can be any man you want. I merely thought you’d like the form of your half-angel most. Am I wrong?” 

			I blow out a ragged breath and blink hard, trying to erase the man before me. He’s messing with me. I can’t allow Stolas to affect me like this, but having Stolas appear like Asher causes a deep torrent of confusing emotions to surface. Hot tears prick my eyes, and my chest aches. Everyone I love always leaves in some way or another. I swore I wouldn’t get close to Asher, but somehow, I developed feelings for him. Am I in love with Asher? I’m not sure. But having Stolas mimic him reminds me of the rule Tessa told me about the Guardian and Protector. We can’t be together, which will give Asher even more reason to leave me like everyone else.

			The ache in my chest burns and expands as I gasp for air, trying to calm my racing pulse and focus. I can’t worry about Asher right now. No, I need to get Tessa out of here.  

			Stolas reaches out and slides a finger down my cheek to my throat. His touch radiates such heat, I long to steal some to ward off the biting cold air. Instead, I smack his hand away and glare up at him.

			“Now, now, Guardian. No need to be hostile. You know what I want. All you need to do is take me to it and I’ll allow you to live.”

			“Why don’t I believe you?” 

			 Stolas shrugs. “Mistrust is your issue, not mine.”

			I suppress the urge to roll my eyes. “You won’t hurt me. You need me. Now move aside and let me go with my friend.”

			His laugh is deeper and more malicious than anything I’ve ever heard. “What makes you so sure?”

			“A new Guardian will take my place, and the key will disappear again because no one else knows where I hid it. Do you really want to take those chances?” I lie and hope he believes me. Asher and Rowen both know where I hid it, but hopefully Stolas doesn’t know about them.

			He moves forward so fast I lose track of him, but my intuitive ability tugs me to the side, and I escape his grip. Stolas growls and lurches forward. Again, I evade him and splash some holy water onto his bare chest.

			He bellows and retreats. “We can make a deal.”

			I smirk at him. “I don’t make deals with devils—especially ones who killed my sister.”

			He tilts his head to the side, studying me. “You have it all wrong. I quite enjoyed Valerie’s company. No, I didn’t touch her.” His gaze slides down my body, and I shiver. “Unless she wanted it.”

			The tightness in my chest rises into my throat as tears burn my eyes, and I blink them away. I can’t cry. I won’t. Not yet. Not until Stolas pays for what he’s done. Only then can I release the painful emotions swirling inside me.

			I strike out, punching his face so hard the sound reverberates in the large boathouse. All the training Asher and Max did with me pays off and gives me some satisfaction from the stunned expression on Stolas’ face. It only lasts a second, then he lifts a brow and rubs his cheek.

			“You’re lying like any demon would. You may not have killed her yourself, but you had a Mimic demon do it, which still makes you responsible for Val’s death.”

			

			“Think what you like, but I did not order Valerie’s death.”

			“Why the hell would I believe a word you say? I’ll never believe you or make a deal with you.”

			“Are you sure about that? I’m sure your friend Lucy would be disappointed to find out you abandoned her.”

			“What do you know about Lucy?” I step forward and raise the iron cross.

			Stolas holds his hands out in front of him. “I want the key. You want your friend back. Make the deal, and I’ll tell you what you want to know.”

			I grind my teeth together as dread snakes around my throat and an undeniable wave of certainty hits me. I shake my head. “You’re lying!”

			“Have it your way.” He lunges, and I slap the iron cross against his skin as he grabs my braid and yanks my head back. Stolas groans but doesn’t move. 

			“She said to wait, but I’m losing my patience with you. I could crush you like a mouse.”

			She? Who does he mean? Is Stolas working with someone? If he’s working with another demon, I need to find out.

			“Then do it. She won’t be happy, will she? I mean, what do you think she’ll do, huh?” I take my chances in pretending I know who he’s talking about.

			He grumbles and releases me, moving back a few feet. Red, angry marks line his chest where the cross burned him. “I won’t kill you yet.” 

			I laugh, hoping it taunts him. He balls his hands into fists, so I continue.

			“You’re so whipped and scared of her.”

			Stolas blurs forward, and this time I’m not quick enough to avoid him. He twists my hair around his hand and pulls. “No one rules over me. And if you’re smart, you’ll think about my offer. Lucy’s counting on you.”

			His face contorts. A sharp beak emerges, and his eyes grow rounder and larger as he transforms back into his giant owl form. Stolas screeches inches from my face, then flies out of the boathouse, leaving me shaking from the freezing temperature and rage surging through my veins.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Inside Sullivan House, Asher’s voice booms from the study to our left, and I take a deep breath to prepare for the onslaught of interrogation. I keep an arm around Tessa’s waist and guide her across the threshold to where Asher paces the small room lined with bookshelves, and two green plush chairs face an ornate dark wood desk. Tessa insists she’s fine, but each time I take my arm away, she sways. I’m worried Tessa hit her head when she fell and she could have a concussion. Hazel needs to check her out to see if we need Phanuel to heal her.

			Hazel’s, Rowen’s, and Oscar’s voices join Asher’s as they argue, but when they notice us, silence fills the space. Asher breaks the still air first.

			“What the hell were you thinking going off without me?” He glowers at me. The image of Stolas as Asher earlier slices through me, and I shudder.

			I can’t deal with him blowing up further if I tell him what happened.

			“Tessa hit her head. Hazel, is there anything you can do?” 

			Hazel rushes over to us and examines Tessa’s head. “You’ve got a nice bump there.” She wraps an arm around Tessa and guides her away. “Come on. I have something that will help.”

			Asher rests a hand on my shoulder, and I jerk away. His tight expression softens.

			“Seriously. What happened? Oscar said the alarm went off,” Asher asks.

			I avoid him by shrugging my coat off and resting it on the back of a chair. 

			Rowen clears her throat and leans on the desk, trying to break the awkwardness between us. “Did you find anything?” 

			“We’re not sure what set it off. There weren’t any vamps.” I sit on the soft chair and wish I could curl up and sleep. 

			Ms. Crane always keeps this room shut, so I’ve never spent much time in here. The books on the shelves are too far away, so I can’t see the titles, but I wonder if any of them could help us. 

			“Then how’d Tessa hit her head?” Oscar asks.

			I scan the shelves one last time, wishing I could know what information they might hold. Oscar’s the Sage Shade though. If he believes all the books we need are in the library, then I’ll have to assume none of these books are of use to us. Asher’s worried voice nags at me, and I narrow my eyes at him.

			“And why didn’t you wait for me?” he asks.

			“There wasn’t time. We were afraid the vamps would escape, so we left right away,” I snap at him.

			Asher rubs the back of his head. “But I’m your—“ He stops and glances over at Oscar as if he’s unsure he should continue.  

			“Go ahead, say it. Rowen knows, and apparently, Order members should know too. Did the Guild or you bother to tell me that? No.” I cross my arms over my chest.

			“I assumed you knew since my mom was the Guardian and Val—” Asher stops when I glare over at him and he slumps into the desk chair across from me. “Sorry. I should’ve made sure you knew. I wasn’t sure if you’d told anyone else yet, so I didn’t want to say anything if you hadn’t.”

			“Could someone fill me in on what we’re talking about?” Oscar asks.

			Rowen taps a mug on the desk, then hands it to me. “First, I bet Nori needs some caffeine.”

			I’m so tired I doubt caffeine will help, but it’s worth a shot. “Thanks.” While I sip the sweetened coffee, Asher fills Oscar in on how I’m the Guardian and he’s my Protector. 

			Oscar plops down on the green chair beside me and rests his elbows on his legs. “How? I mean, when? No, I mean, shit, Asher, I’m sorry. Your mom she—”

			“I know. Thanks,” Asher tells him.

			The coffee soothes and warms me as Asher continues to discuss everything with Oscar. I close my eyes and wish I were in bed, wrapped in a fuzzy blanket. Rowen’s voice brings me back to the study, and I set the mug on the desk.

			“You look exhausted,” she says. “Maybe you should take the day to sleep.”

			There’s too much for me to do, though. Classes, training, searching for Lucy—but she’s right, I need sleep. Maybe I will skip a few classes today to get some rest. 

			Glancing over at Rowen, I wish we were alone. We still haven’t discussed her lying to me about Val. How could Rowen not tell me what happened to my sister? I’m desperate to ask, but not here in front of Asher and Oscar. 

			 “Yeah, maybe I will,” I tell her.

			“So what happened?” Oscar asks.

			“It wasn’t a total waste of time. We ran into a guy whose family disappeared, but there was a lot of blood left in the house. Any idea what could’ve done it?” 

			Oscar leans closer to me. “Are you sure it’s supernatural?”

			“A literal shadow attacked him.”

			Oscar hmms as he sits back and taps a finger to his lips. 

			“How could a shadow do that?” Rowen asks.

			“No clue,” Oscar says. “I’ll look into it, though.”

			“Wait. Are you talking about the Drake family?” Asher leans his arms on the desk, staring at me.

			“Yeah. Why? Did you hear about their disappearance?”

			“People were gossiping in one of my classes about Professor Drake. I checked out the house.”

			“Did you find anything?” Rowen asks.

			Asher rises to his feet and strides around the desk so he’s next to Rowen and in front of me. “No. The police cleaned most of it up. But this guy is right. There was a lot of bloodstains. No one could survive it.”

			“But if it was from multiple people,” I say.

			Asher shrugs and glances at Oscar, who nods. “Did he say anything else that could help my search?” Oscar asks.

			“No, sorry.” 

			“It’s all right. I’ll let you know what I find.”

			

			I swallow more coffee, hoping it will help the exhaustion eating at me as awkward silence falls over us. Asher reaches out to rest his hand on mine, but before he can, I take a long drink to escape him. I can’t face Asher right now. Not after Stolas impersonated him. Sleep is what I need. But Oscar interrupts my plan before I can leave.

			“You never said how Tessa hit her head.”

			I blow out a breath and launch into how Stolas attacked us. By the time I’m done, Asher is pacing, Oscar’s jaw hangs wide open, and Rowen has her head resting in her hands.

			“Oh, shit.” Oscar claps his hands together, then points at me as if he’s finally put the pieces of the puzzle together. “He wants the key, so that’s why Stolas keeps attacking you.”

			“Exactly. So excuse us, we need to work on Nori’s Guardian training before Stolas attacks again.” Asher clasps my arm and yanks me through the doorway and down the hallway to the sparring room. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Asher huffs and shuts the sparring room door behind us. “This is why you shouldn’t go out without me. I’m your Protector; you should’ve at least sent me a message of where to meet you.”

			“I tried. The text wouldn’t go through.” 

			Asher runs his hands down his face and sighs. “Are you sure Stolas knows where Lucy is?”

			“He sure wanted me to think he does.” 

			“And he didn’t give you the name of this woman he spoke about?”

			“No, he seems annoyed by her, yet afraid.”

			“We can talk to the Guild about it later. You need to be more careful. He could’ve killed you.”

			“I doubt he will. Not yet, at least, because I have what he wants.”

			“I don’t care. You can’t take that chance again.” Asher’s fingers glide down my jaw, and he lifts my chin so our gazes meet. The feel of Stolas’ lips against my ear when he appeared in Asher’s form causes me to flinch and pull away. “Nori?”

			My hands shake, and I pull my sweater sleeves over them. It’s stupid how Stolas mimicking Asher affected me, but I can’t get it out of my head. “He can look like any man.” My voice trembles.

			Asher’s brows crease, and I swipe some loose strands of hair away from my face. 

			“Stolas looked and sounded like you. He—”

			A lump forms in my throat, and I can’t finish the sentence.

			“Did he hurt you?” Asher’s voice is low with a threatening tone. He reaches out but stops when I step back. “Please tell me. Are you okay?”

			“For a second, I thought he’d been you the entire time, and when he touched me it. . .it wasn’t pleasant.” I suppress the bile burning my throat. 

			Asher balls his hands into fists and darts across the room, slamming his fist into the punch bag so hard it flies off the hook. I stumble back, stunned by his reaction. At the same time, I wish Asher would wrap me in his arms. I need his peaceful comfort. My entire body tenses as Asher paces the room. My muscles are ready to act at any moment—to flee or fight; I’m not sure.

			Asher blows out a breath as he crosses the sparring room to me. “I swear if he touches you again, I’ll rip his hands off.”

			I’ve never seen Asher so violent or protective. A warmth squeezes my heart. But then Tessa’s voice echoes in my mind. Be careful. You don’t want to know what they did to the Protector.

			We need to discuss the rule Tessa told me about. I take a deep breath, hoping it will calm my nerves so I can bring up the subject. Asher must sense my anxiety because he raises his hands in defeat as he inches closer to me as if I’ll skitter away like a scared animal.

			“You know I’m not Stolas, right? We tested everyone after we took our vows the other night, and there’s no Mimic or any other kind of demon in Sullivan House.”

			“Yeah. I know he was taunting me. But I just. . .” I wave a hand at him. “I can’t right now. It’s too much.”

			Asher nods and runs his fingers through his hair. “I’m here when you’re ready. But promise me you won’t go anywhere without me. I can’t help if you don’t let me.”

			“Asher, I can’t promise you anything. You know I’m now responsible for everyone’s safety. Not to mention, I have new abilities that can help me take care of myself. And eventually, I’ll need to handle all this on my own because you can’t be with me every second of the day. No matter what, I need to make sure nothing happens to anyone again like it did with Lucy.”

			Asher’s shoulders slump, and he reaches out to take my hand but pauses when I wrap my arms around myself as a shield. 

			“Please, Eleanor, I’m here to help; we’re all here for you, for each other. Let us be there for you.”

			“I’m not weak anymore. I can handle myself.”

			“You were never weak. And I know you can. But you’re even more of a target now, and you’re not immortal. Let me help you. I want to be here for you, always.”

			A spark aches in my chest. Does he not know about the rule Tessa told me about? What if it’s a good rule to have for us after all? Maybe I could use it to keep him safe.

			“But things happen. Like with Blair. What if Stolas gets to you and mimics you again, and I don’t realize it soon enough?”

			Asher’s gentle chuckle warms me like a comforting blanket, causing my shoulders to relax a bit. “You’re too smart for that, and your intuition will guide you. I trust you, and I’ll make sure you’re ready for Stolas next time. We can work on controlling your new abilities as much as you want.”

			“You swear it?”

			“We can start whenever you’re up for it.”

			“Fine, but there’s more.” 

			He quirks an eyebrow, waiting for me to continue.

			“Tessa was studying the Guild rules and said there’s a rule about us.”

			“About us?”

			“It said the Guardian and Protector are never to be intimate. And if the Guild finds out about us, it won’t be pretty. She didn’t go into details, but said what they did to a previous Protector sounded horrible.”

			Asher steps back as if I’d hit him. “Are you sure?”

			I nod and fidget with my sweater sleeves, knotting them together then releasing them.

			Asher spins on his heel and retreats across the room, his shoes thudding on the wooden floor mirrors my racing heart. He paces back to me, but stops, keeping several feet between us as if he’s already accepted the rule and doesn’t want to be close to me anymore.

			For some reason, I thought being the Guardian and having Asher as my Protector would strengthen our relationship, but now it seems as though it’s our downfall. I’m going to lose him, like everyone else I’ve loved.
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