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      A bowl of cereal is balanced on the steel table in front of me, along with a copy of The Proper Way to do a Magic Lobotomy, my magic wand, and the Mystic Willow Bay Daily newspaper. The top headline: “Another body missing from the morgue! Cops say decaying spell went awry, but town members concerned we have a rapid vampire problem!”

      I have exactly fifty minutes to read through the newspaper and a chapter of my textbook, finish my breakfast, and get dressed for the one morning class I have today. Like usual, I’m running way behind schedule and should’ve probably skipped having breakfast in the basement with my older sister, but I’m the only person she has to talk to at the moment.

      “Another dead body’s gone missing,” I mutter as I skim through the article. “I need to put some more charms up.”

      “Charms aren’t going to stop anyone from stealing me,” my sister says through a dreary sigh. “Or from a decaying spell.”

      “It’ll keep you better hidden, though.”

      No suspects have been arrested. No sign of suspicious foul play. I roll my eyes. Only in Mystic Willow Bay would missing bodies be considered nothing to be alarmed about.

      I wouldn’t normally concern myself with bodies poofing into thin air, but now that I have a dead body to worry about, I want to find the culprit. It won’t be the first time I went out searching to solve a mystery.

      Back in middle school, a lot of lockers were robbed, including mine. When I found out the person had not only stolen my new leather jacket and the Fog Inducing Ring from my grandma for my birthday, I went ballistic and set out on a mission to find the perpetrator. After spending over a week interrogating every single person I went to school with, I discovered that the lockers were robbed because of a hazing going on in the popular crowd. While I didn’t out any of the participants, I accidentally left a trail of clues on my blog that the principal found, which led to some suspensions and a few expulsions.

      Needless to say, my already sucky popularity status went down to an eating-by-the-dumpsters-at-lunchtime level. I thought my social life—and any hope of ever having friends—was over at that point. However, it turned out not to be as sucky of a year as I thought, because that was the year I met Hunter.

      Le sigh. Hunter. Hunter. Hunter. The only guy who’s ever unknowingly broke my heart over and over again.

      “If you don’t put the newspaper away, you’re going to end up not having time to do your homework,” my sister’s tired voice yanks me out of memory lane.

      “Yeah, you’re probably right.” I try to shove thoughts aside of body thieves, memories of living in Loserville, and hopeless, will-never-progress-to-anything-more-than-a-friendship crushes, and concentrate on reading through yesterday’s assigned reading. But books about magical lobotomy aren’t the most entertaining, and I quickly find myself looking more at the photos and less at the scientific words filling up the pages.

      “Some of the photos in here are super disgusting.” I crinkle my nose at a photo of a guy getting his head cut open. “I seriously think my professor might be twisted in the mind for making us look at these.” I slant closer to get a better look at the picture while shoveling a spoonful of cereal into my mouth. Milk dribbles onto my sister’s leg, and I quickly wipe it up, hoping she doesn’t notice. “Ew, I can see his brain.”

      “I don’t know what’s worse,” she murmurs. “The fact that you’re eating while looking at that book, or that you’re looking at that book while I’m stuck lying on this damn table.”

      I pat her cold, bluish foot. “Relax, big sis. I won’t make you look at the photos.”

      “That’s not why I’m worried.” Her purplish-blue lips move like a marionette puppet. “I’m worried you’ll turn me into your test dummy.”

      I recline in my chair with my fingers pressed to my mouth in mock offense. “I’d never do that to you.” I lower my hand and turn the page, smiling to myself. “Not while you are still coherent, anyway.”

      “Wow, Evalee. I’m glad you find amusement in my pain.” Her voice cracks, making me feel like the biggest asshole ever.

      While she’s been a bit temperamental lately, she does have a reason to be, considering her circumstances.

      “Ry, I’m so sorry.” I stand up and lean over the table to meet her gaze. “I was just trying to lighten the mood.” I gesture around the damp, murky basement, lined with a few shelves, boxes, and a washer and dryer that look straight out of the eighties. “This place is so depressing. I hate that you’re down here twenty-four seven.”

      “God, so do I.” Her open eyes focus on the florescent light above the table, making her look like a possessed doll.

      Even dead, she still resembles the gorgeous older sister I grew up idolizing. The only difference now is her long, blonde hair is lily white; her big, blue eyes are a tiny bit bloodshot; and her golden tanned skin is pale. Still, she could definitely pull off the whole hot zombie look. That is, if I can figure out how to complete the spell to bring her back to life. Until I do, she’s stuck on this table every day of every hour, waiting for me to visit, since I’m the only person who was graced with the lovely gift of being able to talk to the dead. Insert sarcasm on the lovely part.

      Don’t get me wrong. I’m grateful to be able to talk to my sister, even after she died, yet my gift definitely has down sides. Like every time I go to a funeral and have to pretend the deceased body in the coffin isn’t begging me to save them from being buried alive.

      I used to try to carry out their wishes, and even attempted to help my grandpa flee. Let’s just say mourning families don’t take too well to some stranger passing along a pleading, “save me” message from their dead loved ones. And my parents weren’t very thrilled about me trying to drag my grandpa out of his coffin. Afterward, they took me to a bunch of specialists to try to find out what was wrong with me.

      Each specialist had their own theories and treatments; some of which included cutting open my head. Fortunately, my parents weren’t total nutjobs and told them no freaking way. I stopped seeing specialists after that and was allowed to live a normal life. Well, normal except for the rare occasion when I’m near a dead body. I also get the occasional warning to be on my best behavior whenever I attend a funeral.

      “The lights are so dim down here,” my sister gripes, yanking me out of my thoughts.

      I rest my elbows beside her head. “I’m sorry. If I could keep you someplace else, I would. But this is the only place that’s both safe and has the right temperature to …” I press my lips together, worried finishing that sentence will only upset her more.

      “Keep my rotting stench under control.” She heaves a heavy sigh, her bloodshot eyes drifting in my direction. “Look, I’m sorry I’m getting upset. I don’t know why I’m being so moody. I was never this bitchy and whiney when I was alive.”

      “No, you weren’t.” I place my hand over her clammy one and offer a smile. “But that’s okay. Death is a legit reason to be a little bitchy.”

      “Maybe. That doesn’t mean I need to be bitchy to you. Not when you’re trying to bring me back to life.” Hope sparkles in her lifeless eyes.

      I force a smile, but my stomach knots with nerves. While I have been trying to bring my sister back to life, I’m far from completing the spell. A spell that’s extremely complicated for a powerful witch, let alone someone like me who’s been cursed since birth with weak, uncontrollable powers.

      Yep, on top of being the only witch and paranormal creature in all of Mystic Willow Bay—that I know of—who can chat it up with dead bodies, I’m also known as the town’s magic klutz because of my sucky skills at casting spells, brewing potions, and dancing naked under the full moon.

      Just kidding on the last part. I don’t really dance under the full moon naked. Well, unless I’ve had a few too many drinks and decide to play a game of truth or dare.

      “What’s with the frown?” My sister’s fingers twitch beneath mine, a sign she’s probably trying to put her hand over mine to comfort me. Unfortunately, no matter how hard she tries, she won’t be able to move anything except her eyes and mouth, and only I can witness that. To everyone else, she looks exactly as she is—a dead body lying on a cold steel table with my half-eaten breakfast and a book about removing parts of the human brain.

      “I was just thinking about some of the ingredients I need for the spell,” I lie, turning back to my book to avoid eye contact. “There’s some really weird stuff required.”

      “Like what?” she asks. When I don’t respond, mostly because I don’t want to worry her, she adds, “If you tell me, maybe I can help you.”

      She may be right. After all, my sister was what a lot of townspeople considered a witch genius.

      “I need a bottle of moonlight, which I have no clue how to get since no supply store has it.” I pace the table, counting down on my fingers. “A demon scale, which I have no clue how I’m going to get that one. A mermaid’s scale, and every mermaid I’ve asked so far has told me no in a very not-so-nice way. Seriously, mermaids have dirty, potty, pee mouths.”

      She chuckles, life fleetingly sparkling in her eyes. “Dirty, potty, pee mouths? What are you, like, seven years old?”

      “No, but it got you to laugh.” Smiling, I stop beside her head. “I haven’t heard you laugh since I brought you down here.”

      “Yeah, I know. Sorry, I’ve been having a pity party. It’s been a long three weeks.”

      “I’ve been told that while you’re dead time moves a lot slower.” I bite on my thumbnail, debating whether or not to ask the question that’s been tickling at the tip of my tongue all morning. “I know you told me a few days ago that you haven’t, but I wanted to check and see if, by chance, you remembered how you died … Mom called me this morning and told me that the police declared your death accidental—that you accidentally cast the spell on yourself.”

      Her gaze returns to the ceiling, the spark of life in her eyes extinguishing. “I’m sure if they declared it, then that’s what happened. The police aren’t morons.”

      “That’s a matter of opinion.” And not my opinion, or anyone else who pays attention to the abundance of accidental deaths that have happened in Mystic Willow Bay over the last seven to eight months.

      Sure, we’ve always had a higher death rate than any human town, but that death rate has frequently spiked way, way up lately. And many of the deaths have been super strange, like my sister who was found petrified to death beside her car. There are only two known ways that a person can die of petrification. One being from a spell, and the other from ingesting bark from the ancient aurora tree growing in the center of Mystic Willow Bay Forest.

      At first, the police thought perhaps someone snuck up on my sister and attacked her with the spell. After looking into the details of her death, though, they decided she unintentionally disarmed her wand and blasted herself with the spell. I’m not buying into that theory, and anyone who knew Ryleigh would agree with me.

      “You’re way too smart and talented to accidentally blast yourself with a spell,” I tell her. “That sounds more like something I’d do.”

      Her gaze darts to me. “How many times have I told you to stop being so hard on yourself?”

      “I’m not being hard on myself. I just know what I am and don’t like pretending I’m anything different.”

      “You’re not what you think you are. You just have a warped self-perception because of all those years of specialists and kids lying to you, telling you how weird you are. They don’t get that you are just a little different, and there’s nothing wrong with that.”

      “Just a little different?” I question, motioning at the basement. “I’m standing in a basement, eating cereal and staring at photos of people with their heads cut open while talking to my dead sister’s body. I am a total weirdo.”

      The edges of her lips droop. “No, you’re not. And I know a ton of people who’d agree with me.”

      “You little liar.” I flash her a teasing smile. “But that’s okay. I love you for lying and trying to cheer me up.”

      “I’m not lying,” she insists. “You’re not a weirdo.”

      “Yes, I am. And I already accepted that a long time ago.” I lean over, resting my arms on the edge of the table. “I am who I am, and that will never change. Honestly, I kind of don’t want to. At least with some things.”

      “I don’t want you to change. I just want you to realize how amazing you are.” Her gaze strays toward her feet and the corners of her lips tug into a ghost smile. “And here’s someone who will back me up.”

      I whirl around while reaching for my wand, worried one of my roommates got past my illusion spell and found the basement. But my fear goes poof at the sight of the lean, tall, and ridiculously sexy wizard standing in front of me, who knows about my weird little gift and me digging up my sister’s dead body from the grave.

      I move my fingers away from my wand. “Oh, it’s just you.”

      Hunter—aka one of my best friends in the entire world, who I’m secretly in love with—presses his hand to his chest, pretending to feign hurt. “Just me? You wound my heart deeply, Evalee.”

      “Easy, wannabe Shakespeare. I reached my cheesiness tolerance with you last night.” I sneak a glance at my reflection on the steel table. My long, light brown hair is a tangled mess, bags reside under my iridescent eyes, and my skin looks paler than a ghost. I look like a hot mess.

      He taps his finger to his lips, his blue eyes sparkling with amusement. “Why? What happened last night?”

      I turn my back to him, mostly to hide any hurt that might be rising in my expression. “Like you don’t know.”

      He moves up behind me, his arm brushing against my hip as he rests his hand on the table beside me. “I said a lot of cheesy things last night, so please enlighten me on which one you’re talking about.”

      “All of them.” I make eye contact with my sister, and I swear the redness in her eyes has faded into a sea of pity. “You’re seriously the biggest flirt I’ve ever met.”

      “Hey, I thought you liked that about me?” His tone carries a hint of playfulness. “If you want me to stop, you can always say so.”

      My sister gives me a pressing look, silently begging me to do it.

      Ha, yeah right. The last thing my popular, adored by everyone, magically skilled, too gorgeous and charming for his own good friend wants to hear is that his spacey, uncoordinated, average looking, hangs out with dead bodies in the basement friend has secretly been in love with him since she was fourteen. Yep, I bet he’d be doing cartwheels and shaking pompoms right after he ran away screaming.

      “If you want to flirt, then go ahead.” My eyelids involuntarily shut as his breath dusts across my neck.

      For a lunatic of a moment, I get lost in the scent of his cologne, the feel of his chest brushing against my back, and the daydreaming images of me backing him into the wall and crashing my lips against his. Then I open my eyes to see my dead sister watching me curiously, and reality douses over me, reminding me of who I am—a person Hunter sees as a friend.

      Clearing my throat, I step forward to put some distance between us, and then turn around to face him. “Just don’t come complaining to me about all the girls stalking you. It’s your own damn fault for leading them on.”

      His lips part in shock. “How the hell do I lead them on?”

      Jeez. Guys can be so dense sometimes.

      “By flirting with them and telling them they’re pretty.”

      He aims a finger at me, seeming a little irritated, which is strange for Hunter since he’s usually all jokes and smiles. “Hey, I don’t tell them they’re pretty.”

      “You so do.”

      “Do not.” His lips expand into a charming grin as he sweeps his chin length blond hair out of his eyes. “In fact, you’re the only girl I’ve ever told is pretty.”

      I lightly pinch his chest, causing him to chuckle. “Don’t try to charm your way out of this.”

      “I’m not trying to charm my way out of anything. I’m giving you a compliment,” he insists, stealing a bit of my cereal. Then his face bunches in disgust. “That’s super soggy.”

      I try to breeze over his compliment and not let my stomach turn into a bundle of crazy butterflies. As much as I’d love to get all girlie, girlie, ah, that’s so sweet, let me swoon now, I’ve known Hunter since middle school, and he’s been a natural flirt pretty much since freshman year when he went from a gangly, bean pole to a lean, too-hot-for-his-own-good hottie.

      Don’t blush or give away any sign of swooniness. Focus on the conversation, Evalee. Don’t be a spaz and lose your best friend.

      I take the spoon away from him and toss it back into the bowl. “Well, it has been sitting in the bowl for, like, an hour.”

      He spits the cereal out on the floor then wipes his mouth on the sleeve of his shirt. “What the hell, Evalee? That’s disgusting. Why do you even have it down here?”

      “What? You didn’t have to eat it.”

      “Yeah, but you could’ve warned me not to when you saw me reaching for the spoon.”

      I bite back a grin. “I didn’t really think about it. I mean, I took a bite, like, ten minutes ago, and it tasted okay. So maybe you’re just super soggy-cereal sensitive.”

      “That’s not even a real thing.” He gives me a tolerant look. “And for future reference, if cereal has been sitting in a bowl for even half an hour, it’s probably soggy, and you should warn your most awesome friend in the world not to eat it, or he might just lose some of his awesomeness.”

      “Why? Does soggy cereal have magical, awesome stealing powers?” I joke.

      “Actually, smartass, it does.” He smirks as he lightly tugs on a strand of my hair. “But you really shouldn’t be ingesting milk that’s been out of the fridge for that long.”

      My brows pull together. “I thought it took a lot longer for milk to spoil.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Are you sure?”

      My sister lets out an exhausted groan. “Oh, my God, I take it back. You are a little weirdo. And so is Hunter. Seriously, how can you two worry about the expiration of milk when you both just ate cereal that’s two inches away from my rotting corpse leg?”

      I turn around to shoot her a warning look. “Don’t start on me about this again.”

      Her eyes glimmer mischievously. “Start on what? I didn’t really say anything.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “Yeah, but you were about to mention that thing you’re always bugging me about, which you’re completely wrong about.”

      “I’m not completely wrong about it,” she insists. “Hunter’s in love with you, and you need to get your head out of Low Self-Esteem Land and realize this so you can make your move before someone else does.”

      I sneak a casual glance in Hunter’s direction and cringe when I note him observing me intently. Yeah, I know he can’t hear my sister, but that doesn’t make me any less squirrely.

      “Is Ryleigh talking to you?” he asks without removing his gaze from mine.

      I nod, fidgeting with a leather band on my wrist. “Yeah, she’s been pretty chatty this morning.”

      “I have, huh?” Ryleigh grumbles, going back into miserable mode again.

      “That’s a good sign, right? That she isn’t going to fade anytime soon?” Hunter asks, moving up to the table to glance at the opened textbook.

      I choke up at the reminder that, if I don’t save her, eventually Ryleigh will rot into bones that I’ll no longer be able to chat with.

      Not wanting to worry either of them, I keep an upbeat tone as I lie, plastering a fake smile on my face. “Yeah, that’s definitely a good sign.”

      Concern swirls in Hunter’s eyes as he looks at me. When his lips start to part, I aim a pleading look at him.

      Please, please, please don’t talk about this in front of Ryleigh, I silently beg.

      “So, what class is this for?” He breezily changes the subject, glancing down at the textbook again.

      I could hug him right now for being able to understand what I need without me actually having to verbalize it. “It’s for Experimental Magic Insanity Therapy.”

      “You’re taking that class? Since when?”

      “Since I signed up for it at the beginning of fall semester.”

      “You never mentioned taking it.”

      “I didn’t really think it was important.” I reach for the book as he puts his hand down on mine.

      “You told me every other class you were taking”—his intense gaze carries mine—“except this one. Why is that?”

      “Must’ve slipped my mind,” I reply with a shrug. Inside, my heart hammers deafeningly, though.

      Please don’t figure out the real reason. That sometimes I secretly wonder if a experimental treatment could cure me from being the town’s magic ditz.

      “No, it didn’t. And it’s weird that you’re taking this class when you hate everything that experimental treatment represents.” Worry lines crease his forehead. “Eva, is this about—”

      “It’s not about anything. I was bored when I signed up for the class; that’s all.” I wiggle my hand out from under his then shut the book. “I have to get to class. I’m running late already.” Swallowing the guilt crammed into my throat, I hug my books to my chest and hurry toward the crooked stairway that leads to the main floor of the house.

      Truthfully, I know my fleeing escape won’t do any good. Even before we started college a month ago and decided to rent a house together, Hunter never let me off the hook from much of anything. And now I don’t even have the option of running away and hiding out at my own place.

      He chases after me, his boots thudding against the floor. “Don’t run off. We need to talk.”

      I quicken my pace, taking the stairs two by two. “There’s nothing to talk about. I swear.”

      “Then why are you running away from me?”

      “Because I don’t want to be late for class.”

      “That’s not the reason.” He runs up the stairs behind me. “You’re avoiding telling me why you took that class.”

      When I reach the top of the stairs, I stumble over the threshold and into the messy laundry room. “I don’t know why you’re making such a big deal about this. So I took a class about experimental magical treatments. It’s not some life changing decision.”

      After tripping over three piles of dirty clothes, I make it to the hallway and scramble toward my bedroom. He jogs after me, and I take off into a run, swerving around the boxes littering the hallway.

      “This isn’t just some class you took because you were bored,” he says from right behind me. “I know you, and well enough that I can figure out the real reason.”

      “There isn’t a real reason. I’m not that mysterious. And you should know this by now—” I trip over a box and lose my balance. My wand and book fly from my arms. Sparks shoot from the end of my wand and blast the light green walls with spots of the most awful shade of brown.

      Crap. My roommates are going to be so pissed.

      But I have bigger problems to deal with right now. Like not falling flat on my face and escaping.

      I move to regain my balance, but Hunter trips into me from behind. We lose our footing and both go down hard. I land flat on my back, my head knocking against the hardwood floor.

      Cursing, Hunter tumbles on top of me, managing to put his hands out and stopping himself from completely crushing me. Although, I must say, if I had to die, getting crushed by him would be a pretty decent way to go; with his hair tickling my forehead, buried in his scent, squashed beneath his solid chest.

      Mmmm … He smells so nice …

      With a hand positioned on each side of my head, he holds his weight up and stares down at me. “Are you okay?”

      Those damn butterflies I just told to shut the hell up are no longer listening to me. Thankfully, I’ve spent many years learning how to sound cool as a freaking freeze spell during hot, fiery, skin damping, breath catching Hunter moments such as these.

      “Am I okay?” I playfully pat him on his scruffy cheek. “Hunter, Hunter, Hunter, my dear sweet friend, with how many times you’ve seen me bust my ass, you should know better than to even ask that question.”

      He bites back his amusement. “And you should know better than to think I’ll stop asking you if you’re okay. Besides, this fall was kind of my fault.”

      I nod, secretly hoping he’s forgotten about why he was chasing me. “Man, you’re such a meanie, pushing down a girl like that.”

      His brow quirks. “Push?”

      I nod, fighting back a grin. “And I always thought you were a gentleman, but I guess I was wrong. Makes me wonder what else I don’t know about you.”

      An undecipherable look flashes across his expression. “Actually, there’s a lot of stuff you don’t know about me.”

      I can’t tell if he’s joking or not, but the idea doesn’t sit well with me. I mean, we’ve been friends for almost eight years. That has to mean we know each other inside and out, right? Then again, he doesn’t know I’m in love with him. That’s one tiny, little thing, though.

      No, he has to be teasing me.

      “You’re such a liar,” I say with a grin. “I know everything about you.”

      “Everything, huh?” A challenge dances in his eyes. “You really think so?”

      I feel like I’m walking into a trap, but I dive in, anyway, hoping to entirely distract him from the reason we fell to begin with. “Um, yeah. We’ve been friends forever; how can I not?”

      His eyes twinkle wickedly. “Prove it, then. What color underwear am I wearing?”

      My nose scrunches. “Ew, gross.”

      His eyes narrow, but it’s a playful move. “You think my underwear is gross?”

      I wrestle back the goofy, lustful smile wanting to possess my face. No, Hunter, not at all. And I’d love to see you in it.

      “I don’t know. Depends on the last time you washed them.”

      He stares at me, unimpressed. “You think I don’t wash my underwear?”

      I shrug, the movement awkward while trapped beneath him. “I’m not sure. I don’t have any brothers, but from what Peyton tells me, boys can do some pretty disgusting things when it comes to personal hygiene. At least her brothers do.”

      “That’s because Peyton’s brothers are vampires. And everyone knows vampires aren’t known for being the cleanest creatures.” As he adjusts his position, his hips lightly touch mine. A total accidental move, but the contact makes my skin glitter like pixie dust.

      “And everyone knows that vampires can hear almost anything!” Peyton, one of our roommates, shouts from upstairs. “You know, for a wizard who’s supposed to be the next Mystic Willow Bay Star Wizard, you really don’t seem to know very much about your own townspeople.”

      I internally cringe at the mention of the title. Every decade or so, a powerful, charming wizard and witch get hand-selected by the Wizard and Witches Committee to become the Mystic Willow Bay Star Wizard and Wonder Witch, which is pretty much a fancy schmancy name for being a mascot for witches and wizards. Some people view the position as gaining celebrity status, and a lot of the townspeople nearly swoon themselves to death whenever they spot the current Star Wizard, aka Hunter’s older brother.

      Hunter despises the fact that his brother let the title go to his head, but what he loathes even more is knowing that this year he has a good chance of being selected as the new Star Wizard. At least, according to the rumors fluttering around town, he does.

      Hunter’s expression deflates. “I’m not going to be the next Star Wizard. Even if I am, I wouldn’t call myself that.”

      “What are you going to call yourself, then? The Super Duper Star Wizard?” Peyton cackles with malicious laughter. “Face it, Hunter; you’re just as egotistical as your brother. And when you officially get chosen as this town’s next Most Vain Wizard in the World, you’ll end up just like him—with a head too big to fit through a doorway.”

      Hunter’s lips curl. “Don’t be bitter just because my brother broke up with you.”

      “I’m not bitter!” she snaps over a loud bang. “I don’t give a flying sprite’s ass that your stupid, egotistical brother broke up with me. What I do care about is that he treats all of his old friends like shit now that he thinks he’s Mr. Wonderful.”

      Hunter’s lips part, but before he can fire a comeback, I cover his mouth with my hand.

      “Let it go,” I mouth. “Or she’ll go on all day.”

      While Peyton’s cool and everything, she never backs down from a fight. She can’t help it, though. Stubbornness comes with the territory of being a vampire. Just like trickery is part of being a faerie. As is moodiness with wolves. And cockiness with witches and wizards. Occasionally, these traits do skip a generation, like with Opal, our other roommate who’s a faerie.

      I’ve known Opal since grade school and consider her one of my closest friends. She never pulls pranks on anyone, or tricks them with glamour.

      “Got nothing to say?” Peyton singsongs. “Guess that means I’m right.”

      Hunter targets me with a dirty look. I keep my hand over his mouth, urging him to be quiet.

      “Your silence means I win, Super Duper Star Wizard,” Peyton continues. “And you lose.”

      Hunter’s lips twitch against the palm of my hand. “Please let me put her in her place,” he mumbles.

      I shake my head and hold up a finger with my other hand. “Wait for it,” I mouth.

      One, two, three seconds tick by, and then …

      “Whatever, Hunter. Just give up and ruin all my fun,” Peyton huffs through the thudding of stomping footsteps.

      A handful of seconds later, a door bangs shut and the house grows quiet.

      I lower my hand from his lips. “She likes the thrill of a fight,” I whisper. “Take that away, and she’ll stop.”

      “Or we could just take her away to a faraway land and never have to deal with her ever again,” he suggests quietly with a thoughtful grin.

      “She’s not bad all the time.” I keep my voice low in case Peyton is still eavesdropping. “Just in the mornings and afternoons.”

      “And nights and every other hour of every other day.” He sighs audibly when I give him a stern look. “Look, I know she’s your friend, but I don’t get why she had to move in with us.”

      “Because she needed a place to stay.”

      “Why, though? That part was never explained to me.”

      “Sorry, but I promised Peyton I wouldn’t tell.” I offer him an apologetic smile.

      He grimaces. “Can’t we at least search for another place for her? Four people in a two-bedroom house is too much. And I hate sleeping on the sofa.” He juts out his lip. “It’s lumpy.”

      “It’s not lumpy. It’s got character. And you used to say it was comfortable,” I tell him, pushing his jutted lip back in. “I think you’re just being pouty because you don’t want Peyton living with us.”

      “Maybe. But I do miss having a bed to sleep in.”

      “You can always sleep in my bed if you want.” The words leave my lips without any forethought, and I instantly want to retract them. Not because I dislike the idea of him sharing a bed with me—under the right circumstances, that’d be a dream come true—but I’m fairly sure I’d end up lying awake all night, haunted by sexual frustration. And what happens if my hands wander and do things while I am sleeping?

      Before I can joke off the remark, his eyes light up.

      “Seriously?” he asks. “Because that’d be awesome.”

      Please, please, witches in the sky, kill me now.

      I put on my best fake smile. “Yep, mi casa es su casa. Or, I guess, mi habitación es su habitación.”

      He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear and smiles down at me, making those butterflies go all sorts of mad crazy. “You really are a great friend, Eva.”

      Aw, the friend zone, a place I begrudgingly am forced to call my home.

      My smile remains shining on the outside, but on the inside, I’m a clusterfuck of frownie faces. “Yeah, yeah, we’ll see if you’re still saying that when I hog all the covers and take up three-quarters of the bed.”

      “That’s perfectly okay with me,” he assures. “And it beats waking up every morning to Opal’s brownie licking my face.”

      A giggle slips past my lips. “I’m pretty sure Starry isn’t going to stop doing that just because you’re sleeping in my room.”

      “Yeah, it will,” he insists. “Because I’ll lock the door.”

      “It can pick locks.”

      “Since when?”

      “For as long as I’ve known it.”

      My eyelashes threaten to flutter as he tucks another strand of hair behind my ear. For the love of all things magical and sparkly, if he knew what his touches did to me, he’d probably never touch me again.

      “It usually doesn’t do it too often because it’s not easy, and the damn thing’s lazier than a fat cat on Thanksgiving. But I’m thinking with you, it’s going to put in an A amount of effort into getting inside the bedroom where you lay your pretty head to sleep.” Whoops! I so didn’t mean for the pretty part to slip out.

      His brows knit. “Why? I mean, I know my head is super pretty and everything”—his lips quirk—“but I don’t get why that’d be motivation for the brownie to pick a lock.”

      I smash my lips together, restraining a laugh. “You really don’t know, huh?”

      He shakes his head, his confusion doubling.

      “Because it thinks you’re sexy and wants your body.” I shimmy my hips around, doing a little dance, which I’m sure looks ridiculous since I’m still pinned to the floor.

      He blasts me with an unamused look. “It does not.”

      “Does, too. I even saw it checking out your butt the other day.”

      “You’re such a little liar.”

      I shake my head, drawing an X over my heart. “I swear, I’m not lying.”

      Realization slowly kicks in. “So, what you’re saying is, for the past month, a brownie—who I’ve probably changed in front of at least a half a dozen times—has been licking my face every morning because it—”

      “Wants to get in your pants,” I finish for him through a giggle.

      His face scrunches up. “That’s so gross.”

      “Why? I’m sure Starry’s probably pretty popular amongst the other brownies. And you’re popular with the wizards and witches. Together, you can be a total power couple.” I choke on a laugh when he glares at me.

      “I’m glad you find my discomfort amusing,” he says flatly, but the sparkle in his eyes lets me know he isn’t really mad.

      “I’m sorry,” I say through a laugh. “I’m not really laughing at you so much as with you.”

      “That saying only works when the other person is actually laughing.”

      “Oh, well, then …” I tickle his side.

      He chokes on a laugh, his arms giving out on him. His body presses down on me, and I can feel every rock-hard inch of him. It’s the perfect moment until my phone goes mad crazy inside the pocket of my pajama bottoms.

      “Magic, answer phone,” I say loudly over Hunter’s laughing. When the phone doesn’t answer itself, I clear my throat and try again. “Magic, answer phone.”

      Nothing.

      I frown. Such a simple spell, and I can never get it to work.

      “Guess I’m going to have to do it old-school,” I announce with a sigh.

      Hunter pushes up on his elbows, allowing me enough room to dig my phone out of my pocket. “Don’t get discouraged. Some spells take time.”

      “I’m not getting discouraged,” I lie, swiping my finger across the screen. I just wish I didn’t suck so much when it comes to magic.

      Balancing his weight onto one arm, he hooks a finger under my chin and forces me to look at him. “I know when you’re getting discouraged, so don’t try to lie to me.”

      “Sorry,” I grumble. “You’re right; I am getting discouraged. But I don’t want to be. I just get so sick of being the ditzy, powerless witch all the time.”

      “You’re not powerless or ditzy,” he says sternly. “And I don’t want you ever saying that again.”

      I want to point out that almost the entire town disagrees with him, but I decide to stop wallowing in self-pity for the day. “Fine, I’ll stop saying it.”

      “Good.” He presses his lips lightly to my forehead, and my heart literally dies momentarily. “Now, I’m going to show you something that will help.” Pushing back, he stands up and offers me his hand. I reach up, thread my fingers through his, and he lifts me to my feet.

      “Aw, so you can be a gentleman,” I joke to lighten the sullen damper I put on the atmosphere. “Guess you sure showed me.”

      A small smile graces his lips. “That’s not what I want to show you.” He gestures for me to put my other hand in his.

      Unsure what he’s up to, but completely and utterly curious, I move to place my palm against his. Then I pause as my phone vibrates.

      “Just a second.” I start to glance down to read the message, but he steals the phone.

      “I need you to not read that yet.” He returns my phone then signals for me to place my hand in his.

      “Is my weirdness rubbing off on you?” I ask, fighting the urge to read the message as my phone buzzes yet again. “Because you’re acting strangely weird right now.”

      “If it was, it’d be a good thing.” He wiggles his fingers, indicating for me to take his hand.

      Sighing, I slip the phone into my pocket and line my palm with his. “Okay, so what’re we doing exactly? Trying to channel spirit energy or something? Because, while I’m all for séances, I should probably get my ass ready for the class I’m already late for.”

      “Just chill, okay,” he says. “I’ll drive you.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I know, but I want to.”

      “Aw …” I playfully pretend to be charmed. “And there’s my gentleman friend again.”

      His eyes narrow into slits, but his lips threaten to turn upward. “He never left.”

      “Tell that to the bump on the back of my head,” I tease, moving to touch my head, but he tightens his fingers around mine.

      “Nope. I need you to hold still for this.”

      “Yes, boss, sir.” I grin sweetly at him when he gives me an impatient look. “What? I thought you liked my sarcasm.”

      “Most days, yes. But right now, I need you to be serious, because we’re about to do some serious things.” His grin is all sorts of wicked and conspiring.

      “Serious things?” I mockingly shiver. “Now you’ve got me terrified.”

      “There’s no need to be scared,” he assures, gently stroking the back of my hand. “I’d never let anything hurt you.”

      “Aw …” This time, my gushing is far less playful. “I know you wouldn’t.”

      “Good.” He smiles, but appears nervous, which makes me a mountain of jitters. “Okay, so first, I need you to assure me that you’ll trust me and won’t freak out.”

      “Um … I’m okay with the trusting part, but freaking out might be out of my control, depending on what you’re about to do.” I pause. “Although, if you told me what you’re about to do, I might be able to keep my freak out level under control.”

      He swallows hard. “I want to try a connecting spell with you.”

      My jaw nearly ninja punches the floor.

      “A connecting spell?” I ask, positive I didn’t hear him correctly.

      He bobs his head up and down. “To help you answer your phone.”

      “Oh.” My brain stops functioning. Words don’t exist at the moment. And not just because I’m having one of my spaz moments.

      No, my stunned confusion is mainly coming from the fact that he wants to use a connecting spell with me. A spell that allows another wizard or witch to temporarily share their magic with another. A spell that is considered intimate by many and rarely used by anyone other than couples.

      “We don’t have to if you don’t want to,” Hunter says after a minute of silence ticks by. “I know it’s not a spell that’s generally used between friends, but I figured since we’re such good friends … you’d be okay with it. And I think it might help you harness some control over your powers.” He blows out a stressed breath. “You know what? Never mind. Forget I said anything.”

      He starts to move his hands away from mine, but I clutch his fingers.

      “No, it’s okay.” I sound embarrassingly breathless. “We can—”

      A thick, rolled up piece of newspaper smacks me in the face. My hands leave Hunter’s as I press my fingertips to my throbbing forehead.

      “What the hell was that?”

      “An emergency newspaper delivery,” Hunter mutters. “Are you all right?”

      No, I want to say. I’m not all right! I want to go back to a minute ago, put my hands in yours, and do the connecting spell. Only, instead of you saying we were doing it because “we’re such good friends,” you’d declare your undying love for me.

      Instead, I manage a, “Yeah, I’m just peachy.” Sucking in a subtle breath, I lower my hand from my head. “So, what’s the emergency?”

      Hunter already has the paper in his hand and is reading the front page. “Shit.”

      “What’s wrong?” I ask. When he makes no move to show me, I lean over to sneak a peek.

      He hurriedly puts the newspaper to his chest and swings around me, rushing toward the kitchen at the end of the hallway. “You know what? I think we should get you to school before you end up missing the entire class.”

      Worry clutches at my throat, and I dash after him. “Hunter, tell me what it says.”

      “I can’t, Eva. Not right now, anyway.”

      “Why? Is it because …?” Fear pulsates through my veins. “Did something happen to my parents?”

      He hastily shakes his head but won’t look me in the eye. “No. It’s not that bad.”

      I trip over the threshold as I follow him into the small kitchen area, the teal countertops littered with dirty dishes and empty food containers. “If it’s not that bad, then just tell me.”

      “I can’t.” He rakes his free hand through his hair and casts a glance over his shoulder at me. Worry consumes his expression, causing my stomach to drop. He must see the fear in my eyes because he hastily adds, “Not until I look into it more and find out exactly what happened. Once I have, then I’ll show you.” He tucks the newspaper under his arm and begins opening cupboards. “Now, what are you craving this morning for breakfast? Popping cereal? Glittering eggs? Oh, if you want, I can make you some of my famous magic juiced donuts?”

      “Thanks, but those make me really jittery. Too much magic, I think. And besides, I already ate. Remember the soggy cereal?”

      He opens the cupboard above the stove. “Still, you should eat something better than that.”

      While his back is turned to me, I move up and tickle the crap out of him.

      Letting out an embarrassingly high-pitched squeal, he drops the paper as he stumbles forward. I feel a tad bit bad when he knocks his hip against the edge of the counter, but not enough to not read what’s on the paper.

      “Another dead body stolen! Ryleigh Witcherford’s, who reportedly died a couple of weeks ago, body has gone missing.”

      “What the freakin’ giggling sprites?” I gape at the headline staining the top of the paper. “How did this get reported … especially when my sister’s body isn’t …?” The paper falls from my hands as I realize that sometimes the news prints fast in Mystic Willow May and that the article might carry some truth.

      I spin around and run for the basement door.

      “Eva, wait!” Hunter calls out. “Let me go down there first, just in case something dangerous is still down there.”

      I keep running, not slowing down until I reach the bottom of the crooked stairway. I need to see for myself if the article holds any truth. Then I screech to an alarmed halt.

      “No, no, no, no … This isn’t right. I must be dreaming.”

      No matter how many times I deny what’s right in front of me, the steel table where my sister lay only moments ago remains empty.
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      “Evalee!” Hunter shouts as he barrels down the stairs. “Why can’t you ever just listen …?” The rest of the scolding dies on his tongue as he reaches the bottom of the stairway and spots me standing beside the empty table. “Fuck.”

      “Fuck is sure right,” I mumble hollowly, too much in shock to cry. I know it will come later when I’m all alone and this catches up with me. I won’t be able to turn the waterworks off then. “She’s gone, and it’s all my fault.”

      His gaze drifts between the table and me as he cautiously makes his way across the room. When he reaches my side, he slips his arm around me and pulls me closer. “It’s not your fault. There’s no way you could’ve known this was going to happen.”

      “Maybe not in a psychic way, but I’ve been reading the articles about the body stealer for weeks now.” I swallow hard as I press my hand to the table. So cold. “And I read in the paper this morning that another one was stolen from the morgue. I should’ve put more charms up. I said I was going to, but I got distracted.” By stupid, silly crushes. “Or, at least put better ones up to begin with. If I was a more powerful witch, I—”

      “No,” he cuts me off, placing a finger over my lips. “I’m not going to let you go there.”

      “How do you know where I was going?” My lips move against his finger.

      “Because it’s the same place you go every single time.” He removes his finger. “Every time something goes wrong, you go straight to blaming your powers … even if what’s happening has nothing to do with you.”

      I stare at the steel table where my sister lay only minutes ago. “This has to do with me. I chose to dig Ryleigh up after our parents buried her. And by doing that, I chose to be responsible for her safety.”

      He fixes a finger under my chin and forces me to look at him. “You didn’t know someone was going to go on a stealing bodies spree when you chose to dig her up.”

      “Even if I did, I still would’ve dug her up.”

      “Of course you would’ve; she was your older sister. And I’m sure, if most people had your gift, they’d have done the same.” He traces his finger beneath my iridescent eye, another reminder of just how different I am.

      “You’re the only witch ever known to have that eye color,” my sister told me once when I was younger and griping about how kids at school called me Freaky Rainbow Eyes. “That doesn’t make you a freak. Those kids are just jealous.”

      At the time, I truly believed her words, but as I grew older and the teasing increased, it became harder and harder to convince myself that I wasn’t a freak. Still, I loved my sister for always trying to convince me otherwise.

      She was the best biggest sister ever.

      Why are you referring to her in past tense, Eva! Don’t give up that easily! Find her!

      “I need to find her,” I announce as I step back from Hunter.

      His hand falls to his side as he shakes his head. “No, what you need to do is talk to the police. They may know her body is missing, but they don’t know where it went missing from. You need to tell them that you had her body, so they can start an accurate investigation.”

      I face the table with my hands on my hips, scanning the steel surface for any clues the thief might have left behind. “I can’t tell the police I had Ryleigh’s body—not when I illegally dug her up. It’s bad enough that the stupid newspaper printed that her body was stolen. At least it didn’t mention where it was stolen from.” I walk to the head of the table and lean down to examine a strange, glittery smudge. “Besides, the cops think the bodies disappearances have to do with decaying spells gone awry. But since my sister’s body disappeared within minutes, there’s no way that can be the case since the spell takes a week to completely dissolve a body.” I reach out to touch the sparkling splotch. “No, someone or something had to have broken in here and stolen her. And I have a feeling it might be a pixie—”

      Hunter lunges forward and swats my hand away from the glitter. “Don’t touch it.”

      My brows furrow. “Why not?”

      He moves up to my side and crouches until he’s eye level with the edge of the table. Then he closes one eye and squints at the space above the glitter. “Because that glitter isn’t from a pixie.”

      “Then what is it from?”

      “Remnants of a spell.”

      “What sort of spell? And from what kind of creature?”

      “I have no idea.” He straightens, his gaze landing on mine. The amount of fear pouring out of his eyes is startling. “But whatever it is, it’s very, very powerful, which more than likely means—”

      “It’s something very, very dangerous,” I finish, glancing back at the gleaming spot. “But, if I can figure out what left it, I might be able to find my sister.”

      Hunter promptly shakes his head. “There is no way in hell I’m going to let you go looking for some unknown, powerful monster.”

      I place a hand on my hip. “Let me? Since when are you my boss?”

      He gives me a pressing look. “You’re not thinking rationally right now, which means you need someone to make decisions for you.”

      “Hunter, I can’t just let this thing take my sister, especially when I still have time to save her from being permanently dead.” I walk to the back of the room before he can protest further, throw open the doors to the supply closet, and weave through the shelves lined with jars, pots, statues, and all sorts of other spell casting supplies.

      Hunter follows at my heels. “What’re you doing?”

      I stop at the far back shelf, grab a small plastic container and scraper from the top shelf, then head back to the steel table. “Gathering the evidence so I can take it to a spells expert and get an idea of what took my sister. Then, after I do that, I’m going to go to the newspaper and find out how in the hell they found out about the body being stolen before I did. I know the news prints fast here, but that was super quick. Someone had to have tipped them off.”

      Hunter catches my arm, stopping me before I reach the table. “This isn’t one of your mystery books, Eva.” The anger in his eyes startles me. “Whatever’s been doing this is powerful and dangerous, and you’re …” He presses his lips together, stopping himself.

      I already know what he was about to say.

      “Look, I know I’m not very powerful or tough or smart, but I’m also not a coward.” I wiggle my arm from his hold and turn toward the table with the scraper in my hand.

      He moves up behind me, standing so close his chest presses against my back. “I know you aren’t a coward. And you are smart and tough, whether you believe so or not.” He pauses, slowly sucking in an inhale. “I’ll let you go to the spells expert and talk to the newspaper, but only if I go with you. And you have to promise not to do anything else without consulting me first. Especially go looking for this thing.”

      “All right, I won’t.” I don’t bother pointing out that I’m eighteen years old and don’t need anyone’s permission to do anything anymore—he would only find a way to prove me wrong.

      “Okay, then.” He releases another deafening breath before stepping up beside me. “Now give me the container and scraper so I can collect the sample.”

      I shake my head. “I can do it.”

      “No, you can’t,” he insists. When I open my mouth to protest, he stresses, “A high magical current is flowing off that glitter. If you so much as get a drop on you, you could die.”

      “Well, I guess I’ll just have to be extra careful, then. Because I’m not about to let you take the risk for me.”

      He starts to roll up the sleeves of his grey thermal. “I’m going to put up a temporary magical potency shield, so I won’t be taking any risks.”

      I want to say I’ll just put the shield up on myself. That I can do this. That I’m not completely helpless. But the painful reality is that I am nowhere near as skilled or powerful enough to do that spell.

      I’m torn on whether or not to let him do it. If he does, then there’s a small chance something could go wrong and he could get hurt. If I don’t, then my sister could be lost forever.

      Before I can make the decision, Hunter snatches the container and scraper from my hand and gets to work.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” I ask. “I could go find someone else to do it.”

      “Are you questioning my awesome powers?” he asks, amusement playing at the edges of his lips.

      I shake my head. “No. But even the most powerful wizards and witches mess up big spells like this every once in a while. I don’t want you getting hurt.”

      He pats my arm. “I’ll be fine. I promise.”

      “Are you sure? Because I …” I trail off as he begins to chant the spell.

      All I can do is hold my breath and hope that nothing goes wrong.
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      After Hunter chants the words to the shield spell three times, he retrieves his wand and taps it against the top of his wrist. Moments later, his hands illuminate with a silvery, glittery glow.

      “You look like the Tin Man.” My skin has dampened with sweat from my nerves. I wipe my sweaty palms off on the sides of my plaid pajama bottoms.

      “Gee, thanks. What every guy wants to hear.” He flashes me a smile from over his shoulder as he tucks his wand into the back pocket of his jeans. Then he begins running his hands up and down his lean arms to spread the spell across his body. “And if that’s the case, then that would make you Dorothy.”

      “I could live with that. Dorothy is pretty awesome.”

      Pressing his lips together to stifle a laugh, he reaches out and gently tugs on a strand of my hair. “Actually, I take back the Dorothy comment. With this tangled mess, you’re definitely the Lion.”

      I softly shove him. “Hey, that’s not very nice.”

      He chuckles, his blue eyes casting a silvery glow from the spell. “Calling me the Tin Man wasn’t very nice, either.”

      “Yeah, but the Lion is cowardly.” I jut out my bottom lip. “You think I’m a coward.”

      He aims a finger at me while rubbing his other hand over his neck, causing the silver to spread to his face. “Don’t try to play innocent here. Not when you just told me I look like a character who doesn’t have a heart.”

      “I never said you were the Tin Man. Just that you look like him.” I cross my arms. “But you know what? After the whole cowardly lion remark, now I’m wondering if you don’t have a heart.”

      “I never said you were a coward—you’re definitely not. But your hair kind of looks like a jungle,” he teases with a smirk before capturing my hand and flattening my palm against his chest. “And I definitely have a heart.” His pulse beats steadily against my hand as his grin broadens. “See? Beating and everything.”

      I smile back, but the movement is aching. Why does he let me touch him like that? It’s torturous.

      “Yep, that’s definitely a beating heart.” I casually withdraw my hand and lower my arm to my side, feeling more flustered than I should.

      My fingers tremble as I open and flex them while letting a slow breath slip from my lips. Why does he have to affect me like this? Even in the midst of a crisis, my emotions are completely sync to him.

      Hunter’s gaze drops to my balled fist. “Are you okay?”

      “Yep, siree,” I lie breezily. “I’m just a little anxious about collecting the sample and getting to the expert. I’m hoping, if all goes well, I can track down Ry by tonight.”

      Pity fills Hunter’s glowing silver eyes, but instead of crushing my hope, he turns toward the steel table with the scraper in his hand. “All right, let’s get this done, then.”

      I hold my breath as he inches the scraper toward the glittery smudge, scrapes as much off the surfaces as he can, and transfers it into the container. By the time he’s finished, not a drop of glitter is left on the steel. However, a clear, slightly yellow residue remains.

      “It’ll take some time for that to wear off,” he says, pointing at the yellow residue. “Until then, you’ll want to stay away from this table. Got it?”

      I salute him. “Yes, boss.”

      He rolls his eyes as he screws the lid onto the container. “I’m serious, Eva. You can’t touch that, okay?”

      I nod, trying to put on my best serious face. “I know you’re being serious. And I know this is a serious situation, but you know how I get sometimes when I’m nervous.”

      “Yeah, I know.” He sets the container down, keeping ahold of the scraper as he walks to the trash bin that’s beside the large brewing pot. “And while I love sarcastic jokester Eva, I worry she doesn’t always fully see the consequences of making bad choices.”

      “I promise I do,” I attempt to assure him. “Joking is just how I deal with nerve-racking shit.” That and getting flustered over touching you.

      “I know. I just want to make sure that all jokes aside, you’re careful. I couldn’t handle it if you got hurt.” He tosses the scraper into the trash then tears a few paper towels off a roll sitting on a shelf. “No one’s going to come down here, right? I’d hate for Opal”—his lip twitches in annoyance—“or even Peyton, to come down here and get into this stuff before it’s finished dissolving.”

      “I put some charms up, but maybe you should double-check them, considering I suck.”

      “You don’t suck,” he assures, but then tacts on, “I’ll check on the charms, though, just to be sure.”

      “Thanks,” I say, wishing I didn’t need to ask him to double-check.

      No, what I wish for is that I was a kick-ass witch with badass charm-setting skills. But hey, at least I can talk to the dead, so yeah, there’s that. Right now, though, that little gift is utterly useless. That is, unless I end up interrogating bodies to find my sister.

      The thought makes me laugh out loud, which causes Hunter to give me a curious look. I nervously smile back. Yes, Hunter, your friend is mental and laughs at completely inappropriate times.

      “What? You chose to be my friend,” I remind him with a nonchalant shrug.

      He crooks a brow as he draws out his wand. “Did I now?” When I scowl at him, he chuckles. “I’m just kidding.” He faces the stairway, putting his back toward me, and runs his hand along the bottom step to check the potency of my charms. “And I’m glad I made that choice. My life would be way less interesting if I hadn’t.”

      My shoulders slump, and my head bobbles back as I suffocate a frustrated groan. I make his life more interesting? That’s it? Man, talk about the makings of a not-so-love story. I guess that doesn’t matter. I’ve known since the beginning of high school, when I first developed a crush on Hunter, that he’d probably never reciprocate my feelings. That’s why he can never, ever know that I go all lovey-dovey, cracked-out hummingbird wings heartbeats every time I’m around him. Otherwise, I might lose our friendship.

      Collecting myself, I start for the stairs, but instantly backtrack when I catch sight of a shimmering piece of paper lying on the cement floor beneath the steel table.

      Crouching down, I examine it without touching it to make sure it isn’t anything harmful. From what I can tell, it appears to be a square, bedazzled business card. To be extra careful, I stretch my arm out and let my palm hover above the paper to check for a magical current. Only when I’m absolutely positive that the air around the card is magically charged free do I pluck up the card.

      Straightening my legs, I stand back up and read over the swirly cursive on the front. “The Illuminating Horror House of Truth. Come and see what you truly want, if you dare.”

      “Huh?” Hunter asks as he twirls his magic wand in the air, preparing to reset my charms.

      I hold up the card. “I found this under the table. It’s a card for The Illuminating Horror House of Truth. Have you ever heard of it?”

      He wavers, lowering his magic wand. “I have.”

      “Why do you seem so hesitant that you do?”

      “Because it’s not a place most people like to admit they’ve been to.”

      “Why? What is it?”

      He plops down on the bottom step and tensely massages the back of his neck. “It’s a place where you can go to see the truth.”

      “The truth about what?” I motion for him to embellish. “Come on, Hunter; you have to give me more deets than that. I’m thinking the person who stole Ry may have dropped the card.”

      “That might not be right.”

      “Then who else could’ve dropped it?”

      Another maddening pause before he reluctantly says, “Ryleigh.”

      “No. There’s no way this could’ve been hidden in her pocket since she died. She wasn’t even buried in the same clothes as when the police”—I swallow the lump wedged in my throat—“found her body.”

      Hunter’s hand falls from his neck to his lap. “I don’t think it was in her pocket.”

      “Then where else would she keep …?” My lips form an O as realization smacks me in the forehead. “You think my sister had a secrets box hidden on her?” I’m not sure how I feel about the idea of my sister carrying around an invisible box that she crammed all her dirty secrets into. And the Ryleigh I knew didn’t seem like the sort of person to have a lot of dirty secrets.

      “She could have. I mean, I doubt your parents checked her for one after she … passed away. People rarely do.”

      “Yeah, because no one wants to find out all the dirty secrets their deceased loved one was hiding while they were alive.” Sighing, I cross the room and take a seat beside him on the bottom step. “Maybe my sister did have a secrets box, but that doesn’t explain why you’d automatically assume the card is hers.”

      Hunter scratches the corner of his eye, a nervous tick. “Because I know for a fact that she’s been to that place.”

      I don’t know why, but my stomach churns a bit. “How?”

      He stares down at his hands as he flexes his fingers. “Because I’ve been there with her.”

      “Oh.” I sink into some sort of strange, confused state of shock.

      Hunter and Ryleigh hung out together without me? Why didn’t I know?

      Wait a minute …

      My eyes widen. “Like, on a date?”

      “What? No,” he sputters. “We just went as friends, I swear to the witches in the sky. And it was only the one time.”

      I relax, but only a smidgeon. “Then, why didn’t you guys tell me? I mean, I wouldn’t have cared if you guys went out on a date.” Liar, liar, liar. “The idea that you didn’t tell me you went out on a—”

      “It wasn’t a date.” He pauses, his eyes searching mine. “Really? You wouldn’t have cared if I dated your sister?”

      I shrug, pretending to be all chillax despite my internal meltdown. “It might have been a little weird to see you two together, but I wouldn’t have been mad or anything.”

      He eyes me over, and I can see that he’s totally not buying my bullshit.

      “Well, whether you’d be mad or not, we weren’t on a date.” He pushes to his feet, stretching his arms above his head. “We went there as friends, and I know for a fact that Ry got a card. So did I. It said our names on the back and everything.”

      I flip the card over and … sure enough … “Ryleigh.” I glance up at Hunter. “You think she left this purposefully as a clue?”

      “I’m guessing she did.” He taps his magic wand against the railing and an array of dark blue sparks shower from the end. “Stuff doesn’t just accidentally fall out of a secrets box.”

      “True.” I look down at the card again, puzzlement tumbling through my mind.

      While my sister and I weren’t BFFs, I thought we were close enough that I’d know if she had a secrets box. At least close enough that I’d know if she was hanging out with the guy I am secretly in love with. Guess I was wrong, which makes me wonder what else she was hiding.

      “You never said what this place is.” I read the title on the front of the card again, “The Illuminating Horror House of Truth.”

      He frowns as he elevates his wand. “That’s because I’ve been purposefully dodging around telling you.”

      “Well, at least you’re honest.” I pat his arm. “But time to fess up.”

      The corners of his lips sink. “Maybe it’s better if you don’t know.”

      “Why? I’m going to find out when I go there. At least if you tell me now, I can prepare myself.”

      He twists to face me with a stern expression. “I still don’t think it’s such a good idea.”

      “Hunter, if it’s a clue Ry left behind, then I have to check out this place and find out why she wanted me to go there.”

      “Maybe the clue wasn’t left behind for you.”

      A foul taste burns in my mouth, but I swallow it down. “Then it was left behind for you since you’re the only other person who knew her body was down here.”

      “I doubt that.” He grimaces. “Look, even if she did leave the card, hoping you’d find it and track that place down, I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to go. This place …” He crinkles his nose. “It’s pretty hardcore and draws in a pretty rough crowd.”

      I fold my arms and raise my brows. “Well, it’s a good thing I’m pretty hardcore, then.”

      He sighs. “Ev, you’re my best friend, and I think you’re great, but you are far from hardcore.”

      I don’t know what pushes me over the edge. His, “I think you’re great” remark, or him reminding me that I’m not badass.

      “I may not have been badass in the past, but I think it might be time to change that.” I put on my best interrogation face. “Now, come on; tell me what this place is.”

      A surrendering sigh escapes him. “Fine, I’ll tell you. But please don’t judge me … or your sister.” He waits for me nod before continuing, “It’s a place where all your wishes are brought to life.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad.”

      “It might not sound bad, but imagine seeing all your fears, worries, dreams, and desires brought to life in front of you for you to live out.”

      “Okay, I might see how some of that could be bad, especially the fear part.” I pick at my fingernails, feeling lost. “Why would you guys choose to do that?”

      “Because part of it is fun, like the dreams and desires …” Wariness briefly flickers across his face before he hastily clears his throat. “Anyway, the worries and fears part sucks ass. But it’s a package deal. If you want to see your dreams and desires, you have to face your fears and worries first.”

      I trace my finger along the edge of the card. “And you guys wanted to do that?”

      He shrugs, staring down at the ground. “I was curious about some stuff.”

      “And what about my sister? Was she curious also?”

      He shrugs again. “I’m not really sure what she was searching for, or if she was searching for anything. From what I understand, she regularly hung out at the place.” He tears his face off the floor and meets my gaze. “I was honestly kind of surprised she hung out there, considering the rough crowd it draws in.”

      “Just how rough, exactly?”

      “Werewolves, vampire … demons.”

      “Demons?” My eyes nearly bulge out of my head. “Why would my sister hang out at a place like that?”

      Sure, some werewolves and vampires are sketchy as fuck, but most aren’t bad. Like Peyton, who can be a tad annoying but is decent at heart. But demons … Never have I heard of a good demon.

      “Well, I guess there’s only one way to find out,” I answer my own question.

      Hunter shakes his head. “No, I already said you shouldn’t go—”

      I place my finger over his lips. “This is my sister, Hunter. And I’m going to do whatever it takes to find her. So, either you’re with me or you’re not, but I am going.”

      His chest puffs out as he heaves a sigh. “Fine. I’ll go with you. But only after we take the magic residue sample to the expert and talk to the newspaper. I want going to The Illuminating Horror House of Truth to be the last resort.”

      I nod, standing. “Deal.”

      I leave the conversation at that and head upstairs to change, a thousand unanswered questions haunting my mind. What was my sister doing at a place with demons? Better yet, what she was doing at a place that revealed what she kept hidden in her mind? What was she looking for? What was Hunter looking for?

      Most of all, how did I not know about this part of their lives?

      How much more do I not know?
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      I hurry up the stairs to my bedroom and peel my pajamas off. Then I throw on a pair of cut-off shorts and a black tank top, before tying a plaid jacket around my waist since the fall weather in Mystic Willow Bay can be sort of iffy. To top off the look, I trace my eyes with kohl liner, comb my hair, and slip on a pair of clunky velvet boots.

      I don’t bother glancing in the mirror before I head out of my room, but I do grab the emergency wad of cash I keep stashed in my sock drawer. I have an unsettling feeling that today is going to turn into an emergency cash sort of day. I’ve had these unsettling feelings previously, and usually I’m not wrong.

      As I’m rushing down the cluttered hall toward the stairway, Opal bounces out of her room right in front of me. Thankfully, I manage to slam on the brakes before I topple into the diamond encrusted, paper thin wings spanning out of her back. Otherwise, I might have ended up taking a trip to faerie land (FYI, because fey wings carry the power of realm teleportation).

      “Hey!” she chirps, her eyes bright and shiny, her wings flapping behind her. “I was just about to go look for you.”

      “Really?” I question. “With your wings out?”

      A crease forms between her brows as she cranes her neck to look behind her. “Whoopsie. I thought I put those bad boys away.” With a snap of her fingers, her wings fold and shrink until they vanish completely. “There you go.” She dusts off her hands. “You’re officially safe from any accidental teleportation.”

      “Thanks. Although, it is a shame you can’t keep them out more. They’re so pretty.”

      “And it feels great to stretch them out, too” She twists her wavy brown hair into a messy bun and secures it with an elastic. “But you know the rules. Faeries can only keep their wings out while they’re around other fey or in the fey realm, which makes sense. I mean, can you imagine if we walked around all the time with them out?” She visibly shudders. “We’d have a real traffic problem going on in the path to the fey realm.”

      “Has any fey ever accidentally sent someone there?” My phone goes off in my pocket, and I realize I never did check the message from early. You know, back when Hunter wanted to get all intimate on me and tried to share his magic. Although, to him, he probably looked at his sharing time as a friend helping out a friend in need, because that’s the kind of person he is. A guy who would do anything to help the people he cared about.

      She nods, zipping up her hoodie. “It’s happened a few times. And there has even been a couple of times when someone forced a fey to let them touch their wings so they could go to the fey realm.”

      “Why would anyone want to go there if they aren’t fey?” I ask as I swipe my finger across the screen of my phone.

      “To steal power,” she says, causing me to glance up at her. “It grows all over the trees. And anyone who goes there can take it.”

      The craziest thought crosses my mind in that moment. There’s extra power in the fey realm that anyone can just take? If I took it, would I become more powerful?

      I quickly dropkick the ludicrous thought from my mind. Seriously, Eva? You’re getting so desperate now that you’re thinking about stealing power from a different species?

      Witches of all witches, what the hell is wrong with me?

      “That’s crazy.” I redirect my focus back to the phone. Three missed messages? “That power just grows on trees.”

      “Well, the fey realm is a magical, magical place,” she singsongs through a laugh. “I wish you could see it.”

      “Me, too …” The words taper off from my lips as I read the missed messages. One is from my mom, reminding me to check on the house while they’re on vacation, but the second sends a chill up my spine.

      Unknown: Time to play a little game with my favorite archenemy. It’s called: payback is a witch in the ass.

      At first, I think the text is from whoever took my sister’s body, but then I read the third message and become aware that I have other problems on top of finding the body snatcher.

      Unknown: Remember that day you told my longtime crush that I liked him and he never spoke to me again? And then I got teased so badly at school I had to be sent away to boarding school across Mystic Willow Lake? Well, I’m back now, and I’m seeking revenge. I’m going to be real nice about it, though, and give you a hint. An eye for an eye. Or, in our case, a lost crush for a lost crush.

      I press my fingers to the brim of my nose.

      Great. Now, on top of finding my sister’s body, I have to worry about a crazy witch hopped up on revenge.
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      Okay, so let me explain myself before you start thinking I’m a terrible person who outed another witch’s crush.

      Claire, aka my unknown texter, is a witch I befriended during my freshman year when we were partnered up for a project. We were both little weirdoes and instantly hit it off enough that we shared some of our most private secrets, like the wizards we had a crush on. The problem with our friendship was that we were both clumsy in the magical department, and during Practicing Wand Twirling for Amateurs class, she accidentally set off her wand and blasted me with a spilling secrets spell.

      It wouldn’t have been too terrible—at least for her—if the spell didn’t reflect off my wand, causing a magical reflection, which basically means that, instead of me spilling my own secrets, I spilled hers. Then, it might not have been too bad if she hadn’t had a crush on Troy, the most stuck-up, douchey wizard in school—aka Hunter’s older brother—and who a lot of people thought was completely out of Claire’s league.

      Needless to say, after I spilled the beans, she became the laughing joke of the school and was constantly tormented. I tried to stick to her side and stand up for her, but she refused to have anything to do with me. Then, about two weeks after the incident, her parents decided to ship her off to boarding school where she could have a fresh start.

      I always hoped that, if I ever saw her again, she’d finally forgive me. Apparently, quite the opposite has happened.

      “What’s wrong?” Opal asks worriedly. “You look like you’re about to be sick.”

      I release an exasperated exhale as I stuff my phone into my back pocket. “Do you remember that thing that happened between Claire and me in high school?”

      “You mean, when you told everyone in school that she was crushing on Troy,” she says, nodding. “Of course I remember. I felt so sorry for her. Kids can be such asshats. So a girl has a crush on you? So what? It’s no excuse to treat a person like crap and act like a total douchebag.”

      “Yeah, I know,” I agree. “For the record, Troy was a douchebag way before that.”

      She flicks a piece of silver glitter over her shoulder, and for the craziest, stupidest moment, I question if Opal took my sister. Then I mentally kick myself in the ass.

      Seriously, Opal? She’s like the nicest fey—no scratch that—person ever. What would she even want with a dead body?

      “You know, I’ve always wondered how someone as sweet as Hunter could be related to someone as stuck-up and kind of stupid as Troy,” Opal states, slipping her hands into the front pockets of her hoodie.

      I chuckle. “He definitely isn’t the nicest and brightest bulb in town, is he?”

      “Not at all.” She gives me a knowing smile. “You definitely picked the better brother to get a crush—”

      I clap my hands together, cutting her off as Hunter materializes at the top of the stairs.

      He startles at the sound and presses his hand to his chest. “What the hell is up with the clapping? Wait. You’re not thinking about going out for the Mystic Willow Bay Star Wizard Cheerleading team again, are you?”

      I give him a quick once-over to assess what kind of mood he is in, attempting to see if Claire has divulged that I’m all goo-goo eyes for him or not.

      His brows are knit, and his eyes spin with confusion, but I can’t detect an ounce of horror or irritation, so that’s a good sign, right?

      “What do you mean again?” I play dumb. “I’ve never thought about being a cheerleader.”

      Hunter looks strangely annoyed. “You’re such a little liar. I saw the brochure in your room.”

      Crap. I’m so busted.

      “That was an old brochure.” I nervously scratch the side of my neck. “From, like, five summers ago.”

      He cocks a brow. “Then why was it dated this year?”

      “Umm …” I shrug. “Maybe that one belonged to Ry?”

      “Ry wasn’t a cheerleading sort of girl.” He gives a long pause, his brows knitting. “Then again, I thought you weren’t, either.”

      “I’m not.”

      “So, you weren’t thinking about trying out, then?”

      “No … Yes … I mean, no …” Motherload of all babbling witches, what is wrong with me today! I’m usually a pro at lying when I need to. Maybe the stress is messing with my head or something. “Okay, fine, you caught me. Earlier this year, I briefly—and I stress the briefly part—lost my damn mind and considered trying out for the cheerleading team. But after thinking about it for, like, a second, I realized how sucky it would be.”

      “Why?” Opal intervenes. “You’re a really good dancer. I’m sure you’d …” She smashes her lips together as I sneak a please-be-quiet look. “Never mind.”

      Hunter stares at me like I’m some foreign creature who just sprouted a unicorn horn out of her butt. “Since when do you know how to dance? Last time I checked, you could barely do the chicken dance.”

      “She took a bunch of classes throughout high school,” Opal announces then pulls a whoops face as I glare at her. “Sorry, I forgot it was supposed to be a secret. Although, I still don’t know why you don’t want anyone knowing you’re badass at shaking your ass.”

      Because I don’t want to be a badass dancer. I want to be a badass witch like my parents, sister, and even my grandparents.

      The only reason I even started taking dance classes was because my mom wanted me to have a hobby outside of magic. While she never flat out said it, I think she hoped that by pushing me away from magic, I’d find something I was actually good at. I guess she was right. I just wish that something else was much cooler.

      “It’s not a big deal.” I act all casual and smooth. “And while I’d love to stay here and chat about this some more, I’ve got places to go and a mystery to solve.”

      “A mystery to solve?” Opal blinks at me. “Huh?”

      “I’ll explain later,” I tell her, though I won’t. How can I when she doesn’t know I’ve been keeping my sister’s dead body in the basement? I’m sure that conversation would go over fantastically. Can you imagine?

      Hey, Opal, remember the other day when you said you thought you smelled the stench of rotting eggs and dirty socks flowing through the vents. Well, that was my sister’s rotting body that I’ve been hiding in the basement for a couple of weeks now. But you didn’t know that because I charmed the basement so you can’t ever find it.

      Yep, I’m sure she’d be thrilled to hear that.

      Throwing a wave over my shoulder, I start down the stairs and toward the front door. Hunter follows, keeping close to my heels.

      “So, a cheerleader, huh?” he mutters. “Who would’ve thought?”

      “It’s not that big of a deal.” When I’m at the front door, I reach for the doorknob but pause. “Although, I gotta say, your shock over the idea makes me feel super awesome about myself.” I begin to pull the door open, but he holds it closed.

      “I’m not shocked at the idea of you being a cheerleader so much as the idea of you wanting to be one.” He studies me. “It’s just something I can’t picture you wanting to do. And the whole being able to dance thing … How did I not know about this?”

      I shrug. “Probably the same way I didn’t know you went to that illuminating/horror/desires place with my sister.” When guilt consumes his eyes, I add, “I’m not saying this to make you feel guilty. I’m just pointing out that maybe we don’t know each other as well as we thought.”

      “I don’t think that’s it at all. We know each other. We just have a few secrets, which I’m sure is normal for friends. And—at least for me—I have really good reasons when I decide not to tell you something.”

      I become greatly curious what his good reasons are. “I guess you might be right.”

      A grin spreads across his face. “Might be? Try always.”

      I roll my eyes. “Now you’re starting to sound just like your brother.” When his expression falls, I feel like a jerk. “I’m sorry. I was kidding. You know that, right? You are, in no magical way, shapeshifter, or form like your brother.”

      He nods, but his smile doesn’t reappear as he moves away to let me open the door.

      “Can I ask you something?” he asks as we step outside, underneath the cloudy sky.

      The nervous edge in his tone makes me nervous, but still I nod. “Sure.”

      “It’s about the cheerleading tryout thing,” he says with reluctance as we start down the path toward his truck parked in the driveway. “And why you ever considered trying out. I know Opal said you are a good dancer, but was that the only reason?”

      I wish I could truthfully say yes, but the truth is, I only ever considered putting on a skirt and shamefully shaking my ass after I found out he was in line to become the next Mystic Willow Bay Star Wizard. It was my way of staying close to him if—when—he got selected for the position. But after I picked up the brochure and saw what being a cheerleader for the Mystic Willow Bay Star Wizard entitled, not to mention the ridiculously frilly skirts they had to wear, I quickly shut down what might have been one of my stupidest plans ever.

      Telling Hunter all of this isn’t an option.

      Unfortunately, conjuring up a good lie takes me way too long and Hunter catches on.

      “If you don’t want to tell me, that’s fine.” He looks disappointed as he opens the passenger door for me.

      As I hoist myself into his lifted truck, I consider telling him the partial truth. I mean, would it sound so bad if I confessed I wanted to remain close to him after he becomes the next Mystic Willow Bay Star Wizard?

      However, before I can get the words out, a shadowy figure wearing a cloak darts out from behind the house and runs across the front lawn, moving so swiftly I can’t make out any features, other than red eyes.

      Red eyes.

      Demon.

      A demon that was just hiding out behind my house.

      Shit! Is that what took my sister’s body?

      Without even thinking, I dive out of the truck to chase it.

      Hunter’s arm comes down in front of me like a barricade. “Stay here.”

      “Why? What are you …?”

      He takes off without warning. I reach out to stop him, but he moves too fast, sprinting across the street before I can even blink an eye.

      “Hunter, wait!” I shout, but he’s already rounding the corner where the demon disappeared.

      Letting out a string of curses, I jog across the front lawn and haul ass after him. When I reach the corner, I slow down to draw out my wand.

      “Energize,” I whisper then breathe in relief when the tip of my wand sparks with pink magic. I kiss the shimmering pale purple base of the stick. “Thank you for listening to me for once. Now, if you could work perfectly if I have to cast a protection spell, that would be fabulous.” Sucking in a deep breath, I steer around the corner.

      My heart rate quickens as I note the bareness of the sidewalk. Not a single person in sight, not even in the yards of the two-story Victorian homes along the street. Then again, it is eleven o’clock in the morning, so most of the community is either at work or school. Still, the emptiness is unnerving. And where the hell did Hunter go?

      “Hunter?” I whisper as I tiptoe up the sidewalk, moving my wand from side to side, preparing to throw a spell if needed. “Hunter, where the heck are you?”

      When I stumble across Hunter’s wand lying on the sidewalk, my worry soars all the way to the cloudy grey sky.

      Never ever have I seen Hunter leave his wand unattended. Most witches and wizards don’t, since it leaves their magic vulnerable to thievery.

      Even worse, surrounding his wand is a trail of ash, remnants of curses thrown by a demon.

      Images of Hunter cursed with two heads and frog eyes race through my mind, but I stifle the images and focus on the problem at hand.

      My hands tremble as I scoop up his wand and tuck it into the pocket of the jacket tied around my waist. Then I follow the trail of ashes up the sidewalk and to the small, grassy park at the end of the subdivision.

      My gaze skims the dry, fall-kissed trees, the swing set, slide, and merry-go-round before landing on two figures; one with blond hair and the other wearing a cloak. They’re rolling around on a shallow hill near the back fence line, sparks of blue magic and ashes of curses flying through the air like a wildly crazy firework show.

      “Shit.” I take off in a mad sprint, my mind racing with what spell I could use to deflate the not-so-great situation.

      I could try to throw the demon off Hunter, or blast him across the park. Better yet, I could freeze him. That way, we could tie him up and try to find out why he was creeping around our house in the middle of the afternoon, thirty minutes after my sister’s body was stolen.

      Yes, definitely the freeze spell.

      I point my wand at the demon as I near him. “Ubi sunt—”

      The demon turns and fires a series of curses at me before I can finish. I try to duck out of the way, but the funnel of ashes leaps through the air and slams straight into my chest. I fall to the ground on my back, my heart thrashing.

      “Don’t you dare—” Hunter starts to yell, but he’s cut off by a soft swoosh.

      The air grows quiet except for my gasping breaths. I try to move, but my body won’t budge. I try to scream, and nothing.

      What in the wild, wild evil demons did he curse me with?

      “Don’t worry; it’ll wear off in a few minutes. Although, the delayed effects can be petrifyingly intense.” The demon’s face appears above me, all gross and evil and snarly.

      Okay, okay, that part might be a lie. Demons aren’t necessarily ugly, and this one for sure isn’t. But this would be easier to handle if he looked like an evil villain instead of a twenty-year-old, tall, lean, black-haired, decked out in facial piercings Gothic prince.

      The only dead giveaway of his pure evil blood are his glowing red eyes. Yet, even those are lined with long, black eyelashes that most girls would envy.

      His lips pull to a crooked smile as if he knows exactly what I’m thinking.

      I mentally roll my eyes at myself. Jeez, Eva, get your hormones in check.

      “You’re not the first, and definitely not the last to look at me like that.” He swooshes the tail of his cloak aside and crouches down beside me. “However, you are the first of your kind. Though I haven’t ever really met any of your kind.”

      He hasn’t met a witch before? WTF? That doesn’t make sense. Unless he’s been living in a crypt or sewer or something, which perhaps he has—demons have strange living places.

      He assesses my eyes. “You’re a very interesting looking species. Strange, but beautiful in a weird way.” When I glare at him, his red eyes glimmer with elation. “Yes, definitely weirdly beautiful.”

      Weirdly beautiful? Why is it always weird? And why does he keep acting like I’m some bizarre species when witches are super common in Mystic Willow Bay?

      Why do I even care! He’s a freakin’ demon, for crying out loud.

      “It’s okay to be flattered.” His lips span into a sinister, yet somehow charming smile. “And as much as I’d love to stand around and flatter you more, I need to take off.” He glances at his bare wrist, as if checking the time on an invisible watch. “I’ve got places to go and people to torment.” He lowers his wrist and looks at me. “Just one more thing before I leave. And please keep in mind that I don’t particularly like this part, but it is part of my job, so there’s not much I can do. Unless I want to get fired.”

      With a flash of his eyes, his body begins to shapeshift, horns sprouting from his forehead and fangs poking out from his mouth. Red tinted scales sprout across his flesh and smoke puffs out of his nose as he rises to his feet.

      “Now, I’m only going to say this warning once.” Smoke leaves his blackened lips as he enunciates each word. “Stay away from The Illuminating Horror House of Truth. Nothing good can come from you going there. And if you do go there, you won’t be leaving. Just like your sister.” He winks. “If you get my meaning.”

      My lips curl and my fingers spasm, not just out of anger, but because my body is unfreezing. The demon notices, too, and steps back.

      “Until we meet again.” He throws me another wink as my body movements return to full form.

      I spring to my feet then leap for him with my hand outstretched. “What do you know about my sister’s—”

      Poof.

      He dissolves into a mist of smoke. And while I’m pissed off as hell, one good thing came out of it.

      “I got a demon scale!” I cry, jumping up and down, holding the reddish scale up in the air.

      “I’m glad you’re so happy about that, but I’m completely confused as to why.” Hunter grunts as he stumbles to his feet.

      “Oh, my gosh, are you okay?” I ask, rushing toward him.

      He nods as he staggers sideways. “Other than getting my ass kicked by a cocky-ass demon, I’m just lovely.”

      I hold his arm as he steadies his balance. “Did he hit you with a curse?”

      “Yeah. I think it was a freezing one. He tried to hit me with a couple more, but ended up hitting my hair instead.” He looks at me worriedly as he ruffles his singed hair into place. “How bad is it?”

      “Um …” I press my lips together, debating whether or not to lie.

      “Come on; just rip the Band-Aid off.”

      “Other than a few bald spots in the back, you look as sexy as always.” Whoopsie. I so didn’t mean for the sexy part to slip out.

      “Sexy?” he questions. Then his eyes enlarge as he shoots his hand to his head. “Bald spots?”

      “It really doesn’t look that terrible,” I lie as he fusses with his hair. “There’s just a few in the back.” I put my hand to my mouth and cough out, “And, like, seven in front.”

      “Seven!” Fury flames in his eyes. “If I ever see that demon again, I’ll kill him.”

      “No killing. But feel free to hit him with a molting spell.” I retrieve his wand from my pocket. “You dropped this back on the sidewalk.” I hand the wand to him. “Maybe you can do a spell to make your hair grow back.”

      “Thanks.” Leaving one hand on his head, he takes the wand. “But I can’t use my wand for probably at least twenty-four hours, if not longer.”

      “Why?”

      “Because a demon’s curse hit it.”

      “Oh. Well, that sucks.”

      “Yeah, it definitely does.” He gives a contemplative pause. “Hey, maybe you could do the spell.”

      Thinking he’s joking, I snort a laugh. But the hilarity dies when I note his serious expression.

      “Did the demon hit you with a lose-your-mind curse?” I ask. “Because that’s the only reason I can come up with as to why you’d ask me to use my magic on you.”

      “It’s just a small spell,” he insists. “And I’ll help you.”

      “Or you could just wear a hat.”

      “The only hat I own is the standard wizard’s hat, and I refuse to walk around town with that on my head.”

      I kick the tip of my boot against the grass. “Why? Troy used to do it all the time.”

      He gives me a stressing look. “Exactly.”

      I sigh. “Hunter, please don’t make me do this.”

      He struggles not to sulk. “I won’t ever make you do anything, but I really wish you’d try.”

      Guilt creeps up on me. I shift my weight uncomfortably as I rotate my wand around in my hand. “You really think I can do it?”

      He nods. “I really think you can. It’s a fairly easy spell, and like I said, I’ll help you.”

      Swallowing hard, I nod. “All right, let’s do it.”

      He grins from ear-to-ear, but the slightest bit of nervousness is evident in his eyes. “Okay, put the end of your wand to my head and repeat after me.”

      I do as he says, lightly touching the tip of my wand to the peak of his forehead.

      With a deep breath, he utters the spell softly. I open my mouth to repeat the chant and try not to totally lose my cool as he covers his hand over mine and holds my wand with me. His eyes are trained on mine, which only takes my nerves up to an eleven hundred. Somehow, though, I manage to get the entire spell out coherently, and enchanting sparks twinkle from the end of my wand to spread across his head. Blond strands of hair begin to regrow until no bald spots remain on that pretty head of his.

      I’m just about to smile when the end of my wand wheezes and the sparks sputter out into smoke, the spell gone awry.

      I frown. “Aw, crap.”
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      Ten minutes later, Hunter and I are parked in front of the Mystic Willow Bay Daily newspaper. The silence that has stretched between us since we left the park is maddening, but I don’t dare open my mouth. No, after what I did, I need to wait for him to speak first.

      He silences the engine and slants forward to examine his reflection in the rearview mirror, something he hasn’t done since we got in the truck. Then he runs his hand over the top of his head, flattening his hair down.

      “Well, it could be worse,” he finally says, turning toward me with the sweetest smile. “I could still be bald.”

      My shoulders hunch forward. “Don’t try to coddle me. I screwed up big time and now you have short, black and blue hair. And for who knows how long.”

      “I’m not trying to coddle you,” he insists, reaching across the seat to take my hand. “It really isn’t that horrible.”

      “Really?” I question skeptically. “Even though there’s no blond left or length?”

      He gives a half-shrug. “I’ve been meaning to cut it, anyway. It was becoming too hard to maintain.”

      “Hunter, you’ve been obsessed with having your hair long ever since we were in middle school.”

      “Well, I’m not in middle school anymore, am I?” He rubs his hand over his cropped hair. “And this … This could be cool, right?”

      I nod truthfully. “It looks very punk rock.”

      He smiles thoughtfully. “Huh. I never thought I could pull that kind of look off.”

      “Well, you definitely can.” I pick at my chipped fingernail polish. “I’m sorry for screwing up … again.”

      “This isn’t your fault.” He gently squeezes my hand. “I’m the one who asked you to do the spell. If anything, it’s my fault. I should’ve helped you more or just lived with the bald spots.” He wavers his head from side to side. “Nah, I take that back. I’d way rather have blue hair than be bald.”

      I smile, but the move is excruciating. Why can’t I, just once, be an awesomely skilled witch?

      Suddenly, my thoughts backtrack to something strange.

      I straighten in the seat. “Hey, off the subject, but did you hear anything the demon said to me?”

      He shakes his head. “I lost my hearing when he blasted me with the curse. Why? Did he say something odd?”

      I nod then give him a quick recap of what the demon said.

      “He called you weirdly beautiful,” Hunter mumbles after I finish.

      I rest my elbow on the back of the seat. “Yeah, I wasn’t too impressed, either. But I think that was probably the least important thing he said.” When Hunter hesitates to agree, I ask, “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s nothing.” He tugs at the ends of his sleeves. “It just kind of seems like he was hitting on you.”

      I bark out in laughter. “Ha! Yeah, right!”

      “Why is that so funny?”

      “Because a demon—or anyone, for that matter—would never hit on me.”

      Now Hunter is the one to laugh. “You think no one’s ever hit on you before?”

      “Not think. Know.”

      “You’re more oblivious than I thought, then.”

      “Hey.” I reach out and lightly pinch his chest, eliciting a chuckle from him. “I may live in my own little world sometimes, but I’m not oblivious.”

      He rubs the spot where I pinched him. “If you say so.”

      “Hunter,” I protest. “Stop saying that.”

      “Why?” he asks innocently. “It’s the truth.”

      When I glare at him, he laughs.

      “I don’t know why you’re getting upset about this,” he says. “It should be a good thing.”

      I lift my brows. “That a demon hit on me?”

      His amusement fizzles. “Not that part. I’m serious, if I ever see it again, I’m going to kill it.”

      “No killing, remember? Molting spells are okay. Killing … not so much,” I remind him. “We’re completely steering away from the point.”

      “Which is?”

      “Well, for starters, I’m pretty sure the demon might not just know where my sister’s body is, but he may even know some stuff about her death.”

      “Even if he did, we’d have to track him down in order to get answers.”

      I elevate my brows. “Or go to the place he warned us not to go.”

      He slips the keys out of the ignition. “No way. I mean, for all you know, he wanted you to go there and threatened you to put the idea in your head.”

      I unfasten my seatbelt. “You think he was trying to set me up?”

      “I’m not sure. What I do know is demons can’t be trusted.” He climbs out, and I follow suit, meeting him in front of the truck.

      “And what about him acting like he never saw a witch before?” I ask, drawing my sunglasses over my eyes as the sun peeks out from the clouds.

      Hunter puts on a pair of shades, too. “Depending on what kind of demon he is, he might not have.”

      I untie my plaid jacket from my waist and slip it on. “You didn’t recognize what kind he was?”

      “No, which means he’s probably something rare.”

      He starts across the parking lot, and I hurry after him until I am by his side. I wave at a couple of middle-aged pixie women as we pass by them. The tallest one has glittery skin that casts a shimmery glow in the sunlight. It reminds me of the magic sample Hunter and I collected. I pull my jacket tighter around me, aware that almost anyone could be a suspect.

      “Will you relax?” Hunter hisses as we reach the glass doors of the station. “You’re making me nervous.”

      “Sorry.” The wind kicks up, blowing strands of hair into my face. “I don’t even know why I’m nervous.” Other than I have one of those unsettling feelings again; a silent warning that something bad is about to happen.

      “Mr. Trickleten—the guy in charge of the paper—is a leprechaun, so you need to make sure you aren’t nervous,” Hunter says as he wraps his fingers around the door handle.

      “I didn’t realize he was a leprechaun.” My nerves become even more frazzled.

      Leprechauns are the worst. Tricky and mean, they twist everything you say until you confess all your secrets. Then they use them against you in the worst possible way. I guess it sort of makes sense that a leprechaun would be a reporter.

      Time to put your game face on, Eva.

      I suck in an inhale and release it before squaring my shoulders. “All right, I’m officially chillaxed.”

      Hunter nods then pulls open the door and steps inside. I match his steps, keeping close as he gradually makes his way inside. Then he suddenly grinds to a halt and, not being quick enough, I end up slamming into his back.

      “Sorry,” I apologize as I put some space between us. “I didn’t mean to …” My eyes widen as my gaze travels around the room in front of us.

      Papers and boxes are strewn all over the tipped over desks and filing cabinets, the ceiling tiles are cracked and falling down, the lights flickering on and off, and a giant crack splits down the center of the room.

      “It looks like a magical tornado blew through here,” Hunter mumbles as he inches farther into the newsroom. Glass crunches beneath his sneakers and pieces of sheetrock fall from the walls. “What the hell do you think did this? And why?”

      “I’m not sure about the why part, but I might know the what,” I say, plucking a tinted scale from off the burnt carpet.

      Hunter’s fingers curl into fists at his sides as he sees what I am holding. “That damn demon did this?”

      The scale is warm against my fingers. “That or something of his kind.”

      He scratches his head. “But why?”

      “I’m not sure.” I stuff the scale in my pocket beside the other one. Always good to have a backup. “But I don’t think it’s coincidental that he was here only moments before we showed up.”

      “How do you know it was only moments ago? For all we know, this could’ve happened earlier.”

      I point at traces of smoke lingering in the air. “The smoke would’ve cleared out by now. Plus, the scale’s still warm.”

      “You’re probably right.” Hunter glances over at the desks as a soft buzzing fills the air. “What is that?”

      “I’m not sure, but let’s go find out.” I start toward the desks, but he snags ahold of my arm.

      “Let me go first,” he says, dragging me behind him.

      “You’re being very chivalrous today,” I nervously tease as we weave through the mess and toward the buzzing.

      “I’m chivalrous every day,” he throws back with a grin. “Just ask all of my many stalkers.”

      I roll my eyes and tell my aching heart to shut the eff up. “You’re so cocky sometimes.”

      “It’s all part of my charm.” He winks, but his humor vanishes as we arrive at a buzzing printer, fully on and printing the next edition of the newspaper.

      “How on earth is it still working?” I snatch up the front page—the only page. “Attention Mystic Willow Bay citizens. Due to being overworked, I have decided to take a temporary vacation. At this time, I am unsure of my return date, but until then, Mystic Willow Bay Daily will no longer print. Sorry for the upset this may cause, but perhaps you’ll appreciate me more when I return. Sincerely, Mr. Trickleten.” I glance up at Hunter. “You think this is legit?”

      Hunter shrugs as his gaze skims the desks and the crack in the floor. “I have no idea, but we need to report it to the police.”

      “What about my sister?” I fold the paper and tuck it into my pocket. “We’re running low on time.”

      “We’ll stop at the police station on the way to the expert,” he says, stuffing his hands into his pockets. “Considering how dismissive the police can be, I’m sure it won’t take too long.”

      I start to nod when the printer spews out a buttload of papers into the air. I catch one and read the fresh ink staining the front.

      “P.S. For anyone who finds this mess, just leave it alone. I’ll take care of the problem when I get back. In fact, I think I’ll take care of it now—”

      The room abruptly jerks to the right, and then to the left, causing the desks, papers, and filing cabinets to flip over and realign. The printer shuts down, and the paper in my hand dissolves into a pile of ashes.

      “Well, so much for reporting the mess,” I mutter as I watch the crack in the floor reseal.

      Hunter massages his temples. “This is becoming a real headache.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, feeling awful. “Maybe I should handle it on my own.”

      He stares at me blankly. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “I’m not being ridiculous. This is taking up a lot of time, crazy things are happening, and you have blue hair.” I gesture at his head. “Things are getting out of hand.”

      He dismisses me with a wave of his hand. “I’m not going anywhere, so drop it.”

      I reluctantly nod, part of me relieved he’s staying with me.

      While I’d love to think I can handle anything on my own, the truth is, I can’t.

      My sister’s missing body proves that.
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      “How did you find this expert, exactly?” Hunter asks as we round the side of a rusted warehouse located on the outskirts of town near the water tower.

      The sky is still a cloudy grey, and the wind has chilled the temperature to a cool autumn.

      “We used to hang out in grade school before he transferred schools.” Gravel crunches beneath my shoes as I approach a crooked door at the back of the warehouse. “I haven’t talked to him since then, but I heard he became an expert. I figured it might be better to use someone I know, you know, since I’m searching for a dead body I was technically not supposed to have. Confidentiality is important.”

      “I guess so.” Hunter eyeballs the metal door with distrust. “Are you sure you can trust this guy? I mean, you haven’t spoken to him since you were, like, what? Ten? That was over eight years ago. A lot can change in eight years.”

      “Some stuff can change, but I’m sure Evan is still the same sweet guy who shared his peanut butter and jelly sandwiches whenever my lunch got stolen.”

      “Your lunch got stolen more than once?”

      I give a nonchalant shrug. “Kids weren’t really fans of the girl who claimed she could talk to dead bodies. Although, for the record, I never did claim I could. This town just loves to gossip.” I rap my knuckles on the door. “I don’t know why you’re so surprised by this info. You knew me in middle school and high school, which wasn’t much better.”

      “No one stole your lunch in high school. If they did, I’d have kicked their ass.”

      “Yeah, I know. And I love you for that. That doesn’t mean kids treated me any better. I was still the same freak who occasionally chatted it up with dead bodies and who has dorky rainbow eyes.”

      “Your eyes aren’t dorky at all,” he says matter-of-factly. “And the whole dead bodies thing isn’t so bad.”

      I arch my brows at him. “So, you didn’t freak out the first time you saw me do it?”

      “I was a little startled,” he admits, carrying my gaze. “But only because of a dead body being five feet away from me.”

      I can’t help smiling a little. “Well, that’s because you’re awesome. Most people aren’t.”

      “No, they’re not.” He stops talking when the door creaks open.

      My jaw nearly knocks against the ground as a guy with short brown hair, a pierced lip, and dressed head to toe in black steps into the doorway. Leather bands cover his wrists, a chain hangs from his belt loop, and a leather collar ornaments his neck.

      Two words pop into mind at the sight of him: bad boy. If it wasn’t for his fiery orange eyes, I probably wouldn’t have figured out who he is.

      “Definitely not the gangly Evan I grew up with,” I mutter in surprise.

      Evan’s gaze glides up and down me before residing on my eyes. Then his lips pull into a sexy half-grin. “Well, holy shit. Little dead body girl is all grown up.”

      “I don’t go by that name anymore, thank you very much,” I joke then move in to give him a hug. “How’s life been? I heard you graduated with honors or something like that.”

      He waves my remark off as I step back. “That’s completely untrue. In fact, everything you’ve heard is probably untrue.”

      I give him a skeptical look. “Either that, or you’re just trying to be modest, like you used to be.”

      He leans against the doorway with his arms crossed. “Do I look like the same person I used to be?”

      “No, but that doesn’t mean you aren’t.” I gesture at his outfit. “This could all be a façade.”

      He rubs his jawline, eyes twinkling in amusement. “Interesting speculation.” He chuckles, his eyes crinkling around the corners. “God, I’ve missed you.”

      “Me, too.” I stick my fist out for a bump.

      He shakes his head, but taps his knuckles against mine. Then his eyes wander to my right. “So, are you going to introduce me to your brooding friend or what?”

      At first, I’m utterly perplexed about who he could possibly mean, but when I realize he means Hunter, I become even more lost. Hunter brooding? That’s a new one.

      Sure enough, when I look over, Hunter is in complete brooding form: arms crossed, eyes narrowed, and lips set in a thin, annoyed line.

      “Evan, this is my friend Hunter,” I say while shooting Hunter a what’s-up-with-all-the-glaring look. “And Hunter, this is my old friend Evan.”

      “It’s nice to meet you,” Hunter says, sounding quite the opposite.

      “Likewise,” Evan replies tightly then directs his focus back on me. “So, did you just stop by to say hi, or is there an ulterior motive for this blast from the past?”

      “Well, I have been meaning to catch up with you,” I answer truthfully. “But I do need your expert advice with a little problem I ran into.”

      His brows pucker. “And what exactly is this problem?”

      “I recently lost something very important to me, and I need to get it back. The problem is, I have no idea who took it. It did leave a clue behind, and I’m wondering if you can help me figure out what kind of creature it belongs to.” I stick out my hand, indicating for Hunter to give me the container with the sample in it.

      Hunter grunts something incoherent and I mouth, “What the hell, dude?”

      Huffing, he shoves his hand into his jacket pocket, retrieves the container, and slaps it into my hand.

      I shoot him a warning look before turning back to Evan, who looks extremely curious about what I have. “We found this on the table that the … item went missing from.”

      He takes the container from me and lifts it to eye level. Then his lips part in shock. “Holy shit.”

      I perk up a notch. “Does that holy shit mean you know what it’s from?”

      His gaze flicks to mine. “Yeah, it’s from a demon. A very powerful, very rare faerie hybrid demon.”

      “Faerie hybrid demon?” Hunter and I say simultaneously.

      “I thought hybrids didn’t exist,” I add, jumping at the sound of booming thunder.

      My gaze travels to the gloomy sky, splattered with hues of yellow, red, green, blue, and purple. Great. Not only is a storm brewing, but a rainbow storm. While that might sound pretty in theory, trust me when I say that being blinded by a thousand rainbows covering the sky for at least several hours is very exhausting. Plus, it brings out the dancing leprechauns.

      Hunter tips his head back and frowns at the sky, probably experiencing the same thoughts as me.

      Then my attention is swiftly yanked back to Evan as he gives the container a soft shake.

      “Hybrids do exist,” he says. “But they mostly live in underground tunnels, so not a whole bunch of people know about them.”

      “Underground tunnels?” I cast a quick glance at Hunter, who looks as befuddled as I feel. “Where are those, exactly?”

      “I’m not sure.” Evan takes one final look at the container before his gaze settles on me. “If you really want to know, I might know someone you can ask.”

      I nod eagerly. “If you could do that, that would be fantastic.”

      “Come on in, then.” Evan backs away and signals for us to come inside.

      I hesitate. “This person is inside?”

      He nods, wariness flooding his expression. “He is.”

      Putting my guard up, I step inside the warehouse. Before I get very far, Evan’s fingers fold around my wrist.

      “I don’t want to come off weird,” he says quietly, “but did you, by chance, bring a large sum of cash with you?”

      My fingers drift to my pocket as I remember the overwhelming feeling of needing to bring cash with me. “Actually, I did.”

      “Really?” He seems surprised.

      “I had a hunch I’d need it,” I explain, slipping my hand into my pocket.

      He waits for me to embellish. When I don’t, he turns and leads us into the warehouse. Hunter stays close behind me as we make our way down a narrow hallway lined with electric lanterns and framed skull paintings.

      “Are you sure you can trust this guy?” Hunter whispers, his mouth so close that his lips kiss my earlobe.

      I bite down on my bottom lip to suppress a moan threatening to escape. “Yes, I’m pretty sure.”

      “Pretty sure?” he questions. “That doesn’t sound very convincing.”

      “Pretty sure, if close to one hundred percent sure.”

      My gaze wanders to the flickering chandeliers hanging from the low ceiling. Power shortage? It could be from the storm. However, there are a few other things that suck energy away from objects. One being a demon.

      I screech to a halt as I reach the end of the hallway, warning flags popping up everywhere. And for a good reason.

      Standing in the center of the rounded room is a guy with dark hair, piercings ornamenting his face, and glowing red eyes.

      My heart hammers in my chest.

      The demon from the park.
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      Hunter’s fingers circle my upper arms as he prepares to yank me back behind him when Evan sticks out his hand.

      “You don’t need to freak out. I promise he can’t hurt you.” He approaches the demon with zero caution and lifts his hand as if to pat the demon. Instead, his hand knocks against an invisible force. The air ripples like water and the demon’s eyes flame as he nips at the air. “It’s locked in an invisible cage,” Evan explains, dropping his hand to his side. “I assure you that it can’t escape.”

      Hunter makes no move to release me from his death grip. “Sure, it is. That’s why it attacked us in the park today.”

      Evan’s forehead creases. “That impossible. I’ve been here all day, and I can assure you that the demon hasn’t left the cage.”

      “He’s not lying,” I tell Hunter while eyeing the demon. “Either it escaped without you knowing, or there’s a demon running around that looks exactly like this one.”

      The demon targets his gaze on me and lowers onto all fours, snarling.

      Evan stays in Confusion Land for a handful of seconds before realization crosses his face. “Oh, he’s mirroring. Interesting.” He circles the cage, and the demon turns, his red eyes tracking Evan’s every move. “I didn’t know you could do that. Clever.”

      “What’s mirroring?” I ask, stepping forward, but Hunter digs his fingers into my arm as he tows me back.

      “No way. You’re not going any closer until we figure out what’s going on.”

      “Yes, boss,” I mumble, obeying and staying put.

      “It’s when a demon can manipulate his appearance to look like the last demon someone saw.” Evan stops circling the cage, keeping his gaze glued to the rabid demon. “To me, he looks like an ugly, little troll. To you, he looks like the last demon you laid eyes on.”

      Huh? So, he’s not the demon in the park, but just making himself look like him.

      “Well, he definitely doesn’t look like an ugly, little troll to me,” I say automatically, picturing the sexy but extremely annoying demon that cursed me earlier.

      Hunter coughs from behind me. “Get a grip over yourself. That guy in the park was a demon.”

      “I know that,” I tell him, my cheeks warming. “That doesn’t mean he was ugly.”

      Hunter sighs audibly while Evan appears confusedly amused.

      “Anyway …” I clear my throat and change the subject. “Why do you even have a demon?”

      “To study,” Evan explains, fidgeting with the chain attached to his jeans. “It’s actually not that uncommon for an expert to have a few species to study. I only have the one, though, since demons are a handful.”

      As if to prove his point, the demon charges at the invisible cage walls and the entire room ripples in protest.

      “Whoa.” I press my hand to my forehead as the red walls and the black and white tile floor spin around like a whirlwind. “Head rush.”

      Evan stares the demon down. “Behave, or no dinner.”

      The demon’s lip twitches before he takes a seat on the floor.

      “Good boy,” Evan says almost tauntingly before facing the demon with his arms tucked behind his back. “Now, we need a bit of information from you. If you do that, then I’ll throw in dessert tonight.”

      The demon’s eyes illuminate brightly, which I assume is a good sign until he shakes his head.

      “Pay the fee, or my lips are sealed.” His baritone voice reverberates around the room as he crosses his arms and elevates his chin in defiance.

      “I thought you might say that.” Evan turns to me with an apologetic look. “Sorry, but this is where you’re going to have to pay him. I mean, I can try to get him to talk without the cash, but I’ve had him for over a year and have yet to ever get any sort of truth out of him without anteing up first.”

      “It’s okay.” I fish the wad of cash out of my pocket then look at the demon. “But I’m not paying you in full until I get answers.”

      His eyes light up with dollar signs. Honestly, I find his reaction kind of stupid since he’s locked in a cage and has no real purpose for money. Demons can be greedy like that.

      The demon kneels up and sticks out his hand. “Half up front and half after I answer your questions.”

      I start to step forward to give him the money, figuring Hunter will release me, but instead he moves with me, refusing to let go. I internally sigh. While he’s always been a bit protective of me, he’s being crazy protective right now.

      “Hunter, I’ll be okay,” I whisper over my shoulder. “You can let me go for a few minutes.”

      His hold only tightens. “No, I can’t.”

      This time, I let my sigh escape. However, I let the subject drop as I approach the cage.

      “Do I just hand it to him?” I ask Evan.

      He walks a perfect line around the cage and steps up beside me. “Yes, but don’t reach through the cage. Just throw the money in. You’re safe out here, but if you breach the perimeter, he can harm you.”

      Nodding, I count out half the money then toss the bills into the cage. Grunting like an excited baboon, the demon scoops up the money and clutches it to his chest.

      “Now, the first question I have is if you know anything about the bodies being stolen around town.” Because after everything that’s happened today, I have a hunch demons might be behind the stealing. Why, though, I don’t have a damn clue.

      The bills crinkle as the demon hugs them tightly against his chest. “They do.”

      I motion for him to explain further. “And, why are they?”

      He shrugs. “I have no idea.”

      I wave the money in the air. “Tell me the truth, or I keep these bad boys.”

      If looks could kill, I’d be dead where I stand.

      “They’re trafficking them,” he bites out, drool dripping down his chin as he snarls.

      “Who’s trafficking them?” I ask. “And why?”

      Using one arm to hug the money, he lifts his free hand to his mouth and places a finger to his lips. “I’m not sure on the why part, but the who I might be able to answer.” A grin twists at his lips as his greedy eyes zero in on the cash in my hand. “For a small fee, of course.”

      “Fine.” I chuck a few more bills into the cage. “Now tell me who’s behind the trafficking.”

      He scrambles to get the money, dropping some bills in the process. Growling, he does a belly flop and sprawls his body over the pile of cash. “The hybrids,” he spits out as he reaches for a few dollars in front of his face.

      “Faerie hybrids?” I ask.

      He zealously nods as he snatches up the bills with his grubby fingers. “That and all the other kinds. So many kinds. Vampire kinds. Werewolf kinds. Pixie kinds. An army of kinds.”

      “An army?” Hunter and I say at the same time.

      A sinister smile carves across the demon’s face as he glances from Hunter to me. “Yes, an army.”

      I swallow hard. “An army for what?”

      The demon pushes to his feet and stuffs the money into his pocket. “Who knows? But you should probably be worried, considering you might be one of them.”

      My muscles constrict as Hunter’s fingers tense on my arm.

      The demon grins, taking a step toward me. “You didn’t know?”

      My heart slams against my chest as I worry he might be right. Then I remember how powerless of a witch I am, definitely not half-demon material, and laughter sputters from my lips.

      “Boy, oh boy, that was a good try,” I tell the demon. “But next time you try to worry someone into thinking they’re some special sort of creature, you should probably make sure the person is super talented and unique, instead of mediocre.”

      His lips curve downward. “You think I’m kidding?”

      “No,” I stress. “I know you’re kidding.”

      A low growl rumbles from his chest. “Stupid girl. But that’s okay. One day, you’ll realize it. Then you’ll come crawling back to me.”

      I roll my eyes. “Nice try, tricky demon. If you want the rest of your money, you better start telling me the truth.”

      Now he rolls his eyes. “Fine, tell me what else you think you need to know.”

      “Well, for starters, I want to know who this sample of magic belongs to.” I nod my head at the container Evan is still holding.

      The demon’s contorted grin sends a shiver down my spine. “You mean, you want to know who the hybrid is who stole your sister’s body.”

      Evan nearly drops the container as he realizes what my lost “object” is. “That’s what the demon took from you?”

      “Sorry I wasn’t straight forward,” I tell him. “I just didn’t want to seem like a total nutjob.”

      His expression softens. “I’d never think you were a nutjob, Eva. In fact, you’re probably the most levelheaded person I know.”

      I offer him a smile. “Thanks for trying, but I know there’s no way that can be true.”

      He reaches out to either pat my arm or take my hand, but when his gaze strays over my shoulder, he pulls back. “I’m telling the truth. You’re one of the smartest, bravest girls I’ve ever known.”

      My lips part in protest, but the demon’s creepy-ass cackling cuts me off.

      “Oh, my God. Drama, drama, drama,” he says then laughs, hunching over and cradling his sides.

      “Yeah, keep laughing, you little twerp.” I wave the money in the air. “Maybe I’ll just hang on to these.”

      His laugh promptly dies. “You can’t. We have a deal.”

      I fan the money in front of the wall. “Then tell me who the hybrid is who broke into my house and stole my sister’s body, and how I can get her back.”

      “The last answer seems pretty self-explanatory. But since you’re obviously stupid, I’ll give you the answer,” the demon says in a bored tone as he examines his chipped fingernails. “You go to the underground tunnels.”

      I take a subtle breath, trying to remain calm, but my patience is wearing thin. “And how exactly do I get there?”

      He looks up from his fingernails. “You really don’t know?” When I shake my head, he dramatically sighs and inches even closer to the barrier. “To the place on the card in your pocket. You know, the one your sister left behind for you.”

      My hand instinctively travels to my pocket. “The Illuminating Horror House of Truth?” I ask, and he nods. “How did you know about the card?”

      He taps his ear. “Curse of the demon hearing. I can hear everything that’s going on amongst my kind.”

      Hope glimmers in my chest. “So, you’ve heard things about my sister?”

      “Hearing things right now,” he clarifies with a smirk. “But to hear what she’s saying will cost you a lot more than what you have in your hand.”

      “You can hear her?” I whisper, my voice shaking.

      “Don’t trust everything he says,” Hunter warns, holding on to me securely. “Remember what he is.”

      The demon glowers at him. Then a devious grin illuminates his face as he focuses on me. “Or maybe you shouldn’t trust anyone. I mean, for all you know, any one of your little friends could have been the one to tell the hybrids where your sister was hidden.”

      I freeze. “What do you mean, tell?”

      His laughter is all mocking. “What? Did you think they just accidentally stumbled across her body?”

      “I don’t know …” Confusion clouds my mind, making me dizzy. “I hadn’t really thought about it. A ton of other bodies have been stolen.”

      “From the morgue, where bodies are supposed to be. Very rarely do people keep bodies in their basement.” The demon looks at me like I’m an idiot, and he might be right. “How do you think the newspaper found out about the theft only minutes afterward, other than maybe the little rat running around in your house momentarily getting a guilty conscience.” He hums a foreign tune under his breath. “Sucks to be Mr. Trickleten. He got into a lot of trouble for printing that piece.”

      I think about everything he said, and a cold chill slithers up my back.

      I don’t want to believe a demon, but at the same time, with all the charms me and Hunter put all over the basement, there’s no way anything or anyone should’ve been able to find my sister. Yet someone definitely went through a buttload of trouble to get past those charms to get to her. Why? Why go through all the trouble?

      “Why would they even want my sister’s body?” I ask quietly. “I mean, why go through all that trouble when the morgues and graveyards are filled with bodies?”

      He casually shrugs. “Maybe they weren’t really trying to get her body so much as get ahold of the person who cared about her body. I think it was only an added bonus that they got to add her to the collection of bodies they’re going to sell. I’m pretty sure it wasn’t the whole point. Then again, it never is. Demons always have multiple purposes in everything they do.”

      I think about the demon in the park and how he warned me not to go near The Illuminating Horror House of Truth. But that wouldn’t make any sense. If hybrid demons were trying to get ahold of me, then why would he warn me to stay away from the entrance to the underground tunnel? Why not just take me then?

      “What you’re saying doesn’t make any sense,” I say. “If hybrids wanted me, then they could just take me.”

      “Could they?” His tone and look insinuates something, but I have no idea what.

      Before I can delve into the subject, he darts his hand out toward me. His knuckles crash into the invisible wall, sending a powerful wave of ripples throughout the room.

      The ground quivers as the walls and floor bow back and forth, causing me to lose my balance and stumble forward. Hunter starts to haul me back, but my shoulder connects with the cage wall.

      Cold fingers grab me, and I’m yanked forward. I try to throw my weight back, but the demon holds on tightly, dragging me all the way into the cage.

      Oh, witches. Oh, witches. Oh, witches!

      Panicking, I stab my fingers into his hand while kicking him in the shin. When he stumbles back, I move for my wand. But he lunges forward and snatches it out of my hand. Then he snaps my wand in half, laughing at me.

      “Not so cocky now, huh?”

      “Shit.” I spin around and run toward Hunter, but my body slams into the invisible wall and I bounce back, landing on my ass.

      Hunter’s face pales as he starts to run for me. But Evan grabs him by the arm and yanks him back.

      “You won’t be any help getting yourself stuck in there, too,” he tells Hunter firmly. “We need to coax him into letting her go.”

      Hunter shoves him off with a furious growl. “This is all your fault.”

      Evan gapes at him. “How do you figure?”

      “Because …” Hunter reaches up to rake his fingers through his hair, but the strands are too short now and he ends up clawing at his head. “You should’ve put up a better cage!”

      While the two of them continue to bicker like old ladies, I guardedly twist toward the demon. “What’re you going to do to me?”

      “Turn you over to the hybrids who are trying to get to you,” he answers simply. “They’re going to pay a lot for you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re weirdly different.”

      The muscle in my jaw ticks. Weirdly. There’s that word again.

      He smirks. “You hate that word, don’t you?”

      I bite down on my tongue, refusing to talk to him.

      He shrugs, unbothered. “That’s okay. We’re going to be in here for a while, and you’ll eventually get bored enough to talk to me.”

      I elevate my chin. “No, I won’t. Hunter will get me out of here.”

      A dark laugh echoes from his lips. “Tell me, Evalee, who is the one person who knew where your sister’s body was kept?”

      “Evan didn’t do this,” I reply without missing a beat. “Besides, his magic doesn’t leave silvery residue.”

      His brow meticulously rises to his hairline. “So, he hasn’t been hanging out at The Illuminating Horror House of Truth?”

      “I …” My arms hang limply at my side as I realize that both my sister and Hunter have been to The Illuminating Horror House of Truth, and Hunter never told me why.

      “Trust no one,” the demon singsongs as he plops down on the floor.

      I try not to listen to him, but my gaze roams over my shoulder to where Hunter stands, watching me.

      “We’re going to get you out of there,” he promises, his intense gaze boring into mine.

      I nod, wanting to believe him, yet a speck of doubt weighs on the back of my mind.

      No, Evalee, don’t go there! You know Hunter better than anyone.

      Don’t you?

      I start to nod to answer my own thoughts when every single one of my muscles lock up, and I fall to the floor like a bag of bricks.

      The demon bursts into a fit of laughter, clutching his side. “Oh, this is classic. Not only are you stuck in here with me, but it looks like you may have gotten hit with a petrifying curse.”

      Fear pulsates through me as the demon from the park’s words echo through my head. Although, the delayed effects can be petrifyingly intense.

      Petrified to death, just like my sister.

      The demon collects himself, resting back on his hands. “Don’t worry; a hybrid can’t die from a demon curse.”

      I want to argue with him that I can’t be a hybrid—that I’m too powerless to have demon blood inside me—but the longer I lie on the floor, motionless yet alive, the more I’m forced to face the truth.

      I could quite possibly have demon blood in me.

      No wonder I’m such a freak.

      If that’s true, if I am a hybrid, then my parents lied to me since neither of them are demons. Or maybe they lied to me and they aren’t even my parents! They’ve never seemed like liars, though. Yet, this does make me wonder.

      I swallow hard as the brutal truth throat punches me.

      My entire life may be a lie.

      And I’m even more different than I ever could have imagined.
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      I’ve had a ton of strange experiences in my time, but lying petrified on a floor beside a demon while trapped inside an invisible cage is a first for me. It wouldn’t be so terrible if I didn’t have so many unsettling things haunting my mind. Like the fact that I might be a hybrid, that hybrid demons want me for who knows why, and that Hunter, my best friend, might have betrayed me.

      No! I refuse to accept the latter.

      Maybe you think I’m living in denial, but you don’t know Hunter like I do.

      When I first met him in middle school, he befriended me, despite the rumors that I was part zombie—kids loved to play on the fact that I can talk to dead bodies from every tormenting angle. Granted, kids were teasing Hunter about being part skeleton—he was gangly back then—and he didn’t have too many choices in the friend’s department.

      He always stuck by my side, stood up for me, and vice versa. He never treated me any differently, even when we reached high school and Hunter turned into a total hottie that almost every girl swooned over. We hung out all the time, and he drove me to school and walked me to my locker. Girls hated me because of that, and my sucky social status bottomed out. Being with Hunter was totally worth it, though. Even if I had to suffer through his dating phase.

      Those were quite possibly the worst years of my life. Luckily, he was never in a super serious relationship, although he flirted—still does—all the time. Yet, he hasn’t had a girlfriend since about mid-senior year. At the same time, he’s never offered me the position.

      Perhaps he has been using you.

      For what?

      Shut up, inner voice!

      “Trying to figure out if your lover betrayed you, huh?” the demon’s annoying voice slices through my thoughts. “Well, I guess I shouldn’t say ‘lover’ since it seems to be one-sided.” He lies down on the floor beside me, props himself up on his elbow, and rests his chin on his hand. “You know, that’s one positive thing about being a demon—our ability to turn off our emotions. After you tap into your demon blood, you should give it a try.” He gives a chin nod in Hunter’s direction. “It might save you some serious heartbreak from Mr. Punk Rocker over there.”

      “That’s not how he normally looks.” The return of movement to my lips slightly alleviates my fear of being dead, something I feared since my sister died from a petrified curse. “He usually has blond hair. It’s just blue, black, and short right now because I messed up a spell … like always.”

      The demon’s red eyes sparkle with something unreadable. “Good, you’re coming out of the curse.”

      I attempt to wiggle my arms and legs, but remain a useless lump on the floor. “Why on this secret magical planet would you think that was a good thing? Aren’t demons supposed to want people to die?”

      Another sparkle in his eyes. “But you’re not people, are you? You’re one of us.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Live in denial all you want. It’ll only make the truth harder to bear.”

      “I have no clue what the truth is.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I already told you what it is. You just don’t want to accept it.”

      “And why the hell would I believe you, a demon?” I wet my chapped lips, my tongue’s little movement making me feel a bit better. “And an ugly demon, at that.”

      Okay, it was a cheap shot, but I’ve been lying on this floor for what feels like forever, listening to him babble on about me being a hybrid, Hunter lying to me, and strangely, where he can buy some good hair products.

      “Ugly, huh?” He crooks his pierced brow. “Then why could I read lust all over your face when you first saw me?”

      “This appearance isn’t even you.” I avoid answering the question. “The dark hair, the piercings, the red eyes, the toned body …” I trail off as a smirk rises on his face.

      “Lust is even dripping from your tone.” He winks at me. “Don’t worry; I won’t tell the punk rocker guy over there.”

      “Like he would care,” I argue pointlessly, then shake my head at myself. “And again, none of this conversation even matters because you don’t even look like that. You’re just mirroring the last demon I saw earlier today at the park.”

      His smirk magnifies. “Which you found charmingly sexy.”

      I snort a laugh. “Ha, not even close. More like unpleasantly hideous. And he smelled revolting, too.” None of that is remotely true, but this demon has been driving me crazy for too long.

      The smirk on his face morphs into a snarl. “I don’t smell revolting.”

      I smile sweetly at him as I roll over to my side. Score! Movement in my upper body is back!

      “Yes, you do.” I take a whiff of the air. “Like dirty diapers and rotten olives.” Actually, he smells like cologne with woodsy undertones. It’s sort of nice. However, I’m going to keep that tidbit on the lowdown.

      His eyes flare as he pushes up onto his hands and knees before crawling over to me. “You better watch what you say to me. If I wanted to, I could kill you.”

      “But if you kill me, then you won’t get your fee for handing me over to those hybrids. That is … if your story is even true,” I taunt, and he responds with a hiss. I roll my eyes. “Will you freakin’ chill? Technically, I’m not even insulting you; just the demon who was at the park. If you don’t like what I’m saying, you could always change your appearance.”

      “And take away your reward of getting to look at me instead of the ugly, little troll?” He leans in, dipping his head toward my face.

      I try to angle my head in the opposite direction, but he pins me between his arms and hovers over me, his lips directly above mine.

      “Now, admit it; you love how I look and smell.”

      Golly, oh, witches; he’s becoming obsessed!

      “Again, I stress that you don’t look or smell like you, so why does it even matter?” I argue.

      “Because, I do look and smell like me!” he roars, then quickly throws on a neutral expression. “You know, for someone who’s supposed to be special, you sure are an idiot. How you didn’t notice that another demon entered the cage about thirty minutes ago is beyond me.”

      I blink at him in confusion. “What?”

      Heaving an exhausted sigh, he sits up and grabs my arm to pull me into a sitting position. Then he reaches for my face, and when I slant away, he fires a deathly glare at me as his hands dart out lightning quick to cup my face.

      “Get your gross demon hands off me,” I gripe, sounding funny with my cheeks now squished.

      He pushes on my cheeks harder until I have fish lips. “That’s a great look for you,” he sneers. “Fish lips. Rainbow eyes. You’re like a rainbow fish.” He smiles cleverly. “That’s what I’m going to call you from now on. My little rainbow trout.”

      “Don’t you dare,” I warn. With my lips smooshed, it comes out sounding like something else entirely.

      “I’m not sure what a ‘tote new pear’ is, but I do know that I’m going to call you my little rainbow trout for all of time and eternity.”

      “For all of time and eternity? You know the lifespan on a demon is only fifty years, which means your life is half-expired already.”

      His expression turns stone cold. “We only live that long because we’re hunted by malicious creatures who think they’re better than us.”

      I wiggle my nose, struggling to get my lips to a normal, less fish-like position. “No, they hunt you because you’re murderers.”

      “Says who?”

      “Says years and years of history in this town. I wouldn’t be surprised if you guys are the ones responsible for the high amount of deaths going on in Mystic Willow Bay lately.”

      With eyes like the devil himself, he inches his face closer to mine, his breath fiery hot against my cheeks. “Newsflash, my little rainbow trout, those murders weren’t caused by something this town considers evil, but by someone hiding behind their true colors.”

      Hunter’s face flashes through my mind, but I karate chop the image away.

      “Maybe you’re right, but that doesn’t make demons any more innocent,” I bite out. “I’m sure you’ve all done your fair share of killings. Plus, you’ve been stealing dead bodies—bodies that don’t belong to you.”

      “Don’t belong to me?” he questions. “Then who does a dead body belong to? You?”

      “What? No!” I give him an appalled look. “They belong to the people who mourn them.”

      “Actually, they don’t. Once someone dies, they cut all ties with the living … including their bodies.” He studies me with his head angled to the side and a ghost of a smirk on his face. “Except for you. In fact, bodies seem to be more in tune with you than the living and breathing.”

      I wish I could argue, prove him wrong, but the brutal truth of his words is too great.

      His lips expand with a grin. “You know that, too, don’t you?”

      Pressing my lips together, I move to turn my head. Surprisingly, he allows me to, but only so he can position his lips beside my ear.

      “Don’t worry, my little rainbow trout; one day, you’ll realize you aren’t as different as you think,” he breathes hotly into my ear. “You’ve just been hanging out with the wrong crowd.”

      I restrain the shiver wanting to course through my body, but lose control when he kisses the tip of my earlobe. My reaction makes my stomach churn with nausea and guilt. How can I possibly react to him this way when the love of my life is only standing a few feet away, trying to save me! And to a demon, of all creatures. A demon who, underneath the sexy guy façade, looks like an ugly troll.

      I really am messed up.

      “Let me go,” I say as I writhe my body in a desperate attempt to get away from him.

      The numbness that was consuming my limbs has thawed, except for my knees down. The sensation is disconcerting, like my legs have turned into ice sculptures. At least I have most of my mobility back, though.

      “Relax.” He reclines back and positions his face in front of mine again. “I’ll let you go, but not before I show you something.” He cups my chin and angles my head in the direction of the cage’s far back wall where a short, rounded figure with wrinkly grey skin and beady yellow eyes is tapping his foot impatiently.

      Behind him, Hunter and Evan are trapped on the other side of the cage. Or, well, Hunter is. Evan is currently MIA.

      “We’re going to get you out of here,” Hunter promises me with his palms lined up against the invisible wall of the cage. “Evan just went to get something to break down the cage.” He gulps. “Right now, we’re locked out.”

      “Okay,” I mouth, trusting him. Then my attention shifts to the ugly, little creature standing inside the cage near the wall.

      “I don’t know why we’re still here,” he spits, tapping the gold watch on his wrist. “We were supposed to be underground ten minutes ago.”

      Terror lashes through me as my gaze whips back to the demon holding my face. “What the hell is that?”

      “A demon.” A smug smile dances at his lips. “The demon who pulled you into this cage.”

      Confusion bounces through my mind. “No, you pulled me in here.”

      “Did I?” he questions, radiating amusement. “Because, from what I remember, you were already in here when I showed up thirty or so minutes ago, like I said, after being summoned by a shapeshifter demon.”

      “I …” My gaze skates from the pissed off troll-ish demon then back to the dangerously sexy demon in front of me. “You tricked me.”

      “No, you were just too oblivious to notice. But that’s okay; witches can be pretty self-absorbed. Good thing you’re only half a witch.” He frees my face from his grip then sits back, grinning.

      I massage my cheeks with my fingers while wiggling my jaw from side to side. “I don’t know where you got your info, but I’m not a hybrid.”

      His head bobbles back as he releases a frustrated groan. “Must we go over this again?”

      “Please don’t. I’d rather you just stop lying.”

      “I’m not lying.”

      “Yes, you are.” My hands ball into fists on my lap as frustration simmers beneath my skin. “If I was part demon, I would have realized it by now.”

      “How? Because your self-demon sensors would have told you?” he ridicules. “Trust me, sweetheart; these sorts of things don’t work that way. If someone isn’t born into the demon world, they usually don’t know they belong there. Unless someone tells them. And considering you’re pretty ignorant about all of this, I’m guessing your parents never told you.”

      “First of all, quit calling me stupid and ignorant, and definitely don’t ever call me sweetheart again,” I snap while he simply grins. My eyes narrow into slits as I continue, counting down on my fingers. “Second, if my parents knew I was part demon, they would’ve told me. And lastly, if I was some sort of special hybrid that the demons wanted to get their hands on, why wouldn’t they just take me instead of using my sister to get to me? I mean, you were right by me in the park, and I was petrified. You could have taken me then, but instead, all you did was threaten to—”

      “I wasn’t quite sure what you were then,” he cuts me off sharply, his eyes blazing with a silent warning to keep quiet.

      Why? Why would I even trust him?

      I open my mouth to finish the rest of my statement and prove I’m not going to listen to him, but I snap my jaw shut as the walls begin to bow, making an ear-splitting noise.

      Cringing, I raise my hands to cover my ears, when he snags ahold of my wrist, stopping me.

      “As long as you keep your mouth shut about what you are, I can arrange to get your sister back,” he whispers. “But under no circumstances are you to go anywhere near The Illuminating Horror House of Truth, got it?”

      My brain rattles in my skull as the cage’s walls bend to and fro. “Why? What is that place even—”

      “No questions,” he snaps. “Just a yes or no.”

      I sneak a glance over at the ugly troll demon, who is scampering around and squealing with his hands over his ears. “But what about—”

      The sexy demon splays his fingers across my cheek and angles my head back toward him. “Don’t worry about him. He won’t say a word; I’ll make sure of it.”

      Every single part of me screams not to make this bargain, that making a deal with a demon is by far the worst decision I could ever make. But so would allowing Ryleigh to remain a demon prisoner, used for trafficking and who knows what other purposes.

      “All right, I’ll keep my mouth shut and stay out of The Illuminating Horror House of Truth.” For now, anyway. If I find out he’s lying, though, all deals are off. I also don’t bother mentioning that Hunter and Evan already know, since they overheard the other demon talking to me. If he knew that, he might not have made the deal.

      “Good.” He removes his hand from my cheek as he gracefully leaps to his feet. “Now, all we have to do is kiss on it.”

      I blink up at him stupidly. “Heck to the no way am I kissing you!”

      His eyes glimmer mischievously. “One little kiss on the lips to seal the deal, or no deal at all.”

      “You’re a sick, twisted, demon, perv freak!”

      “And you’re about to kiss me, so what does that make you?” His brow pops up, his lips tugging upward into a cocky grin.

      “I’m not that great of a kisser,” I continue to protest. Which is sort of the truth, I guess. I mean, I’ve never kissed anyone, so I don’t really know …

      My gaze roams over toward Hunter, who’s distracted by the ugly demon sticking his tongue out at him. Relief washes over me that he’s not listening to this embarrassing and kind of disgusting conversation going down.

      “I’ll be the judge of that.” The sexy demon kneels in front of me. “So, do we have a deal? Or, should I take off and let your sister continue to rot in the underground tunnels?”

      Grr … Curse all demons and their evil tricks!

      “Fine. One peck on the cheek.” I fold my arms and cross my legs, refusing to act as if I’m enjoying it.

      “Nope.” He shakes his head. “It has to be on the lips.”

      “Says who?”

      “Says the person you’re making the deal with.”

      My hands once again ball into fists. “Fine.” Then, to make things really unpleasant, I pucker my lips like a fish.

      Amusement glitters in his eyes as he dips his head toward mine. “If you think that’s going to take my fun away from this, you’re completely and utterly wrong.” Then his lips are on mine.

      They are surprisingly warm and soft, and for the weirdest moment, I feel sort of content, calm, at peace with myself. Then his hand finds my waist, and he lets out a growl as his tongue slips out to part my lips.

      Holy shit, that might feel too good!

      Putting my hand against his chest, I gently push him back.

      “There. The deal is sealed.” When my voice comes out even and composed, I give myself a mental high-five. The last thing I want is for a demon to think his kisses made me melt a little.

      His nostrils flare as he takes deep breaths and searches my eyes. “That’s it?”

      I nod, ignoring the fluttering in my heart. “Yep.”

      “Fine.” The one word comes out clipped. Then he springs to his feet, draws the hood of his cloak over his head, and looks down at me. For the briefest moment, he looks baffled, but then a haughty grin spreads across his face as he throws me a wink. “Until we meet again, my little rainbow trout.” He puckers his lips. “Just be ready for me.”

      I start to shake my head, but then I remember …

      “Wait. How am I supposed to know when you’ve gotten my sister back?” I ask, jumping to my feet. The blood rushes from my head, and I nearly collapse, but somehow, I maintain my balance. “I don’t even know how to contact you.”

      “You don’t need to. I know where to find you.” Then, like at the park, he vaporizes in a swirly haze of smoke.

      I spin around to where the troll demon was, but he’s vanished, as well.

      And just like that, I’m left standing in a cage, alone, with nothing more than the hope that the demon will give me back my sister.
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      I don’t know how long I stand there, staring into empty space, but reality eventually crashes over me like a violent wave.

      “Oh, my ditzy witches, did I just make a deal with a demon?” I whisper in horror. “And kiss one?”

      “You did what?” Hunter’s astounded voice sails from over my shoulder.

      I startle, but I don’t turn around, partly out of shame, and partly because he might be a traitor.

      “Huh? So you didn’t see that?” I play it off coolly.

      “No, I didn’t. Why would you do that?” he chokes, sounding hurt. “That doesn’t sound like you at all.”

      “Because I panicked and felt like I had to.” Summoning a deep breath, I twist around to face him.

      He’s standing only inches away from me, his posture stiff, his lips set in a thin line. On a positive note, his blue and black hair is tinted with blond and has an inch more length.

      “Hey, your hair’s starting to change back.”

      He makes no move to reach up and feel the freshly grown strands. “I don’t care about my hair. What I care about is what kind of deal you made with that evil bastard, and why the hell you kissed him.”

      I crinkle my nose, pretending the kiss was more revolting that it was. “Yeah, that definitely wasn’t my finest moment, was it?” I shrug. “He said he wouldn’t make the deal if I didn’t give him a little smooch.” I put on a sarcastic smile. “But, hey, at least I got my first kiss out of the way.”

      Anger flashes in his eyes, his fingers curling into fists. “Don’t play this off by pretending it wasn’t a big deal.”

      “But it’s not,” I insist. “I know some girls get all weird about their first kiss being special, but honestly, I never expected anyone to ever kiss me.”

      He frowns. “Evalee, I don’t think—”

      I hold up my hand. “Look, I know it’s weird I just swapped spit with a soulless spawn of the devil, but I needed to make the deal, and that was part of it.” I let my arm fall to my side. “I’d appreciate it if we stopped talking about the kiss.” I shudder as if I’m truly disgusted. And I am, but more with myself and the fact that I’m not entirely disgusted by kissing the demon.

      What is wrong with me?

      Hunter gradually shakes his head, the muscles in his jaw ticking. “Fine. Will you at least tell me why he was even here? And why he willingly entered the cage?”

      “Maybe because he knew you guys were about to tear the walls down?” I intentionally avoid his first question, wanting to avoid talking about possibly being a hybrid, and because I’m still confused over whether or not I can trust Hunter. “I really don’t know the answer to that. I honestly didn’t even realize he’d entered it until about five minutes ago—I was so out of it.”

      “I know.” His throat muscles work as he swallows hard. “For a minute, I thought you were … you were dead.”

      “So did I.” I rub my hands up and down my arms and wiggle my toes around, making sure every speck of my body is free from the petrifying curse. Then my thoughts float to my sister and how, according to the police, she died from petrification. “I probably should be.”

      His brows pucker. “Why would you say that?”

      “Because I was petrified.” I hug my arms around myself. “That was how Ryleigh died.”

      Pity overflows from his eyes. “Oh, Eva.” He reaches for me, but I shuffle back, and he immediately frowns. “What’s wrong?”

      “We need to talk. But not here … Some place private.” I peer around at the multiple hallways extended out of the rounded room we’re in. “Where’s Evan?”

      “After the cage began to crumble, he ran off to grab a harness.” He shakes his head with his fingertips pressed against his temples. “I don’t even want to know why.”

      “To make sure my demon didn’t escape.” Evan whisks back into the room, carrying a leather collar attached to a chain. “With the cage down, he’ll be able to …” He slows to a stop as his gaze sweeps the demon-free space surrounding Hunter and me. “Fuck, he took off already? How the hell did he do that? It should’ve taken him a few minutes after the walls fell before he was completely free.”

      “I think the other demon kidnapped him,” I explain. “Or killed him. I’m not sure which.”

      Evan drops the collar and chain to the floor then drags his fingers through his hair. “Great, now I’m going to have to capture another one.”

      “I’m sorry,” I tell him. “I feel like this is all my fault. I never should’ve gotten that close to the cage to begin with.”

      “No, it’s not your fault,” Evan insists, resting back against the wall with a heavy sigh. “If anything, it’s my fault for not putting up a better cage. I can’t believe he made the walls ripple like that.”

      “You probably didn’t use enough surface energy when you created it,” Hunter tells him, standing so close to my side that our arms touch.

      I discreetly inch away from him, not ready to touch him yet. If it turns out he did rat me out, I won’t ever go near him again. Even if he stands in the center of my lawn, blasting a boom box and begging me to forgive him.

      Hunter notices my offish behavior and gives me a quizzical glance, mouthing, “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Unsure of what else to do, I give a shrug,

      Evan rubs his jawline contemplatively. “You think so?” he asks Hunter.

      Hunter tears his gaze off me and distractedly nods. “The next time you create a cage, up the force. Then the walls shouldn’t have so much bend in them.”

      “All right, I’ll give that a go.” Evan pushes away from the wall and walks toward us. “How did you learn about surface energy? Last I heard, it wasn’t included in the standard wizard and witches curriculum. “

      “It’s not in the standard classes curriculum,” Hunter says. “But a few advanced classes include it.”

      “So, you’re one of those smart guys who doesn’t look like it,” Evan questions, looking as though he’s struggling not to grin.

      “I guess so,” Hunter replies, sounding somewhat offended.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean for that to come out as rude as it sounded,” Evan apologizes, stopping in front of us.

      “It’s cool,” Hunter replies with an indifferent shrug.

      Curiosity creeps into Evan’s expression. “So, what do you know about internal energy?”

      A trace of an arrogant smile graces Hunter’s face. “A bit.”

      After that, the two of them begin chatting about energy as if they’re old friends, like Evan and I were supposed to be. Meanwhile, the demon’s words echo in my mind.

      While I don’t want to be a hybrid, I can’t help being painfully aware of how different I am.

      How different exactly, remains undecided.
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      “You’ve been awfully quiet since you escaped the cage,” Hunter declares the moment we hop into his truck. “Is this about the kiss?”

      I find it odd that he doesn’t bring up the fact that I might be a hybrid demon first. Out of all the things revealed while we were at Evan’s, the kiss seems like the biggest issue at the moment.

      But, since he’s not bringing it up, I’m not going to, either. Not until I figure out if Hunter could’ve possible shot me in the back with his wand—metaphorically speaking—and told the hybrids where my sister was hidden.

      “No. And I don’t want to talk about that kiss. Ever again,” I grumble, staring at Evan’s warehouse perched in the center of acres of dry, wilting grass. “And maybe I should be asking you why you were so chatty in there.”

      “I’m always chatty,” he points out as he twists the keys and the engine rumbles to life. “Why do you sound so jealous?”

      “Because I am.” I rest back in the seat and prop my boots up on the dash. “Evan is supposed to be my old friend. Not yours.”

      “You do realize how ridiculous you sound right now, right?” He pauses, giving me a somewhat concerned look. “Are you sure this isn’t about the ki—”

      “Enough with the kissing thing! It happened, and now it’s over. I did it for a good reason, too.” I hope. “And I do know how ridiculous I sound right now, which probably makes me even more pathetic.”

      “Eva …” he starts, his tone laced with pity.

      I point a finger at him. “Don’t do that.”

      His brows dip. “Don’t do what?”

      “Look at me with pity.” I face forward in the seat. “I hate it when you do that. And while we’re at it, you should stop looking at me altogether.”

      “Okaaay,” he drags out the word as he shifts the truck into reverse. “I’m just going to keep my mouth shut until you’re ready to tell me what’s really bothering you.”

      The fact that he knows my anger isn’t fully stemming from him stealing my old buddy and kissing some demon floors me even more.

      Gah! Why does he seem to know me better than I know myself!

      “No, you’re going to talk to me,” I declare, reaching over and shoving the shifter into park. Or, well, I try to. Instead, the gears grind.

      Hunter spits out a sequence of colorful words as he slams on the brakes. Then he reels around in his seat. “All right, start talking, or I’m going to make you walk home.”

      “Of course you will.” My tone oozes sarcasm as I roll my eyes. I know I’m being a brat, but I’m hurting inside. What if he did betray me? What if he was never my best friend? “Newsflash, Hunter, I learned a long time ago that all your threats are empty. At least the ones you make to me.”

      He narrows his eyes at me, but his lips threaten to turn upward. “Oh, did you?”

      I cross my arms and raise my brows defiantly. “I did.”

      His brow curves upward. “So, what you’re saying is that I won’t make you walk home if you don’t start telling me why you suddenly have a stick up your butt?”

      I raise my chin. “Yep, that’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      We stare at each other inside the cab, each stubbornly refusing to look away and lose the staring contest we have silently entered. The longer we stare at each other, the more I start to doubt that Hunter was the one who told the hybrids where my sister’s body was.

      This is Hunter, my best friend, who cares about me.

      The sun is starting to descend around the steep mountains that encompass the town, casting a pink-orange glow across the sky. Add that to the lingering rainbows still hanging around from the rainbow storm and the hundreds of various colors spilling into the cab, it makes us both appear like we’re in technicolor.

      “You look like a disco ball pooping rainbows,” I say stoically, in an attempt to get him to crack.

      “Well, you always look like a disco ball pooping rainbows,” he quips with a clever smirk.

      I gasp, pressing my fingertips to my lips. “You so did not go there.”

      “Yep, I sure did. Don’t worry, though; I think rainbow popping disco balls are pretty.” Before I can even react, he’s opening his door. “But they need to be taught a lesson.” With that, he climbs out of the truck and strides for the passenger side.

      I hurry and flip the locks, then stick out my tongue at him. “Ha, ha, you left the keys in the ignition, so the joke’s on you.”

      “You really think that can stop me?” His eyes glimmer in technicolor as he reaches into his back pocket and produces his wand.

      “Nice try, but the demon’s curse hit, remember?” I remind him, yet still inch my fingers toward the lock, just in case.

      He grins self-assuredly, lines the tip of the wand to the window, and begins to chant an unlocking spell.

      Sparks shower from the wand and glitter across the glass like tiny flakes of diamonds. The lock unclicks, and I move to tap it back down, but he beats me to punch and flings the door open.

      I scramble for the driver’s side, knowing I’m overreacting. There’s no way he’s going to throw me out of his truck and make me walk home.

      No way in all the witches in the world—

      He snags ahold of my ankle as I’m in the process of head-diving into the driver’s seat and drags me back.

      I latch on to the steering wheel. “Seriously? You’re actually going to try to drag me out of your truck?”

      “No.” He releases my ankle. “I’m not going to try. I’m going to.” His body is suddenly on top of mine so we’re chest to back to ass to … Well, you know.

      My eyes widen in shock. The distraction is enough that he easily pries my fingers from the steering wheel.

      “Hunter,” I grunt as he pushes back and flips me over onto my back so I’m sprawled across the bench seat. “This is getting out of hand.”

      “I know.” He climbs back on top of me, straddling my hips and pinning my wrists down beside my head. His now chin-length blond hair hangs in his eyes as he stares down at me. “So, why don’t you tell me what’s bugging you so I can win this thing and it can be over?”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “You won’t win.” Then I writhe my body, trying to kick him off me. Instead, I end up grinding my hips against his in a very, very erotic way.

      Great. Talk about embarrassing.

      Hunter tenses like he’s in pain, and then he hurriedly shifts his hips away from mine.

      “God, Eva, I …”

      “I’m sorry,” I sputter, my face feeling fiery hot. “I didn’t mean to do that! I was just trying to get out from under you.”

      He chuckles, his muscles remaining wound tight, yet his fingers loosen on my wrists. “Well, for future reference, if you’re ever pinned down beneath a guy, grinding your hips against his might not be the best way to get him off you.”

      My face floods with even more heat, but I manage to dazzle him with a wicked grin. “Well, it got you off me, didn’t it?” Then I yank my wrists out from his hold and push against his chest.

      Thrown off guard, he tumbles onto the floorboard.

      Seizing the opportunity, I sit up and scramble out the door. But the second my feet plant down in the dirt, I realize that I technically let him win this fight by getting out of the truck after all. Now all he has to do is lock me out and drive off.

      “Dammit.” I reel around, ready to dive back in, but he hops out and blocks my path.

      “Now what’re you going to do?” he teases with his hands spanned out to his sides.

      I take off in a run to the back of the truck, preparing to climb in through the passenger side. However, he sideswipes me near the tailgate, looping his arms around my waist.

      I spin around and flatten my palms on his sturdy chest to push him back, but his arms enclose around me as he yanks me against him. I struggle to get away, wiggling around and jumping up and down, when my legs somehow end up wrapped around his midsection.

      I move to put my feet back down on the ground, but he backs us up and pins me between him and the side of the truck.

      “You’re being super weird right now.” I pretend to be more annoyed than I am.

      He leans his weight against me so our bodies are fused in every single way possible.

      Seriously, is he trying to kill me?

      “You’re the one who’s acting weird,” he retorts. “And I can tell it has something to do with me, so just spit it out, and I’ll fix it.”

      “What if you can’t fix it?” I ask, my voice soft and weak. Whether from the worry of his betrayal or his body against mine, I’m not sure.

      Holding me against the truck with his hips, he reaches up and sweeps my hair out of my rainbow-colored eyes that I’m sure look so much like the sky right now that it’s probably creepy. “I’ll fix it … No matter what it is. I promise.”

      I sigh. “That’s a pretty big promise to make without having any idea what I’m going to say.”

      His hand lingers on my cheek. “That’s because I’d do just about anything for you.”

      I want to tease him about being a cheesy goof, but I’m too emotionally drained at the moment.

      “Fine, you really want to know?” I ask, and he nods. “Okay, but you have to promise not to hate me. And I want a contract promise, not verbal.” Because if it wasn’t him who outed Ryleigh’s body’s location, he might hate me for even thinking it. And I can’t handle him hating me.

      Then again, if we do a contract promise, and he does try to lie to me, I’ll probably end up hating him. Not just because he lied and betrayed me, but also because I’ll end up in so much tremendous pain when he breaks the contract promise.

      He nods without a speck of hesitation, and I really, really start to doubt he’s guilty. I need to be positively sure, though, so I slip my hand down to my pocket to grab my wand, only to remember …

      “Dammit, that stupid little troll demon broke my wand.”

      “That’s okay.” He retrieves his from his back pocket. “We can use mine.”

      “But I need to do my own spell to make the contract binding. And then …” I bite down on my lip, feeling awful for what I’m about to say. “And then, after we do that contract, I need to do another promise contract with you.”

      His brows pull together. “You need to do two?”

      I hesitantly nod. “One for you to promise not to get mad at me for what I’m about to ask, and then one to promise that you’re telling the truth about the answer you give me for the question I have to ask.”

      Hurt flashes in his eyes. “You can’t just trust me?”

      “I want to—and I really don’t think it’s you—but I need to be positive.” I pause, chewing on my bottom lip, guilt choking me. “I’m sorry. It’s just that … this has to do with my sister.”

      If he knows what I’m talking about, he makes no move to acknowledge it. Instead, he slowly nods. “If that’s what you need me to do, then I’ll do it.” He moves his wand between us. “We’re going to have to share my magic in order to create the contracts.”

      He’s suggesting sharing magic again? For the second time in one day? What is with him lately!

      I nervously nod, wondering how this is going to work out for us since sharing magic can be an intimate experience and Hunter doesn’t see me like that. I, on the other hand, see him like that all the damn time.

      What happens if I try to kiss him or something?

      I swallow anxiously at the thought and fold my fingers around Hunter’s wand.

      “I-I’ve never done this before, so you’re going to have to w-walk me through t-this.” For the love of all wizards, I sound like a nervous wreck.

      “You don’t need to be nervous, Eva. It’s just me.” He strokes my side with his his free hand, trying to comfort me. If anything, the gesture makes my nerves bubble more. “And I’ve never done this before, either,” he adds with a trace of a nervous smile. “You get to be my first.”

      “I just hope I don’t disappoint you,” I tell him, thinking of my limited magic abilities.

      He must take what I say the wrong way, because an artful smirk curves up his face.

      “I’m sure you won’t. In fact, I’m betting you’re really good.”

      It takes me a handful of glittery seconds to catch on to his meaning, and when I do, I swat his chest.

      “Gross, dude.” But so not gross. Not even close. “Since when do you use your dirty lines on me?”

      “All the time,” he admits shamelessly. “You usually don’t catch on, though.”

      Unsure whether he’s teasing me or being truthful, I clear my throat and focus on making the contract. “So, are we going to do this or what?”

      “Nice subject change,” he teases, and then grows serious as he slides his hand upward on his wand, stopping when the sides of our pinkies are touching. “Yeah, let’s do this.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay.”

      The silence that follows makes me want to bang my head against the truck.

      “So … are you going to start?” I ask, worried he’s backing out.

      He studies me for a skip of a heartbeat longer before swallowing and nodding.

      His edginess immediately makes me more uneasy.

      Why is he nervous? Because he really doesn’t want to do this?

      Before my thoughts delve too far into that question, his lips move and the spell drips off his tongue like warm, melted chocolate.

      I’m not great at memorizing spells, but I know enough that I’m almost positive he’s creating the first promise contract of not hating me when this is all over.

      Once he finishes, his intense gaze carries mine. “Now, repeat exactly what I just said.”

      I release a shaky breath and nod. “Okay.” Then I shut my eyes and whisper the spell softly.

      Unlike Hunter, the words don’t roll off my tongue as easily. I stutter and stammer, yet I miraculously manage to get the entire spell out without too many glitches.

      As the last syllable rolls off my tongue, I open my eyes and smile, proud of myself. Then my smile soon vanishes as Hunter’s magic pours through me in a powerful, potent, wonderful wave.

      I gasp as the power soars straight into my heart, nearly knocking the breath out of me.

      “Oh, my … Wow,” the moan of words that falls from my lips sounds foreign, static, electric, full of power. “Is this what you feel every day?”

      Hunter has his eyes shut as he unsteadily nods. “You have … no … idea …” He drops his forehead against mine, taking ravenous breaths as glittery magic and purple, hazy smoke whispers from the end of the wand and circles around us. “Absolutely no idea.”

      The air grows quiet as the smoke and glitter evaporate, sealing the contract. I wait for him to move on to the next one, but he makes no indication of doing anything.

      Worried that perhaps my wonky spell skills somehow injured him, I lift my free hand and mold my palm against his cheek.

      “Hunter, are you okay? I didn’t … I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

      He shakes his head from side to side, keeping his forehead against mine. “Not at all.”

      “Good.” I let a minute dance by before I press, “Are you going to do the next contract?”

      He digs his fingers into my waist. “I forgot there was another one …” He gives a long pause. “Yeah, we’re going to do it.”

      I grow more concerned over his strange behavior. “Are you sure you want to do it now? If you want, we can wait until I get a new wand so I can use my own magic?”

      “No,” he says firmly then quickly clears his throat. When he speaks again, his voice is steadier. “I mean, I think it’s better if we just get this over with so you can have peace of mind from whatever’s bothering you.”

      “Okay.” I wait a beat or two before adding, “You’re going to have to go first since it’s your magic.”

      “I know … I just need a few more seconds to calm myself down.” He sucks in a deep breath and frees it, his grip on my waist easing up. “Okay, I’m ready.”

      I nod, worry continuing to plague my mind. Why does he seem so hesitant and uneasy? Is it because he’s worried about the promise? Or is sharing magic with me hard for him?

      Before I can arrive at a conclusion, he begins uttering the words to the next contract promise. This time, he sounds more in pain, his body rigid, his fingers tense.

      Despite all the butterflies fluttering in my stomach and the electric kisses tingling across every inch of my skin, I feel absolutely awful for causing him so much discomfort.

      This was a really bad idea.

      When he tells me to repeat the spell, I sputter the words as quickly as I can, wanting to ease his discomfort as quickly as possible.

      The second the final word falls from my lips, his wand spews a bright sequence of vibrant, sparkling colors all over us and the ground.

      My skin begins to warm, delicious heat whipping throughout my body, and a moan escapes me. I’d be totally mortified if Hunter wasn’t gasping so loudly that he probably couldn’t even hear me.

      Once the magic simmers down and the air around us darkens once again, Hunter tilts his head away from mine. However, instead of moving backward, he dips his face toward my neck.

      I open my mouth to ask him what he’s doing, but then his lips are brushing over my pulse, causing any coherent thought to evacuate my brain.

      “Are you okay?” he asks, kissing my pulse again. “Your heart’s beating really fast.”

      That’s because you’re practically making out with my neck!

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I reply hoarsely. “Are you?” I want to tact on a, why in the holy mother of all vampire fetishes are you making out with my neck? but I don’t have the witch’s balls.

      What if this is just some weird aftereffect of sharing magic?

      “Yep.” Another touch of his lips, and then he pulls back to look me in the eyes.

      He appears exactly like the Hunter I’ve always known: blond hair, blue eyes, an easy smile. I don’t know what I expected after what just went down, but for some stupid reason, I thought he might seem a bit different.

      Because I sure feel different.

      “Are you ready to ask your question now?” he asks, his voice smooth and even.

      I nod, my brain a mushy mess of confusion. “I guess so.” Why are my legs still shaking and my heart still thrashing while he bounced back so quickly?

      I internally sigh, realizing the answer. Because I’m magically weaker than him.

      “I really am sorry for what I’m about to ask. I need you to know that, okay?” I wait for him to nod, before continuing, “While I was in the cage with that demon, he pointed out that the only way the hybrids could’ve found my sister’s body was if someone told them her location … And the only person, other than me, who knew where her body was is you.” I bite down hard on my lip as hurt floods Hunter’s expression.

      I am the worst person ever.

      “You think I told them?” he asks, his eyes huge and crammed with shock.

      I shake my head in truth. “No … But I had to ask. I’m so sorry.”

      His expression hardens. “Well, just for the record, I didn’t do it.”

      I wait for pain to vibrate through my body, an indication that he broke the contract and is lying. But I feel absolutely nothing. Well, except shame.

      “Happy now?” His glacial tone could cast a thousand freeze spells. “Or are there any other questions you want to ask me?”

      “I’m sorry,” I repeat. “I should’ve known better than to ever think you’d lie to me.”

      He nods with his jaw set tight. “Yeah, you should’ve.”

      I don’t know how it happens, but the next thing I know, I’m lying on the ground, my entire body convulsing with pain. I think I hear Hunter shout my name, but the agony overtakes me as darkness drags me under.
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      “Eva, come on; open your eyes.” Hunter’s strained voice clips through the darkness encasing me. “Come on; I know you can hear me.” His breath dusts my cheek. “Fuck, what have I done?”

      I want to open my eyes and console him, but my eyelids are glued shut by some unforeseen force.

      I’m so sorry I thought you lied to me.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers, his lips kissing my ear. “I have been lying to you … Not about telling the hybrids about where Ryleigh was, but about other things. Not because I don’t trust you, but because I don’t want you getting hurt … And I don’t want to lose you. I can’t ever lose you …”

      My eyes pop open, my body giving a harsh jerk as I suck in a sharp breath.

      Hunter sits back, his eyes roaming up and down my body, inspecting every inch of me. When his gaze collides with mine, the storm of worry pouring from his eyes is so overpowering that my breath gets lodged in my throat.

      “Tell me you’re okay.” His voice cracks.

      I bob my head up and down. “I’m fine. I swear.” I start to sit up, but he places a hand on my shoulder and guides me back to the ground.

      “Don’t sit up just yet,” he instructs. “I want to examine you and make sure you’re okay.”

      “Aren’t we a little too old to play witch doctor?” I give a feeble laugh.

      He doesn’t laugh with me, worry still creasing his brow. “I need to make sure the broken contract didn’t cause any permanent damage.”

      Worry seizes my throat. “That’s what the pain was?”

      He nods, slipping off his jacket. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking when I nodded.”

      What the hell does he mean by “when he nodded”?

      I’m so lost. And worried. And on edge. Plus, the pulsating headache from the broken spell isn’t helping, either.

      “So, you were lying …? About what?”

      Cupping the back of my neck, he slips the balled-up jacket beneath my head like a pillow. “You said you should’ve known better than to think I’d ever lie to you and”—he audibly gulps—“I nodded without thinking.”

      I stare up at the shooting stars now blazing across the midnight blue sky as I attempt to process what happened before I blacked out. He’s right; the pain only came when I declared he hasn’t ever lied to me, and then he nodded.

      “So … you have been lying to me about something else?”

      He smashes his lips together and nods. “But I promise that every single one of them is for a good reason.”

      My eyes enlarge. “Every single one of them? As in, you’ve been lying to me about more than one thing?” I move to sit up, needing some space, but his fingers splay across my shoulders, securing me in place.

      “Eva, I don’t want you getting up until I examine you,” he says, keeping me pinned to the ground. “I want to make sure everything is healed from the contract breaking before you start moving around.”

      I rub my aching chest. “You might want to check my heart first, because it hurts the worst.”

      “Eva …” A heavy amount of remorse weighs in his tone as his hand finds my cheek. “What I lied about … I did that to protect you. And to protect our friendship. If you knew everything I’ve done … what I’m still doing … you’d probably hate me.”

      I shake my head. “The only thing I could hate you for is if you did put my sister in harm’s way. These lies … do they have anything to do with her?”

      “Not entirely... But that doesn’t make it any better.” He moves his hand away from my cheek, sits back on his heels, and stares out at the road in the distance. “I’ve been lying to you for years. What kind of friend does that make me?”

      “The normal kind, probably.” I turn my head to look at him. He seems so haunted, so broken, so unlike the Hunter I see every day. Does this pain have anything to do with what he’s keeping from me? “Besides, if you can deal with me possibly being a hybrid, then I can get over you telling me a few fibs.”

      “Me being able to deal with that is part of the reason I’ve been lying to you,” he admits, turning his head toward me. If possible, his expression conveys even more guilt. The sight sends my heart thundering in my chest.

      “What do you mean, it’s part of the reason? Wait … Have you known I might be one?”

      He steadily carries my gaze, but his hands tremble. “I have.”

      And just like that, my heart goes from being wounded to being completely shattered.
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      I don’t know how long I lie there, staring up at the sky, wishing on every single shooting star that what he just said was a lie. Sadly, I think this might be the first time he’s ever been entirely truthful with me.

      No wonder he hasn’t mentioned anything about the demon saying I was a hybrid. He already knew!

      “How long?” I finally manage to choke out.

      He kneels in front of me, his gaze locking with mine. “Before I answer that, I want you to know that our friendship”—he motions between us—“is real.”

      “How long?” I repeat, ignoring him.

      While I want to believe he’s been my BFF this entire time, I’m unsure what to believe anymore.

      He closes his eyes and inhales shakily. “Since the day I met you.”

      Quite possibly the worst answer in all of witches’ time.

      A lump swells in my throat. “So, from the day you met me, you’ve known that I’m part demon?”

      “Not the entire time... There was a while where they weren’t sure what you are.” A drop of panic creeps into his tone.

      I feel like I’ve been punched in the gut. “Wait, just how many people know this about me?”

      He hesitates, his eyes skimming the fields around us. “Eva, I really think we should go somewhere private to talk about this.”

      “Fine,” I lie. Like hell I’m going anywhere with him, not right now, not ever. “But you have to let me up in order to do that.”

      He gives me a suspicious once over. “Fine. But I still need to examine you first.”

      “Okay. I’ll wait.”

      I lie perfectly still as he taps his wand against his palm, causing the tip to pierce the darkness with a pale orb of light. Then he gradually spotlights the light across my face, down my neck, my chest, my abdomen, and my legs with his head slanted to the side.

      Despite how much I want to despise him at the moment, my body reacts to his attention. My skin erupts with blistering heat and restlessness stirs inside me, begging me to move.

      Finally, I can’t take it anymore.

      “I think that’s enough.” I nudge the wand away from me. “I’m sure I’m fine.”

      He studies me momentarily before reluctantly nodding. “Yeah, I think you’re good—”

      Without waiting for him to finish, I push him back, roll onto my stomach, and spring to my feet. Then I take off in a mad sprint.

      “Eva, don’t!” Hunter shouts, chasing after me.

      Quickening my pace, I barrel down the desolate driveway and toward the street. While it’s not that late, not a single vehicle is around, which is typical for this area, since nocturnal creatures mostly populate this side of town.

      “Goddammit, Eva! Stop running!” Hunter yells over the sound of his hammering footsteps. “It’s too dangerous for you to be running off on your own, especially around here.”

      “How do you know it’s dangerous?” I throw over my shoulder. “Is that part of another one of the lies you’ve been keeping from me?”

      When he doesn’t reply, tears sting my eyes. Was anything real? Was everything a lie?

      “If you’ll stop, I’ll try to explain what I can,” Hunter pleads as he races after me.

      Conflicted over what to do, I continue to run toward the end of the driveway. Once I reach the edge of the road, I veer right. My legs ache as I move swiftly down the side of the street, heading toward where the fields shift into boarded up warehouses and older, rundown homes.

      As I near the first building, I wonder if maybe I should’ve ran the other way. Sure, that way leads out of Mystic Willow Bay, but this side of town is so sketchy.

      What makes the situation worse is that not a damn creature seems to be around. Yet, as I dash past grimy windows and closed doors, the feeling of being watched overcomes me.

      “Eva!” Hunter sounds much nearer.

      I try to quicken my pace, but I’ve never been much of a runner, and I’m running out of breath. Plus, my shins and lungs are killing me.

      God, I really need to start working out more.

      A hand lands on my shoulder as I approach the curb. I wrench forward in an attempt to escape, but all the running has weakened me, and I end up tripping over my own feet.

      Fortunately, Hunter catches me before I faceplant onto the concrete.

      For a snap of an instant, gratitude washes over me. Then he reels me around and backs me up against the warehouse behind us, and just like that, my gratitude flies away on a broom, which yes, we actually do use sometimes.

      I sidestep to the right to get away from him, but he shoots his hands out and barricades me between his arms.

      Warning alarms fire off inside my brain as he inches closer to me until I barely have any room left to breathe.

      “Now, will you please calm down for two seconds and listen to me?” His low, cold tone sends a shiver creeping up my back.

      I seal my lips together and stare him down, refusing to answer.

      He arches a brow. “Eva, I need you to promise to hear me out all the way through. If you don’t, this is going to look worse than it is.”

      I laugh hollowly, my heart splintering apart. “Look worse than it is? Which means what? That it’s bad, yet not as bad as I think?”

      He searches my eyes, and then sighs. “Honestly, that’s probably how you’re going to look at it, regardless.”

      Another hollow laugh escapes my lips. “Okay, well, please enlighten me, then. Tell me what you’ve done that’s not as bad as I think, yet still pretty bad.”

      His lip twitches, either out of amusement or frustration. “You know, you can be a real pain in the ass sometimes.”

      “I know,” I agree. “But right now, I think I have a pretty good reason for it.”

      His lips quirk again, his gaze never wavering from mine. “Perhaps.”

      I tap my foot in impatience. “Are you going to explain what’s going on? Or just stand there and internally laugh at me?”

      He removes one hand from the wall and scrubs his palm across his jawline, contemplating. “I will, but …” His gaze wanders toward the warehouse and then to the street before conclusively landing back on me. Then he dips his head in, keeping his voice hushed as he says, “I don’t think talking out here is the best idea right now.”

      I open my mouth to declare that I’m not going anywhere with him until he explains further when a hiss slithers through the air.

      Hunter’s muscles wind tight as he lets out a low, “Fuck.”

      “Is that any way to greet an old friend?” a deep, male voice asks.

      Hunter’s gaze fastens on mine, and in the quietest voice ever, he whispers, “Eva, just know that whatever’s about to happen, you need to trust me.”

      Before I can respond, he pushes back from the wall and turns toward the street.

      “Carter,” Hunter says with a slight nod of his head. “It’s been a long time.”

      “Yes, it has,” the voices hisses. “I’ve been wondering what happened to you.”

      “Yeah, sorry, I’ve been busy,” Hunter casually replies, sticking his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “What’ve you been up to?”

      Wanting to put a creature to the hissing voice, I lean to the right. Then instantly regret it.

      Standing on the edge of the curb is a guy who looks around Hunter’s age with snow white hair, blue lips, and fiery red eyes.

      A demon.

      And he’s staring at Hunter like they’re long lost friends.

      What the crazy world is going on?

      A grin spreads across Carter’s face. “I’ve been looking for you, actually.” His smile grows as his gaze shoots toward me. “I’m glad to see you followed through with your end of the deal. I was worried you weren’t going to.”

      I half-expect Hunter to throw me a reassuring look, but his smile mirrors the demon’s.

      “Like I would ever stab you in the back.” He reaches back and grabs my arm, dragging me forward. “Of course I followed through with my end of the deal. It just took me longer than I thought, that’s all.”

      The demon’s eyes gleam red as he reaches for me. “Good. Then I’m guessing the shield’s down?”

      Hunter nods, tugging me toward the demon. “She’s ready to go.”

      I dig my heels into the ground and yank back, not like where this is going. “Let me go.”

      Hunter tightens his hold and pulls me closer to the demon. “Eva, quit making this difficult.”

      My heart feels like it’s being torn to shreds. Hunter, my best friend in the world, is handing me over to a demon. I want to break apart. Collapse to the sidewalk. Scream until my lungs combust. But the will to fight is greater.

      I lift my leg to kick Hunter. The damn backstabber is too speedy, though, and easily dodges my lame attempt at hurting him.

      “Will you stop it?” Hunter’s fingers constrict around my wrist, and I wince from the light pain. If he feels bad for hurting me, he makes no show of it. “Now, come on; don’t make this more difficult than it needs to be.” He lugs me toward the demon, who sticks out his hands greedily.

      “Yes, give her to me,” he hisses. “If she is it, then the master will be so pleased. And you’ll be rewarded for taking down the shield.”

      “I don’t know what you think I am,” I seethe at the demon as I twist my arm, trying to escape Hunter’s death grip, “but I’m sure as hell not it.”

      “We’ll soon find out,” he says, making grabby hands. “Now, give her to me.”

      Hunter stops a few inches away from the demon, and then shoves me toward him, still not releasing my arm. Before the demon can grab me, though, I jump backward and practically body check Hunter.

      He grunts, and his hold on me loosens. I start to run, but he snags the back of my shirt and hauls me back. Then his arm snakes around my waist while the other circles my chest, trapping my arms to my sides. I then bring my foot up to try to kick his shin again, but he lifts my feet off the ground.

      “I guess we’re going to have to do this the hard way, then,” Hunter breathes into my ear as he carries me toward the demon.

      With my back trapped against his chest and my legs dangling below me, I can barely move, let alone escape.

      “I hate you,” I growl in a pathetic attempt to wound him.

      The really sad part is, even knowing he’s about to give me to a demon for whatever reason, I still don’t hate him. My reaction makes me hate myself.

      Hunter chuckles at my lameness. “No, you don’t. Not even a little bit.”

      Anger floods through me that he knows the truth. “Yes, I do. I hate you so much, Hunter. And I’ll never forgive you for this.”

      “Liar,” he whispers in my ear, sounding as though he thinks this conversation is the funniest thing in the magical world.

      “Grr …” I fist my hands, wishing I could punch him. “You’re the worst friend ever.”

      “That might be true,” he utters under his breath as he stops in front of the demon. “Careful. She’s a little feisty.”

      The demon’s eyes illuminate with glee. “Just how I prefer them.” He extends his hands toward me.

      I hold my breath, hoping Hunter will step back. However, his feet remain welded to the ground as the demon’s fingers circle my arms.

      “Lovely,” the demon purrs as he looks into my eyes. “And so powerful.”

      I want to laugh in the demon’s face.

      “Powerful? Yeah, you definitely got the wrong girl,” I tell him.

      The demon shakes his head, awe all over his face as he digs his fingernails into my flesh. “You have no idea what you are, do you?”

      I open mouth to say … Well, who knows what? I never get to find out because an ear-bursting scream pierces the night, and then the three of us collapse to the ground.
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      I lie flat on my stomach, my cheek pressed against the cool concrete, waiting for something insanely crazy to happen next, like the ground splitting open, or a hairy monster beast gobbling me up. But the air completely stills.

      Opening my eyes, I look around at the empty street in front of me, and then to my right where the demon lies. His head is angled toward me, his arms and legs limply sprawled across the ground.

      “Well, this sucks.” The demon’s lips move like a puppet, his eyes open and lifeless.

      “Are you dead?” I whisper, not daring to move.

      The demon gives me a dirty look. “Thanks to you, I am.”

      Huh?

      “He should be dead,” Hunter mutters from the other side of me.

      I grit my teeth, turning to face him. “Great, you’re still alive.”

      “Aw, Eva, I’d be hurt if I didn’t know you really don’t mean that,” he jokes, his fingers grazing the back of my arm.

      I jerk away and roll over to get some distance between us before facing him again. “Don’t touch me.” Then I trip to my feet, brushing the bits of gravel and dirt off my legs. “In fact, don’t ever touch me again.” I start to storm off down the street, but the memory of the scream has me slowing to a confused stop. I glance around at the silent street, my gaze traveling to the shut doors, broken windows, and the crooked rooftops. “Where did that scream come from?”

      “From Carter.” Hunter moves up behind me, lightly skimming his finger along my lower back.

      “I said don’t touch me.” I say that, yet I make no effort to move forward as I turn my head to meet his gaze. “The scream was from the demon?”

      Hunter nods. “He was in pain.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he was dying.”

      “Again, why?” I gesture for him to get along with it. “Come on, dude; you gotta give me something because, right now, I’m freakin’ out and am seriously one step away from running from you again.”

      His hand darts out and snatches ahold of my wrist. “Don’t.” When I wince in pain, he frowns. “What’s wrong?”

      “You hurt my wrist early when you grabbed me,” I tell him bitterly. “You know, when you showed your true evil colors and tried to force me into a demon’s arms.”

      Remorse fills Hunter’s eyes, but all he says is, “Quit being overdramatic.”

      I wrench my arm free from his hold and run backward away from him. “You know what? I’m out of here.”

      When he stands there, watching me run away from him instead of chasing me, I know something’s wrong. Then, when he whips out his wand and points it at me, I instantly know why.

      I increase my speed and move to zigzag around, searching for a place to hide. “Don’t you dare—”

      Undiluted heat slams against my back, and my legs lock up as I tip over like a falling tree. Right before I greet the pavement with a kiss, my body rises and levitates in the air with my arms and legs immobilized, facing downward.

      “Seriously?” I grunt. “You hit me with a freezing spell? After I just came out of a petrifying curse?”

      Hunter’s boots appear in my line of vision, and then he trails his fingers up and down my spine. Normally, the touch would send me into giddy girl, lovey, dovey land. Now, I simply shiver. Or, well, I think about shivering, but my body remains frozen due to the spell.

      “I’m sorry, but it’s for the best.” I feel him press the tip of his wand against the back of my neck. “And so is this.”

      “Hunter …” I plead, unsure of what he’s going to do to me, yet knowing it can’t be good. “Please don’t. I’m sorry for trying to run away, okay? I won’t do it again.”

      Disregarding my whining, he mumbles the incantation to the sleep spell, causing sparkling heat to glisten across my skin, kissing my fingertips, my toes, my lips …

      I let out a soft, exhausted purr before my eyelids lower as the spell overtakes me and whisks me away to dreamland.
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      Please don’t let this be happening. Please. I don’t want to wake up and see the crazy Hunter. I want this to all be a dream. I want to go back to when Ryleigh was alive. Back to when my life was boring and normal. Back to when I was boring and normal.

      “Eva,” a lovely voice graces my ears. “Can you hear me?”

      I blink my eyes open to see wispy clouds lazily floating across a glittering purple sky. It is so breathtaking that it instantly makes me feel calm and at peace. But then wariness sweeps through my body as the clouds shift and begin to trickle downward, like a dripping watercolor painting.

      I cover my head with my arms as the drops of clouds splatter across my skin like paint.

      “What the hell?”

      I turn in a circle, trying to figure out where the bleep I am.

      A grass field surrounds me, and in the distance, trees rise to the smeared sky. The area carries a vague amount of familiarity, but I can’t place why.

      “Why am I here?” I turn in a circle, searching for any sign of life.

      “Eva …” A shadow of a woman materializes in front of me. “Eva, can you hear me?” Her voice is distorted, but is clear enough that I recognize it.

      I race through the grass toward her. “Ryleigh, can you hear me?”

      The shadow grows vibrant until I can see her clearly. She looks like she did when she was dead: long, blonde hair lily white; her big, blue eyes bloodshot; and her golden tan pale. But she looks lovely, nonetheless.

      “Eva, I need you,” she whispers, extending her hand toward me. Drops of blood drip from her hand and splatter across the grass. “Eva, please help me … Save me … I can’t survive here …”

      I stop in front of her and reach out to touch her. But my fingers slip right through her.

      I frown. “What’s going on …?” I peer around. “Why are we here, in this strange place …?” I look back at her. “Why can’t I touch you?”

      She shakes her head, her hair blowing in the wind as the ground ripples. “I can’t tell you … I don’t even know how I got here … Please… This place … where I am …” She shudders as her eyes glide across the grass and trees enclosing us. “It’s so cold and dark, and …” She swallows hard as she looks back at me. “The demons … They’re going to make me do awful things.” She stares down at the blood on her hands.

      Tears burn at the corners of my eyes as I reach out to touch her again. Like the first time, my fingers again move right through her.

      “There was a demon—I didn’t catch his name—but he was supposed to get you and bring you to me,” I tell her. “We have a deal.”

      “You made a deal with a demon?” She shakes her head, causing strands of hair to move around her face like snakes. “How could you do that, Eva?”

      “I did it for you!” I panic as she begins to fade in and out. “It was the only way I could think to save you without going into the underground tunnels myself?” I step toward her, the dry grass hissing against my legs. “But maybe I should just go by myself? I mean, I know the entrance is at The Illuminating Horror House of Truth. I could just go there and sneak in. It might be better than trusting a demon, right?”

      “No!” Her sharp voice echoes across the land, causing birds to scatter from the trees. “You can’t go to that place, no matter what happens.” She gives me a pressingly urgent look. “Promise me, Eva. Promise me that, no matter what, you’ll never step foot in that place. That you’ll find another way to save me.”

      I open my mouth to promise her, but the words get stuck on my tongue. “I can’t do that, not when you’re trapped there.” I shift my weight as guilt bears down on me. But the guilt is mild in comparison to the thought of letting my sister remain with demons. “If the demon I made the deal with doesn’t come through”—a shaky exhale slips from my lips—“then I need to save you myself.”

      “No!” She reaches out as she’s hauled backward.

      I scream, running after her, but the sky chooses that moment to explode and rain down on me.

      Instead of splattering like paint this time, the drops tear into my skin like sharp fragments of glass. Blood oozes from the wounds on my arms, shoulders, and face, while drenching my shirt. The branding hot pain has my legs giving out on me, and I buckle to the dirt.

      “Ryleigh!” I cry out as I squint through the pieces of glass-like drops raining from the quivering sky.

      I can’t see through the blood seeping from my head and dripping down into my eyes.
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      The pain in my skin calms as the ground below me softens. Suddenly, I feel so at peace, blissfully content. Why? Aren’t I bleeding from the strange raining glass?

      What the hell …?

      My eyelids shoot open, and I bolt upright. Then blood rushes from my head, and I promptly fall back onto a mattress. On edge, I look around at the purple walls that make up my bedroom, the window where moonlight streams in, and then my gaze drops to my arms.

      My jaw drops.

      After what happened, I thought I’d look like I’d been tangoing with a paper shredder, but my skin is smooth and free of cuts and blood.

      “It was just a dream.” I sigh. “Great, now I’m even talking to dead bodies in my dreams.” I wonder what that means?

      I gaze up at the magical glow of the bright stars on my ceiling, pondering what happened. One star shoots across my room, and I smile, remembering when Hunter cast the illusion spell for me when we had moved in. He had done it in my old bedroom, too, for my birthday.

      “So that you’ll always be able to fall asleep under the night sky,” he said as he stood on my bed and painted the ceiling with constellations and shooting stars.

      “It’s so pretty.” I lied down on the bed and tucked my hands behind my head, gazing up at the twinkling stars. “I could seriously stare at this all day.”

      He lowered his wand and grinned as he laid down beside me. “Am I the bestest friend ever, or what?”

      “Definitely,” I agreed with a nod. Then paused. “No, you’re way better than that.” I turned and looked at him. When our eyes locked, a gooey, glowy warmth filled my chest. And that’s when I knew I was falling in love with my best friend. “Way, way more.”

      I try not to choke on the memory. I had felt so terrified, yet excited by the new emotions. And while I understood Hunter was way out of my league, I knew that feeling love for him was okay. Because he was Hunter. My smart, caring, sarcastic, but sweet Hunter.

      It was all a lie. Every memory. Every smile. Every emotion.

      All lies.

      I open and flex my hands as tears burn my eyes. I breathe in and out, refusing to cry. Then I gradually sit up, clutching my throbbing head.

      “How the hell did I even get here, anyway?”

      “I brought you here,” Hunter says, startling the shit out of me.

      I squint through the darkness, my muscles becoming as stiff as a petrifying spell when I spot him looming in the shadows near my dresser.

      “Okay, first of all, it’s super creepy that you’ve been standing there the entire time.” I scoot toward the edge of my bed with my gaze trained on him. “Second, get the hell away from me.”

      When he makes no move to budge, my fingers creep down to draw out my wand, but then I painfully remember that the demon snapped the thing like a twig.

      Dammit! I really need to get a new one ASAP!

      I nearly laugh at my urgent thought. Yeah, I’ll get right on that, after I escape my psychopath—and very powerful—friend and save my sister.

      Chuckling, Hunter ambles out of the corner of the room, taking casual steps toward my bed.

      Hatred mixed with freaking love nearly gives me whiplash. How I can still feel the latter is beyond me. I really need to find a way to get rid of it.

      He stops at the foot of the bed and rests his hands on the footboard before lowering his head and taking a deep inhale. “Are you okay?” he then asks without looking at me.

      Keeping my lips zipped, I eye him over with suspicion. He’s changed his clothes since the last time I saw him, now sporting a black T-shirt and a pair of loose-fitting black jeans, along with studded leather bracelets. The look is way too goth for the Hunter I know. Besides, why would he change at all? It makes no sense.

      Unless he killed someone or something and got blood all over his clothes.

      I shake the thought from my head. Hunter, a killer? Seriously, Eva?

      Then I recall how he was going to hand me over to that demon, and the ache in my chest amplifies.

      “Am I okay?” I retort, my eyes narrow into slits. “After everything that just happened, that’s all you have to say to me?”

      He lifts his head to look at me, his expression annoyingly neutral. “I think it’s what’s the most important right now.”

      “No. What’s most important is you explaining to me how you knew I could be a hybrid, and why the hell you were going to hand me over to a demon.” My fingers shake as I throw the blanket off me and swing my legs over the side of the bed. “No, better yet, no explaining. I just want you to leave and to never have to see you again.” I shift forward to stand up, but then sink back down as the room twirls around me like an overly zealous ballerina. “Whoa.” I press my hand to my head, blinking. “Biggest head rush ever.”

      “Take it easy. You’ve been under a sleep spell for almost twenty-four hours,” Hunter says as he winds around the bed. “You’re going to be a little dopey for the next hour or so.”

      I lift my free hand up in front of me. “Don’t you dare come any closer.”

      He slows down, but doesn’t come to a complete stop. “Relax. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      My sharp laugh causes him to flinch. “Not going to hurt me?” I shake my head. “Newsflash, dude, you already did.”

      He fights back a smile as he halts a few steps away from me. “Since when did I become dude? I thought you only called people whose names you can’t remember dude?”

      “I wish I could forget your name,” I grumble, and his grin breaks through.

      Curse him and his stupid smile. His stupid, sexy smile. Grr …

      “Look, dude, this isn’t funny. You’re evil, and I want you out of my room. Now.”

      He busts up laughing, the noise so abrupt and unexpected that I nearly jolt out of my skin.

      “I’m being serious.” Frustrated, I lean forward to test my equilibrium, but get no reward as my room’s four walls blur into one.

      My ass plants back down on the mattress, and I curse under my breath. My reaction only seems to encourage Hunter’s laughter, which only adds more fuel to the fire wanting to burn inside of me.

      Sucking in a determined breath, I push to my feet and finally stand up. “Okay, I’m out of here, since you can’t take a hint and leave.” I step toward the door. At least, I think I do. It’s really hard to tell while my bedroom is acting like a Tilt-a-Whirl.

      His laughter simmers down a notch as he sidesteps in front of me. “I’m sorry for laughing. Just please sit down before you fall down.”

      Raising my chin in defiance, I take another step forward. When he doesn’t move out of my way, my chest whacks into his.

      “I’m not going to fall, so please move.” As I teeter to the side, I hurry and span my arms out.

      A condescending look appears in Hunter’s eyes as I struggle to keep my balance. “You’re not going to fall, huh?”

      “Yep.” As soon as I say it, I stumble backward into the wall. “Dammit, why do I have to be so clumsy? All I need to do is get to the door, and I can’t even do that right.”

      He strides toward me, instantly reducing the space between us. “You’re not clumsy. You’re just doped up a little bit.”

      “Because you put a sleep spell on me.” Saying the words aloud hurts so badly I can hardly breathe. My voice softens with the ache of it. “Why would you do that? I thought we were friends?”

      “We are. Things are just … complicated.” He reaches out to cup my cheek, but I turn my head away. He sighs. “Look, I know you don’t trust me, but I promise I can explain everything.”

      I put my hands on my hips and give him a firm look. “Then start explaining.”

      With a remorseful look, he reaches for his wand in his back pocket.

      “Oh, no, you don’t. I’m not going to be put to sleep again.” I skitter around him and for the door, but my legs give out, and I crumble to the floor. “Crap.” I hurry to stand up when his arms loop around my waist.

      He picks me up, slips his arms under my knees, and carries me over to the bed like a freaking groom carrying his bride over the threshold. Which would be a dream come true if I didn’t just find out he was a big, old liar, liar, magic wand on fire.

      “Put me down,” I gripe, pushing against his chest.

      He obeys, dropping me onto the bed.

      I bounce as I hit the mattress and quickly start to sit up. But he climbs over me, straddles my waist, and places a hand on either side of my head.

      “You know, this whole straddling thing is starting to get old,” I quip, bucking my body upward to try to fling him off while pushing on his chest.

      Grinding his teeth, he captures my hands and traps my wrists together. “And I thought I told you that writhing your hips to get a guy off you is never going to work.” He pins my arms above my head then lowers his face toward mine, his eyes darkening. “In fact, it’s going to make them want to stay on you for a very long time.”

      I slowly catch on to his underlying meaning and snort a laugh. “Dude, no guy is going to get turned on by me grinding up on them.”

      A tired exhale puffs from his lips. “You really are clueless sometimes when it comes to guys.”

      “Perhaps,” I agree. “At least I’m not clueless enough to let you shoot me twice in twenty-four hours’ time with a sleep spell.”

      “I wasn’t going to shoot you with a sleep spell,” he insists. “I was going to put a trust charm on you.”

      “Why?” I bite out. “I’m not the liar.”

      “I know that.” He looks me dead in the eyes. “I was going to have you put the spell on me so you’d know you can trust me.”

      I shake my head. “If you want me to trust you, then stop reaching for your wand.”

      “Fine,” he answers without missing a beat. “But we still need to find a way to get you to trust me so I can get through this without you freaking out.”

      “Through what?”

      His relentless gaze never wavers from mine. “Telling you what’s going on.”

      I want to tell him I’ll believe him—I really do—but after everything that happened …

      “You could always get me a new wand? Or let me go get one?”

      He shakes his head. “You can’t leave this room yet.”

      My brows pull together. “What? Why?”

      “Because,” is all he says.

      Annoyance pulsates through me. So now I’m a prisoner?

      “Then how about you go get me one,” I grit out.

      “There’s no way in hell I’m leaving you here alone. Not only is that way too dangerous right now, but you’ll try to run.”

      “Says who?”

      “Says the person who’s known you for almost half of your life.”

      The reminder of our past drowns me in a mixture of anger, pain, and hurt. He must sense how I’m feeling, because his expression softens.

      “I …” He wets his lips with his tongue, a habit he only does when he has a troubling thought. “I need to find a way for you to trust me,” he mutters more to himself. Then his concern vanishes as a smile rises on his face. “You know what? I think I have the perfect idea. And one that doesn’t require magic.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I question with doubt. “And what’s that?”

      His grin intensifies before his lips come down on mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    
    
      Holy bleeping mother of all dancing rainbow unicorns, Hunter is kissing me.

      Hunter’s lips are on mine.

      Hunter, the guy I’ve been in love with forever.

      Hunter. Hunter. Hunter.

      Desire pulsates through me, potent and intoxicating, and the sensation only strengthens when he parts my lips with his tongue.

      “Oh, my God,” I groan, my hips rising toward his.

      A moan escapes Hunter’s lips, too, as he tangles his fingers through my hair and draws me closer, deepening the kiss.

      My heart nearly stops. Dies. Explodes. But in the back of my mind, doubt claws through the lust.

      He lied to me. This isn’t the Hunter I know.

      It takes every ounce of willpower I possess to break my lips from his.

      Panting, I stare up at him, dazed and confused. His eyes are shut, his nostrils flaring as he takes uneven breaths. Then his lips part, and half of me wonders if he’s about to say something wonderful, like how amazing the kiss was. I hold my breath in anticipation.

      “Mihi crede …” he utters the start of the trust spell.

      Frowning, I line my palm to his chest and shove him off me. He easily rolls over, continuing with the spell.

      “I said no magic.” I reach over to cover his mouth with my hand, trying to stop him, but he circles his fingers around my wrist, stopping me, and then hurriedly finishes the spell.

      “I didn’t use my magic,” he says, still holding my wrist. “I used our magic, so it’s not so bad.”

      “Our magic?” I raise my brows. “Since when do we have magic together?”

      “Since we shared magic. It won’t last forever, but we’ll be able to channel each other’s magic through touching.”

      “And that required kissing?” Puzzlement hazes through my mind, and not just because I’m all doped up on a sleep spell and kissing Hunter.

      He gives a nonchalant shrug. “It was the best way to connect our magic. Or, well, the best way that both of us were willing to do.”

      “What do you mean? What other ways are there?” Witches, oh witches, I wish I knew more about sharing magic so I didn’t have to ask these questions.

      He presses his lips together to restrain a grin. “By getting more intimate.”

      My lips form an o, my cheeks flushing as images of us rolling around in bed, touching each other all over, stream through my mind in slow, slow motion.

      An amused smile sprawls across his face. “That blush has got me really curious about what’s going on in that pretty, little head of yours.”

      Gah! Curse my stupid blushing.

      Taking a measured breath, I collect myself from lusty lust land and wipe the blush off my face. “That wasn’t a blush,” I lie. “My face is red with anger.” I narrow my eyes at him, trying to pull off my lie.

      “Over what?” he questions with skepticism.

      “Over the fact that I’ve been kissed twice this week, and neither of them were actual, real kisses.”

      Sadness hints his eyes. “I think you’re—”

      I put my finger to his lips, shushing him. “No getting sidetracked. I want to know how you know I might be a hybrid, and why you’re apparently friends with a demon.”

      “I’m not friends with him.” His gaze grazes along the inside of my wrist, and I flinch from the light ache. “I’m sorry I gripped your wrists so roughly when we were with him. I just …” He yanks his free hand through his hair, making the strands go askew. “I just panicked, and sometimes I forget my own strength when I’m in that mode.”

      “What mode? And panicked over what?”

      “Over Carter being there …” He lets his hand fall to his lap as he releases an uneven exhale. “I’ve been avoiding him.”

      I’m entirely aware of how he purposefully skipped over my question about his mode. Not to mention, the trust spell courses through my veins with a powerful warning.

      “You didn’t answer my first question, and I know you did it on purpose, because the trust spell is going haywire right now.”

      He bobs his head back as he blows out a loud breath. “Can that wait until the end? I need to tell you everything else first, before we get to the really bad part.”

      I slowly blink, nearly expecting the scene in front of me to vanish. Perhaps all of this is just a dream, like that weird one where I saw Ryleigh. Sadly, though, the ceiling doesn’t melt away like the sky did. My walls, my dresser, the photos placed sparsely around the room, and my four-post bed all stay the same, along with the guilty expression Hunter is sporting.

      “Fine, tell me the other stuff first,” I surrender, wiggling my arm as a signal for him to release me.

      He only holds on more securely.

      “I don’t want to let you go until we’ve gone over everything.”

      “Why? You think I’m going to run?”

      He nods. “That’s exactly what I think.”

      Smart guy.

      I don’t say anything further, waiting impatiently to get to this bad stuff he needs to tell me.

      He drags out the silence for a maddening amount of time, then finally gives in with a disheartened sigh. “Have you ever heard of the Mystic Willow Bay Society?”

      “Vaguely,” I answer warily, wondering where he’s going with this. “But, from what I always understood, it’s an urban legend.”

      “Well, it’s not,” he explains with grave reluctance. “It has existed for as long as Mystic Willow Bay has been around, and still exists.”

      “Okay …?” I hug my legs to my chest and rest my chin on my knees. “So what if it does? What does some town secret club have anything to do with me?”

      He situates himself on the bed in front of me, crisscrossing his legs. “It’s not just a club, Eva. It’s a group of town members who are sworn to protect the town from any impending dangers. The members are chosen by their strength, power, and from various bloodlines. It was done this way in order to create a lethal group that could, if necessary, eliminate any powerful force trying to bring harm to our community.”

      “You sound like you’re reciting from some superheroes’ handbook or something,” I mumble, hugging my knees tighter to my chest.

      He shakes his head. “Some of what I just said is from the intro to the Mystic Willow Bay Society handbook.”

      I want to laugh at the absurdity, but his dead serious expression kills my humor.

      “You act like you’re in this society.”

      Reluctance crosses his expression. “That’s because I am. My father is, too.” He stares down at his hands as if they’re the most fascinating things in the world. “So are Ryleigh and her father and mother.”

      Time literally stops. Dies. Freezes.

      Okay, that’s not true. However, part of me wishes it would so that I don’t have to move forward and ask the next question.

      My throat dries, and I force down a swallow. “You said her father. As in, just Ryleigh’s father, and not mine … Does she …?” Another forced swallow. “Is Ryleigh not my sister? Was she just pretending to be because she was working undercover—or whatever the hell it is you’re doing when you pretend to be my friend?”

      “I’ve never pretended to be your friend. Was it part of my job? Yes. But you were too easy to be friends with, so there was never any pretending.” His gaze elevates to mine. “You made me really love my job.”

      I will not let his words send my stomach into a fit of flutters. I won’t!

      Of course, my stomach has its own ideas and goes mad wild, butterfly crazy.

      Stupid traitor stomach. What the heck is wrong with me! This isn’t a good thing!

      Shoving the flutters down, I glare at him. “So, you’ve been in this society thingy since you were, like, twelve? That seems a little young to be doing that sort of stuff, doesn’t it?”

      Remorse flickers across his expression. “I was actually fourteen.”

      “But you weren’t fourteen when I met you …” I trail off as he gives me another apologetic look. “You even lied about your age!”

      “I had to,” he insists, reaching for me. “It was the best way for me to get close.”

      I scoot away from him until my back bumps into the footboard. “So, everything was a lie? Every time we hung out, every moment we shared, every promise …?” My gaze flits to the stars on my ceiling then back to him. “Everything?”

      His gaze is melded to mine as he shakes his head. “I think you know that’s not true.”

      True. And the trust spell is definitely telling me everything’s just dandy. At least, what he’s saying. That doesn’t mean I have to be okay with it.

      “No, the only thing I really know for sure is that you’re a liar and you’re old.”

      His brow meticulously crooks. “Old? I’m only two years older than you.” A dash of annoyance rings in his tone, and I get a sweet, but probably sick, sense of gratification.

      “Yep, two years older.” I stretch my legs out and cross my arms, putting on a casual demeanor. “Which makes you old to me.”

      He narrows his eyes, yet his lips threaten to tilt upward. “I know for a fact that you definitely don’t look at me as old.”

      His words burrow under my skin, causing me to squirm.

      Does he know I’m in love with him?

      Unable to stand the discomfort, I change the subject. “You never answered my question about Ryleigh not being my sister. And I have a pretty strong feeling you did it purpose.”

      “I might have,” he admits, both truthfully and shamefully. “Before I answer that part, though, you need to brace yourself.”

      “Consider myself braced,” I lie. Well, I don’t mean to lie. I honestly believe I’m prepared for just about anything at this point.

      Then he opens his mouth and utters, “Ryleigh isn’t your sister … And neither of your parents are your mom and dad.”

      Suddenly, my world is spinning out of control.

      And not because of the sleep spell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    
    
      “You’re lying.” Shaking my head, I kneel on the bed while eyeballing the door. I want out of here. I want to pretend none of this is true, when deep down … Well, I’ve always known I didn’t fit in with my family. I didn’t fit in with anyone.

      This makes too much sense …

      “There’s no way my mom and dad aren’t my parents … I mean, they have baby photos!” At least, I think they do. I’ve only actually seen one. “And I have memories of them from when I was, like, four years old.”

      “That was around the time you started living with them.” Hunter appears conflicted, opening and flexing his hand while looking back and forth between the door and me. “Eva, please don’t try to run. If you do, then I’m going to have to become more difficult.”

      I slowly twist toward him. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “It means, I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you from running out that door.” His expression is devoid of all emotion, yet his voice slightly wavers.

      “You say that our relationship hasn’t really been a lie, but you sound nothing like the Hunter I thought I knew.” I sit back down on the bed, toward the bottom, a good distance away from him. “Why is it so necessary for me to stay inside now, when only hours ago—or last night—you and I were running around town, searching for my sister?”

      “Because no one realized before now that the severity of the situation has changed.”

      “And what situation would that be?”

      “The demons are trying new tactics to get to you.” He casts a brief glance toward the window. “I don’t know how, but by some means, they found out you were keeping Ryleigh’s body here and are now trying to lure you underground by using her.”

      I slant to the side to make eye contact with him, but he refuses to look at me.

      “What do you mean, new tactics? They’ve tried to do this before?”

      He nods, his gaze straying back to mine. “Ever since the day a handful of Mystic Bay Society members pulled you out of a demon’s lair, demons have been trying every trick in the book to get you back. That’s part of the reason you have so many members in your life—to protect you.” He stretches his arms toward me again, but after taking one look at my face, he draws back.

      Smart guy.

      I press my fingers to the brim of my nose as my brain throbs against my skull. “None of this makes sense. And honestly, I’m not even sure if I believe you.”

      “I know. I can tell.”

      “How?”

      “Because you haven’t tried to run for the door yet. I know you well enough to know that, when you try to run, it’s when you’re finally accepting the truth.”

      He’s probably right, and I hate that he is.

      He knows me too well, while I know nothing about him.

      “There’s just a lot that doesn’t make sense,” I mutter with my head lowered. “I mean, why was I in a lair to begin with? What am I? Why do the demons want me? And if they want me so badly, why don’t they just take me?”

      “The last part’s pretty simple to explain,” he says matter-of-factly. “You remember how Carter touched you, and then screamed?”

      Nodding, I raise my head to look at him. “And then he died for no apparent reason.”

      “He died because he tried to drink in your power.”

      “Sure it was. Because my power is so awesome.” I roll my eyes and shake my head. “You’ve known me forever, dude. You’ve got to come up with something better than that.”

      “It’s the truth.” He scoots closer, taking slow, calculated moves. “I know you can’t cast spells very well, and you aren’t that great at charms, either. But that’s not because you’re powerless. It’s because you’re not completely a witch, and your control over your magic is …” He wavers. “Well, you really don’t have any control yet. But that’s not your fault. You just haven’t been taught properly.”

      My muscles ravel tightly as his words strike deep nerves. Running for the door seems more like a better idea by the second.

      “If I’m not completely a witch, then what am I?”

      He sucks in a breath through his nose and releases it slowly out of his mouth. “A hybrid, obviously, but no one’s been able to figure out exactly what your bloodlines are. Do you have some witch’s blood in you?” He nods. “That much we’ve been able to figure out.” He inches even closer, lowering his voice. “You also have some … demon blood in you, along with traces of an unidentifiable creature.”

      “An unidentifiable creature?” I feel numb. Dead inside. The desire to run for the door is getting less controllable. “You said the members found me in a demon’s lair … Why was I there?”

      “No one knows for sure … And normally, the members don’t just take creatures from lairs …” He lightly skims his knuckles across my knee, eliciting both tingles and goose bumps to sprout across my flesh. “But when they realized you weren’t fully demon, they couldn’t just leave you there.”

      “Why not?” I ask, bitterness dripping from my tone. I think about my stupid gift and wonder if it plays a part in any of this. “Is there some sort of rule in the handbook forbidding you guys from doing it?”

      He shakes his head, looking away from me. “No, I have no idea why they did it. All I know is that they took you away from there, said there was something about your power that the demons wanted, and that we needed to do everything in our power not to let that happen. I was too young to remember it, but I’ve heard all the stories … about how demons kept showing up to try to get ahold of you. But whenever they tried to drink from you, they died, like Carter did. They must have caught on to this, because their efforts to get ahold of you have gone down over the years … until they got to Ryleigh.

      “For whatever reason, they want you to go underground. If I’d realized that to begin with”—his jaw clenches—“I never would have let us go looking for her. I should’ve known something was up, but I was too distracted by other stuff.”

      “What other stuff?”

      He shrugs, looking worried and distant. “Stuff I’m not supposed to be distracted by.”

      Girlfriend stuff? The question pops into my mind out of habit, but I dropkick it far, far away where I can hopefully never reach it again.

      How can I still have feelings for him? Am I that messed up? After all, he’s lied to me from day one, and he’s definitely still lying to me about some stuff. At least, according to the trust spell. The damn thing’s going too bonkers right now, and it makes sorting through truths and lies incredibly difficult.

      Still, I work to make some sense out of everything, recalling how the demon at Evan’s place told me not to go to The Illuminating Horror House of Truth, the entrance to the underground. Supposedly, anyway. So, if Hunter is telling the truth about demons wanting me, wouldn’t the demon I made the deal with want me to go there?

      The trust spell rushes through my veins at an unnerving level, and the crack in my heart deepens.

      Run, Eva. Get the hell out of here.

      He turns his head toward me and splays his fingers across my knee, as if sensing the direction of my thoughts. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “That I don’t trust you,” I answer honestly, my knee twitching under his touch for very conflicting reasons. “I know for a fact that you’re not being truthful about everything. And a lot of the stuff you said doesn’t add up. Like, for instance, why did Carter act like you were friends?”

      “I’ve been working undercover at The Illuminating Horror House of Truth for the past year or so, trying to get a vibe on what the demons are up to, and why they want you so badly.” He cracks his knuckles against the side of his leg, keeping his other hand positioned on my leg. “That’s why, when Carter showed up, I had to pretend I was on his side. My cover would’ve been blown if I didn’t.”

      I can tell he’s being truthful about that, but it doesn’t explain much. Like how, in all of Mystic Willow Bay, did he convince the demons he was friends with them? Or why he didn’t seem worried when he tried to force me into the demon’s arms.

      “But what if the demon had hurt me?” I utter quietly. “I mean, you just handed me over to him.”

      This is all getting too overwhelming.

      My eyes stay glued to him, but my mind drifts toward the door.

      Run!

      “He couldn’t have hurt you,” Hunter swears, a passionate fire blazing in his eyes as he wraps his fingers around my knee. “When demons try to drink from you, they die, because you’re protected by some sort of shield. That’s why I told him I’d gotten the shield down—I knew he’d try to drink from you and die.” He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “I would never let anyone or anything hurt you.”

      “That’s not true.” Tears prick my eyes as the truth squashes my chest.

      My parents aren’t my parents. Ryleigh isn’t my sister. I’m not just a witch. Hunter isn’t my best friend. I’m completely alone in this world.

      “You’re hurting me now.”

      “Eva …” he starts with empathy in his eyes. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Yeah, me, too.” I trace the heart patterns on my comforter, a house warming gift from Ryleigh. When I think about her role in all this, my heart pierces with blinding pain.

      While I love my parents and everything, I’ve never been super close to them. But Ryleigh and I … I always felt like we had a sisterly connection. I guess I was wrong.

      “What about Ryleigh?”

      “What about her?” Hesitancy laces his tone.

      I peer up at him, but clouds have moved over the moonlight and the room has grown too dark to see him clearly. “Just how big of a role did she play in all this? And what about her death? Was that part of it, also? Do you guys know how she really died and just aren’t telling me?”

      He shakes his head with zero indecision. “Ryleigh’s death is an unsolved case. But before she died, she’d been working a few cases.” He scratches the side of his neck, fidgeting. “Including the one I’m working on with the demons. There is suspicion that her death wasn’t an accident.”

      “But the police said it was.”

      “The police aren’t part of the society, and therefore, don’t have access to the same info and magical technology we do.”

      “Which makes them clueless?”

      He nods. “More or less.”

      My mouth sinks into a frown. “Kind of like me, I guess.”

      “Eva …” he starts, putting his other hand on my knee.

      I swat both his hands away and spring to my feet. The second I stand upright, the room whirls around dizzily, the aftereffects of the sleep spell continuing to course through my bloodstream.

      And just like that, it all crashes over me like a violent, powerful spell. I think about my parents, who aren’t really my parents. Ryleigh, who I thought was my sister. I’d been so upset when she died, and had been working so hard on that spell to bring her back. And while I still care for her enough that I don’t want her dead, my heart weeps over the fact that, even in her death, she never bothered to tell me the truth.

      And then Hunter … My best friend Hunter … His betrayal might just hurt the most.

      Hurt and anger current through my body as reality downpours over me. Slowly, I start to accept the truth. That almost everyone I’ve ever cared about has been lying to me.

      That’s why I finally turn and run.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    
    
      “Eva!” Hunter shouts, but I’m already barreling out the door and down the hallway.

      All the lights are off in the house, which I find odd. Peyton is a vampire and frequently goes out at night, but Opal isn’t much of a party girl and usually chills at home during the evenings.

      Could something have happened to her? Did Hunter maybe do something to her?

      The last thought leaves me feeling guilty, mostly because the trust spell is telling me to turn off my stupid thoughts and quit being ridiculous.

      When I hear Hunter’s footsteps sound after me, I focus back on running away from him. But by the time I reach the top of the stairway, he’s hot on my heels.

      I take each step two by two, and by some divine miracle, I manage to make it to the bottom without eating shit. (I seriously have issues with stairs.)

      “You need to calm down,” Hunter demands as he chases after me. “And don’t you dare step foot outside.”

      I make a mad dash straight for the door, more for show than anything. Deep down, I don’t know what to do or where to go—who to trust.

      “Why? What’re you going to do to me if I do?” I grab the doorknob, flip on the light, and glance back to look at him. “Come on; fess up and tell me how you’re going to punish me if I disobey. Because the old Hunter would’ve just come outside with me.” I allow my gaze to deliberately move up and down him. “I’m guessing this new, weird, Goth Hunter might not let me get away with so much.”

      He stops at the bottom of the stairs, gripping the banister. “What does how I dress have anything to do with this?”

      “Because you look different,” I state.

      When he squirms, another crack ruptures across my heart.

      “This is how you look when you’re not around me, isn’t it? You dressed like this tonight because you knew you were going to have to tell me the truth.”

      He wets his lips with his tongue, his lips parting as he starts to speak, but I talk over him.

      “Do I even know the real you?”

      He nods, but the movement isn’t steady. “You know me probably better than anyone …” He rubs his lips together, hesitating. “But truthfully, a lot of people don’t know the real me.”

      I stare at him, wondering—and I mean, really wondering—if I can even be in love with him. Is it even possible to love someone you don’t really know?

      “Look, I know this is hard to take in”—he dares a step off the final step—“but I need you to stay in this house … It’s important that you do.”

      My fingers wrap tighter around the doorknob. “Why?”

      He takes another step toward me, the floorboards creaking under his weight. “Because it’s dangerous out there.”

      “Why now?” I wonder. “Why did it all of a sudden become so dangerous? Just because the demons took my sister?”

      He shakes his head as he reduces the space between us even more. “That’s not the full reason.”

      My heart pounds in my chest as he nears me. “Then tell me the full reason.”

      “I don’t know the full reason yet.” He’s within arm’s reach now. “What I do know is that someone told the demons where your sister’s body was, and how you were trying to revive her. They knew how to get to you, which means someone close to you is a traitor.”

      I want to say, like you, but the contract promise already revealed that he didn’t out Ryleigh’s location.

      “Please just stay with me.” He sticks out his hand for me to take, his eyes silently begging me to listen to him.

      Every instinct is urging me to slip my fingers through his. That while he’s lied to me, I can feel in my veins that he’s worried about me and just wants to protect me.

      I step forward and start to reach for him, when Opal comes bursting down the stairs with her wings out.

      “Hunter, we have a huge problem. The demons might know a way to get Eva to …” Her eyes widen as her gaze lands on me. “Oh, crap.”

      “Wait …” I put two and two together and back away. “She’s part of this, too?”

      “I was going to tell you. I was just waiting for the right time.” Hunter moves toward me with his arms extended.

      I jump back, reach behind me, and throw open the door.

      The wind howls and sends leaves and fog billowing around me and into the foyer. My hair whips around my face and goose bumps dot my arms.

      “No!” Hunter cries, lunging toward me with his gaze trained over my shoulder at the outside.

      I trip backward to get away from him and stumble over the threshold, almost going down. However, my back smacks against a rock-solid surface.

      I stiffen and spin around, only to come face-to-face with the dark-haired, red-eyed demon I made the deal with.

      “Eva, run!” Hunter shouts, snagging ahold of the hem of my shirt.

      I start to let him haul me backward, but the demon places a hand on me and poof.

      Just like that, we’re gone.
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      When I regain consciousness, I have to blink several times to process where I am. Green grass and tree trunks are above my head, and the starry night sky is below my feet … What the hell? What is this? Upside down town?

      “What the heck? Why is everything upside down?”

      “Do I really have to answer that?” The demon’s voice sounds alarmingly close.

      I blink and blink again, putting together that the world isn’t upside down. I am. Because the demon has me slung over his shoulder and is carrying me somewhere.

      “Where are we going?” I murmur, my brain fuzzy, probably from being upside down for so long.

      “That will be revealed in time,” is all he says as dirt crunches underneath his shoes while he continues to hike toward the unknown.

      Fear pummels through me, and I long for my magic wand. Sure, I suck at using it, but if for nothing else, I could stab him with the end of it.

      “Are you taking me underground so the demons can drink from me or whatever?”

      He chuckles. “Not even close.”

      “Are you going to hurt me?”

      My body jostles as he jumps over a rock.

      He laughs darkly. “If I wanted to hurt you, I would’ve done it already.”

      “What about my sister …? I mean, Ryleigh? You said you were going to get her body back.”

      “I did.”

      My heart leaps with hope. “Then where is she?”

      “I dropped her off in your basement.” His hands wander to the back of my thighs, and he grips them tightly as he makes a sharp right turn up a twisting brick path. “Right before I took you.”

      “Why have you taken me?” My fingers curl into fists. “This wasn’t part of the deal.”

      “It wasn’t not part of the deal, either.”

      I frown. “I can’t bring Ryleigh back to life if I’m here with you. And my time is already running out.”

      “Don’t worry; time here moves much differently,” he assures me. “You may be here for a while, but when you return home, you’ll probably only have been gone for a few hours.”

      “Where is here?” I wonder, lifting my head to peer around at the grassy hills, trees, and brick path. “It looks like a magical forest to me.”

      “You’ll find that out soon enough,” he replies with a shrug.

      I grimace, beyond frustrated. “Can’t you just tell me the truth? I really need some of that right now.”

      “Patience, my little rainbow trout.” His grin is evident through his voice.

      I sigh. Damn demons. They love getting their kicks and giggles by playing mind games.

      Technically, don’t you, too, since you’re kind of one of them?

      “Who are you, anyway?” I ask, trying not to think about what I may or may not be. Otherwise, I might start crying. And while I’m not super in tune with my demon knowledge, I know better than to cry in front of one.

      Again, with the one, Eva, as if you aren’t part of their kind.

      He gives a drawn-out pause, then, “For now, you can call me Max.”

      “Is that your real name?”

      He doesn’t answer, leaving me to come up with my own conclusions about who he is, what he is, where in the magical kingdom he’s taking me, and what he’s going to do with me once we get there.
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      Do you ever wonder if your life has been a complete and utter dream—or a complete and utter nightmare, depending on what kind of life you have? Or have you ever had one of those moments when you question if you’re dead and what you’re seeing is the afterlife, but you don’t realize it? Or do you sometimes question if you’re trapped in a coma and your mind has created a delusional world when you wake up in a demon lair with rap music booming through the stony walls? No? Huh. Well, I guess it’s just me then.

      Just in case you ever do find yourself in these sorts of situations, take my advice: you’ll question if anything is real.

      “What the hell happened?” I mutter, clutching my head and blinking around at what I can only assume is a demon lair. Well, either that or I’ve stumbled across a very high-tech bear cave.

      I immediately shake my head. Seriously, Evalee, a high-tech bear cave? What the hell is wrong with my brain! That is the million-dollar question, isn’t it?

      I rack my mind for how I got here, trying to put together the pieces of how I ended up lying in a bed, in a cave, with lantern lights covering the domed ceiling, a stereo with a pretty great base system, and the largest flat screen television I’ve ever seen.

      Slowly, bits and pieces creep back to me …

      Hunter confessing our entire friendship is a lie …

      The secret society he, Opal, Ryleigh, and my fake parents belong to …

      Me being some sort of part-witch, part-demon, part-creature in question freak …

      Max the demon showing up, kidnapping me, and carrying me someplace where time moves faster than in Mystic Willow Bay …

      Me begging Max to put me down when I started to feel dizzy …

      Then blacking out after hanging upside down for too long.

      “Freakin’ demons.” I press my fingertips to the brim of my nose and take a few measured breaths, telling myself to remain calm, that whatever’s about to happen can’t be any worse than finding out I’ve been lied to my entire life by everyone I thought cared about me. “It really can’t be worse,” I mutter, my heart clenching in pain. “Nothing can … I don’t think.”

      Sucking in an inhale, I lift my head and sit up straight in the bed. I give my body a once-over to make sure everything is normal and that Max didn’t do anything to me while I was passed out, like … say curse me with a unicorn horn pox. Except for a couple of scratches, my pale skin appears free of any horns. However, my shorts do have a couple of tiny burn holes in the hem, and so does my black T-shirt and plaid shirt.

      “What in the freaking smoking witches happened?” I slip my finger through one of the singed holes and frown. “Why does it look like someone pressed cigarettes into my clothes …? Or like a dragon breathed on me?” My eyes widen. Perhaps, while I was unconscious, we ran into a dragon.

      Fearing other parts of my body are burnt, I push from the bed and shuffle toward a tall, oval mirror perched in the corner of the room. As the cool, jagged, rocky floor scuffs against my bare feet, I become aware that I’ve lost my boots. Well, either that or Max jacked them so I can’t easily run away.

      Grimacing at the thought, I move in front of the mirror and examine my body. My long brown hair is a tangled mess, but fortunately appears the same length as always. And except for a black smudge across my left cheekbone, my face looks normal. Well, as normal as a face can look with weird rainbow eyes.

      Blowing out a stressed breath, I comb my fingers through my messy hair then move on to my next problem—figuring out where in the bleep I am. I know from the small, glittering stream of water cascading down the walls that I have to be in a demon’s lair. But is this Max’s place? Why would he bring me here? Why did he take me at all? He never did give me any answers. He just told me that I could call him Max and that I’d be returned back to Mystic Willow Bay in time to save my sister. That means he’ll eventually let me go, right?

      I nearly laugh at my stupid thoughts. Ha! Just because a demon says something, doesn’t make it true. In fact, usually every day is opposite day for a demon, most of them being liars.

      Which would make you a liar, too.

      A shaky exhale trembles from my lips as reality crushes down on my shoulders.

      I’m part demon. I’m part of the group of species that kills for fun, curses people for no reason, and lives underground; sometimes in sewers, and sometimes in gross, nasty lairs. Although, this lair doesn’t resemble any of the photos I’ve seen of demon lairs. Perhaps this room is the nicer section of it.

      Summoning up every drop of courage I possess, I inch toward the arched doorway across from me to get a better look at where I am. The closer I get, the louder the music becomes, blasting out any other noise and giving me no sense of what’s going on.

      Am I alone? Is a cluster of demons waiting for me to step out so they can feast on me?

      According to Hunter, if a demon tries to drink my power, they die. I wouldn’t have believed him, if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes.

      That revelation makes me feel a tad bit better, but any sense of comfort goes bye-bye, see ya on the next full moon when I exit the room and step out into a smoke-filled room with chairs, tables, and a fireplace.

      Oh, yeah, and about ten flippin’ demons, both male and female, smoking cigars, drinking whiskey, and playing a game of cards.

      I instantly screech to halt and start to back away, but it’s too late. I’ve already been spotted by every single one of them.

      “Um …” I try not to panic, yet my anxiety shoots through the roof as ten pairs of red, bloodthirsty, murderous eyes fixate on me.

      And all of them look ready to kill.
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      Okay, maybe I jumped to conclusions when I said all of them look ready to kill. Only a couple look murderously bloodthirsty, but that could be that they’re just thirsty.

      My guess is confirmed when a demon with sandy-blond hair and sporting a tux materializes in the room to refill everyone’s glasses.

      As the demons drink their freshly poured whiskey, the bloodthirsty looks go down a notch. A few of the other demons seem utterly bored with my presence. One of them even yawns. Some appear mildly intrigued, other marginally annoyed. Another laughs at me.

      The sound sends a chill up my spine. I know that mocking laugh.

      I squint through the smoke and, sure enough, I make out a dark-haired, pierced, Goth prince laughing at me from the far back corner.

      Max is dressed head to toe in black, with chains hanging from his pants and leather bands covering his wrists. His clunky boots are kicked up on a table, and he’s tipped back in the chair with his hands tucked behind his head. So casual. Not a care in the world. As if he’s unafraid of me trying to run, trying to fight. Like I won’t do anything.

      Irritation works underneath my skin, only amplifying as a smirk spreads across his face.

      I narrow my eyes at him and glance over my shoulder, looking for a place to run, and not just to escape, but to prove a point—that I’m tougher than I look. But it’s an act. A reaction … Okay, okay, maybe I’m not tough. That doesn’t mean I can’t change that.

      Elevating my chin and throwing his smirk right back at him, I spin on my heels and rush toward a narrow crack nestled in the far back wall. I’m not sure if I can fit through it or where it leads, but I’m not about to stand around and let these demons do … Well, whatever they’re planning on doing to me.

      The second I try to squeeze through the crack in the wall, I smack into an invisible barrier and fly backward, landing on my ass.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I grumble as a puddle seeps through the bottom of my shorts. “An invisible force field? Really, Max? That’s the best you’ve got?”

      The music dies, and the quiet that follows has me feeling about as stiff as a broomstick.

      “You say that like you didn’t just get knocked flat on your ass.” Max’s voice comes from right beside my ear, so close I can feel his breath.

      Startled beyond all magical control, I nearly pee my pants. Thankfully, I manage to keep my bladder in check. Although, I’m not sure it would matter since the ass of my shorts is already sopping wet.

      “You know, if I had my wand, I could escape,” I lie, leaning forward and stumbling to my feet.

      “Sure you could.” His condescending tone makes my fingers curl inward.

      I turn around to face him with my hands balled at my side, attempting not to notice how much more intimidating—and sexy—he looks up close.

      Sexy? Jeez, Eva, get a grip on yourself.

      Sadly, this isn’t the first time I’ve had to tell my hormones to cool the freeze spells down while being around Max. Demon or not, there’s no denying the guy is attractive. Well, if you like that Goth, bad boy look, which I usually don’t. My taste has always been blond-haired, piercing free, slightly on the preppy side guys. Aka Hunter. Then again, the last time I saw Hunter, he pretty much looked like Max, except for with blond hair and no piercings. That I could see, anyway.

      I crinkle my nose at the memory of how he told me that was how he looked when he wasn’t around me. He looked so strange to me. Hot? Yes. Maybe even hotter. But unfamiliar. Not the best friend I thought I knew.

      “What’s that look for?” Max questions with a curve of his brow. “You’re not thinking about that pretty boy wizard you’re in love with, are you?”

      My lip twitches that he knew exactly where my thoughts were. “Nope. I was actually thinking about how much this place reeks like a sewer. That’s probably because of all the demons lurking around.”

      Instead of getting irritated, he smirks. “You and I both know that you think I smell”—he makes air quotes—“ ‘lovely’.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m pretty sure you’re a little confused about the proper way to use air quotes.”

      His smirk never falters. “And why’s that?”

      “Because, at some point, I would’ve had to say you smelled lovely, and I can assure you I never have.” Aloud, anyway.

      His lips span into a haughty grin. “Are you sure about that?”

      “Um, yeah.” I try to convey confidence, but the arrogance in his expression is making me all squirrely.

      He reaches forward to lightly tug on a strand of my hair. “You know, you’re quite the little sleep talker. At first, I was a little annoyed, especially when you kept going on and on about that stupid blond, wannabe punk rocker wizard. But when you shifted your focus on me …” He grins. “Well, I found it quite amusing and very insightful.”

      My heart thunders in my chest. “I don’t sleep talk.”

      “You can’t possibly know that for sure.” He gently tugs on my hair again. “And I assure you, you do. A lot. In fact, you might be even more chatty while you’re asleep.” His gaze drops to my lips. “And those little moaning noises you make are absolutely delicious.”

      My cheeks flame, partly out of embarrassment and partly out of rage. “I don’t moan in my sleep, nor do I talk. And even if I did, I’d never, ever talk about you. At least, not in a positive way.”

      The stupid grin remains as he grazes his knuckles across my cheekbone with a look of fascination. “You’re adorable when you blush.”

      I angle my head away from his hand, despite the shiver his touch elicited. “Don’t touch me.”

      “Demons can’t blush, you know,” he continues on, ignoring me. “At least, I’ve never seen one do it. But you, my little rainbow trout, are a complete anomaly. And an adorable one at that.”

      “Stop calling me adorable like that,” I gripe while casting a glance at the rest of the demons.

      Great, they’re all watching this little scene unfold, looking both annoyed and fascinated.

      His brows furrow. “Like what?”

      “Like I’m this cute, little sprite or something. It’s unflattering.”

      “Sprites aren’t cute,” he assures me. “They’re tasty.”

      My eyes pop wide. “You eat sprites?”

      He gives a shrug. “I haven’t personally, but a lot of us do.” He points over his shoulder at the rest of the demons. “I don’t know why you’re getting upset after you just said it was unflattering to be compared to a sprite. I mean, clearly you don’t think that highly of them.”

      I cross my arms. “Just because I think it’s unflattering to be compared to a creature that thinks the best day ever is giggling for three hours straight while circling a seven-year-old’s head and poking her until she cries, doesn’t mean I think it’s okay to eat them.”

      He gives me a suspicious look. “Did this seven-year-old happen to have rainbow trout eyes and a very stubborn personality?”

      “I’m not stubborn,” I protest.

      He snorts a laugh. “Okay.”

      My lip twitches in annoyance. “Just because I don’t fall at your feet after you kidnap me or dive into your arms when you ask me to kiss you, doesn’t make me stubborn. It makes me smart.”

      “Fall at my feet, huh?” He rubs his jaw thoughtfully. “No, I’m pretty sure you did do that.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      He leans in toward me, his smile all shiny and annoyingly attractive. “Yes, you did.”

      “Dropping me at your feet doesn’t count.” I refuse to budge, even when he slants closer.

      Sure, every instinct in me is screaming to run, that he’s a demon; but with no other place to go, all I can do is stand my ground and pretend to be more badass than I am.

      He rolls his eyes. “Why on earth would I ever drop you?”

      “Um, because you’re a demon,” I say, like duh. “And that’s what demons do.”

      Amusement dances in his eyes. “They drop pretty witches? Huh, I guess I’ll have to add that to the demon handbook, because I’m pretty sure none of us know about that rule. If we did, we might do it more often. And I think, while I’m at it, I’ll add a rule where we have to carry around pretty witches with rainbow eyes around on our shoulders while they sleep and make hot moaning noises, because that was by far my favorite part.” He winks at me.

      My heart flutters. Yes, it actually flutters. In my defense, it lasts for only a snap of a finger.

      “You’re so annoying.”

      He winks at me again. “Don’t pretend like you don’t like it.”

      “If I were you, I’d get that thing checked out.” I circle my finger in front of his eye. “Because, from what I hear, when a demon’s eye starts to twitch, it means he’s prematurely aging.”

      He stares at me, unimpressed. “Demons don’t age, but nice try.”

      “Are you sure about that?” I slant forward and squint at his eye. “I’m pretty sure all these lines around your eyes are crow’s feet.”

      He really doesn’t have any lines, but demons are vain, and I know my comment will bug the crap out of him. At least, I thought it would. All he does is lean in closer and put his lips beside my ear.

      “I know for a fact you don’t think I have crow’s feet. Just like I know for a fact that you think I smell lovely and find me completely and utterly sexy in a way you’re unfamiliar with.” His hand finds my waist, his fingers folding inward. “But I won’t make you admit that.” He pauses. “Yet. Not when I have bigger things to worry about.”

      I open my mouth to tell him there’s no chance in demon hell that I find him attractive, but the words are ripped from my lips when he chants a sleep curse.

      Heat blasts through me, starting in my chest and working outward, making my limbs go limp.

      “You evil troll …” My voice echoes away as I teeter sideways toward the ground. “Why does everyone keep putting me to sleep?”

      Instead of hitting the rocky floor, I fall straight into Max’s arms.

      Scooping me up, he turns and carries me away from the crack in the wall.

      “Where are you taking me?” I mumble through the dizziness sloshing around in my head.

      He continues walking with his eyes trained ahead. “To my room.”

      “Why?” I murmur sleepily. “What’re you going to do to me?”

      He chuckles, a low sound that reverberates throughout my body. “Well, to start with, we’re going to talk.” He holds me tighter against his chest. “Then, after that, we’ll see.”

      I’m not sure what he means about anything, but before I can ask him, darkness funnels around me and drags me under.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    
    
      I hate that this is happening. I hate that everything feels out of control. I hate that everyone has lied to me.

      I hate…

      I hate…

      I hate…

      I hurt…

      I hurt…

      I hurt…

      “Eva,” Ryleigh’s voice graces my ears. “Can you hear me?”

      Usually when she speaks to me, I feel calm. But right now, all I feel is anger. So, instead of opening my eyes, I lie motionless.

      “Eva, please,” she begs. “I know you’re mad at me, but this is important.”

      I don’t want to listen to her, but the plea in her voice makes me feel bad.

      Dammit! I hate having a conscience!

      Sighing, I blink my eyes open to wispy clouds lazily floating across a glittering purple sky. I’ve been here before, when Hunter put a sleeping curse on me. And like before, the place makes me instantly feel calm and at peace. Then, again like before, the clouds shift and begin to run like wet paint.

      I jump up and shield my head with my arms as drops of clouds splatter across my skin.

      “Again? What the hell?”

      “It’s just how this place works,” Ryleigh says apologetically.

      I turn in a circle, trying to spot her across the field lined with trees. “Okay, but what is this place? It sounds like you know, and honestly, every time I come here, I get a weird sense of déjà vu.”

      “That’s because you’ve been here before.” Ryleigh’s shadow appears in front of me. “When you were younger, I used to bring you here.”

      I inch through the grass toward her. “Why?”

      “To calm you down,” she whispers, sounding remorseful. “When you were first taken from the demon lair, you had nightmares every night. So, I finally slipped into your dreams and brought you here. After about a month of this place, you stopped having nightmares … It’s something I can do—travel into peoples’ dreams.”

      Yet another thing I didn’t know about her.

      Slowly, the shadow starts to shift into her. Well, the dead version of her, with long, blonde lily white hair; big, blue, bloodshot eyes; and pale skin. The sight of her brings me zero comfort, only anger.

      “You lied to be,” I bite out, stopping in my tracks. “All my life, you and our parents—your parents—lied to me. Even Hunter and Opal, my only real friends. I guess nothing was real, was it?”

      “That’s not true,” she insists. “How we feel about you, that is real. We all care about you, Eva. And you and I might not be blood-related, but you’re still my sister … Always will be.”

      I shake my head, fighting back tears. “If that were true—if you really cared about me—you would’ve told me the truth a long time ago.” I swallow hard. “Honestly, I don’t even think I believe you. After lying to me for all those years, who’s to say you’re not lying to me now?”

      Tears flood her eyes. “Eva, I’m so sorry we did this to you,” she whispers. “I really am. There were so many times I wanted to tell you … But the society wouldn’t let me—wouldn’t let any of us.” She stares down at her hands. “I wasn’t the only one who wanted to tell you the truth. Hunter did, too.” She looks up at me. “He really cares about you.”

      I grit my teeth. “Did he tell you to say that?” I ask, and she nods. “How? Can he, like, communicate with the dead, too, or something?”

      She shakes her head. “No. But he knew if he talked to me, I’d hear him. Just like he knew that I’d eventually come here and pass along the message.”

      “Sounds like you know each other well.” I mentally curse the jealousy that creeps into my tone.

      “It’s not like that, Eva. Hunter and I are just friends.”

      “Yeah, I thought we were, too.” Pressure builds in my chest as I realize that maybe we never were anything. That perhaps I was just Hunter’s job, and that all those years of being in love with him was wasted time.

      “You two are more than friends, and I think you know that.” Her voice is soft and cautious.

      I shake my head, staring down at the ground. “I don’t know anything anymore.” I really don’t.

      Everything I thought I knew was a lie. All lies. Every single day.

      Sucking in an uneven breath, I raise my head and meet her gaze. “Why are you here?”

      “To see you. To make sure you’re okay.” She gives an elongated pause. “And to see if you can help us figure out where you are.”

      “I’m fine,” I tell her. “As for where I am, I can’t help you.”

      She frowns. “You don’t have any idea?”

      I shake my head. “All I know is that Max took me to some demon lair, but I don’t know where it is.”

      “Max?” she questions with a raise of her brows. “Is that the demon who kidnapped you?”

      I nod. “Or, well, it’s what he told me to call him. I’m not sure if it’s his real name or not.” I hug my arms around myself as the wind picks up. “He’s also the one who rescued you from the tunnels.”

      She tenses. “The one you made the deal with to free me?”

      I nod again. “But taking me wasn’t part of the deal.”

      “Then why did he take you?”

      “I have no idea. He did say he was going to bring me back.”

      That doesn’t seem to relax her the slightest bit. “Eva, you can’t trust demons.”

      “Well, I don’t really have a choice, do I?” I pause, trying to bite back the cruel words wanting to fall from my tongue. They slip out, anyway. “Besides, Max has been more honest with me than any of you have.” When she winces, I sigh. “Sorry, but it’s the truth.”

      Her mouth curves into a broken-hearted frown. “I know. And I’m so sorry for that.” She exhales loudly. “I’m going to make it up to you. From now on, I’ll tell you the truth, no matter what. But first, we need to save you, and in order to do that, I need you to try to help us figure out where you are.”

      “I already told you I have no idea. I just know I’m in a demon lair.”

      “How did you get to the demon lair?”

      “On a path.”

      “Eva, please,” she pleads, her body starting to fade. “I need you to think harder. Did you see anything that perhaps stood out? Like a sign, or a marker, or a mountain?”

      “I was blacked out for most of the journey,” I admit, picking at the hole in the hem of my shorts. “When I woke up, I was in a bed, in a cave, and there were a bunch of burns in my clothing.”

      “Burns in your clothes?” She pauses, deliberating. Then her eyes light up. “Oh, my God, you’re probably at Fire Mountain.”

      “Fire Mountain? What the hell is that? And why have I never heard of it?”

      “Because it’s demon territory, and people in Mystic Willow Bay rarely talk about demons.”

      “Unless they’re in that society, right?” My tone carries bitterness. When she winces, I feel sort of bad. “Sorry.”

      She shakes her head, her hair blowing into her eyes. “You have every right to be angry with us. I just hope, after some time, you can forgive us.”

      I remain quiet, unsure of what to say, mostly because part of me is still skeptical she’s telling the truth now. Perhaps she’s pretending to care about me so I’ll help her figure out where I am.

      What I really want to know is why they want to rescue me so badly? Is it because they care about me? Or is there more to it? And why did they go through all the trouble to protect me from the demons for all these years? Was it even about protecting me?

      So many unanswered questions.

      “I know you have questions,” Ryleigh says, as if reading my mind. “I promise we’ll talk more when I see you.”

      Her words remind me that I still need to save her once I get back to Mystic Willow Bay, which I plan on doing. Mad at her or not, I’m not going to let her stay dead.

      “But, Eva, I need you to do something for me, okay?” she asks in desperation.

      “Okay,” I answer with wariness. “What?”

      “I need you not to use your magic at all. Even if the demon tries to force you to, pretend you don’t know how.”

      “That’s not going to be a problem,” I assure her. “I don’t have my wand.”

      “Not your witch’s power,” she says in a rush as her body flickers in and out of focus. “Your demon power.”

      “Demon power? I don’t have demon power.” My brows dip together. “Do I?”

      “We don’t know for sure what you can do,” she explains. “But now that you’re around a demon, he could get your demon powers to manifest. And since we’re not positive what you are … Well, we don’t want the demons finding out first.”

      “You think I can do something bad?” I massage my aching chest.

      Oh, my God. What am I?

      “We don’t really know,” she says quietly. “All we know is that the demons have been trying to get ahold of you for years, ever since the society took you from that lair. And now that one of them has you …” She gulps. “You need to be careful, okay?”

      “Okay, I can do that.” At least, I think I can.

      The truth is, I’ve never had much control over my powers. And honestly, whether it makes me evil or not, part of me is curious to find out what I can do.

      No, I can’t do it. Whether I want to find out or not is beside the point. The point is, demons are evil and any power of theirs that I harbor has to be evil as well.

      Wait, does that make me evil?

      “I have to go,” Ryleigh whispers as her body fades back into a shadow. “I’ll try to visit you again when you’re asleep, but my powers are weak now that I’m dead, and I don’t know if I can get back—”

      The wind picks up and gusts her body away like pieces of dirt and sand, leaving me standing alone in the field.

      Part of me wishes I could stay here forever. That I will never have to return to Max; will never have to return to Ryleigh, Hunter, and my family; will never have to deal with the truth.

      A second later, though, I feel myself jerked away from empty land and back to reality.
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      My eyelids slowly lift open, and I’m immediately blinded by light. I squint in pain. Dammit, I’m with a demon for … Well, however long I’ve been gone, and I’ve already woken up this way twice.

      “Let’s breathe fire on her?” a low voice with a lisp purrs.

      I go super rigid, blinking my eyes fiercely and trying to get them to adjust to the light. What the hell was that?

      “It looks like one of us already did,” another voice hisses. “Look at her clothes.”

      I think about the burn holes in my clothing. What are these things?

      “Ooooh … that sounds lovely.” Spit hits my cheek as they speak.

      Ew! Yuck! Gross!

      “Burn all her clothes off and some of her hair,” the other instructs, sounding pleased. “But don’t get her face. I kind of like it.”

      “Should we wake her up before we do it?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Wakey, wakey, wakey, little rainbow trout,” one says before giggling. “You think master will get upset with us?”

      “Maybe,” the other hisses out. “He was upset the first time we burned her clothes.”

      “Hmmmm … Good thing we like getting into trouble.”

      They both giggle mischievously.

      My vision smears back into focus, and I realize I’m back in the room I first woke up in. But I’m not alone.

      My gaze snaps to the right, and I instantly cringe.

      “Ew, dragon fire snake babies,” I say, pulling a disgusted face at the winged dragons with large nostrils and snake-like bodies hovering beside the bed.

      They both turn their beady eyes on me, and the longer, silver-ish black one hisses, its snake-like tongue slipping out of its mouth.

      “What do you mean, ew?” it says, sounding offended. “You’re the one who’s half-witch.”

      I rub my throbbing forehead. “Yeah, so what? There’s nothing wrong with witches.”

      “Other than they’re boring, dull, and stupid.” The shorter, reddish-blue dragon fire snake puffs a cloud of smoke in my face. “See? Stupid.”

      “I don’t know how that proves that witches are stupid,” I reply, fanning my hand in front of my face. “And FYI, you’re the ones who are stupid. I mean, your main purpose in life is to be a pet to demons. That’s so not very smart.” I know I’m pushing my luck since they could easily breathe fire on me, but they just called all witches stupid. I feel a bit offended.

      Then again, maybe I shouldn’t be. Witches were the ones who betrayed me.

      I think about meeting Ryleigh in my dream and wonder if anyone will be able to find me in real life. If they do, should I go with them? It seems like the answer should be a definite yes, considering where I am. Yet, residing deep inside me is a hint of hesitation, either from the betrayal or from the demon blood coursing through my veins.

      “I don’t like her very much,” one of the demon fire snake babies scoffs.

      Fluttering their wings, they hover in the air while trading a look with each other.

      “What do you think?” the reddish one asks. “Should we teach her a lesson?”

      The other bobs its head up and down eagerly. “Let’s do it!”

      I don’t know what they’re about to do, but I’m not about to lie here and find out.

      “I don’t think so.” I bolt upright and scramble out of bed.

      I move too quickly, though, and the room whirls and twirls like an out-of-control merry-go-round on witches’ mushrooms.

      “Whoa, head rush.” I press my hand against the side of my head, struggling to keep my balance.

      The demon fire snakes laugh hysterically.

      “Stupid witch, stupid witch,” they chant, wiggling their tails as they fly around my head.

      This isn’t the first time I’ve been called a stupid witch before, but it’s definitely the first time two evil demon fire snakes have. Normally, I ignore rude remarks thrown at me, but right now, I feel like I’m about to snap.

      I reach up and swat the red one, and it sails through the air, landing on the bed.

      The silver one’s eyes flare, smoke funneling out of its nostrils. “That wasn’t very nice.”

      “Neither is calling someone stupid,” I tell him, slowly backing away before the smoke coming out of its nose turns into fire.

      “Oh, no, you don’t.” Its paper-thin wings flutter like a hummingbird as it flies toward me. “You’re not going anywhere. Not until you pay for that by letting me burn all your hair off.”

      “That’s never going to happen.” I pause for a beat, then spin on my heels and run toward the exit.

      I know when I step out of the room, I’ll probably cross paths with Max or another demon, but I’m not about to let some mutant dragon singe my hair!

      “Come back here!” it shouts after me, hot on my heels.

      “No way!” I throw over my shoulder. “I’m so—”

      It grabs a handful of my hair, and my body is whipped backward. My eyes water as I fight to keep my feet under me.

      “Let me go!” I shout, flinging my fists behind me.

      It only grabs on tighter, dragging me toward the bed.

      I dig my heels into the floor, ignoring the fiery burn as the rocks tear open my flesh.

      “You’re going to be toast.” The dragon fire snake snickers as it throws me down on the bed.

      I land with a bounce on my back and immediately scurry to get back to my feet with my fists positioned, ready to fight. Deep down, I laugh at myself.

      Fight, Eva? Yeah, this is going to end with you getting hurt.

      But I have to try.

      As the dragon fire snake opens its mouth, I see its tongue flicker with a golden-orange flame. Before it can breathe fire into my face, though, I take a swing—

      “Enough!” Max’s voice booms throughout the room.

      He startles me so badly I end up missing the dragon fire snake and punching the bedpost.

      “Mother of all crazy witches,” I growl out in pain as I cradle my injured hand to my chest. “That hurts so bad.” I grit breaths through my teeth until the pain starts to subside.

      “You two can leave now,” Max says to the dragon fire snakes as he makes his way across the room and toward the bed. “And as a punishment for disobeying, you can go straight to the fire pit.”

      “Why?” the reddish dragon fire snake whines as it pushes its body off the bed. “She’s the one who hit me.”

      Max stops beside the foot of the bed and arches a brow at me. “Is that true?”

      I shrug, still hugging my hand to my chest. “Only because they said they were going to burn off my clothes and hair.”

      Max gives the silver dragon fire snake a firm look. “I thought I made myself perfectly clear that you two weren’t supposed to touch her. Your only job was to watch her until she woke up, and then come inform me.”

      The silver dragon fire snake pulls a guilty face. “Sorry, master, but we couldn’t resist.” His eyes skate to mine. “She just looked so tempting.”

      Max observes me with a drop of amusement, but hurriedly squashes the look as he redirects his attention to his pet. “Tempting or not, you deliberately disobeyed me, and for the second time since I brought her here.” His gaze fleetingly drops to the burn holes in my shorts. “She’s not a toy.” His lips quirk as his eyes rise to me, then return to the silver dragon fire snake. “At least, not yours.”

      “Hey, I’m no one’s pet,” I protest, standing up straighter.

      Max rolls his eyes then points a finger at the doorway. “You two, go to the fire pit and wait for me to come and hand out your full punishment.”

      “Ah, man,” one of them grumbles. Then they flutter off with their heads tucked down and shoulders slumped.

      I smooth my uninjured hand over my hair, making sure all the locks are still there.

      Max watches me fuss with a glimmer in his eyes. “Relax, you look perfectly, weirdly beautiful.”

      I crinkle my nose at him. “I’m just trying to make sure your little pets didn’t pull out or burn any of my hair off.”

      “Hmmm …” He eyes me over then steps in front of me. “Let me make sure.” His fingers seek my hair.

      I lean to the side. “Don’t touch me.”

      He gives me a semi-annoyed look. “I just want to make sure they didn’t do anything to the back of that pretty little head of yours. My pets, while I tolerate them, can be extremely mischievous.”

      “Then why did you leave them to keep an eye on me while I was passed out?”

      “Because I had to run some errands, and it was either leave you with them or my demon friends. Trust me when I say you were way better off with my pets.”

      I frown as the memories of before I fell asleep rush back to me. “You put a sleeping curse on me.”

      He smirks. “Well, you shouldn’t have tried to run away.”

      “Of course I should’ve.” My lip twitches with irritation as he reaches for my head again. “I woke up in a demon lair, for crying out loud. And after you kidnapped me.”

      “I didn’t kidnap you.” He combs his fingers through my hair. “I merely borrowed you for an extended amount of time.”

      I cross my arms, debating whether or not to duck away from his touch. On the one hand, he’s bugging the demons out of me, but on the other … Well, it kind of feels good. Like a gentle head massage. And right now, my head hurts.

      “You can only borrow someone with their permission,” I point out, shivering as his hands tangle through my locks. A bad shiver, though. You know, the kind of shiver you get when you’re really grossed out by something …

      I shiver again as he repeats the movement with his fingers, pulling a little harder on my roots.

      Okay, okay, the shivering might be because I feel all fluttery inside.

      Damn traitor body!

      “That’s not true at all,” he disagrees. “You can borrow someone without their permission, just as long as you give them back.”

      “You act like you’ve done that a hundred times or something.” My eyelids involuntarily shut as he slips his fingers through my hair again, his fingertips lightly brushing my scalp. It relaxes me so much and I find myself sitting down on the bed.

      Good golly of all euphoria spells, that feels amazing.

      He mimics the movement again, going slower, but the sensation is equally as lovely.

      You need to stop him, Eva. He’s a demon! A demon who kidnapped you!

      But you have been through a lot. Maybe just a little bit longer …

      Lips abruptly brush mine, and I freeze, but I don’t pull back as a mixture of confusion, want, and repulsion flurry through me. Then the confusion nearly doubles as his tongue slips out and tries to part my lips. I almost let him, too. I don’t even know why. But then a voice screams in the back of my mind, yelling at me that this isn’t right.

      “Hey.” I press my hand against his sturdy chest and push him back. “Back off, demon boy.”

      He blinks at me, appearing a little dazed. Then the haziness in his eyes swiftly fades as the cockiness returns.

      “Fine, waste your time pretending to fight it.” His lips tilt into a crooked smirk. “I think we both know that, eventually, you’re going to be begging me to kiss you.” He reaches out and grazes his knuckles across my cheek, moving so fast I have zero time to react.

      “In your dreams, demon,” I sneer with my eyes narrowed. On the inside, though, my heart is dancing like a loopy pixie at the idea of actually kissing him.

      I’m seriously so messed up.

      “Max, why did you bring me here? You said it was to talk to me. About what? I’m guessing about what I am.” I have no clue why since he gives me vague answers to any questions I ask him.

      He wavers then conclusively nods his head once. “I’m going to tell you what I know about you, but only if you promise not to freak out.”

      “Okay …” I wet my dry lips with my tongue as I consider what he wants from me. I mean, sure, it sounds pretty easy to stay calm and take a little chill pill for a few minutes. Considering how I reacted to what Hunter told me, though, I won’t be throwing down any bets that I am going to be all chillaxed while sexy demon Goth prince tells me that I’m a freak. “But what happens if I do freak out?”

      “Then I’ll have to curse you with sleepiness again.” He presses his lips together, his eyes leisurely scrolling over my body. “And since my pets are banished from ever watching you again, I’ll have to be the one to do it.”

      I hug my arms around myself, wondering why he keeps looking at me like that … Like … Well, I imagine like how I used to look at Hunter whenever he washed his truck. When he’d take his shirt off and his muscles would get all wet …

      Holy no self-control!

      “Between the two choices, I’d rather have you do it,” I tell him truthfully. “You seem like the lesser of two evils.”

      His low chuckle makes me squirm uncomfortably. “The fact that you can say that shows how naive you really are.”

      I scowl at him. “I’m not naive. I’ve been through a ton of crap.”

      “You are with guy stuff,” he states matter-of-factly as he plops down on the bed beside me. The mattress concaves beneath his weight and forces me to slide toward him. “You have no idea how appealing you are, and I find it highly amusing.”

      “Yeah, okay.” I snort a laugh, scooting away from him. “You know what? I don’t think I’m the one who’s naive. You’re just an idiot.”

      His eyes flash blood red. “You know, normally when someone insults me, I throw them in the fire pit.” His hand darts out, his palm landing on my thigh. Then he presses his fingers downward as he drags me back toward him. “It’s a good thing I think you’re too weirdly beautiful to ruin that pretty little face of yours.”

      I shake my head, huffing an exasperated exhale. “Stop trying to prove a fake point.”

      “Which is?”

      “That I’m attractive or whatever.”

      He muses over something. “Why does this make you so uncomfortable?”

      I shrug. “Because it’s a lie. I know what I am—how I look. I’ve been told it enough times.”

      “Told what?”

      “That I’m hideous.”

      He frowns, a crinkle forming at his brow. “What exactly happened to you in Mystic Willow Bay?”

      I swallow hard as painful memories creep up of getting mocked all throughout my childhood. “I was told the truth.”

      His eyes blaze like wildfires. “The truth?” He yanks me so close to him my legs end up on his lap. “You want to know the truth? The real truth?” He doesn’t wait for me to answer, putting his lips beside my ear. “Eighteen years ago, a little girl was born that was created from a demon with succubus bloodlines and a half-witch, half-demon feeder. The power of all four bloodlines were so powerful that no demon could resist wanting to get closer to her. The problem was, she was also so powerful that any demon that dared try to feed from her power died instantaneously. And then, one day her parents abandoned her in a lair. No one knows why, if maybe they were afraid of their own child or if the child killed them. Although, after meeting you, I no longer believe the latter.”

      He wraps his fingers around my wrist, as if he’s afraid I’m going to try to bolt. “Then a bunch of idiotic witches found her and dragged her off to their magical kingdom where they let the girl pretend she was a pretty, pretty, almost powerless witch.” He cups his hand around the back of my neck and draws me closer, his lips kissing my ear as he speaks. “When really, she might be the most powerful hybrid demon that has ever been created.”

      My entire body trembles. “You’re lying,” I croak. “I’m not powerful at all.”

      “Why would I lie?” He breathes hotly in my ear. “And as for being powerful, you just haven’t been taught properly.”

      “That’s not true. I took every power controlling class at school and none of them ever helped me improve my skills.”

      “That’s because you were being taught how to use witch power. But you’re more than just a witch, my little rainbow trout.” He nuzzles his nose into the crook of my neck, breathing in deeply. “So much more.”

      I don’t know what to say or do or think. None of this makes sense, yet at the same time …

      Well, some of it does make a little bit of sense. Like why the demon died when he touched me, or why the demons want me at all. If I have demon feeder in me—creatures that supply demons with power and magnify it—that would explain that part.

      “Why did you bring me here, Max?” I whisper hoarsely. “Did you find a way to … feed off me?”

      He continues to nuzzle his nose into the crook of my neck. “Would it matter if I did?”

      “That all depends.”

      “On what?”

      “On what you need the extra power for.”

      Instead of answering, he turns his head and places a kiss against my racing pulse. “God, you smell good. Like nothing I’ve ever smelled before.”

      “Max …” I start, my voice wobbling. “Tell me what you need my power for. And why the other demons want it—”

      The rest of the words are ripped from my tongue as a loud explosion booms throughout the room, vibrating the walls, bed, and the chandelier above us.

      I jerk back from Max, my gaze zipping to the center of the room where a massive, rainbow-tinted portal is spinning.

      “What the hell?” Max mutters, rising to his feet. He briefly stares at the portal before his fiery gaze targets me. “What did you do?”

      “You think I made a portal?” I ask, then shake my head. “Newsflash, Max, I’m not as powerful as you think.”

      Shaking his head, he moves in front of me. “I don’t think you opened a portal.” He crosses his arms and fixes a glare on me. “What I do know is that no one, including witches, should be able to find this location. Yet, somehow, someone’s created a portal to it.”

      I think about meeting Ryleigh in the dream and how she thought she knew the location of Max’s lair. But I’m not about to tell Max this when he hasn’t told me if he’s found a way to drink my power.

      “Well, I don’t know what to tell you, other than I didn’t do anything.” I give a nonchalant shrug. “How could I when I’ve been stuck here?”

      His eyes narrow into slits. “There are other ways of communicating with someone. And considering the power you have, I’m betting—”

      “Get away from her!” Hunter’s demanding voice rings through the air.

      The sound causes conflicting emotions to stir inside me; hurt, anger, and elation to name a few.

      I turn my head toward the portal, and my heart leaps in my chest at the sight of Hunter standing in the opening with his wand drawn and pointed at Max.
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      Hunter is here to save me! Hunter, the guy I trust!

      Or, well, used to trust.

      My elation goes down a notch as I realize I might not be able to trust him anymore.

      “Demon, step away from her,” he says, inching cautiously into the room.

      He’s wearing the same outfit as the last time I saw him: black jeans, a matching shirt, and boots. I wonder if he’ll ever go back to dressing like the Hunter I knew before all the secrets came spilling out. Then I wonder why on earth that is the first thought that crosses my mind at this moment.

      Seriously, get your head in the game, Eva!

      I move to shove Max so I can run to the portal and escape, but he sidesteps out of the way.

      Then I spring to my feet, ready to make a run for it. Sure, I’m not too thrilled to return to Mystic Willow Bay and deal with the truth, but being held captive in a demon’s lair by a demon who may or may not want to slurp me dry of my questionably strong power isn’t a better alternative. A demon wanting power is never a good thing.

      But neither are you, Eva. You’re a demon and a succubus and a witch and demon feeder.

      While I’ve never heard of such a combination, they all share one thing in common—they have a lot of power. So, if Max is telling the truth … I shudder.

      What if he’s telling the truth, though? Think about the stuff you can do!

      An almost violent shiver rolls through my body at the possibilities.

      “Eva, go through the portal now!” Hunter cries, reaching for me.

      I start to run toward the portal, but Max grabs my arm and hauls me back toward him.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” he hisses, sounding very unlike the Max I’ve been talking to.

      “You said you weren’t going to keep me here forever!” I cry, throwing my weight forward.

      He snakes his arms around my waist, holding me against his body. “Hate to break this to you, sweetheart, but all demons lie.”

      My heart thrashes inside my chest. “You were lying to me?”

      “Not about everything.” He kisses the back of my ear. “Just about letting you go.” Another brush of his lips, and this time, a very not so good shiver vibrates through my body. “Like I would ever give something like you up. Besides, if you go back, you’ll be in danger.”

      I laugh hollowly, feeling stupid for ever believing he’d let me go. He’s a demon!

      “Like I’m safe here?”

      “Safer than you are in Mystic Willow Bay,” he whispers in my ear, moving backward as Hunter runs at us with his wand poised to cast a spell. “Now that word has gotten out about you, every demon and hybrid in the underground is going to come after you.” He backs up around the bed. “There’s a reason I told you to stay away from The Illuminating Horror House of Truth. Because there are demons plotting to capture you and use your power. For what, I’m not sure. But trust me when I say it won’t be good.”

      “How can they even use my power?” I make my body go limp in an attempt to get him to stop moving. “I thought it killed them?”

      “It does. That doesn’t mean there isn’t a way around it. Trust me; I know.”

      He knows, as in, he’s found a way?

      Panic flares through me, potent and scorching.

      I need to get out of here.

      “Let her go!” Hunter shouts as he chases after us.

      Max laughs as he continues to drag me deeper into his demon lair bedroom. “Or what?”

      Hunter screeches to a stop with his wand out in front of him, the tip sparkling silver. Then he opens his mouth and starts to chant a spell. “Alofor—”

      Max cuts him off as he begins to yell the incantation to a petrifying curse.

      My panic doubles, knowing that if Max gets all the way through the curse, Hunter will die. Just like Ryleigh.

      Wait a second. This is the second time I’ve heard Max throw a petrifying curse. It’s not a very common curse, either. Most demons use the torture spell to kill their victims.

      Did Max kill my sister?
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      Oh, my God. Oh, my God. Oh, my God! What if he did?

      I want to ask him, demand to know the answer, but Hunter and Max are in the middle of a spell and a curse that is potentially going to lead to disaster. I need to stop them—well, Max, anyway—before he kills Hunter.

      Do something, Eva! You may be mad at Hunter, but if he dies, a part of you will die, too.

      I look around the room for something to grab and hit Max with, but the only thing within reach is the bed. Therefore, I do the only thing I can think of to do. I open my mouth and out comes the most bloodcurdling scream I can make. I hold the sound for as long as I can until I run out of breath. The moment the noise dies, the two of them start right back up again.

      Panicking, I lean forward and lift my leg to kick Max in the shin. However, he jumps back while holding me and somehow continues on with his curse.

      The tricky little demon!

      I open my mouth and belt out, “Max, if you don’t …” I trail off as a figure appears in the spinning portal.

      Moments later, Opal stumbles out of the circular opening and into the demon lair. She has her wings out and a don’t-fuck-with-me expression on her face. Definitely not the shy, quiet Opal I know.

      Again, another lie.

      But I have hardly any time to get all wounded and sulky as Opal flings her hands forward and throws shimmering violet faerie dust all over the room, which might not sound too scary in theory, but just a handful of it carries enough power to collapse an entire house. And it also happens to be potent to demons. Which makes me wonder why it’s never done anything to me.

      Strange…

      As the shimmering dust showers through the air, Max lets out a string of curses, his hands falling from my waist.

      “Damn faeries!” he growls as he races backward, trying to escape the faerie dust rainstorm. But a few glittery fragments land on his cheeks.

      He gives me a worried look before his eyes roll into the back of his head, and then he collapses to the floor.

      I step toward him. “Is he …? Is he dead?” I don’t know how I feel about the idea, but a part of me—a very disturbing, unsettling part of me—isn’t very happy about it.

      “No, he’s just passed out.” Hunter moves up beside me, his arm brushing against mine.

      When I glance up at him, he’s not looking at Max but at me. His eyes are wild, as if a frenzy of emotions are pouring through him. The out-of-control look throws my equilibrium off balance.

      Hunter never looks out of control.

      “Are you okay?” he asks, his voice hoarse, his eyes huge as he frantically looks me over.

      I bob my head up and down. “Yeah, I’m fine—”

      He crashes his lips against mine, giving me a brief but passionate kiss. When he pulls away, he appears a drop calmer. But whatever calmness I had in me goes peace out as confusion floods my body.

      He kissed me.

      What. The. Freakin’. Giggling. Sprites.

      He carries my gaze, his eyes searching mine. “I was so worried about you. I thought we were never going to be able to find you. If it wasn’t for Ryleigh, we wouldn’t have.”

      “I know.” A sudden thought comes out of nowhere and bitch slaps me across the face. “Wait, how did you communicate with her?”

      “We had a telepathic expert come in and read her mind.” He laces his fingers through mine and holds on tightly. “I knew that, when Ryleigh was alive, she could dream travel. I had a hunch she might try to get into your dreams to see if you were okay.”

      My lips form an O, but no words come out. He knew Ryleigh could dream travel? He knew her better than me.

      “Eva, I’m so sorry we lied to you and hurt you,” he says, as if reading my mind. “But I’m just so fucking glad you’re okay. When the demon took you … I thought … Well …” Shaking his head, he leans forward and kisses me again.

      Warmth and coldness simultaneously flow through my veins, scorching hot yet chillingly cold, which makes it impossible to pull away or kiss him back. Instead, I end up standing there with my heart pounding in my chest and my legs trembling.

      “Hunter, stop that,” Opal’s voice slices through the moment. “You know you’re not supposed to do that while you’re on the job.”

      Hunter gradually pulls back, wetting his lips with his tongue. “This is different,” he tells her without taking his eyes off me.

      I feel like he’s searching for something inside me, but I don’t have a crazy, confused clue what. And adding to that confusion is the fact that he’s kissed me twice in the last minute. How can that be possible after all these years of me being in love with him, yet figuring he’d never reciprocate my feelings? Has he really wanted to kiss me all this time, but was just afraid? Or is this part of the lie, of staying close to me?

      I instinctively start to decide on the latter, but then Max’s words echo through my mind.

      He said I am naive about guys, like I am more desirable than I thought. He made it sound like it had more to do with my power than anything else …

      Then it dawns on me.

      Succubus.

      Holy freak! I am a succubus!
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      Okay, so here’s a couple of things I know about succubi. They have the power to seduce men, and they have a lot of sex. None of that makes sense to me since I’ve never seduced anyone in my life. And up until when Max kissed me in the cage at Evan’s, virgin lips graced my face.

      “What’s wrong?” Hunter asks worriedly. “You look flushed?”

      “It’s nothing.” I shake my head, feeling my cheeks warm even more. “I’m just exhausted and overwhelmed.”

      I hate lying, but what else am I supposed to say? I’m flushed because I might be a succubus. Yeah, that’s pretty much a walking contradiction.

      By the look on his face, he doesn’t buy my bullshit. It’s irritating that he knows me so much better than I know him.

      Opal approaches us with her wings still out, the corners fluttering against the draft blowing out from the portal. “Hunter, we need to get her out of here before the demon wakes up.”

      “His name is Max,” I automatically say, then shrug when they both give me a strange look. “What? He told me it was.”

      Puzzlement etches into Hunter’s features. “Eva, you know he was probably lying to you, right? Demon’s rarely tell you their real names.”

      He has a point, but still …

      “Is Hunter your real name?” I bite down on my tongue, regretting the words the instant I say them. I sound like a bitter Betty.

      Hunter sighs sadly. “Yes, my name is really Hunter.” He leans forward, lowering his voice. “I know you don’t trust me right now, and I totally get it, but I promise you that not everything was a lie. The basic stuff I told you, and some of the more personal stuff, is completely true.”

      My brain sets into a mental tug-of-war over my feelings for him. Do I hate him? Love him? Am I angry with him? Sad? Hurt? What do I feel!

      When he notes my expression, he brushes the back of his hand across my cheekbone. “We’ll talk more about this later, okay? Right now, we need to get you home.” He offers me his hand.

      Home. Do I even have a home?

      I glance around the demon lair, remembering the story Max told me about the hybrid child. Then I think about how Hunter said that the society found me in a demon lair when I was a baby. The stories match up almost perfectly, which means that, at one point, I lived in a place like this. That also means I’m a freak of nature with a clusterfuck of creatures’ blood sloshing around in my body.

      I grimace at the thought, but I do take Hunter’s hand and let him lead me toward the portal.

      “I’ve never traveled through a portal before,” I admit as we near the swirling tunnel in the middle of the room.

      He gives my hand a squeeze. “I know. I’ll get you through it. Just hold my hand, okay?”

      I nod as Opal steps up beside me.

      “What happens if my hand slips from yours?”

      “Don’t let that happen,” Opal says worriedly. “You could get lost inside and never find your way out.”

      I turn my head to look at her, but she won’t meet my eyes, her gaze trained on the portal. I wonder why. Does it have anything to do with feeling guilty about lying to me? Or is she just concentrating?

      Hunter softly tugs on my hand, redirecting my attention to him. “Ready?”

      I give an unsteady nod. “I guess so.”

      Truthfully, I’m nervous. If anyone were to end up getting lost in a portal, it’d be me. Having no other choice, though, I clutch Hunter’s hand and step forward into the swirling colors and warm air, hoping upon hope that I’ll make it out.
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      Traveling through a portal is awful. And I mean, awful. Not only do I get motion sickness, but my limbs feel like they’re going to be ripped from my body. And don’t even get me started on the hand sweat. But that’s mostly from the fact that I’m clutching Hunter’s hand for dear life.

      Please let me get out of here. Please, please, please …

      My feet touch solid surface, and the wind rushing and pulling at my body suddenly stops. I don’t release Hunter’s hand right away, though, gripping it as I crack open an eyelid. Then I sigh in relief as I take in the four walls and the furniture that make up the living room of the house I’m renting.

      “I’m home. Thank God.”

      Hunter brushes his finger along the back of my hand. “You’re all right, right? No motion sickness or anything like that?”

      “Not anymore.” I drape my free hand across my stomach. “While we were in there, though, I thought I was going to yack all over you.”

      He chuckles, shaking his head as he stares at me in … well, shock.

      “What?” I ask, feeling self-conscious. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “Like what?” His lips twitch in amusement.

      “Like I’ve surprised you. And that I’m amusing.”

      “You’re always amusing,” he jokes, tugging on a strand of my hair. Then the humor in his eyes fizzles into seriousness. “It’s just nice to hear you sound like … well, you.”

      “What else would I sound like? A crazy hybrid demon?” I ask, slightly offended.

      He promptly shakes his head. “That’s not what I meant at all. I meant that you still sound like you even after I …” He pauses with confliction in his eyes.

      “Admitted that you lied to me,” I finish for him.

      Guilt flickers across his face, but he hastily erases it as Opal dives out of the portal and into the living room. She lands gracefully on her feet near the leather sofa, then dusts off her hands, folds up her wings, and shuts down the portal with a flick of her wrist.

      “Mission accomplished.” She beams, but her smile falters as she glances at me. “Hey.” She offers me a tentative, unsure smile.

      “Hey.” My tone conveys the buttload of hurt I’m feeling inside.

      She must hear it, because she says, “Eva, I’m so sorry. There were so many times I wanted to tell you, but it went against protocol.”

      “I understand.” Honestly, I don’t. Maybe I’m being crazy, but I’d like to think, if I were in their shoes, I’d have broken down a long time ago and confessed everything to them. Perhaps that’s because I care more about them.

      “No, you don’t.” She reads straight through my lies. “But that’s okay. You have every right to be hurt. Just so you know, our friendship was never a lie. I’ve always thought of you as my real friend.”

      “That’s what Hunter said, too.” My deflated tone causes them both to frown. “Sorry, but I can’t help it. You guys lied to me for years, and now I’m wondering if anything about our friendship is true. And it sort of makes sense. No one ever liked me, except you two, and I always wondered why that was.” I gesture at Hunter. “I mean, you were so popular, yet you acted like we were best friends.” His lips part, but I talk over him. “And Opal, you were so normal and sweet and powerful. It never made sense why you hung around me.”

      “Eva …” Opal starts, tears pooling in her eyes.

      “It’s fine,” I cut her off, backing away as I become emotionally overwhelmed. “I just need a minute, okay?”

      Hunter winds around the sofa, following after me. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to wander off by yourself.”

      Frustration crawls through me. “So, I’m never supposed to be alone now?”

      Opal’s gaze flits to me then to Hunter. “Give her a minute, okay? The house has more charms and protection spells on it than the fey realm. Nothing’s getting in.”

      “I’m not worried about something getting in.” Hunter stuffs his hands into his pockets, seeming fidgety. “I’m worried about her getting out.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I promise. “I just need a breather. And I want to see Ryleigh … Is she in the basement?”

      Hunter nods uneasily. “She is.”

      “Okay, I’ll just go down there then.” I move to leave.

      “Eva, wait,” Hunter calls out.

      I pause in the doorway, glancing over my shoulder at him. “Yeah?”

      He walks toward me, taking slow, measured steps, as if approaching a skittish cat. “Did the demon say why he took you? Or anything to you at all?”

      I hesitate, not because I don’t plan on telling him, but because I’m afraid of what he think of me—and maybe do to me—when he finds out what I am. “He may have said a few things.”

      “About what?”

      “About what I am.”

      “Can I ask?” He inches closer to me with uncertainty. “Will you tell me what he said?”

      I swallow the lump crammed in my throat. I don’t want to tell him. I don’t want to tell anyone. I want to keep the truth locked inside me where it can never escape. That way, I don’t have to see the disgust in their eyes when they realize just how foul of a creature I am. Fake friends or not, I don’t think I can handle that right now.

      “I’ll tell you later, after I make sure Ryleigh is still lingering around,” I say. Then I hurry out of the room before either of them can try to wriggle the truth out of me.

      By the time I make it to the basement door, I’m on the verge of tears. Nothing makes sense anymore. Not myself. Not my family. Not Opal. Not Hunter.

      What was with all the kisses he gave me? He’s never kissed me like that before, except for right before I was kidnapped. But that was more because we shared magic. Perhaps that’s why he’s kissed me twice since he rescued me. Perhaps the connection spell is still in place.

      I continue to obsess over it, more than I probably should, as I trot down the stairway. Then, all thoughts leave my mind when I see Ryleigh’s body lying on the metal table, lifeless, her eyes open, her skin deathly pale.

      Worry blasts through me as I rush up to the table. “Ryleigh, can you hear me?” I touch her cheek to find her skin is blistering cold. “Ryleigh, wake up and talk to me.”

      Silence is my only answer.

      “Ryleigh, please, you can’t go yet,” I beg. “I know I was angry at you, but I’m not ready to lose you.” Tears fall from my eyes and cascade down my cheeks as she remains motionless. “Please,” I whisper. “Please wake up.”

      Again, I get nothing but silence. And the longer it goes on, the more I realize I may have to accept the truth.

      I’m too late.

      Ryleigh has completely died forever.
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      I don’t know how long I stand there, sobbing my eyes out, before Hunter eventually comes down to check on me. He takes one look at my hot mess of a face and wraps his arms around me.

      “I’m so sorry, baby.” He hugs me, smoothing his hand up and down my back.

      Tears stream from my eyes as I press my cheek against his chest. Everything hurts. My brain. My body. My soul. Ryleigh may have been my fake sister, but I still cared about her—still do. I don’t want to deal with the pain right now. Can’t. I’ve felt too much pain in the last few days, and I feel like I will fall apart at any moment.

      “Baby?” I ask in an attempt to distract myself from the pain. “Since when do you call me baby?”

      “Did I?” His tone is a mixture of perplexity and intrigue.

      I bob my head up and down, clutching the bottom of his shirt, and he runs his fingers up and down my spine.

      “I didn’t realize I did.”

      “It’s weird you did.” I suck an uneven breath, fighting back the tears that want to pour out. “That’s what Ryleigh’s boyfriend used to call her all the time.”

      Ryleigh. I choke on the name.

      My heart is breaking in half.

      “Hmmm …” is all Hunter says, pressing me closer to him.

      “You’re acting weird,” I whisper. “Is it …? Is it because we shared magic?”

      “Maybe.” He sounds completely doubtful.

      “What else could it be?”

      Instead of answering, he hugs me closer until our chest are pressed so tightly together I can feel his heart hammering. I wonder why. I wonder a lot of things. Instead of asking questions, though, I end up sobbing my heart out, and Hunter holds me tightly against his chest the entire time, rocking me back and forth while he traces a path up and down my spine with his fingers. It almost makes me forget he isn’t my real friend.

      Almost.

      “How about we get you upstairs to bed?” Hunter says after I’ve cried for what feels like forever, yet somehow not long enough. “I’m sure you’re exhausted.”

      “Yeah, I am.” I dry my eyes with the back of my hand then step out of his arms. “Just give me a second, okay?”

      I turn toward Ryleigh’s body. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t save you. I wanted to so badly, but I … I failed you.” Tears fall from my eyes and land on her cheeks as I whisper, “I’ll miss you.” I give myself one last moment before I take a deep breath and turn away.

      I meant what I said, too. Ryleigh may not have been my real sister, and I may have been angry at her for lying to me, but I’ll miss her with all my heart and will always feel guilty for not saving her.
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      “You know it’s not your fault, right?” Hunter says to me as we enter my bedroom. “Ryleigh’s death, I mean.”

      I don’t say anything as I cross my room and open the top drawer of my dresser to get some pajamas out. It feels so strange, looking for pajamas. So ordinary. So normal.

      “Eva, talk to me.”

      When I remain quiet, Hunter sighs.

      The floorboards creak beneath his weight as he makes his way toward me. I don’t turn around, busying myself with finding clothes. Finding clothes is easy, and easy is what I need right now. However, I can’t find any damn pajamas! Anywhere! So, I just start tossing clothes on the floor.

      “Take a deep breath.” Hunter sets his hands on my shoulders.

      “I can’t.” I’m afraid if I do, I’ll start gasping for air. And if I start gasping for air, I may never breathe again.

      After giving my shoulders a brief massage, he steers me away from the dresser. When we reach the foot of my unmade bed, he twists me around to face him then gently pushes me down on the bed. Then, without saying a word, he returns to my dresser, opens the middle drawer, and digs out a pair of plaid pajama shorts and a tank top.

      “You made that look so easy,” I tell him as he hands me my pajamas.

      “You’re upset.” He crouches down in front of me. “And that’s okay. You’ve been through a lot.” He sweeps my hair off my shoulder. “But you need to know that what happened to Ryleigh isn’t your fault.”

      “I know.” And I kind of do. Still, I feel like I failed her. “I think I might know whose fault it is.”

      His brows scrunch. “You mean, you know who hit her with the petrifying curse?”

      “I’m not positive, but I think it could’ve been Max.”

      “The demon who kidnapped you?”

      I nod. “Petrifying curses are used so rarely, yet he used it once on me and tried to use it on you. Apparently, it’s his go-to curse.”

      He’s quiet for a lengthy amount of time. “I don’t want to upset you more, but I think that assumption might be a long shot.”

      “I know that. But I want to look into it. And if he did, he needs to pay.”

      He places his hands on my thighs. “I don’t want you going near that demon, or any demon, for that matter. Not when almost every demon out there is hunting you.”

      “They’ve always been hunting me, haven’t they?” I ask. “What’s so different now?”

      “They were never hunting you before. They were just trying to find a way to get close to you and feed off your powers without killing themselves. Now they’re literally coming after you. They’ve been looming around the house since that demon tried to feed off you. The only reason they haven’t come inside is because we had the most powerful faeries and witches basically drown the house in charms and protection spells.”

      A cold chill runs down my spine. “What’s changed?”

      “I’m not sure. My bet is that they’ve figured out a way to feed off you without dying.” He cups my cheek, looking me dead in the eye. “You can’t leave this house, okay? Promise me you won’t.”

      My expression plummets. “You want me to stay in here forever?”

      He swiftly shakes his head, sending wisps of his blond hair into his eyes. “Just until we can find another place for you to stay—a safe place.”

      “You mean, I have to leave Mystic Willow Bay?” I want to add, leave my family, but I guess I don’t really have one.

      I wonder if my fake parents know I know. I wonder if they care that I’m hurting. I wonder if they were upset when—and if—they heard I’d been taken by a demon.

      “Don’t worry; I’ll go with you,” he promises, skimming my cheekbone with his finger.

      As lovely as the gesture is, I have to wonder … “Why? We’re not friends. Is it because of your job?”

      “We are friends,” he insists, avoiding the question about the job. “I already told you that was real.”

      “Are we, though?” I wonder. “I don’t really know you, and I think friends are supposed to know each other a little bit.”

      “I already told you that you know me better than anyone.”

      “But after you said that no one really knows the real you.”

      “Eva …”

      “Hunter …” I mimic his tone.

      He sighs, and so do I, mostly to annoy him.

      He shakes his head, but he’s on the verge of smiling. “You drive me so crazy sometimes.”

      “Right back at you.”

      He grins. “No matter what you say, we are friends, Evalee. We click way too well.”

      I snort a laugh. “Click? Ha! Yeah, right. We’re complete opposites.”

      “And that’s why we’re so perfect for each other.” A lopsided smile lifts his lips. “No one can keep up with my banter like you can.”

      I wish I could agree with him, and maybe a few days ago, I would have. Now I’m not even sure I know him at all. Besides, would he still say that if he knew what I was?

      “What can I do?” he asks, searching my eyes for something.

      “What do you mean?” I wonder, feeling so lost.

      He gently sweeps a strand of hair behind my ear. “To help you feel better.”

      I sigh heavily. “I’m not sure there’s anything you can do.”

      “Of course there is.” Determination burns in his eyes. “I always used to be able to cheer you up whenever you were sad.”

      “I know.” And I’m being truthful. Hunter was always good at cheering me up. “But I’m not sure I can be cheered up right now. After everything …” I suck in a tremulous breath, fighting back the tears. “Between Ryleigh being … gone, and the whole thing with the demon kidnapping me and telling me what he thinks I am …” I give a dreary half-shrug. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to cheer up soon. Sorry.”

      “You don’t need to be sorry.” He rubs his lips together as he seems to decide on something. “He told you what you are?”

      I nod, looking away from him. “He did.”

      Silence drags between us.

      “Can you …?” He struggles for words. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      I shake my head, tears bubbling in my eyes.

      He hesitates. “I don’t want to force you to do anything, especially right now, but if we knew what you are, it could help us figure out why the demons are after you.”

      “By us and we, you mean the society, right?” A single tear falls to my cheek as shame burns in my chest.

      I’m a monster.

      “Yes.” He swipes the tear away with his thumb then rests his hand on my cheek. “I know you’re probably a little unsure of this society thing, but I promise that everything in it is working hard to protect you.”

      “Even my fake parents?” Another tear escapes my eye and another. Freakin’ bawling baby witches, when did I become such a cry baby? I need to woman up!

      He nods with remorse in his eyes. “I know you think everything was fake, but the people who are looking out for you care for you.”

      “Then why aren’t my fake parents here?” I question, fearing the answer. “If they really care about me, why aren’t they here?”

      His lips part, but no words come out. Sealing his lips together, he studies me intently, and then says, “I’m here.”

      “I know.” I have to wonder why. Is it solely because of his job? Or is he here as my friend, too? I could ask him. Then again, I fear the truth. Instead, I ask, “Am I ever going to meet other people in the society?” Another thought clicks. “Is Peyton a part of it, too? I doubt it, because she’s a vampire, but she’s also my roommate, and so far, those are two for two.”

      “Peyton’s not a part of it.” He gives a reluctant pause. “Eventually, you’ll meet the rest of the society. Some of the members you’ve already met, but there are some you haven’t.”

      I eye him over carefully. “Why do you sound unhappy about me meeting them?”

      He gives a dismissive shrug, his jaw set tight. “I don’t.”

      “You do, too.” I wait for him to tell me what in the wiggling monkeys has got him so squirmy, but all he does is push to his feet.

      “I’m going to let you shower and get changed into your pajamas. I need to go talk to Opal for a minute.”

      I watch him cross my room, my heart aching in my chest. I may not know the real Hunter, but I can tell he’s keeping something from me.

      Before he steps out of my room, he casts a glance over his shoulder. “I know you don’t want to talk about what the demon told you, but you really need to tell me soon, okay? If you don’t …” He wavers, worry flickering in his eyes. “Well, someone else from the society is going to get the truth out of you.” He quickly exits the room without so much as a backward glance.

      Puzzlement swirls in my mind, thick and potent and laced with fear. Fear over telling the truth and fear because … Well, because when Hunter said someone else from the society would get the truth out of me, it sounded like a warning.
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      After I’ve showered and changed into a pair of pajamas, I head back to my room. I don’t know why, but I expect Hunter to be there waiting for me. He’s not.

      I consider hopping into bed, because holy sleepy spells I’m exhausted. However, curiosity gets the best of me, and I decide to try to do a little bit of eavesdropping.

      Tiptoeing out of my room, I pad down the hallway and toward the top of the stairs. As I pass by Opal’s room, I hear murmuring coming from the other side, so I stop and press my ear to the door.

      “Hunter, I seriously have no idea what the hell is going on in your head,” Opal hisses with frustration. “Kissing her like that—that’s completely against the rules.”

      “I know what the rules are,” Hunter bites back. “I don’t need you to remind me.”

      “Obviously, you do,” Opal says. “Since you kissed her twice that I know of. God knows how many other times you’ve done it.” When Hunter says nothing, she lets out a sequence of curses, sounding very un-Opal-like. “You’re going to get in so much trouble.”

      “No, I’m not,” he states. “Because you’re not going to tell anyone.”

      “Please don’t put me in that position.”

      “If you care for Eva and me at all, you won’t say anything.”

      Silence lingers in the air.

      “Why is this so important to you?” Opal finally asks. “Do you really care about her? Or is this just another one of your flings where you’ll use her then dump her? It’s not worth getting into trouble over if it is. And I don’t want you messing with Eva’s heart like that. She’s too sweet.”

      More silence.

      “Look, I’m not—”

      I let out a banshee scream as Peyton’s pet bat swoops down the hallway and dives at my head.

      I realize my mistake a squeal of a second later and make a mad dash for my bedroom. Then I dive into bed and pull the covers over my head, feeling a little silly. At the same time, I don’t want them to know I was listening. If they do find out, they might be more careful about what they say, and I need to find out as much as I can.

      What I really want to know is why Hunter isn’t allowed to kiss me. Because of the society?

      I really need to find out more about this society. I mean, I know nothing about them or what they do. Why work so hard to protect me when they supposedly have no clue what I am?

      As I lie in bed, waiting for someone to check in on me and teeter-tottering between sleep and consciousness, my thoughts drift to what else Hunter and Opal said. Am I just a fling for Hunter, like a lot of the girls he’s dated? A while ago, I would have never doubted him. Now … I don’t know anything. About him. My life. This world.

      I’m completely lost and alone. I worry I may never find my way to a place where anything makes sense again.
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      I lead Hunter down a path paved with flowers, staring up at the twinkling stars sparkling in the sky. The way I move feels different than normal, like I’m more in control over my body. A seductress. Powerful. Hypnotic.

      My heart is steady inside my chest as I steer him farther down the path and into the darkness. Then my pulse quickens with excitement as I turn around and look at him.

      “You don’t need to worry,” I tell him, my lips curling. “I won’t hurt you.”

      Not physically, anyway.

      I can feel a darkness stirring inside my chest. A darkness begging to be fed. It’s terrifying and invigorating. I want to turn around and run, yet at the same time, I want to keep going.

      Soft, sultry music flows from somewhere and candles sparkle in the distance. The air is hot and my skin is damp beneath the short dress covering my body. I feel sexy and alive. Awake for the first time. In control.

      I love the feeling. Crave more of it.

      I walk backward in front of Hunter, still holding his hand. I slip my tongue out of my mouth to wet my lips, and his eyes flare with desire as he watches the movement. When I do the movement again, he lets out a groan.

      The urge to lean forward and bite on his lip rushes through my body, and I lean forward to do just that. A simple taste, but it sends my senses into a frenzy and makes Hunter groan again.

      I’ve never felt this way before. Wildly in control, yet reckless, like I’m about to do something very wrong, yet so, so right.

      “Are you ready?” I ask, stopping where the path opens up.

      Thousands of candles flicker across the ground, matching the stars in the sky. Leaves and flower petals rain in the air. This place is gorgeous, familiar, but I don’t know why.

      Hunter slowly nods, skimming the inside of my wrist with his finger. “Fuck yes.”

      A smile tugs at my lips as I move into the space at the end of the path. Petals and leaves instantly swirl around us, making the atmosphere magical. But the uplifting feeling clashes with the hungry darkness clawing at my chest.

      I need something. From him.

      A nervous breath puffs from his lips as he stares at me, hypnotized, waiting.

      For what?

      I crook my finger at him. “Come here.”

      He steps toward me until our bodies are nearly flushed. “Now what?”

      I stare into his eyes. “Do you want me?”

      He nods without hesitation. “More than anything.”

      I pull him closer. “How come you’ve never said anything before?”

      His shaky fingers find my waist. “Because I was afraid.”

      I trace my finger up and down his back, smiling to myself as he shivers. I have so much power over him.

      “Afraid of what?”

      He loops his arms around my waist, then slants forward, leaving only a mere inch between our lips. “You. Me. How I feel about you. What it means. How the society would react …” He trails off, his gaze dropping to my lips. “I want you so badly, Eva.”

      “I want you, too.” My bold words don’t feel like they belong to me. Nothing about me does at the moment. Something is wrong, and I know it, but I can’t stop myself from leaning closer to him and breathing in his scent. “You smell so good.” Tasty.

      I’m going to devour you.

      The thought sends terror coursing through me, but the darkness in my chest promptly squashes it.

      “So do you,” he whispers dazedly.

      I dip my lips closer to his. “I want to kiss you.”

      What is happening to me?

      He shuts his eyes and lets out an untamed moan. “I want you to kiss me, too.”

      Giving him what he wants, and what the darkness inside me craves, I seal my lips to his.

      He shivers, his eyes slipping shut.

      A consuming hunger blazes through my veins as I deepen the kiss, slipping my tongue into his mouth.

      He whimpers, almost seeming in pain, but he has to like what I’m doing to him because he says, or more like begs, “Please, Eva, I need more.”

      I give him what he wants, and what the darkness inside me craves, as I tangle my tongue with his, tasting, wanting, driving him mad.

      My pulse throbs as I grab ahold of him, stabbing my fingernails into his flesh. A husky moan flees his lips, and I press my body closer to him, kissing him fiercely, nearly bruising our mouths.

      What in the world is happening to me? I’ve never acted this way before. So out of control. So bold. So sexual …

      My mind gets lost in a cloud of desire as I kiss his jawline, his neck, gently grazing my teeth across his skin. I’m sweltering with need.

      Take it from him, Eva. Feed your powers.

      What powers?

      He groans out my name as I bite his neck, kind of roughly, too.

      He clutches on to me, groaning and panting, begging for more.

      “Eva,” he groans out my name as his head tips back and his hand finds the back of my head. “More please.”

      I bite him again, probably breaking skin. I’d worry maybe I have vampire blood in me, but it’s not his blood I crave. It’s him—all of him.

      “This is crazy,” I whisper more to myself. “But I can’t control myself.”

      “Good … I don’t want you to.”

      I bite down on his neck again, leaving teeth marks. “I’m going to devour you.”

      “Yes, please …” he begs as my lips move toward his mouth again.

      I prepare to kiss him until he can’t breathe, until the hunger inside me is fully fed. But right as our lips are about to reunite, I realize what’s happening.

      I’m seducing Hunter in a dream.

      Max told me I have succubus blood.

      Oh, my God, I’m in succubus form right now!

      I jerk back and slap myself across the face. “Wake up!”

      Hunter gapes at me with wide eyes. “Eva, what are you—”

      I smack myself again, and it seems to do the trick as I’m yanked away from Hunter and into the unknown.
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      My eyes snap open, and I bolt upright in bed, panting, sweaty, my mind completely wired. The lamp is on, filtering light through the darkness blanketing the room.

      As my sleepy mind begins to process where I am, that I’m in my bedroom, Hunter sits up in my bed, too, the panic and confusion in his eyes mirroring mine.

      Wait a second? Hunter is in my bed? Why?

      “What are you doing in here?” I ask, trying to ignore the frenzy taking over my body.

      Even awake, I want him. Too much.

      Crappity, what if the feeling doesn’t fade?

      The panic in his eyes subsides as a faint smirk touches his lips. “You told me I could sleep in your bed, remember?”

      I rack my mind for what in the magical kingdoms he could possibly be talking about, and the moment comes rushing back to me. Then I frown and shake my head. “Yeah, but that was before everything happened.”

      He has the audacity to simply shrug. “So? You never said otherwise, so technically, your offer’s in place.”

      “Are you only sleeping in here to keep an eye on me?”

      “Partly.” He wets his lips with his tongue while staring at my mouth. “It does have its perks, though.”

      I swallow hard, wondering what he means by that. “Hunter … Did you …?” I pick at my fingernails, my cheeks flushing. Okay, so apparently, my dominant powers are strictly a dreamland thing. “Did you, by chance, have a strange dream?”

      “Yes.” His husky tone draws my attention back to him. The same desire he had in my dream now fills his eyes. “Did you?”

      I nod, feeling unsettlingly guilty. Should I tell him what I think was happening? Do I dare?

      “I think it might have been …” The words are stolen from my lips as he presses his lips to mine, kissing me with so much passion I can scarcely breathe.

      Pull away, Eva. This isn’t right. No matter what Hunter’s done to you, you don’t want him kissing you simply because he’s being seduced by your succubus paranormal powers.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I pull away. But then he cups the back of my head and guides me back to him.

      “Don’t go yet,” he whispers. “Just give me a few more minutes. Then you can return to being mad at me.”

      He sounds fully coherent, like he knows exactly what he’s doing, which befuddles me. In my dream, he seemed so dazed. And why doesn’t he seem more concerned that we both had a strange, probably similar dream? Does he not realize that? What does he realize?

      I want to pull away—I really do—but he keeps kissing me as if I mean the world to him.

      The old Eva takes over, the one who is in love with her best friend, and I end up kissing him back.

      “God, I’ve wanted this for longer than you can possibly imagine,” he murmurs between kisses.

      As his words register, guilt consumes me.

      I jerk back, ready to tell him the truth about why he probably wants to kiss me, when my attention wanders to the doorway as movement shifts in the shadows.

      “What the heck was that?” I whisper, starting to get up.

      Hunter grabs my arm and yanks me back against him. “Don’t.”

      When my lips part to ask him why, the question fades on my tongue as Ryleigh appears in my doorway.

      “Ryleigh …” I trail off as she steps fully from the shadows and into the light.

      Her skin, which was pale from death to begin with, is now pallid and tinted blue; her veins beneath her skin are visible and purplish black; her lips are stained blood red; and the gleaming hunger in her bloodshot eyes can only mean one thing.

      This isn’t my fake older sister Ryleigh.

      This is the brain thirsty zombie Ryleigh.
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