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      Classes for our third and final year at Light Fae Academy will start in two days, and I am ready to burst out of my wings. Last year had been a bit crazy, even crazier than our first year, and I really hope things will calm down this year but also heat up in one certain aspect.

      My love life.

      My twin bursts into my room. Our parents insist that we live with them in the treehouse for the duration of the two-month hiatus between years at the academy. It's a bit annoying considering Mom breathes down our necks and tries to get us to do everything her way. She acts like just because we live under her roof, we have to obey her every rule, including a curfew. After living on campus for ten months, having such stringent rules to follow is no fun whatsoever.

      “Guess what came?” Bay announces as she tosses an envelope at me.

      It falls short, and I fly off my bed, where I was lounging, and snatch the envelope off the ground.

      “About time,” I grumble. “We should’ve had our class list long before now.”

      Bay shrugs and rips into her envelope.

      I open mine more carefully. “Illumination! About time! I was so bummed I didn’t have it last year.”

      “I have it too,” Bay says.

      I slowly grin. “That’s awesome! Maybe if there’s a group project, we can be partners.”

      “Maybe. I’ve noticed that the professors tend to assign partners instead of allowing us to pick.”

      “I noticed that too. I do miss learning beside you.”

      “You mean cheating off me.” Bay winks and nudges her shoulder into mine.

      “Hey!” I protest. “I never cheated. If anything, you cheated off of me!”

      “Never,” Bay says coolly.

      I blink a few times and gape at her. “Never?” I ask suspiciously.

      “You know I can’t lie.” Bay smirks.

      I narrow my eyes suspiciously. “You honestly never cheated off of me?”

      “Not for a test. You really think Mom wouldn’t have noticed if I had.”

      “True.” I shrug. “No offense to Mom, and she did teach us a lot, but I’m so glad we’re going to the academy and that she isn’t homeschooling us anymore.”

      “Mesmerization,” Bay says.

      I flinch. “You have to take it?”

      “You do.” She points to my schedule.

      My eyes widen, and I swallow hard. “No.”

      “What do you mean no?”

      “I won’t take it.”

      Bay makes a face. “Why not? Mesmerization would be great for you. You could learn to influence people with more than just your pretty face, wings, and voice.”

      I shake my head emphatically. “It’s wrong.”

      “It’s not wrong. It’s magic.”

      “You can use magic for ill.”

      My stomach twists and turns. I know all about how terrible magic can be. Last year had been a disaster. The year before had a dark spell too, but that hadn’t been from magic but drugs.

      “How you use mesmerization can be for the light or for the dark,” Bay argues. “You know you won’t use it for the dark, so what’s the big deal?”

      “I just… I’m not comfortable with the idea of using my magic to mesmerize a person to be under my influence enough to become my slave. It’s wrong. Always wrong.”

      She shrugs. “I would take it in a heartbeat.” Her black translucent wings flutter as she hovers in place. “What do you think about our swapping a class? I’ll take your Mesmerization, and you can take my Oneirokinesis.”

      “Oneirokinesis,” I murmur. “Dream infiltration. I have always wanted to take that.”

      “See?” Bay beams. “I knew you would like that. Even if you don’t want to mesmerize people.”

      “It’s different,” I protest. With dream infiltration, you can turn nightmares into pleasant dreams!”

      “Like I said, I’m sure you can use mesmerization for the light.”

      I shake my head and wave my hand. “It’s not happening. I’m going to drop it and take Oneirokinesis instead.”

      “Just take my class,” she presses.

      “Bay, your wings.”

      She bites her lower lip and then nods. “Yeah, yeah. Light, clear wings. Dark, black wings.”

      I hesitate. It’s been on the tip of my tongue all summer long to ask her why her wings changed color. Before, we were identical with our super long white hair, super long, purple eyes, and clear translucent wings. Over the past year, her wings have changed to be as dark as our dad’s.

      “You aren’t dark,” I murmur.

      “Yeah, well, what else do you have?”

      “Healing.”

      “Boring.”

      She isn’t wrong.

      “Nature,” I continue.

      “Boring,” we both say, and we giggle.

      “Shapeshifting should be fun.”

      “I had that last year,” Bay says.

      “You never even told me all of your courses last year,” I say. “Turn into something!”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      “A cat.”

      “A cat? Come on, Rosemary.” Bay rolls her eyes. “Have a little imagination!”

      “Fine. A dragon.”

      Bay smacks her palm against her forehead. “Seriously? How about a real animal?”

      “Why?” I whine. “You can’t turn into anything? Can you turn into a chair?”

      “Why would I want people to sit on me? And besides, some people have sex on chairs. No thank you.”

      “Well, that sounds uncomfortable.”

      “Depends on the chair.” She winks.

      “I do not want to know about your sex life,” I groan as I flop onto my bed before rolling over to eye her. “Can you only turn into real animals? Not inanimate?”

      Bay grins and bats her eyelashes. “You’ll just have to take the course to see what you can and can’t do.”

      “You’re no fun?”

      "Oh, I'm plenty of fun." Bay's form shimmers, covered in an opaque clear cloud. When the cloud dissipates, my sister isn't herself anymore. Instead, she's a beautiful black unicorn.

      “Oh!” I fly over to her side and pet her hair. “So soft! Can I ride you?”

      She paws the floor and then tries to stab me with her horn. I shriek and shove her head aside. Bay tries again and almost nicks me before the cloud returns, and a second later, she’s herself again.

      “How did you like that?” she asks.

      “Amazing!” I clap my hands, positively giddy at the thought of what this year will bring.

      “Yeah, I enjoyed the course. One of the only ones I have.”

      “You don’t like the academy?” I ask.

      She shrugs and sinks to sit on the edge of my bed. "It just seems a bit random, you know? We aren't given much counsel or advice on what we should do once we graduate. They pick our courses for us based on a test we did before we ever set foot on academy soil. I just… Wouldn't it have been nicer if we could have picked our classes?"

      “Well, yes, but that’s not how it works.”

      “I know. Life isn’t as simple as picking this course or that course, and I get it. The future is just a big, vast space looming in front of us at warp speed, and I have no idea what I want to do.”

      I sit beside her. “I know exactly how you feel.”

      “You do?”

      “Why do you sound so surprised?”

      She lays her head on my shoulder. “Maybe because you’re so light and perfect.”

      I laugh and laugh. “I am so not perfect!”

      “Everyone treats you differently than they do me.”

      "I know. Wanting some of the attention they give you is why I made a mess of things with Sage during our first year." I bite my lower lip.

      Bay doesn’t say anything.

      I rest my head on hers. “If you’re scared or worried about the future, you can always talk to me.”

      Bay pulls away. “I’m not scared or worried. Just uncertain. There’s a difference.”

      “Well, I’m scared.”

      “Pshaw.” She waves her hand. “You have nothing to be scared about.”

      “That’s not true,” I protest.

      “Anything you pick, you’ll be able to do with grace and aplomb. You always do. You’re, like, the lightest fairy to ever fly.”

      “So not true.” I just shake my head.

      “You’re so light that it’s amazing that you can even walk on the ground,” Bay teases.

      “You’re so dark it’s amazing the sun doesn’t burn you alive.”

      “Vampires aren’t real,” she says crossly.

      “Oh, come off it. I was just easing.”

      Bay giggles. “Do you really think you can hurt my feelings? I have the stone skin of a dragon.”

      And she holds up her arm. Her flesh slowly turns to the scales of a dragon.

      I gape at her. She just winks, wiggles her fingers, and leaves the room.

      I can’t wait for my final year at Light Fae Academy to start!
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      Not two minutes later, Mom calls us for dinner. Bay and I bump and jostle against each other as we fly through the treehouse to the dining room.

      Mom takes one look at us and just shakes her head. She’s smiling, though, so that’s a good sign. Sometimes, she’s almost too sad about us going to school. I can understand that to some extent. She did use to homeschool us, but it took up so much of her time that could’ve been used in her business. Mom is crazy good at potions. She’s so good that she can make a living selling them to other fairies who could make their own potions.

      The table’s already set, and Dad is sitting at the head of the table like he always does. Mom’s beside him, and it almost makes me wonder if she has some kind of announcement to make, but once Bay and I sit, Mom does too.

      She waits until we serve ourselves our honey nectar, glazed ham, vegetables, and buttery rolls to ask, “You girls haven’t ever told us much at all about any of the boys at your school. You can’t tell me two beautiful young fairies such as yourselves haven’t turned the heads of any of the boy fairies there.”

      I tap Bay’s foot beneath the table, waiting for her to mention her boyfriend. Bay just shoots me a look that screams Stop!

      Confused, I falter and slowly close my gaping jaw. It’s only now that I realize Bay’s never told our parents that she’s been dating anyone, let alone a demon.

      “I have some guy friends,” I finally say.

      “Friends.” Dad snorts. “Like that one last year who tried to kill you?”

      I stare at my plate, my hands dropping to my lap.

      “Do you have to mention that,” Mom whispers loudly. “It’s bad enough that she had to go through and experience that. Don’t bring it up before she has to leave to return there!”

      “She finished the year just fine,” Dad says calmly. “I see no reason to think she’ll want to drop out and have you continue to teach her.”

      “It’s fine. I’m fine. Thistle was… He wasn’t a typical fairy,” I say.

      “It happens more than you think,” Mom says sadly. “Some fairies just go mad. They’re touched in the head.”

      “We don’t need to continue to discuss him,” Dad says in a tone that almost sounds like a warning.

      “Touched by darkness,” Mom continues.”

      Dad lowers his silverware to the table and stares at Mom hard. She ignores him, eating calmly as if nothing is remiss.

      They make a handsome couple, Mom and Dad. Whereas she has short white hair and blue eyes, Dad has black hair and blue eyes. Mom has the same kind of wings as I do, but Bay favors Dad even though originally, she looked exactly like me, with Mom appearing more like an older sister.

      “We all have light and dark in us,” I say, hoping to diffuse the tension Mom’s so easily ignoring.

      “Hmm. Dark. Is that what the kids call it nowadays?” Bay asks.

      I lift my eyebrows, and she wiggles hers.

      My cheeks grow hot, and I look away, trying to hide my embarrassment. She can't be referring to my losing my virginity, is she? In front of Mom and Dad? They shouldn't be able to figure out her meaning, but still. I didn't even lose it during our second year but our first.

      “There are two boys who are vying for Rosemary’s attention,” Bay says.

      I glower at her.

      “Who? That Sage boy you mentioned a few times?” Mom asks.

      “Let them continue to vie for your attention,” Dad advises. “You’ll see their true nature if you make them wait long enough. A healthy competition can’t hurt them any.”

      “Unless they’re touched in the head like Thistle,” Bay says.

      I grimace. That’s precisely the wrong thing to say after Mom’s addendum to that.

      “Then they might kill each other over her. That’s how devoted they are to her,” Bay continues.

      “Devotion is lovely.” Mom beams.

      Dad purses his lips. “Why don’t you have something to say about all of this, Rosemary?”

      “Because I… I don’t know what to think.” I bite my lower lip. “After everything with Thistle, I decided to spend the rest of my second year focusing on my studies.”

      “Good.” Mom’s smile grows even larger.

      “I just…” I shrug. “Is it too much to think that they might only like me because of the competition between them?”

      Bay bursts out laughing. “Sage is an idiot. You might be right. He might only still be interested because he wants to keep you from Damon.”

      I scowl. “Sage isn’t an idiot,” I say hotly.

      Dad looks back and forth between us. “Why do you prefer this Damon character for Rosemary, Bay?”

      “Because.” Bay says nothing more, but I remember what she told me last year.

      “Because you pulled me out of some darkness, and if he needs that, who better to help him than the lightest fairy here?”

      Damon’s half fairy, half demon. His mom’s the demon. His fairy dad used to supply fairy dust, a drug that Bay used to deal our first year. I don’t like to think about that, but I did ask Damon about it once, shortly before the end of the school year.

      “You know about Bay and your dad, don’t you?”

      “Yes.” He eyed me, his eyes darker than ever. “What about it?”

      “You never…”

      “No.” His nostrils flare. “My dad and I don’t get along.”

      “No?”

      “He wanted me to deal here. That’s some of the reason why he sent me here, but I refused, and he…” Damon wouldn’t say another word about it, and I almost caved and hugged him.

      Why didn’t I hug him? Because I was afraid.

      Not so much about Damon but because of me.

      I’m worried that I’m the kind of person who likes to fix things. If I think Damon is broken, I’ll want to fix him, to change him. My heart will get all twisted up for all the wrong reasons, and I might use love as an excuse. If I decide to be with Damon, I want it to be because I accept him for who he is.

      Which means accepting a half-demon into my life… and my heart.

      Bay has no issues doing that with a flipping full-blooded demon. I don’t know how she does it.

      “Damon’s a good guy. So is Sage,” I say easily.

      Bay snorts. “Sage isn’t as good as you think.”

      I glower at her. “Oh, and a—”

      “But if you love Sage, you love Sage. Do you?” she asks pointedly.

      I scowl. She’s refusing to tell them about her boyfriend, yet she’s grilling me about my guys? So not fair.

      “I don’t know if we’ve flapped our wings long enough for us to know what love is,” I say sweetly. “They say love is blind, don’t they?”

      “Oh, I see things clearly enough,” she says, her tone taking on an edge.

      “Clearly enough because you’re single?” I ask.

      “Single as a bud blooms.”

      I gape at her. Does that mean she broke up with Zoth? Or did he break up with her?

      Dad clears his throat. “So, what courses are you taking this year?”

      I’m grateful for the change in topic, but as soon as dinner is over and we cleared off the table, I loop my arm through Bay’s and guide her into my room.

      “Spill,” I demand.

      “Spill what?” she asks lazily as she flutters over to look at herself in her mirror.

      “Why didn’t you ever tell Mom and Dad about Zoth?”

      “Oh, they don’t need to know every detail about my life.”

      “And they need to know every detail about mine?” I cross my arms and huff.

      “You know they leave you be because you’re the golden girl.”

      “Will you cut that crap out?” I groan.

      “Hmm.” Bay’s lips curl into a teasing half-smile. “Crap. I’m not sure I heard you say that word ever before. I must’ve hit a nerve.”

      “My nerves are just fine, thank you very much. Are you with Zoth or not?”

      “I am.”

      "Well, then?" I demand. "You should tell them!"

      “Why? It might work out. It might not. If it doesn’t, they don’t need to know. Rosemary, think about it. If Mom finds out, she’ll freak. Dad might too. And if it doesn’t work out, Dad might then take matters into his own hands. Why force them to go through the stress of my dating someone they might not approve of?”

      “Might not approve of?” I roll my eyes. “You know damn well—”

      “Damn? Geez, girl! You kiss your mother with that mouth?”

      “Bay, I’m not playing.”

      She shrugs and flies over to me, her hands resting on my shoulders. “Oh, Rosemary, all I want to know is when you’re going to be ready to double date Zoth and me?”

      I swallow hard. “Never?”

      Bay just laughs and pulls me close for a tight hug. A double date. As fun as that sounds, I really don’t know what I’m going to do with either boy.
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      That night, I’m in bed, and I fall asleep quickly. A light rapping at my window stirs me, and I fly over.

      Sage flies in. Before I can ask what he’s doing here, he sweeps me into his arms and presses his body against me. I’m so shocked that I can’t think, can’t breathe, can’t react. He chuckles against my lips and puts my arms around him as he kisses me again. This time, I kiss back, trying not to think about whether or not I should be doing this, whether or not I even want to be with him at all period.

      His kisses are just like I remember from that picnic we had forever ago. As he kisses me, he pushes us backward until he then pushes me down to be on my bed.

      Now, I’m a little more nervous. No, I’m extremely nervous, but he just lifts my chin and smiles at me before kissing me again. His hands fall onto my shoulders, and then they lower to the hem of the light nightgown I always wear to bed. He gathers the soft material up and lifts the nightgown off. I shiver and cross my arms, a little embarrassed for him to have made me so vulnerable already. I’m now before him in only panties, and that’s hardly fair considering he’s entirely dressed.

      Wait. Do I want him undressed? Because if he doesn’t have any clothes on, we both know how this is going to end.

      Do I want that?

      Maybe I need to stop being in my head so much and just feel, just experiment.

      That’s what Bay would do.

      Fire and brimstone, I need to stop worrying about what Bay would do if she were in my situation, especially when it concerns Sage! I'll never forget what he said after the first and only time we had sex.

      “I really like you, Bay.”

      Yes, he called me by my twin’s name.

      That's some of the reasons why Bay hates Sage.

      But I don’t hate him. Not at all, and I do love his kisses.

      His fingers trickle down my sides, and he clasps my hands, drawing them up to his mouth for a sweet kiss. Then, he turns my hands over and kisses each palm. It’s so sweet that I let out a soft moan.

      His eyes twinkle, and he releases my hands. His palm falls onto my breasts, and I suck in a breath. His fingers tease my nipple, and I arch my back, accepting his touch.

      Slowly, his hand slides down my body, and then he touches my slick folds. As much as I may pretend that I think that this is wrong, that I should stop him, I don't want to. I need his touch. I crave it.

      His fingers slip inside me, and I close my eyes and pump my hips, trying to get him to move his fingers faster. I want to release, and I want it now.

      Abruptly, his fingers curl, and they brush against my G-spot. I go to moan, but his hand covers my mouth. My eyes fly open, and my jaw drops.

      It’s not Sage fingering me. Damon is, and Sage is nowhere to be found.

      What in the world? How can—

      A dream.

      A sex dream.

      Fire and brimstone, I might as well enjoy myself then. How would sex with Damon be?

      He leans down, his breath hot on my skin, and he places so many kisses all over my body, even on my nipples, my neck, and down my belly. His mouth doesn’t go between my legs. No, instead, he uses his teeth to pull my panties off. It’s so hot, and I am dripping wet, desperate with need.

      Damon eyes me, and I nod. As quick as he can, he strips off his clothes. I’m a little disappointed that I can’t see his lower half, but he’s already pressing his tip against my opening. I nod again and bite my lower lip, bracing myself to feel him enter, not wanting to make a sound. Even if this is a dream, I don’t need to scream and shout. The thought that we might get caught only adds to my excitement.

      He stares at me, and I nod frantically. Didn’t I already signal him the go-ahead? What is he waiting for?

      Without warning, he enters me, and my mouth closes and then hangs open. Damon is a slow, passionate lover. He never stops touching or caressing or kissing me all over. His cock enters and exits me time and again, and it’s building. So much pressure is building. All I want is to find release, for Damon to help me orgasm. When I come, I just know it’s going to be strong and solid.

      But he’s thrusting far slower than I would’ve thought. I’m still building, though, and I want to orgasm so badly that I don’t know how much more of this I can take.

      I lift up slightly and grip Damon’s face on either side. Gently, I draw him to me, and I kiss his lips. They part automatically, and I slip my tongue into his mouth. Damon sighs against me, and I swallow back a scream of frustration.

      Harder. Faster. Deeper. That’s what I want, and I want it now.

      But when I open my mouth, no words come out. I’m at the mercy of Damon and his cock, and it’s frustrating, but there’s also a reward to patience.

      Or, at least, there better be.

      His cock is huge, filling me, and I love how it feels. I love the weight of his body, and I try to focus more on him, on touching and feeling every part of his muscular body. Sage is strong too, but he’s a little bulkier of the two. Damon is more cut, his muscles more defined.

      I don’t want to compare them, their bodies, their kisses, or their cocks. All I want to do is feel, and feel, and feel…

      With a soft grunt, Damon releases. I can feel him as he ejaculates inside me, and it’s such an erotic feeling. I’m almost there as he continues to pump, almost there…

      My eyes open, and I see that Sage isn't here, and neither is Damon. The dream is over. I'm not sure what woke me up, but I'm awake now, and I am so damn frustrated.

      I yank the blanket off my hot body, and I rub my thighs together. I’m soaking wet. Of course I am. I just had an amazing sex dream with not one but two hot guys. What girl wouldn’t be all hot and bothered after that?

      It's not something I've often done, but I do what the boys did in my dream, and I slide my hand down to between my legs. Sage's kisses fill my mind, but so does the wonder about Damon and how he would feel against my body for real. What does he look like beneath his clothes? Are his muscles as hard and strong as I felt in the dream? If he's not like he is in the dream, I'll be disappointed. Would he be so slow and drag it out? Or would he go even faster? Would he listen to me if I asked him to move a certain way? And Sage, I can't forget about him. He's such a comfort to think about. He was the first male fairy I gave my heart too, the only one I ever slept with, and I won't ever forget that or him. No matter what happens, he has a piece of me. I know that not all fairies end up marrying the first one they are with, but I don't think I'm like the others. Everyone keeps saying I'm so light. Maybe I am. Maybe I should embrace it instead of being so shy and unsure about the attention.

      But right now, it’s my body I’m giving a lot of attention to, and I can’t say that what I’m doing is the lightest of activities. At this moment, I don’t care. This feels so good, but not as good as the dream and not nearly as good as when Sage touched me for the first time.

      My fingers are growing sore, but the thought of their kisses, their hands, their bodies, even their cocks have me growing so excited that I find release, and I cry out.

      Almost immediately, shame washes over me. Not that I pleasured myself. No, I feel no shame in that, but it's more the shame of loneliness, and it's self-inflicted. The boys have been rather patient with me, but I know that can't and won't last. It's not fair to them. I need to decide.

      But that's if they haven't moved on during the two-month break between our second and third years. Not that I think they have. Both have kept in contact with me over the break, and I am so looking forward to seeing them.

      I just hope that I don’t blush when I’m around them or accidentally say something about the dream. I don’t think I could withstand the embarrassment from that!
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      Finally, Bay and I are taking the long, easy flight over to the school. Somehow, she's tucked her long locks underneath a hat. I can't even see a single strand.

      Finally, I nudge against her as we fly. “What’s with the hat?”

      “Isn’t it cute?” She beams at me, her eyes twinkling, and I just know she’s up to something.

      I narrow my eyes. “What did you do?”

      “Now, now, Rosemary, what makes you think I did something?”

      “That you didn’t outright deny it proves you did something! What is it?”

      She grins. “Rosemary, don’t you want to hurry up and see your boys?”

      “Don’t change the subject!”

      Bay just shrugs and zooms ahead, but I dart forward. I’m not sure what possesses me, but I reach for the hat on her head.

      With a sigh, she draws up short and yanks the hat off herself. Instead of long white tresses falling down her back and over her shoulders, her strands are all dark, mostly black but with some purple mixed in.

      She looks riveting, the most gorgeous fairy I’ve ever seen, and I gape at her.

      “You look amazing!”

      “You like it?” she asks nervously.

      “Don’t you?” I touch her strands. Despite the dye job, her locks are as soft as ever.

      “I do. I just… Mom hasn’t seen it yet. Dad hasn’t either, and I think they might freak.”

      “They will definitely freak.” I giggle. “What does Zoth think?”

      She waves her hand. “I haven’t seen him in a bit.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’ve been busy getting ready for the academy like a good little fairy.”

      “Hmm.” I eye her.

      “Don’t look at me like that.”

      “Like what?” I ask innocently.

      “Suspiciously.” Bay shakes her head.

      “Your reputation does precede you.”

      “Hmm,” she teases, sounding just like me, and we burst out laughing.

      “Are we in the same cottage again this year?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. You and Orchid getting along any better?”

      “That remains to be seen.”

      “You both have something in common. I don’t understand why you two are always fighting,” I complain.

      “She and I don’t always see eye to eye.”

      “Maybe that’s because her artifact from her great-grandma was stolen for someone’s drug habit, and you were providing those drugs,” I point out.

      “I didn’t force Spring to steal from anyone,” Bay protests.

      “But if it weren’t for the drugs…”

      “I did my time,” she says bitterly. “For the school and Mom and Dad. I will not have people hang that over my head for the rest of my life. Yes, it hadn’t been the smartest thing in the world for me to do. Do I regret it?” She pauses.

      “You would change things if you could go back, wouldn’t you?” I insist. “Right?”

      After a moment, Bay shakes her head. “No, actually. I wouldn’t.”

      “Why not?” I explode. It’s not often that I get so heated and upset about things, but seriously? How can she not realize just how dangerous that drug is? All of the problems that came about? Spring did a lot more than just steal items to pawn to fund her drug problem. She set a ton of fires and could have killed someone!

      “Spring needs to be in Dark Fae Penitentiary,” Bay says slowly. She almost hurt people by what she did, but what if she hadn’t had access to the drugs? Who knows what she would’ve done? She still would’ve been dangerous, and she might’ve actually hurt someone or killed someone. It’s for the best how things ended up.”

      “Maybe,” I say doubtfully.

      “Look, what’s done is done, and the past is finished. We can just worry about today and moving forward. Although…” Bay’s eyes sparkle as she flies a lazy circle around me. “We can talk about last night.”

      “The double date thing again?” I groan.

      “No, later. After that.”

      I frown. That had been the end of our conversation, and we had gone to our separate bedrooms for the rest of the night.

      Oh, yeah. The dream. My cheeks grow warm, and I avert my gaze.

      “Look at that blush!” Bay squeals.

      Oh no! Did she hear me? Did I talk in my sleep? I didn’t think I was loud when I pleasured myself, but from the way she’s acting, she knows all about it.

      “Which guy did you dream about?” Bay asks.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say stiffly.

      “That’s pretty damn close to a lie, isn’t it?” Bay eyes me curiously. “You’re really embarrassed about it. So what if you had a dream that made you hot and heavy for one of them? Why can’t a girl have a little ‘me time?’”

      “Ah…”

      “That wasn’t the first time you fingered yourself, was it?”

      “Bay, that’s personal. Seriously crossing a line. You don’t need to know—”

      “Hey. You don’t need to put on airs and be a stick in the mud. It’s safe and even healthy for you to do that, for you to understand your body. How can you expect to have sex with someone else and have it feel good if you’re too embarrassed and ashamed to know what you like and what you don’t like? I just want to make sure that if you do have sex with one of them, that you don’t get hurt and that you enjoy it. And that you don’t regret it. Sex isn’t shameful.”

      “I don’t think sex is shameful.” I start out loud and then get soft. Unable to help being embarrassed, I glance around to make sure no one is nearby. “I… No, it wasn’t the first time I fingered myself, and to answer your question, I actually dreamed about them both.”

      Bay claps her hands together, her eyes wide. “Oh, that’s rich! Would you consider seeing if you could be with both guys?”

      “What? No. No way. Bay, that’s… that’s too much.”

      My twin just laughs and laughs, and I swear I’m going to start to resent her for acting like this.

      When she finally recovers, she throws an arm around my shoulders. “Rosemary, honey, I just meant for you to date them both at the same time. Not be exclusive. That’s all. I didn’t mean for you to invite them into your bed at the same time, but that would be something now, wouldn’t it?”

      “You’re insane,” I inform her.

      “Think about it. You could have a cock for—”

      “Bay, seriously. Stop.”

      She sighs. “Stick in the mud,” she teases. “Or is it wing in the mud?” She taps a finger against her cheek.

      “How would Zoth feel if you wanted to ask another guy into your bed?” I retort.

      Bay shrugs. “Honestly, he probably wouldn’t mind.”

      “What if he asks about another girl joining in?”

      She wrinkles her nose. “No, that I wouldn’t prefer.”

      We’re both quiet a moment.

      “Would you really have sex with two guys at once?” I ask her.

      “Maybe. Is that so wrong?”

      “We’re really different, aren’t we?” I mumble.

      “You aren’t judging me? We’re only talking hypotheticals, and honestly, if I did, I would have to care about both guys. I wouldn’t do something like that with just anyone. I do have some standards, you know.”

      “No, I’m not judging, but don’t judge me either because the idea of that gives me hives.”

      “No! You’re right. We are different, but that’s the way it should be. You’re your own fairy, and so am I. We’re twin, but we aren’t the same fairy.”

      “Good. I just…”

      “You can’t stop thinking about them both at once now, can you?” She giggles.

      “It won’t ever happen! But, yes, I can’t stop thinking about it.”

      “You’re acting like the thought gives you the creeps.”

      “It’s just… It’s not what I want.”

      “You know what you don’t want, but you don’t know what you do want.”

      “Basically. I have this. I feel like I’m toying with them.”

      "How? Neither has asked you out."

      “I know, but that might be because they don’t know what I’ll say if they did.”

      “And isn’t that a good thing? It shows that they both care, but they don’t want to push you.”

      “Yes, true.” I bite my lower lip.

      “You don’t have to decide yet. The breeze a-blowin’, they haven’t forced you to decide yet, so clearly, you’ve got time yet to make a decision.”

      “Yes, but eventually, they’ll get tired of waiting.”

      “It might be best for you to decide before they reach that point.”

      “I’m trying,” I protest as she resumes flying.

      “Try harder!” she calls, and I zoom to catch up to her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Twenty minutes later, we arrive, and Bay starts to head toward the cottages and then draws up short when she realizes I’m hovering in place.

      “What is it?”

      “I need to go talk to the person in charge of scheduling so I can get rid of Mesmerization.”

      “You really don’t want to take that course, huh?”

      “I already told you that.”

      “Yeah, I know, but don’t be surprised if they don’t let you out of it. They seem to think they know us and our abilities more than we do.”

      I shrug and shake my head. “I don’t care if I have to beg. I am not taking that course.”

      “Are you sure? You had to take that one course twice, right?”

      “Yeah. The Magic of Music,” I mumble.

      “Why was that again?”

      I narrow my eyes. “I told you about this last year!”

      “Just refresh my memory.” She waves her hand.

      I sigh and rub the back of my neck. “Professor Fern thought that I could use my voice to use magic through it and… Yeah, okay, so it’s a little similar to Mesmerization, but I do not want to do it!”

      “You do realize you might want to come up with a stronger reason than ‘I don’t want to,’ right?” she asks dryly.

      I blow out a breath. “You’re right. Let’s see… I know!” I snap my fingers. “Thanks, Bay! I’m sure I’ll get out of it now!”

      She just shakes her head, laughing to herself as I zoom toward the office building. A fairy wearing a sleek purple dress and looks more ready for a night on the town versus sitting in an office all day lazily taps and drags on her tablet.

      I cough slightly. “Hello. Can you direct me to the person in charge of scheduling?”

      “If you had an issue with your schedule, you should’ve notified us as soon as you received it.” She doesn’t look up at me and continues whatever it is she’s doing on her tablet.

      “I understand that, but it’s important—”

      “Your schedule is important.” She places her tablet down, screen facing the desk as she eyes me. “Rosemary, aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” I say, surprised that she recognizes me.

      “You’re that troublemaker.”

      “I am not!” I protest. If anything, that’s my sister, but I don’t say that aloud.

      “Harrumph. Then trouble just follows you wherever you fly?”

      “Basically.”

      “That business with the thief and arsonist and then that murderer…” She shakes her head sadly. “If you think that your role in helping to apprehend these criminals will give you special privileges, you’re mistaken.”

      “No, no, I don’t think that at all, and I certainly don’t expect that. It’s only, well, you see, I had to take the Magic of Music course twice because—”

      “Professor Fern thought that you would benefit greatly from taking it again because you did not perform the first class to her satisfaction.” The fairy levels me a cool stare.

      Fire and brimstone, is she the one in charge of the schedules? How does she know all of this off the top of her head?

      I swallow hard. “My grade the first year—”

      “Was acceptable, yes, but we are not only about grades here at Light Fae Academy. It is far better for a student to actually learn the magic and use it to the best of their abilities versus an arbitrary test score.”

      I latch onto her word choice as if it is a safety net. "If the test scores are only arbitrary—"

      “I did not say that,” she snaps. “You did not put all of your effort into that first year, so by that reasoning, you actually need to take a sixth course this year in order to graduate.”

      My stomach twists and turns. The knots growing there hurt, but I refuse to back down.

      “While I admit that maybe I could have tried harder that first year with the Magic of Music, I utilized that skill to perfect while dealing with… Thistle.”

      I pause, recalling how scared I had been. Thistle wanted to create a mystery that we could solve together. He wanted us to be a couple, even though I made it clear I never saw him that way. Silly me, I thought we were only friends. Yes, I knew he had feelings for me, but they were dark and twisted feelings. It almost seemed as if he wanted me as a trophy or a possession, and when I found out he was the murderer and told him in no uncertain terms that we would never be together, he wound up attacking me, wanting me to be his next victim. Even fighting Spring hadn’t been as terrifying as the threat Thistle posed.

      “The ability to sing and cause people to do what I want is similar enough to Mesmerization that I do not need to take that course,” I finish.

      “It’s Mesmerization that you do not wish to take?” she asks in a flat tone.

      “Yes.” I nod vigorously, trying to hide my eagerness. “I was thinking that maybe I could take Oneirokinesis instead.”

      “Oneirokinesis,” she murmurs. “You wish to be able to infiltrate dreams instead of mesmerize a person? You think it is better to influence a person while they are at their most vulnerable versus when they are conscious?”

      I open my mouth and then shut it. She has a point.

      “I just think that Mesmerization won’t teach me as much as if I take a course in another subject altogether,” I say lamely. This feels like a losing battle.

      “Perhaps you should take both Oneirokinesis and Mesmerization,” she says, reaching for her tablet again.

      “If you don’t think Oneirokinesis is a good fit for me, what about telepathy?” I blurt out.

      She eyes me. Her eyes are a clear color. You can’t see blood because they aren’t translucent, but a clear color that is unnerving and unsettling. It feels as if she can read my mind, and I check that the mental barriers my parents taught me when I was only two are still secure and solid. It’s a serious invasion of privacy to read another fairy’s mind without permission, and I don’t feel a presence in my mind, so maybe I’m just paranoid, but I don’t like the look she’s giving me.

      “You seek to take a course that allows you to infiltrate the mind?” she asks.

      “With permission!” I clarify.

      “As well as one that allows you to infiltrate the unconscious mind.”

      “Dreams are—”

      “Dreams come from deep within us, a place where our minds can be free so that we can see our fears or our desires. Dreams, some would argue, are even more personal than our conscious mind. It strikes me as very interesting that you would seek these courses over Mesmerization. What about Mesmerization frightens you so?”

      I hesitate. This answer will determine which course or courses I will take this year. I just know it.

      “Mesmerization… It just… I don’t know. It reminds me of Thistle, I guess.”

      She doesn’t blink, and I feel compelled to speak more.

      "It's just that I wonder if he felt mesmerized by me. I don't know if it was lust or some crazy, mixed-up, twisted form of love, but he did all of those horrible things just so we would spend time together. He wanted me to fall in love with him, and he tried so hard, and if…" I swallow hard. "If he had taken Mesmerization, maybe he used it on his victims, or maybe he could have tried to use it on me. What if the wrong fairy learns that kind of magic and causes someone to do their bidding? Falling in love with a person is one thing, but what if Thistle enjoyed killing too much, and he tried to influence me to kill alongside him?"

      My eyes fill with tears, and I look away, shaken. I hadn’t even realized I felt all of this fear inside me until now.

      “Maybe you should talk to someone about what has happened to you,” she says, softening for the first time. “Forgive my manners. I never did tell you my name, did I?”

      “I didn’t ask.”

      Her smile is small. "I'm Raine. I'm the one in charge of scheduling, but Shella is the academy counselor. She holds no judgment and—"

      “Does she use telepathy?” I blurt out.

      "You're concerned that she'll read your mind despite your defenses. I understand your fear, but you can trust her. If you don't, well, there wouldn't be a reason for you to see her, then, would there?"

      “No.”

      “I’m not saying you must talk to her, but… I wish you would trust me. I would never allow a student who would abuse the magic taught in any class to take that course. Believe me. The likes of Thistle would never take anything remotely close to Mesmerization, but I do understand your fears and concern. Taking that into account, you can take Telepathy and Oneirokinesis instead. Does that suit you?”

      “Yes, thank you, Raine.”

      “Six courses instead of five. Are you up for that?”

      “Yes!”

      As I turn to fly away, I hope I told her the truth.
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      My flight out of the office is short-lived as I flew right into someone. As I collect myself, I realize just who I bumped into.

      “Damon.”

      “I’m not at all surprised that you couldn’t help wanting to touch me as soon as you saw me.”

      “Hmm.” I can’t help smiling. “Only I didn’t see you.”

      “Then it’s just your body is attracted to mine like a magnet.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure it’s something like that.”

      He looks just as hot as ever, his dark eyes locked on me. His hair is a little longer than normal, and he has slight stubble that he normally doesn’t have. His shoulders look broader than I remember, as if he’s put on more muscle over the break. Maybe he did.

      I can’t help licking my lips. Just thinking about his muscles has me recalling the dream and running my hand along his bare back…

      “Like what you see?” he murmurs.

      Laughing, I push his chest. “You wish.”

      “Maybe I do wish,” he says as he captures my wrist, keeping my hand trapped against his chest.

      Underneath his shirt, he feels as hard and muscular as I thought he would. My breathing hitches, and my head is all foggy. It’s hard to concentrate on breathing right now. As much as I hate to admit it to myself, I’m horny, and right now, I want him.

      But if Sage were the one before me, would I feel this way with him too? This fluttering in my stomach, this sweating of my palms, this tightening of my chest?

      “How about I get a proper greeting?” he asks.

      I tilt my head to the side. “A hello isn’t good enough for you?”

      “Did you even say hello to me?” he asks, leaning down and nuzzling his nose against mine.

      I’m so flustered that I can’t even recall if I did or not. “Hello, Damon,” I murmur and fly up just enough to press my lips against his cheek.

      Only Damon chooses that moment to turn, so our lips meet.

      I want to draw back, but I don’t. He releases my wrist and wraps his arms around me, pulling me closer to him, his hands splayed on my back before settling on my waist. I’m freaked out, so I keep my arms tucked in between us, pressing against his chest before relaxing slightly and returning his embrace. My lips might relax too, and his tongue gently enters my mouth.

      As the kiss deepens, a falling sensation washes over me, and I just know that if I let myself go, I’ll get lost in him. The thought of that, of falling into Damon, of getting lost in him, terrifies me, and I draw back, breaking off the kiss.

      I’m not sure how he’ll react, but all he does is chuckle.

      “Did I startle you, Warrior Babe?” he teases.

      “No.”

      “You don’t have to be afraid of me,” he says hoarsely.

      I force myself to meet his gaze. “What makes you think I’m afraid of you?”

      “Isn’t just about everyone? I’m not even a full-blooded demon, but they treat me as if I’m not exactly one of you all.”

      “How can you say that when all of the girls flock to you?” I protest.

      “They love the lure of a bad boy.”

      “Well, you are one,” I point out.

      “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      I furrow my brow. “Damon, you had me jump out of a plane with my wings tied up. I almost died.”

      “I would’ve saved you, but you saved yourself. Warrior Babe.” He grins recklessly, his lips curling all lopsided and crooked. It suits him.

      “It was reckless and dangerous and totally bad boy.”

      “If you want a bad boy, I can be a bad boy. I can take you into my arms and kiss you until you beg me to stop… or beg me for more.”

      “I don’t want you to be this or that. I just want you to be you.”

      “And that, Warrior Babe, is why you’re the fairy I want. Not your sister who acts like I’m some kind of demon just because I might have a connection to her own dark past. Not the girls who just want to be with me because they want a notch in their lipstick case. I want the fairy who sees me for who I am and doesn’t want anything more from me than myself. You don’t want to change me. You don’t see me as needing to be saved. You just want me for who I am.”

      I don’t know what I want, who I want, but I can’t deny his charge. He’s right. I don’t want him to change at all.

      “I…” I can’t think of any words to say, so I just stare at him as if I’m the lamest fairy of all instead of the lightest.

      “You’re still scared, aren’t you?” he asks, tucking some of my hair behind an ear.

      “I’m… Yes. I’m not scared of you,” I add in a rush, “but I’m terrified of the future. The time I’ve spent here has been so chaotic and wild, and I’ve made some great friends between you, Orchid, Wren, Dahlia… Sage…”

      “Sage.” Damon just smiles that much wider.

      I swallow hard. I knew I shouldn’t have mentioned him, but I couldn’t help myself. All first year long, I thought of Sage as the fairy of my dreams. Am I still clinging to the hope that Sage and I can get back together again just because he had been my first? If I had been with Damon first, I don’t know if Sage would’ve been an issue at all. Damon knew from the first who I was. Sage was the one to confuse me with my twin.

      "If you hadn't known from the start that I had a twin, do you think you would've realized there were two of us?" I ask suddenly.

      “Would I have made the same mistake that—”

      “Damon,” I say warningly.

      “I would’ve known,” he whispers, touching my cheek. “Even if you hadn’t made a special point in telling me about Bay and trying to pawn me off on her.”

      I blush. “Yeah, we’ve come a long way from that, haven’t we?”

      "Yes, we have, and yet not nearly far enough. It intrigues me that your sister wants us together when you originally picked me out for her. Why is that?"

      “My sister is a little dark, and you…”

      “So a half-demon has to be with someone dark. Stereotypical.”

      He’s getting a little upset, but I am too.

      “My sister is a good fairy,” I protest.

      “You always make excuses for her. No matter what she does, she’s never completely in the wrong.”

      I have nothing to say to argue that.

      And he knows it.

      “You can’t refute that because if you try, you wouldn’t be able to talk. You can’t lie.”

      “And you can,” I snap. “You can—”

      He presses a finger to my lips. “I don’t want to fight, but I want you to know this. I will never lie to you.”

      “No?” I eye him skeptically. “If I get a terrible haircut or wear unflattering clothes, you won’t tell a little white lie to make me feel better about myself?”

      He touches the crescent moon pendant Bay gave me. “I would talk about your eyes, how I adore their purple color. I would talk about how soft your hair is and how I want to feel it on my naked body. I would—”

      “Is it just lust you feel for me?” I whisper, staring at his chest.

      “Is it just lust you feel for me?” he whispers back. “I know you have feelings for me, but are you afraid to act on them because of what I am? Or because you’re afraid you’re more like your sister and darker than everyone suspects?”

      “Wanting to have sex doesn’t make someone dark,” I say, but I have my eyes closed, and I’m unnaturally still. Talking to him about this is not easy. Not at all.

      “No, but that doesn’t mean you don’t have some darkness inside of you.”

      I blow out a breath and force myself to open my eyes. “Is that why you’re attracted to me? You want to see if you can draw out any darkness from the lightest fairy here?”

      “That’s just it, Rosemary,” he says, for once not using the nickname he has for me. “The people who claim you’re the lightest fairy here are either teasing you or else they’re just flat-out wrong and don’t know you as well as I do. You’re just like me, a mixture of light and dark, and that’s why I think we would make an amazing couple, but if you can’t see that, if you can’t pick me… I’m not going to wait forever.”

      He could have flown away at that moment, and it would've broken my heart and felt far too permanent, but instead, he traces his thumb along my lips. Only after does he fly off.

      He flies off and takes a piece of me with him.
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      Two seconds later, Damon flies back to me.

      "What now?" I ask, trying to recover my senses that are still reeling from his words and from the kiss. "You just can't get enough of me, can you?"

      “I just realized I never said hello to you either.”

      I burst out laughing. “That’s your lame excuse?”

      “How about that’s just my excuse? No reason to call it lame.” He winks.

      I shake my head. “You need to come up with better excuses.”

      “Oh, if I were to come up with an excuse for sneaking into your room at night, you better believe it will be the best excuse there is.”

      “You do realize I have a roommate, don’t you?”

      "Oh, maybe I can have your roommate be in cahoots with me so the room will be empty outside of us. Or I could convince you to fly with me."

      “To where exactly?”

      “Anywhere your heart desires.”

      “Hmm. And if it were to be up to your heart? Your room, right? Your bed?”

      “Maybe the first time but then we could go to Philadelphia. Or Boston. Or London, Paris, Hong Kong. Anywhere you would want to go.”

      “Human cities,” I say, a bit breathlessly.

      “You left campus last year to investigate human cities, didn’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      “How was it?”

      “Amazing. But also scary. I was interviewing people about the murders.”

      “You amaze me. You know that?”

      “No.”

      He laughs and shakes his head. “I’m failing in so many ways, aren’t I?”

      “You’re doing fine. It’s just me. I’m the one who gets so easily flustered and overwhelmed, and—”

      “And that just adds to your charm.”

      “You aren’t hurt, are you?” I ask desperately.

      “That you haven’t just picked me already?” He tilts his head to the side. “You’re worth it, but like I said…”

      “I know.” Unbidden, my hand comes up and touches my lips where he traced them.

      Damon winks.

      "Daredevil, hello there." Sage flies on over at an angle that nearly cuts off Damon. Not an accident, I'm sure.

      “Hi, Sage.” I glance from him to Damon and back again. “How was your break?”

      “Lonely. I wish I could’ve done more than just call you. I would’ve loved to have met your parents.”

      My eyes widen. The idea of my parents meeting the fairy I gave my virginity to isn’t something I want to contemplate or experience. Then again, I’m sure Dad will have a wonderful reaction to my bringing home a half-demon. I can completely understand why Bay isn’t in a hurry for our parents to meet Zoth. Mom will freak, and Dad very well could too.

      “Ah, my parents aren’t that important,” I say.

      “Nonsense. They made an incredible fairy in you.”

      “So incredible that you mistook her for her twin?” Damon interjects. “And then what did you do? Forgive her? No, no, you hung it over her head, didn’t you?”

      “No one asked you, Damon,” Sage spits out.

      “Maybe there’s a reason why she isn’t with you,” Damon continues.

      “She’s not with you either.”

      The two fairies face each other, chest to chest, and I spy Damon’s right hand curl into a fist.

      That’s it. I push my way between them, a hand on each of their chests. “Boys, grow up.”

      Damon’s glower that he’s shooting around me to Sage softens as he looks at me. “I hope we have a few classes together this year. Regardless, I’ll see you around.” He touches my nose then my lips and flies off.

      My heart is still beating hard and fast as I turn around to see Sage. He holds my hand in much the same way Damon had, but then he interlocks our fingers.

      “I’m sorry about that,” he says sincerely.

      “It’s all right.”

      On impulse, I lean forward and kiss his cheek before withdrawing slightly, forcing our hands to be held loosely instead of tight and close.

      “Why don’t I get one on the lips?” he asks. “Or have you made up your mind then?”

      Flustered, I open and shut my mouth a few times before I shake my head.

      “I can explain that,” I say. “I didn’t mean to kiss Damon. It just… It’s not what it looked like.”

      His green eyes show how hurt he is, which makes me feel even more terrible than I already do. His hair is longish but about the same length it always is. For once, he's cleanshaven. Normally, he sports the slight stubble look that, ironically, Damon has going for him right now. Both of them can pull off that look and be almost too hot to handle.

      “What do you want?” Sage asks point-blank.

      I gape at him.

      “Who do you want?” he presses.

      “I… I don’t know. I’m sorry. I just don’t have an answer for you.” I bite my lower lip, worried about how he’ll react.

      Sage stares at me and then nods. “I guess he and I aren’t exactly helping matters.” He chuckles.

      “Not really, but that’s on me.”

      "No, what we do is on us. I mean, I hate the guy, but I can't blame him for being attracted to you, and I hate myself for being so petty at times. I don't like that side of me. Worse, I hate myself for how I reacted to everything. I just… You mean a lot to me. Yes, I was surprised to realize there were two of you, and I…" He stops and stares at me.

      “What?”

      “I never did tell you about the nightmare I had, did I? I only told Bay. If you want to know, I’ll tell you.”

      “It’s up to you,” I say, but I have to admit that I am curious.

      He blows out a breath. “I dreamed that I was a young fairy again, that I was abandoned. That no one in the world could see me. No one could hear me. And then I started to get tinier, smaller, shrinking, and soon, I was the size of the head of a nail. I couldn’t even hear myself talk! And then I was nothing at all. I was gone. No physical body. Just a mind, a consciousness, and I felt so utterly alone that I woke up crying.”

      “Oh wow,” I murmur. “You told Bay all of that thinking she was me?”

      “Well, I didn’t tell her the crying part,” he admits with a sheepish smile.

      I can't help smiling back. "I kind of felt that way at times before, that no one would see or hear me if Bay was around, and maybe that's why I never brought her up to you. I don't know if it was a conscious thing or unconscious, but I liked you, and I did want you for myself. I… I was afraid that if you met her, you would want her over me. It's happened before. Not her fault," I rush to add. "She doesn't try to make guys like her. They just do."

      “Guys like you too, Rosemary. Clearly.” He touches beneath my chin.

      I smile up at him. This is the Sage I fell for, fell hard for right from the start.

      “I have one more thing I need to confess,” he says.

      “What’s that?”

      “I… I might have come across as too overbearing last year when I called you Nancy Drew and tried to discourage you from looking into the murders. I never intended for it to seem like I was telling you what you could or couldn’t do.”

      "That's exactly how you came across," I say softly. I hate that he's bringing this up because his words made me feel so small that it almost got me to stop liking him that way. Almost. I was still drawn to him even then.

      “It’s just… My mom left me. I know it wasn’t her choice, but she died, and I didn’t want anything to happen to you. I didn’t want you to leave me too.”

      “Oh, Sage.” My heart aches for him.

      “And then to learn that the killer did all of that just to try to be close to you…” His nostrils flare. “If I had been there, Rosemary…”

      “I’m glad you weren’t.”

      He lifts his eyebrows.

      “If you killed him, they might not have allowed you to continue to attend here,” I say softly. “Even if you killed him to protect me.”

      “You don’t want me to leave, huh? Does that mean you forgive me?”

      I tilt my head to the side and do my best not to smile, but I can’t help it. “Yes, I guess it means I do forgive you.”
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      As soon as I enter the cottage, Orchid barrels into me.

      “Are you ready for this year to be our best one yet?” she asks.

      Laughing, I disengage from her embrace. “I’m sure it will be. Hey, you think you’ll finally find a guy?”

      “There’s no need to rush love,” she protests. “When it happens, it’ll happen.”

      “Yeah, but something can be said for finding the one.”

      “And you’ve found what? The two?” She snorts and shakes her head. “I honestly feel sorry for them.”

      “Thanks. Way to make me feel small.”

      “Oh, I don’t mean to upset you. It’s just…”

      I blow out a breath. “I know. If the wing were on the other fairy, I wouldn’t want to be left dangling either, but…”

      “I know,” she says gently. “You love them both.”

      I gape at her. Is she right? Can you love two people at the same time?

      "I don't want to hurt them, so I'm going to have to make a decision."

      “Yes, you are,” she says firmly.

      “What about that artifact from your great-grandma?” I ask. “Why hasn’t that helped you find love yet?”

      She grimaces. “Honestly, since I got it back, it hasn’t been working right. I think it being stolen ruined its magic, or maybe I just don’t believe in it enough for it to work again. Who knows?”

      “Or maybe you’re afraid to find love and let it do its thing.” I knock my hip into hers.

      She laughs and pushes me away. “Not all of us can have hot fairies draped all over us.”

      I blush.

      “But are you leaning Damon?” she asks.

      I blink a few times. “Why do you ask that?”

      “Oh, you know I’m all Team Sage, but I was flying by, and I saw the way you two were.”

      “You saw the kiss?” I flinch, wondering how many others saw it. “Sage saw it too and asked why he didn’t get one on the lips. I kissed his cheek, just like I intended for Damon, but he turned his head—”

      “I’m sure that was an accident,” she murmurs.

      I giggle. “I’m sure it wasn’t.”

      She lifts her eyebrows. “If you didn’t want to kiss him on the lips…”

      I tuck my head. My cheeks feel like they’re on fire. “If I didn’t want to kiss him, I would’ve pushed him away. If you saw the kiss…”

      Orchid blows out a breath. “Yeah, yeah. You clearly wanted to.”

      “Why are you so dead set against my being with Damon?” I ask curiously. “Bay feels the other way. Please don’t tell me that it’s just because you can’t ever seem to be on Bay’s side with anything.”

      “Please. Do you think I’m that petty?” Orchid fiddles with her purple hair, her black eyes soft. “Why does Bay push you toward Damon anyhow?”

      I swallow back my first impulse—to say that Bay has a demon boyfriend. That intel isn’t mine to share, and besides, that’s not even the real reason for Bay wanting me to be with Damon.

      “I helped her out of darkness. She thinks I can keep Damon toward the light,” I say simply.

      Orchid’s thin lips form a perfect oval. “That… That actually makes sense,” she says haltingly.

      I laugh. “You just don’t want to give Bay any credit, do you?”

      “It’s not that,” she protests. “As for Sage, you were so gone for him from the start. You had a connection, a bond. The relationships that last, the ones that matter the most, can stand being tested. Yes, he thought you were Bay, but you were just starting school outside of homeschooling for the first time ever. You wanted to reinvent yourself. Now, you have more experience. You’re more secure in who you are, and you’re still attracted to him. Why wouldn’t you be? Although I saw that he’s cleanshaven. That takes some getting used to.”

      I give a small smile. “What about him not wanting me to investigate the murders last year?”

      “There’s a line between being controlling and being protective. Did he cross the line? Did he specifically say you couldn’t investigate?”

      I shake my head. “He was just worried about me.”

      “Can you blame the guy?” Orchid asks softly. “He cares about you. By the wing, he might even love you. I think you two deserve another shot.”

      “But what if I regret never giving Damon a chance?” I ask.

      Orchid throws up her hands. “Only you can say if he deserves one.”

      “Hmm.” I turn to stare out the still-open door. One of Bay’s old friends flies by. He’s joined by another. Bracken and Cosmo. For once, Cosmo is wearing a shirt. In fact, they’re both dressed as security guards. They graduated last year? I hadn’t realized.

      Bay squeals, darting into the room. She ignores Orchid completely, grabs my wrist, and forces me to fly alongside her to the two guys. Cosmo looks amused as Bay launches herself at him and then Bracken, but Bracken pins a steely gaze at me.

      I shiver. I’ve always felt uncomfortable around him even though he’s done nothing to make me feel that way. He’s hated me since my first year, when I thought that one of their friends might be the thief. As it turned out, I was right, but I don’t think he’s ever forgiven me for having my suspicions.

      But then he nods stiffly. “Rosemary, I have to admit that you had our crew pegged from the start, and you were right. Two years, horrible crimes, both criminals in our group.”

      “Come off it, Bracken,” Bay snaps. “We can’t be blamed for what others do.”

      “Who we associate with is important.” Bracken doesn’t look away from me. “You’re the reason why I became a security guard.”

      “I don’t want to be the reason for anything,” I mumble.

      “Thistle.” A muscle jumps in Bracken’s throat. “You do tend to have an effect on fairies.”

      I swallow hard. “I don’t want to.”

      “Not always for ill,” he assures me, and he cracks a smile.

      For the first time, I feel a bit better in his presence, and I offer him a tentative smile. I would love to put all of the animosity behind us.

      “I’ll always have you to thank,” he continues. “I don’t know if you know this, but when they cleared out Thistle’s things, it became obvious that he was going to pin the murders on me.”

      I wince. “He said something that made me suspect that. If I had gone with him… yes, I think he would’ve.”

      “My entire life would’ve been ruined because I trusted the wrong fairy. That will not happen again. Friends are important, but you have to truly get to know a person, and if you’re first memories are getting high on fairy dust—”

      “Fairy dust had its time in our lives, and now, that’s over and done with,” Bay says.

      “Yes.” Cosmo fiddles with the collar of his shirt. “It’s too hot.”

      Bay gives him the once-over. “You’re just not used to wearing a shirt.”

      “Why should I cover up this delicious bod? That’s the only crime happening on campus this very moment.”

      I cover my mouth to smother a giggle. Cosmo is more than a little full of himself.

      He winks at me. “You want to see my abs? Swing by our hut later. Maybe we can dance some.”

      “In your dreams.”

      Cosmo grins. “If you’re in my dreams, it’s gonna be wet.”

      “Ew.”

      Bay just gives me a teasing smile and lifts her eyebrows. I shoot daggers at her, not wanting her to mention the dream I just had. Luckily, she just slaps Cosmo.

      “You’re a guard now. Act like it.”

      “Why can’t I guard a heart or two?” he drawls.

      “More like the pussies are going to be what’s guarded,” Bracken jokes.

      “Need to investigate them thoroughly. Make sure they aren’t haunted or anything.”

      Bay rolls her eyes. “And here I thought you’re being accepted for the position of guards meant you two had matured.”

      “You’re sorely mistaken, but I can make you sore in other ways.” Cosmo winks.

      "Does everything have to be a sexual innuendo with you?" I ask. "Seriously, how did you get through the interview process?"

      Bracken laughs. “We interviewed together, and we had a code. If I tapped my fingers against my thigh twice, Cosmo had to keep his mouth shut.”

      “Is that true?” Bay grins. “I would double tap all the time.”

      “I’d tap you both,” Cosmo says.

      Bay and I exchange a look and burst out laughing.

      “Not even in your dreams,” she says.

      “Sorry. That’s just not happening.”

      Cosmo just smiles that much wider. “It’s all right. I know you’re both worried that after you have me and have an orgasm that will send you through the cosmos, you’ll be ruined for all other men. I don’t blame you. It’s a rather legit concern.”

      Bay and I just laugh and laugh. Bracken does too. Cosmo is the only one unamused.

      “You should know that I’m a very patient lover,” he protests. “Making sure my partner comes is more important than my orgasm.”

      “Sure it is,” Bay says.

      “You’re welcome to try to see if I’m lying.” He winks. “Remember. I can’t lie.”

      He salutes us and takes off.

      Bracken clears his throat and shakes his head. “He can’t lie. I better get after him. We’re on probation. We have a month to prove ourselves before the jobs are completely ours, and I will not have him fucking this up for me.”

      Bay and I wave, and then she turns to me.

      “Cosmo might be a good lover after all. Or at least a good lay. Want to gain some experience before you pick between your two lover fairies?”

      “I don’t think so!”

      She laughs. “Oh, Rosemary. Loosen your wings a bit.”

      “I’m not going to just open my legs for anyone.”

      “You could do worse than Cosmo.”

      “Have you two ever…”

      “Fooled around? Yes. Gone all the way? No. I almost wish I had now.”

      "See if he'll join you and Zoth." My stomach twists because of my suggesting that.

      “No. Zoth needs my full attention.”

      Bay grins, and we fly back toward the cottage. As much as I want to know why Zoth requires her full attention, I also don’t want to know. Sometimes, I think it’s for the best that Bay keeps things from me. I don’t always want to know what’s going on in her dark mind.
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      Illumination is my first class of the day, and I can't wait for it to start. I'm out of my wings excited. I can't say why, but I've always just known that Illumination is the class for me.

      As soon as I enter the room, I zoom over to the front row and claim the seat in the middle. The professor is already here. At least I assume the very young-looking fairy hovering above the desk is the professor. Reaching halfway down her back, her deep red hair fades to a light blond on her tips. Her wings are a bluish translucent color, her eyes a deep brown. Her clothes are almost more like a veil, all greens, blues, and purple. That's how the fairies in the court dress, as if they're more ethereal than the rest of us. It's a bit insulting, if you ask me, how the courts put on airs, and that's how all of the fairies who attend here feel. We're free fairies, but that won't always be the case if we continue to have crime here. The academy could be shut down, or the fairy courts go to war to decide which should hold dominion over here. My parents specifically live nearby because this entire region is free of the court's influence.

      Her attire, though, has me wondering if we have a courtly fairy spy in our midst. I narrow my eyes, watching her closely, and she meets my gaze and gives me a pursed smile.

      She says not a word until everyone has arrived. “Greetings. I am Professor Luna, your instructor for Illumination. This class will help you all greatly. At least, that is my hope. You see, illumination is about opening the mind, the spirit. All of you should have had the course Astral Projection already, yes?”

      Everyone nods or murmurs assent.

      “This course is the next step above Astral Projection. In some ways, the two are related, but instead of separating your soul and consciousness from your body, you will look deeper into yourself. You will see yourself for who you truly are, and that is a rare gift. If you can learn who you are, you can see your limits, your strengths, and your weaknesses. You can even turn your weaknesses into new strengths. Growing, developing, changing… that is what life is about. As long as you continue to adapt, you are truly living. It is when you stop bothering to better yourself that you start to die.”

      I listen to her, raptured. This is what I so desperately need. Maybe once I learn who exactly I am, I’ll be able to determine what I want to do in the future, and I can figure out what profession I should pursue.
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        * * *

      

      Weeks pass. My classes are starting to become harder, and it's frustrating that I no longer have a lunch break. My first year, I had three classes and then lunch, followed by my last two classes. During my second year, I had two classes then lunch and the rest. Since I'm taking six classes, I have classes all the way through without a break. It's tiring, and the extra workload isn't fun, but I'm managing. My social life isn't as active as I would like it to be, unfortunately, but what else can I do? I have to get good grades this year, and I need to figure out my future beyond which guy I want to be with.

      Classes all day, homework, projects, and practice all evening long… I barely have time to eat dinner before I drop into bed, exhausted. Most nights, I’m so tired that I don’t dream at all.

      Not tonight, though.

      Right from the start, I know it’s a dream because Sage and I are in my parent’s house. I’m giving him a tour. Mom and Dad aren’t around. I’m not sure where they are.

      Of course, he asks to see my room, and I’m shy but more than willing. We’ve been holding hands this entire time, and I squeeze his hand and try not to freak out so my palm won’t get sweaty. We’ve done this before—both in real life and in dreams.

      My bed looks inviting. It's the first thing I see as soon as we enter my room. My gaze shifts to Sage to see if he's looking at it too, but his gaze is firmly fixed on me. The strangest sensation flutters in my stomach, and I smile up at him. I'm ready. I want this. At this moment, for right now, he's the one I choose.

      In the back of my mind, the part of me that recognizes this is a dream realizes that I’m just choosing him now, that I’m not ready to make a decision out of here… or am I? Is my subconscious mind trying to tell me something? Because I am so happy here, with Sage’s mouth on me. While his hands are cupping my face, I’m the one reaching for his clothes, tugging them off, wanting to touch more of him, to feel his skin on mine once again.

      We glide over to the bed, and I push Sage down. This is about me and picking him, and I want to be the one in control. I remove my dress. Yeah, this is definitely a dream because I never forgo a bra and panties, but I’m naked in that one move. Sage’s eyes grow wide with appreciation, and I don’t feel embarrassed or ashamed. Instead, I feel empowered, and I love that so much.

      I line us up and sigh contently as I merge us together. This is right. This is perfect.

      No.

      This is wrong.

      I’m not even sure why, but I back away from him, shaking my head, my mouth falling open, but no words come out. Sage comes to me, reaching out with his hands and trying to comfort me, but I shove him away.

      “I can’t,” I say, the words bursting out of me even though I’m terribly confused, not even sure why I’m saying this. “I can’t do this anymore.”

      Sage doesn’t say a word, but his eyes say it for him.

      I’ve just broken his heart.

      The scene shifts. I’m not in my room. I’m on campus, in the cottage I share with the others. In that all-knowing way of dreams, I know I’m here alone.

      Alone except for Damon.

      Without warning, he’s in front of me, dressed. The next second, he’s behind me and naked.

      Then I’m naked too without taking off my clothes. Wait. Did I have clothes when the dream shifted to the cottage? I don’t know, but something is weird. The dream had been so fluid and natural with Sage, but now it’s disjointed and awkward. I’m having sex with Damon, but it’s jerking around, in one position and then another the next second, with no transitions, and it just doesn’t feel good, doesn’t feel right.

      With a jerk, I wake up. I sit up, gasping, and jerk back, startled. There’s a dark form in my room.

      A form I recognize.

      The shape of my sister.

      Bay.

      My eyes widen, and I zoom over to her, pressing my finger into her shoulder again and again.

      "You entered my mind, didn't you?" I ask, remember just in time not to shout, so I don't disturb anyone. "You infiltrated my dream!"

      “It’s no big deal,” Bay says easily. “I just thought—”

      “I thought that you would respect me enough to allow me the decency to let my subconscious determine my dreams. You had no right to try to influence me one way or the other!”

      “I didn’t mean to upset you,” she protests. “Seriously, I didn’t. I just…” Her shoulders slump. “I didn’t think you would get this upset.”

      I glower at her. “‘Wouldn’t get this upset,’” I repeat. “You know what that means, don’t you? That you knew I would get upset?”

      “Yeah.” She blows out a breath. “I just… I was wrong. No excuse. I shouldn’t have done it.”

      “Why did you? It’s kinda disturbing for you to have changed my dream to be a sex dream.”

      “No. You and Sage was your subconscious. I just shifted over to Damon.”

      I eye her.

      “Your subconscious mind picking Sage doesn’t mean anything,” Bay says.

      “Doesn’t it, though? I had other sex dreams involving them, and Sage is almost always first.”

      “Maybe that’s just because you had sex with him first. Only fair for Damon to have his turn.” My eyes have adjusted to the darkness enough that I can see Bay wink.

      “Ladies, I love you all, but shut up,” Orchid mumbles.

      Bay and I start to giggle. Orchid is clearly still half-asleep because she does not love Bay, but the smiling and laughing have me forgiving her. Bay's learned her lesson. She won't enter my dreams again. Now, might she do it to someone else? Possibly, but so long as I'm off-limits, I won't tell her what to do.

      Hmm. When I go back to sleep, will I start to have another sex dream? Who will it be with this time?
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      As it turns out, I don’t have any more dreams that night, and I’m more than a little tired when it’s time to get up. I sometimes try to do a quick fly through the food tent to grab something I can eat between some of my classes, but I don’t bother to today. I just want to get all of my classes over with so I can maybe take a nap before dinner. I’ll be starving, yes, but if I wait to nap until after I eat, I’ll most likely end up sleeping until tomorrow, and that’ll make tomorrow a bad day because I’ll be beyond on my work. Fire and brimstone!

      I manage to get through classes and head back to the cottage, yawning the entire flight. As soon as I enter, Bay pounces on me.

      “So… when are we going to go on a double date already? I’ve been waiting and waiting and waiting, and I think it’s past time that us twins have our day of fun with some boys.”

      I eye her. Vaguely I recall her once talking about heartache or heartbreak. That had been before Zoth. Who broke her heart? Why didn't she introduce me to that guy? Clearly, she hadn't been worried about double dating with him, whoever he was.

      “Come on,” she begs. “You aren’t still upset about last night, are you? I’m sorry. I won’t ever do that to you ever again.”

      “I’m not upset,” I say slowly.

      "Well, then? How about this weekend? Zoth and I will treat. You just have to pick out what to wear. Oh, and which guy to bring." Bay giggles.

      She’s so very happy that I can’t tell her no, but I also can’t pick just yet. A double date would give the wrong impression, that I’m picking that guy over the other.

      For the past few weeks, neither guy has pushed, and I’m friends with both, friends with feelings. More like Feelings with a capital F. But they’re good about it, which makes me feel good that I picked such great guys, but it also makes me feel like a tramp for tying them both up. Loving them both is slowly killing me.

      Yes. I love them both. That’s why I haven’t been able to decide yet. I’m a terrible fairy. Definitely not the lightest of them all.

      Bay’s patiently waiting for an answer. I don’t want to let her down, so I say, “This weekend. Fine. We’re on.”

      “You, me, Zoth, and…” she prompts with a triumphant smile.

      "Oh." I wave my hand. "I can't decide, won't decide, so it'll just be me."

      "Don't worry," Bay gushes. "I'll make sure you don't feel like a third wing." She squeals as she hugs me and then dashes off. My guess is that she's heading off campus to see Zoth and tell him the good news in person.

      I sigh and tumble into bed.
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      Unfortunately, I'm so tired that I don't end up waking for dinner. I sleep until morning, so the rest of the week, I'm scrambling to get work done. Thankfully, I'm so tired all the time that I don't have any dreams or nightmares. When I sleep, it's plain and blissful rest that's fairly restorative.

      Finally, it’s time for the double date. I wear my crescent necklace, like always, a black shirt that leaves a gap before a purple skirt that drapes down my legs in triangular pleats. And I keep thinking of it as a double date, but it’s not, not really.

      I’ve only met Zoth once before, and it had been right after I learned and dealt with the friend-turned-killer Thistle. Thinking about him still gives me the creeps. But at least I’m fine and safe now. There’s no reason to be afraid. This year will be perfect.

      Bay’s wearing a black bra and a black miniskirt when she glides into my room.

      “Where’s your top?” I ask.

      “I’m wearing it.” She winks.

      “Bay, I am not sleeping with you both.”

      “I hope that’s a joke, and even if it is, it’s a gross one. Multiple guys? That I can handle. Maybe kiss a girl to see what it’s like? Like I said, maybe. Anything with you is a big, fat hell no. Don’t make this awkward, please?”

      “Trust me, I do not want this to be awkward at all.”

      Arm in arm, we fly off campus, getting more than a few stares, winks, dropped jaws, and compliments sent our way. No one is overly degrading, and there aren’t any whistles.

      I eye Bay. She seems positively thrilled.

      “Why are you so happy?” I ask.

      “Why wouldn’t I be? I’ve been wanting this for ages!” She laughs before giving me a fierce stare. “But I do want a real double date and sooner versus later, okay?”

      “I make no promises,” I say firmly, but I’m grinning. I do need to pick, and I will.

      We end up staying in the realm of the fairies, which makes me feel more at ease than, say, going over to the human’s or to the dominion of the demons. Just thinking about that makes me shiver. Has Bay gone there? I don’t even want to know.

      Bay flies us over to a restaurant I’ve never been to before.

      “Sparks and Stones,” I say, reading the sign.

      “There’s a ring in every cup of their Sparked Champagne. Don’t worry. We’ll have some. I have a collection of their rings. This place is off the wing good.” She laughs.

      The host smiles as we fly in. “Bay, welcome. Your date is already—Who is this lovely vision?”

      “My twin. She’ll be joining us for dinner. I trust that won’t be an issue?”

      “No, no, of course not. Zoth did mention someone would be coming along. I just didn’t realize she—You are lovely, just lovely.” He holds out his hand.

      I give him mine, expecting him to shake it, only he brings it to his lips, kissing my knuckles. Flustered, I say, “I bet you say that to all of the ladies.”

      “Call them beautiful, exquisite, the like, yes, but lovely, that is reserved for you.”

      Bay shakes her head and loudly whispers, “You told me I was lovely when I first came here.”

      “Now, you’re twins, aren’t you? So it only stands to reason that if one twin is lovely, so is the other, right?” He grins. “If you’ll allow me—”

      "I know the way. My twin here is unavailable, but I'm sure that eventually, your flirting with every patron who enters will one day pay off."

      I giggle as Bay leads the way to the back corner. Illuminated candles float in the air, giving the room a peaceful glow. A faint mist covers the legs of the tables and chairs, all of the furniture almost appearing to be on silts.

      The table Zoth sits at is clearly meant for two, but another chair has been brought over. Bay makes a beeline for him and kisses him on the cheek. He eyes me as he yanks her back to him, pushes against the back of her head, and kisses her soundly, the kind of kiss meant for behind closed doors.

      Refusing to feel out of place, I don’t dare break eye contact first, but that just makes him place his other hand on her ass, gripping it firmly, possessively.

      Thankfully, the waitress comes over then, and Bay breaks away, giggling.

      It’s awkward, very awkward. Zoth cracks joke after joke, but each one is darker and more twisted than the previous one. Bay laughs as if he’s a comedic genius.

      Everything about him is dark—his humor, his eyes, his clothes.

      His soul.

      He's a true demon, that's for sure. I hadn't been around Zoth long the first time, and I didn't take much notice of him aside from his dark features. With everything after Thistle, I just needed to get away off campus more than anything.

      To compare him to Damon is crazy. Damon isn’t anything at all like Zoth. Zoth just emits darkness, and while Damon will do crazy things, Damon doesn’t embrace being dark. He’s fun and hot and up for anything. Zoth… I don’t want to know what he’s up for.

      As dinner drags on, I say less and less, just watching them interact. Bay clearly adores him. In fact, it’s obvious that she loves him.

      After dinner, Zoth asks Bay to come back to his place. She barely even says goodbye to me before they’re flying off, and that’s when I realize something I hadn’t until now.

      I’m afraid.

      Afraid for Bay.

      Not that I’m losing her.

      But that Zoth is using her.
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      The next day, I’m fluttering from Nature to Telepathy when Sage darts over to my side and shoves a honey cake into my hand.

      “It’s not much, but a small snack might help,” he says.

      “You’re so sweet.” I take a quick bite. “This is sweeter, though. Perfection. Thank you.”

      “Anything for you.”

      I pause and eye him eagerly. “Anything?”

      He looks at me suspiciously. “Why do I feel as if I should retract my words?” he jokes.

      “I need your help.”

      “With…”

      “I want to look into Zoth.”

      “Zoth? Who’s that?”

      “Bay’s boyfriend.”

      Sage rubs the back of his neck. “Why do you want to look into him? Why not just ask her about him?”

      I blow out a breath. “I don’t trust him. For that matter, I don’t trust her to be objective when it comes to him.”

      “Zoth,” Sage repeats again in a low voice. “I don’t know that name. Does he go here?”

      “Ah, no.”

      “Zoth doesn’t sound like a fairy name,” he says, his tone now as suspicious as his facial expression.

      “Zoth is… Her boyfriend’s a demon,” I admit.

      “Your sister is dating a demon?” he asks.

      “If you’re not surprised,” I start, but he’s shaking his head.

      “I don’t want you to hang around more demons,” he says. “I’ll do it myself.”

      “Excuse me?” I ask even though I heard him perfectly. “That’s not what I want. That’s not what I asked!”

      “Clearly, you’re worried about this guy, and you should be. Demons are dangerous and—”

      “Hate is a strong word, but, Sage, frankly, I hate it when you try to control me.”

      “I’m not trying to control you,” he protests.

      "Then what do you call it?" I demand, crossing my arms. At this point, I'm already going to be late for class. What's the harm in being a few more minutes late? If this turns ugly, I can always just use the class as an excuse to duck away from this conflict.

      “Protecting you.” He sounds incredulous and shocked, as if I should’ve already known this.

      “Here’s the thing. I don’t need you to protect me.”

      “Rosemary—”

      “I don’t need you to be overly protective!”

      “Don’t I?” he asks quietly. “You mean so much to me, and I care about you, but you can’t deny it.”

      “Deny what?” I snap.

      “That the past two years, you’ve put yourself in danger. First with Spring, a fairy who used her fist to bust a car, didn’t she? And then Thistle, he killed people to get close to you, and then he turned on you!”

      “And I handled myself just fine,” I spit out. “I didn’t need your protection then.”

      “What if this happens again? What if you’re in danger again? I mean, you clearly have a knack for solving crimes. If you decide to make that your career, you could very well face danger again and again and—”

      I hold up a hand. “Hold up. Did you say I put myself in danger? As if I wanted to be in danger? Are you serious? Was it terrifying? Yes, but I did what needed to be done.”

      “You shouldn’t have had to do it alone. That’s all I’m saying.”

      “And all I’m saying is that it’s my choice. I didn’t have time to find someone with the whole thing with Thistle. I had no reason to think he was the killer!”

      “All the more reason why you need—”

      “I don’t need someone to tell me what to do,” I say bitterly.

      "Will you let me finish? I was just going to say that you need someone who you can trust to be with you."

      “I thought I could trust Thistle.”

      “He had a lot of people fooled.” Sage’s nostrils flared.

      I narrow my eyes. “Are you trying to suggest that you knew better than to trust him?”

      “I didn’t trust him, no,” Sage says flatly.

      “Why not?” I demand, crossing my arms.

      “Because.”

      “Because why? Because he had a crush on me?”

      “It wasn’t a crush,” Sage explodes. “I never told you this, but it used to freak me out how he would always watch you.”

      “You felt threatened by him?” I ask incredulously.

      “No. It wasn’t that.” Sage grits his teeth. “I was the idiot. I should’ve realized something was off and warned you, but…”

      I can’t help being curious, and I try to calm down and by more reasonable versus being all raging mad. “Warned me? About Thistle? Why? Did he do something to you?”

      “He threatened me,” Sage says. “I didn’t think much of it at the time, honestly. He was so thin and weak. I knew I could take him if he really wanted to fight—”

      “You thought he wanted to fight you for me?”

      “He called me a lot of names and told me to stay away from you. He said he could take care of you, protect you. Honestly, I thought he was high or drunk, maybe both and definitely crazy. I mean, Rosemary, he did fairy dust. He wasn’t a good fairy. He never was. I know you try to see the best in everyone, but he wasn’t a good person. He just wasn’t.”

      “He could’ve been better,” I argue.

      “How so?”

      “Maybe if…” I bite my lower lip.

      “Stop. Don’t. What he did isn’t on you.”

      “Yes, it is! If I… I can’t help but think that maybe if I just went out with him once or twice, if I could’ve made him realize we weren’t a good fit, that he would have been better mentally, you know?”

      “His actions are on him, not you,” Sage says.

      “I know, but he… I don’t think anyone ever gave him a chance, Sage. If no one expects good things from you, a lot of people won’t bother. What’s the point? He could have done something with his life. I’m sure of it.”

      “He is going to do something with his life. He’s going to sit behind bars in Dark Fae Penitentiary.”

      I wince. “All he wanted was to be loved.”

      “He didn’t love you. He was obsessed with you. There’s a difference.”

      “I’m not worthy of being an obsession,” I mumble.

      “Rosemary, don’t blame yourself.”

      “I didn’t see him for who he truly was until it was almost too late, and I want to make sure that doesn’t happen to Bay too.”

      Sage says nothing.

      “If you’re thinking that she should be on her own because she’s made past mistakes…”

      “I don’t think that,” he says slowly. “I just think it might be best if you let me do this alone. I’ll look into Zoth for you. That way, Bay can’t be upset with you.”

      “Why would she be upset with me?”

      He just looks at me.

      I rub my forehead in frustration. “Seriously, Sage, just stop. Stop.”

      “Stop what?”

      “Trying to come up with reasons for me to let you do all of it yourself. I should’ve known better than to ask you. You hate everything about demons.”

      Her eyes flash, and he looks wounded. “I don’t hate—”

      “You do. You hate Damon, and I get it to some extent at least. It’s my fault. You two might actually be friends if it weren’t for me, and I’m sorry about that. I just… I don’t know if I can trust you to be objective with Zoth. Maybe I’m just being overly worried and cautious for Bay. It’s possible Zoth does love her, and I’m ridiculous for worrying. I don’t know if I can believe that you’ll be honest about that.”

      “If you can’t trust me, well, that explains a lot right there, doesn’t it.” Sage shakes his head and flies off.

      I stare at his retreating form. It’s not until he dips out of the sight that I realize I’ve squeezed my fingers into such a tight fist that the rest of the honey cake has been smashed almost to nothing.

      Nothing. That’s basically how I feel. I ruined everything and all because I couldn’t keep my mouth shut and just accept any kind of help. Is it that big of a deal that he wants to protect me? After all, my entire reasoning for asking him for help in the first place had been to help protect Bay.

      All I ever do is make mistakes. Time and again, I fail.

      Knowing my luck, it won’t be long before I fail again.
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      At this point, I'm not sure it's worthwhile to head to class. I'm really late, and besides, Damon's approaching. There's hardly anyone else around because everyone else is either eating or in class. At least we won't have an audience for this talk. Maybe I should beg off and run away and be by myself. I'm afraid I'll damage things between us just like I did with Sage and me.

      I hover in place and give a one-shoulder shrug at him. “Hey.”

      “What’s wrong?” he asks.

      I shake my head. “Don’t want to get into it,” I mumble.

      Damon nods. “So that’s it, huh?”

      I narrow my eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “You’ll ask Sage for help, but why won’t you ask me? Don’t you think I’m in a unique position where I might actually be able to talk to the demon and get somewhere versus Sage having to just tail the guy and observe him?”

      “You were eavesdropping,” I accuse.

      “I just don’t understand why you won’t ask me for help with Zoth. That’s all.”

      “And you only know that I asked Sage for help because you were listening in on a private conversation.”

      “It’s hard not to overhear people when they’re shouting.”

      I grit my teeth. “We weren’t that loud, and you weren’t nearly close enough to have overheard without using magic, so don’t pretend otherwise, Damon. As for why I didn’t ask you… Maybe I’m reeling from the fight I just had with Sage. Maybe I hadn’t gotten a chance to yet, but you jumped down my throat without giving me time to. Or maybe I decided I’ll just handle things myself.”

      “Like you always do.”

      I shrug and put a hand on my hip. “What’s the harm in that? I get things done.”

      "I'm not going to say that the way Sage treated you was wrong. We both know it was so we'll leave it at that. The meaning behind the words… You can't deny that sometimes, it's better to do things in pairs or small groups. Just to be safe."

      “I don’t think I have any reason to fear Zoth,” I protest.

      "You didn't think you had any reason to fear Thistle either and look how that turned out."

      “This is different,” I argue.

      “Is it? You’re worried that a demon is, what, using your sister? Is that your concern?”

      “I… Yes,” I admit.

      “Wouldn’t it be nice to have a half-demon help you with this?”

      “Maybe, but maybe I think it best to just go about things alone.”

      Damon nods a few times and looks over my shoulder versus at me directly. "You keep doing that, and that's how you'll end up, Rosemary. You'll be all alone."

      I swallow hard. “Why does that sound like a threat?” I whisper.

      “Damn it, Rosemary, it’s not a fucking threat. It’s a sad reality, a reality I don’t want you to face, but think about this. Sage and I both are trying to protect you.”

      “From Zoth?” I cross my arms. “He won’t hurt me.”

      “Because he cares for your sister? But then why do you want to go after him after in the first place? Oh, yes, because you don’t trust him, and you’re worried he’ll hurt her.”

      I say nothing.

      “And that’s not even to talk about who we are trying to protect you from in actuality.”

      I narrow my eyes. My stomach twists, and I really don’t want to hear what he has to say. I hate that I fought with Sage, and now, I’m fighting with Damon. Today is turning into one of the worst days ever.

      “We want to protect you from you,” Damon says, his tone turning softer, gentler from his harsh, bitter one moments ago. He’s turned off the sarcasm and turned on a low heat that should warm me with his compassion but instead reignites the fire of anger burning hot throughout me.

      "Protect me from me. As if I'm a child who doesn't know any better. Forgive me, but no one suspected Thistle, am I right? Certainly not the guards or any of the official investigators of the murders. In fact, I'm pretty sure they suspected you. I never did, not for one second, and I defended you. I knew you were innocent. Just because I was blindsided like everyone else—everyone else including you!—doesn't mean that I'm naïve and foolish."

      He opens his mouth, but I’m not done.

      “I don’t want to have to deal with judgment from you or from Sage or anyone else. That’s not right, and it’s not fair.”

      “The world isn’t fair.”

      “Don’t I know it,” I say bitterly. “I know better than most.”

      “You try too hard.”

      “Try to what too hard?” I spit out.

      "You want to change the world for the better, and it's admirable. I won't deny that, but the world is always going to push back. There can't be good without evil. There can't be light without dark."

      “My sister doesn’t need more darkness in her life.”

      His eyes flash darkly. “Are you truly worried about your sister? About her heart? Her soul? Or are you more concerned by the fact that her boyfriend is a demon?”

      I gape at him. “Do you honestly think that his being a demon is the issue here?”

      “Why do you think that he isn’t good enough for her?” he challenges, lifting his chin.

      "I saw them together. She adores him, but he doesn't pay her much attention or affection or anything. She's like a puppy dog, begging for him to throw anything her way, and I just… He's using her. I don't know why or for what, but he is. I know he is, and—"

      “Some people like to be used,” Damon says softly.

      “No.” I shake my head vigorously. “No, Bay wouldn’t degrade herself—”

      “She’s ‘degraded’ herself by dating a demon, hasn’t she?” he mocks.

      My nostrils flare. “You’re putting words into my mouth.”

      “I’m just voicing your thoughts aloud.”

      “Because you can read my mind.” I scowl. “Do you honestly think my issue stems from his being a demon?”

      “You tell me,” he says coolly, suddenly acting indifferent, as if he doesn’t care anymore.

      “That’s not the issue at all!”

      “If she were dating a fairy—”

      “She’s not, and playing the ‘what if’ game won’t help any. Just stop, Damon. You know how I feel about you—”

      “Do I? Honestly, sometimes, Rosemary, I question that. I question what I mean to you, what Sage means to you, and then I just stop.”

      “Stop what?” I murmur, dreading the answer.

      “Stop forcing myself to care so damn much,” he growls.

      “And what does that mean?”

      “We aren’t dating, and even if you could claim in some way that you’re dating both Sage and me, we wouldn’t be anything close to exclusive. Why should I wait around and not have fun? I’m not tied down.”

      “Have fun with who?” I ask, failing entirely at acting unconcerned. “Other girls?”

      “It shouldn’t bother you if I did,” he says with a noncommittal wave of his hand. “Considering what you’re doing to Sage and me.”

      I bite my lower lip. He’s right. There’s a human expression for this, something about a pot and a kettle. I can’t expect them to wait around forever for me to make up my mind, but to my knowledge, neither of them is involved with other girls. I can’t expect them to wait. I’ve known this, but still, it hurts to realize that Damon might be doing stuff with a girl or girls while I’m waiting.

      The feeling of hurt crushes me, and I blink back tears. There’s nothing for me to say. I’ve brought this on myself, and it’s all because I’m too damn selfish for my own good. I love them both, and I can’t have them both. In the end, I really will end up all alone.

      He’s so very right. It shouldn’t bother me, but it does. Is this how Sage feels? How Damon feels? No wonder they hate each other.

      “I…” I choke over the word and can’t get any more out.

      No. No, I won’t be a wimp.

      “I think you know I care about you deeply,” I say haltingly. “I care about Sage too. I never wanted to hurt you, and… and… if you want to—”

      “You know what I want, but I won’t wait.”

      With that, Damon flies off.
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      I’m a mess. Anger. Hurt. Frustrated. Sad. Guilty.

      So many emotions wrestle within me, but I let anger simmer and rise to the surface. Zoth has been a thorn in my side since that double date or whatever you want to call it, and I’m not about to let him potentially hurt Bay.

      The first time I met him, Bay brought me to Zoth’s house. Apparently, he has two because this one isn’t in the dominion of the demons. It’s close to the border between the fairies and the demons, but it’s actually on our land. In a way, that thought is even more unsettling than I ever felt in Brandon’s presence.

      Who knows if Zoth will even be there right now, but at least Bay’s in class right now. Shoving aside the realization that I should be in class too, I dash away, leaving the campus behind. My thoughts plague me all along the way, but focusing on my fights with Sage and Damon won't change what happened, won't erase the hurt caused by words spoken. Honestly, I don't even understand why they like me so much. I don't deserve either of them.

      But I’m not going to worry about that right now. My focus has to be on Bay right now, which means having a talk with Zoth. There’s no reason to play games or beat around the bush. No need to sneak around and follow him to try to discern his intentions. A straightforward conversation is the way to go.

      Of course, Zoth's being a demon means he can lie, and I, being a fairy, can't, but that doesn't mean I won't resort to using magic. Maybe telepathy. Or even the magic of music if I must. If I wanted to just spy, I could try to use astral projection that I learned and mastered last year, but demons and angels tend to be able to pick up on souls outside of the body more easily than fairies can.

      It takes me about an hour to reach his place. It's a house comprised of black stones that actually looks beautiful instead of frightening, given its occupant. I wince inwardly as I realize I am more than a little prejudiced against demons. I do accept Damon with everything I have, but other demons, I don't. I just assume they're evil, and that's not right.

      Maybe I am wrong. Maybe I'm seeing things. Bay's made poor decisions in the past, but that doesn't mean that she automatically made a bad decision by choosing to be with Zoth. He is a demon, after all, so maybe it's not easy for them to experience and show love. It's entirely possible that he's showing love the only way he knows how, and I'm holding him to a standard he can't ever reach.

      Maybe I am one hundred percent in the wrong here.

      And if I am, I’ll apologize to everyone.

      But only if I am wrong.

      If I’m right…

      I can’t be worried about right or wrong at the moment. All I can do is react, and right now, everything inside me is telling me that I have to confront Zoth.

      Confronting a demon. Should be a piece of honey cake. After all, I’ve already confronted a thieving arsonist and a murderer. How hard can it be to face a demon?

      Still, I can't deny being nervous as I slow my approach toward the door. I knock and wait and wait and—

      The door opens. Zoth eyes me.

      “Hi, Zoth. Do you mind if I come in?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do mind.” He crosses his arms and juts his chin toward me. “What do you want?”

      “I…”

      “Why are you here, Rosemary?”

      No cringe-worthy jokes today.

      I force a smile even though it has to look pained. “I’m here to talk to you.”

      “About?”

      “Well, I was thinking. You’re dating my sister and have been for some time now, and I—”

      “You what? Want to get to know me? Is that it? Why now?” His eyes narrow to dark slits. “What do you really want?”

      “I do want to get to know you,” I protest.

      “And?” he prompts.

      “And I want to make sure you have my sister’s best interests at heart.” I say this in a rush.

      “What makes you think I don’t?” he asks.

      “I would be asking any guy dating my sister about his intentions,” I say.

      “Is that so? Hmm. You talk to the guy she was with before she started to date me?”

      I drop my gaze to his feet. He’s wearing black shoes, and they’re gleaning. They’re that shiny.

      “I take that as a no,” he says dryly.

      “She didn’t tell me about the guy she was with before you,” I protest.

      “If she trusted you, she would’ve.”

      I glower at him. “She trusts me enough to tell me about you. She wanted to go on a double date—”

      “That wasn’t a double date unless you were dating yourself. Did you go back to your room and finger yourself? Because if you did, then maybe it could count as being a double date.”

      I flinch and suppress the urge to smack him right in the kisser. I hate to think about Bay kissing those lips.

      “You are here for one reason and one reason only,” he says. “You’re here to try to break up your sister and me, and the only reason why you want to do that is because I am a demon. You made up your mind about me, and—”

      “No, that’s not why.”

      He eyes me, and my stomach tightens.

      “You don’t understand your sister at all, do you?” he asks. “I understand her in a way that you can never. She is like me. She’s more like me than she is like you, and it has nothing to do with your bodies and eyes and all of that. You and her aren’t alike.”

      “You don’t know me.”

      “Oh, but she’s told me about you. You court danger.”

      “I do not!” I protest.

      He lifts his eyebrows. “Fuck, girl. That’s a lie.”

      “No, it isn’t.”

      "Yes. You do. That Spring chick. Thistle. You run around all over the place, acting as if you're the shit, as if you can't die. You can. You know that? You can bleed."

      “Do you love her?” I demand.

      “Do you?” he counters.

      “Of course I do!”

      “If you could, would you convince her to stop dating me?”

      I hesitate.

      "She loves me. You would have her give me up, and for what? What can you offer her? You judge her all the time, and you find her lacking. Is that right? Is that fair?"

      “I don’t judge her,” I protest, my voice cracking.

      “Your actions say otherwise.”

      “I never thought she could be involved with drugs. I have always fought for her, and yes, I will stand up and fight you if I think you aren’t right for her.”

      “She’s happy, isn’t she?” he asks with a coy smile that sets my teeth on edge.

      “Do you even know what love is?” I demand. “Do you care for her, or do you just fuck her?”

      He claps his hands. “How did it feel to say that word? Did it feel good? Do you like that anger you’re feeling?”

      “Leave me be.”

      “No,” he says in a tight, controlled tone that makes me want to back away from him. Without moving, he seems to be invading my space to the point of suffocating me. “You came here to try to intimidate me, to control me. What do you think you can do? That you can stop me? That’s not how it works. I do what I want, and I want to be with your sister.”

      “For now, isn’t that right? You don’t want to be with her long-term, do you?”

      He laughs. “Who says she wants to be with me long-term?”

      “Can you love? Can any demon?”

      “Ah, that’s the question you most want answered, isn’t it? Because of that half-demon? The one your sister wants you to be with?”

      “She wants me to be with Damon because she wants me to accept you.”

      “So why can’t you be a good little sister and accept me?” he asks.

      I say nothing and just glare at him.

      "You have fire in you. I'll give you that. Might not be bad in bed. But do you have a wild side? Because that's what I like about your sister. She's experimenting, willing to try new things."

      “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not with Damon.”

      “Oh, I know that, but you’re also cruel. Not choosing either boy. You might very well end up alone.”

      Tears prickle my eyes. He knows just what to say to wound me, but I refuse to let those tears fall. Zoth won’t know that he’s succeeding.

      “Leave, Rosemary. I won’t tell you anything you want to hear, and you won’t trap me into saying something that you can run back to your sister to try to convince her to break up with me. I like her. Her mind, her mouth, her sass, her ass, her pussy. We’re together whether you like it or approve or not.”

      I fly off with a bitter taste in my mouth and a heavy lump for a heart. He likes her, yes, but I can’t help noticing two glaring omissions.

      He didn’t say that he liked her heart or her soul.
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      Beaten down, feeling the lowest I have ever felt, I slowly fly back to campus. I almost don’t even want to return to Light Fae Academy, and I debate going to the treehouse to see Mom and Dad. Of course I decide against that. Mom would ask too many prying questions instead of just being there for me when I need her the most.

      I have no one to blame but myself for the downturn my life has taken. Confronting Zoth accomplished absolutely nothing. My fears are magnified, not lessened, and I don’t know what to do next, where to turn.

      Somehow, I have to get my head on straight and fly straight, or else I'm going to fall behind on my classes. Considering I'm taking six this year, I cannot allow that to happen. Which means less time for friends and for the guys… if they will even talk to me.

      If I’m not careful, I really will end up alone.

      The very last thing I want is to upset anyone else. I’m just going to go to bed. Tomorrow is another day.

      I fly to the cottage and enter my room. No one else is around, and it takes me a bit to realize that it’s dinner time. I’ve wasted so much time today, and the thought of food makes my stomach churn. Eating just isn’t going to happen tonight.

      Pausing before my mirror, I realize my face is looking a little thin. All of me is. I’m losing weight because of the hectic schedule that is my life. I’ll be sure to eat better tomorrow.

      I flop onto the bed when my door slams against the wall. Considering the door had been open, that's a bit excessive.

      Rolling over, I spy a seething Bay.

      “You went and harassed Zoth? Why? What is your deal, Rosemary? What did he ever do to you? What did I ever do to you?”

      I sit up. This is not going to be a good conversation, not at all. “Bay—”

      “I have never been anything but supportive of you. Do I think you’re crazy at times? You bet I do. Do I ever think you bite off more than you can chew? Yes. Do I—”

      “I don’t eat like a pig,” I protest. “Why are you insulting me?”

      "Oh, fire and brimstone! Fuck, you're so naïve at times! It's an expression. You try to do everything by yourself even if it puts you in danger. Do I yell at you for it? Do I try to stop you? No, no, I don't. I let you live your life and make your own mistakes. I—"

      "So, you admit that Zoth might be a mistake then?" I pry.

      She flies over to me, and although I want to stay sitting, having her loom over me makes me feel tiny and small. That’s ridiculous. We’re the same size. Inhaling deeply, I fly so that we’re staring each other eye-to-eye.

      “I admit nothing of the sort,” she snaps, “and if you think you can twist my words around—”

      "You don't have to worry about my doing that. I wouldn't do that to you or Zoth, but I wouldn't put it past Zoth."

      “Why? Why do you hate him so much? If you had a problem with him, why didn’t you just tell me? Talk to me? Why did you have to go to his house and harass him?”

      “I didn’t harass—”

      "You came to talk to him as a friend? No. You didn't. You went with an agenda, and I am so sick of this! You pretend to not judge me. You pretend to be on my side. I know you've defended me at times, but was that through gritted teeth? Do you think I'm evil? I’ve made mistakes, yes, but so have you, Rosemary. You aren’t the lightest fairy here, not by a long shot. In fact…” She closes her eyes for a long moment.

      “In fact what?” I snap.

      “In fact, I think you court danger.”

      My nostrils flare. “It’s funny you should say that because Zoth said those exact same words to me.”

      “Did he?” she asks coolly. “Then I guess he and I are a lot alike.”

      I cross my arms. We’re so close that I bumped her as a result. “Or it means you’ve been talking about me behind my back.”

      “Maybe because I’m concerned about you!”

      “About me? You’re the one sneaking off to see your demonic boyfriend all the time! How are your—”

      “He’s a demon, but he’s not demonic!” she says hotly.

      “Oh, is that so?” I ask, my tone as cold as ice. “Because his jokes aren’t funny.”

      “You have a terrible sense of humor.”

      “That’s mature.”

      “You are so infuriating! Why don’t you just admit it, Rosemary? You love me, but you just tolerate me. You love me because we’re sisters, but if we weren’t, you wouldn’t even want to be seen in the same air space as me.”

      “That’s not true,” I protest.

      “Isn’t it, though? Think. Deep down. You don’t like me.”

      “Bay, how can you say that?”

      “Oh, don’t act all indignant,” she snaps. “If you would just focus on the truth, you would recognize it. Instead, you’re too caught up in this idea that you have to be perfect.”

      “That’s not—”

      “You can claim that everything I say isn’t true, but that’s not the truth.”

      “I can’t lie!”

      “You’re delusional,” she retorts. “You didn’t tell Sage about me because you were afraid he would want me over you. You saw me as a competitor instead of as your sister.”

      I say nothing.

      “You wanted me to be with Damon before you even knew the guy. Isn’t that right? You thought, hmm, a half-demon. Perfect for Bay. Why? Because I’m dark? Guess what, Rosemary? You’re dark too! You’re contaminated!”

      “How am I dark?”

      “You’re hurting Sage and Damon! Both of them! You have them on leashes, pulling them close just enough that they think they stand a chance, but you won’t actually give in and pick one. You want to keep them both close, but you won’t let either one of them go. You’re selfish and manipulative and—”

      “Stop!”

      “What’s wrong? You’re feeling attacked? Good! Because that’s how Zoth and I feel. You attacked us out of nowhere!”

      “I didn’t attack you.”

      “You went and talked down to Zoth, didn’t you?”

      “I talked to him. I wouldn’t say I talked down to him.”

      She just glares at me, her own arms crossed.

      “I didn’t!”

      “You have to stop,” she insists. “Don’t ruin my happiness because you can’t handle a little romance in your life. You need to do what you need to do, and I get that, but you have a bit of a reputation.”

      I gape at her. “I do?”

      “Yes, and it’s not that you’re the lightest fairy here.” She blows out a breath.

      “What are they saying about me?”

      Bay shakes her head and back down, even drifting closer to the ground so I’m above her.

      “Just tell me!” I plead.

      “They’re saying…”

      “What?”

      “They’re saying you’re darker than I am,” she whispers.
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      That’s the end of our conversation, and I try to go to sleep, but I can’t. I toss and turn all night long, and when dawn finally breaks, I snap. I just need to get away from this academy, to get away from all of them—Bay, Damon, and Sage especially but all of the gossiping students here too.

      But where can I go? I think frantically as I debate over the gates of the academy before classes start. Not home, for obvious reasons. Besides, I’m hoping that my parents’ treehouse won’t be my home much longer, that I’ll be able to get a job and a place of my own shortly after I graduate.

      I think of a half-dozen other places I can sneak away to, but honestly, Bay knows about all of them. Not that I think she’ll realize I’m gone and not that I think she’ll come to find me.

      With a strangled sigh, I press on. I can’t believe I’m doing this, but I am. I’m seeking refuge with the humans.

      Which means I need to stop flying.

      I land and considering taping my wings down. It hurt when Damon did it that one time, but the wings had to be as tight against me as possible to make sure they didn’t interfere with the parachute, only my parachute hadn’t worked.

      In the end, I use a vine to tie them down. Yes, I’ll do illusions to ensure that none of the humans realize I’m not like them. I’ll blend right in.

      Now that’s one course I’m not surprised I never had to take. I’ve been creating illusions since I was two. Sometimes, I even made it so that my parents couldn’t tell which of us was which out of Bay and myself. Even Bay, all of two, got confused. It was hilarious! Although Bay did end up crying because she had been so confused. I almost forgot about that. She doesn’t cry much at all, so that convinced Mom and Dad all the more that she was Rosemary.

      Maybe I have had some darkness inside of me all along.

      Normally, I don't care about what others think of me. I've always been more worried about Bay and her reputation. Why is that? Because I assumed they would think her dark? And that they wouldn't think the same about me?

      Yes.

      What’s worse is that they do think that about me.

      I walk along a street. People hustle and bustle, and most pay me no mind. After all, the free-thinking fairies, the ones not involved with the fairy courts, tend to dress very much like humans. The fancy dresses and all of that is more for fae royalty. Back in ancient times, all fae, regardless of royal blood or not, wore finery day in and day out. Not anymore.

      The more I walk, the more glances I get, but it might be because I’m careful to keep some distance from everyone despite the overly crowded glops of people on the sidewalk.

      Then someone lets out a low whistle.

      I recognize the sound. Bay's had it directed her way before. Disgusted, I glare at the offender, whose smile dies. He holds up his hands as if to show he meant no offense, and he hurries away.

      Hmm. I guess my expression shows how much I do not want to be messed with.

      Fire and brimstone, what am I doing here? If I don’t want to talk to any of the humans, there’s no point in being here.

      With a new destination in mind, I hurry along, pressing through the people. I need to get out of this city, whatever it’s called.

      Due south, I find the more spread-out area, the houses farther apart, and then I find a forest. Ah, nature. There, I can try to center my thoughts, to feel refreshed and renewed. At least, that’s the hope.

      Nature class has been a bit of a letdown, if I'm being honest. I don't care much for the professor. He drones on and on about the plants, whereas I want to know more about using nature and its peace to find peace within. Maybe times, instead of working on my assignments in the course, I instead seek to learn more about centering and finding one's self through nature. The plants I already know about between what my mom taught me before I ever set wing inside Light Fae Academy and between Chlorokinesis.

      There’s no clearing that I can find within the forest, so I merely find a chopped-down tree and sit on its stump. The animals nearby owe this land, and I do my best to not disturb them at all. My eyes close, and I can feel the weight of the air, the gentlest of breezes, the thriving hum of life. The sun shines brightly here, and I feel her rays despite the canopy of overgrown branches high above my head. The trees here are tall, very tall, and I enjoy their shade.

      Scampering underfoot. Tiny claws against rocks. Rustling underbrush. There’s a cycle to life here, if one can urge oneself to be perfectly still and allow nature to run its course.

      The scent of berries forces my eyes open, and I rise to my feet, almost gliding. Graceful as ever to try to prevent ruining nature’s careful balance, I step slowly to the right, following my nose. A few rabbits are nibbling at the bottom of a blackberry bush. They linger despite my presence, and I drop a few into my mouth. Deliciously bitter. Not everything I eat has to be sickeningly sweet.

      A few paces away are more berry bushes, and I leave the rabbits to gnaw on the blackberries and leaves to indulge in another. This place feels so very removed from the rest of the world. It almost doesn't feel as if it belongs to humans, fairies, angels, or demons. This forest merely exists for the animals, for the sake of nature.

      I wander along, watching birds fly from tree to tree. Squirrels race about on the ground and scramble up trees. A deer notices me, dips her head, and jumps away.

      Curious, I follow her to a stream. Several animals are drinking, but many more are heading down stream. It’s so strange how I can almost see annoyance on their furry features. Something is bothering them.

      Not quite alarmed but a little unsettled, I move upstream. At first, I see and hear nothing, but then I hear wild thrashing. Someone is in great distress.

      Just then, I hear screaming. The words are inaudible, mumbled messes of distressing sounds, and I race toward the source, my eyes straying more toward the water than either bank.

      And that is when I see a tiny form bobbing in the rushing water. This part of the stream is wider than down below, the current much stronger. A boy, a young one, is flying within the water, the current carrying him along and dunking him beneath the waves.

      I do not hesitate. Into the waters I plunge. The water is colder than I anticipated, but that does not make me hesitate. Onward, I go, forcing my legs to step, step, step. My foot slides on a slippery rock, and I nearly fall. The water is deeper than I thought, and I glide into the water, not quite diving, it’s not that deep, and I do my best to try to catch up to him, to grab him. His arms are flailing up ahead of me, and then his movements start to slow, and he begins to sink.

      Down into the water I go, and I snatch him. Up to the surface I zoom, wishing I could fly, but the water has only made the vine knots tighter to the point of being painful, whereas, before my submersion, the vine might not have held back my wings tightly enough.

      Onto the bank we go, and I lay him out. A woman and a few others thank me as they shove me aside and tend to the boy. They breathe into his mouth and pinch his nose. Another pushes on the boy’s chest hard enough that I flinch.

      Soon, it becomes all too clear that the boy won’t ever open his eyes again. He won’t ever take another breath, and he’ll never have the chance to learn how to properly swim.

      He’s drowned.

      Honestly, I feel like I am drowning too.
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      Two days. That's how long I hide away, pretending the rest of the world doesn't exist. I avoid people at all costs, and I eat whatever nature provides, including a bird that just flies out of the sky and lands dead at my feet.

      My life is a mess, in shambles, falling apart, and more than that, I feel as if I am back to not knowing who I am. I fought so hard and long to learn who I am. I don’t want to merely be my parents’ daughter or Bay’s twin. I want to be someone of note because of my own merits.

      What do I want to be known for? That I still do not know.

      Pain. I’ve caused so many people pain, and I hate myself. I do, yes, I really do. There’s no worse feeling than looking inwardly at your past mistakes, forcing yourself to see yourself through a true lens instead of a filter, and realizing you don’t like the person you are inside.

      I hate myself.

      How can anyone want to be friends with such a selfish person? How can it be that the boys have hung around me so long?

      Looks. That must be wise, and looks will only get you so far.

      They don’t love me. Not truly. Whatever is going on between the three of us, it isn’t love. It’s toxic, and it’s wrong. I’m wrong.

      I used to think that loving a person meant that the very best of me would come shining forth, that the days would seem happier, the sun brighter. Fire and brimstone, if this is love, then I want no part of it because I am in complete and utter misery.

      The thought of losing either of them terrifies me, but the past few days have allowed me to realize what I must do.

      I have to let them go.

      Both of them.

      If it’s love, it will happen. If not… Well, if not, then I will need to move on. The sooner, the better.

      As for Bay and Zoth… I do not know love. How can I judge their relationship if I am not willing to even consider that they might love each other? Their love might not be like the love between two fairies. Maybe a demon truly can find love.

      Honestly, I don't even feel as if I am myself at all as I fly back over the gates of Light Fae Academy. Despite the daze I'm in, I notice an increased number of security guards flying about. One flies up to me.

      Bracken.

      “Rosemary.”

      “Yes?” I glance around. “Is something wrong?”

      “You might want to return to your cottage immediately.”

      “Why?” I ask. My stomach twists with dread. “Did something happen?”

      He opens and shuts his mouth.

      His hesitation only serves to increase my anxiety. “Bracken, tell me. Please.”

      “Just listen to me and go to your cottage.”

      His tone, his words, his features… He’s worried about something, and it takes a lot for him to be worried.

      My heart pounds as I nod and start to fly toward my cottage. My flight isn’t the swiftest, and I can’t help but notice that most everyone is in their cottages. How do I know that? Because of all of the faces in the windows. So many people are looking at me.

      One girl’s scowl is clearly visible. When I make eye contact, her scowl deepens.

      At first, I brush it off. I don’t even know who she is. But then I notice other students are glaring at me. There’s no doubt that their mean, spiteful expressions are geared toward me. My stomach is in so many knots that I think I’m going to be sick.

      Yes, Bay told me that the fairies on campus thought that I was dark, but seeing this is proof.

      Even though it feels as if I have the weight of the world on my back, I zoom along, flying as fast as I can to my cottage. The windows are all shut, the door locked, and I have to knock to be let in. I never bother to bring a key with me.

      Dahlia’s the one to open the door, and the look of sheer compassion on her face has tears streaming down my face. I fall into her arms, and she just holds me, murmuring it’ll be all right, that I don’t need to worry, that they’ll figure something out for Illumination class.

      Hearing this, I draw back. “Illumination class?” I ask.

      She hands me a tissue. “Yes, isn’t that why you’re… Don’t you know what happened?”

      I shake my head, unable to talk.

      “Professor Luna…” Dahlia takes a deep breath. “She’s been murdered.”

      “No.” I sink to the ground, my knees hitting the ground hard. I don’t even worry about the pain. “No, that’s not possible. Thistle is gone. He’s locked up and—”

      “Thistle didn’t do this. You’re right. He’s locked up.”

      “No. Not again. This can’t be happening again! Why Professor Luna? She was such a good instructor, one of the best here!”

      “No one knows why. There’s no note, no motive that anyone can tell.”

      “When did this happen?” I ask.

      “I don’t know exactly when. She didn’t show up for class two days ago, but that doesn’t mean for certain that she was killed that early. They noticed some flower pollen on her body that isn’t found anywhere near campus.”

      “How…” I swallow hard and have to try again. “How did she die?”

      “I don’t know. The guards won’t say because they don’t want us to panic.” She squeezes my shoulder. “I’m just so glad you’re here, that you’re back! I was so worried that you were…”

      “That I what?” I ask.

      She bites her lower lip and stares at the ground.

      “You were worried I was off investigating?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “Well, I was worried you were investigating, and that this time…”

      “No. I didn’t know. I…”

      Just then, Wren enters the living room. Her eyes grow wide, and she darts over to me.

      “Don’t worry. I’m fine,” I tell her.

      But she’s shaking her head. “Where were you?” she asks in a strange tone.

      “I just needed to get away.”

      “Where were you?” she repeats.

      I swallow hard. “You don’t think I had anything to do with this, do you?”

      Wren’s face softens. “Of course I don’t, but…”

      Now, all of the looks, the scowls, the glares all make sense.

      “I swear… I just needed to get away. I didn’t know… I had no idea…”

      “I understand,” Wren murmurs.

      “Where’s Bay?” I ask.

      Dahlia and Wren exchange a glance.

      “She’s not here?” I ask, my heart falling.

      “She hasn’t been here for a few hours,” Dahlia says.

      A few hours. Maybe she realized I was gone.

      “Do you have any idea where she is?” I ask. “Maybe she went to see Zoth.”

      I start toward the door, but Wren grabs my arm.

      “You can’t leave.”

      “Yes, I—”

      “You can’t,” Dahlia interjects. “We’re under lockdown. We aren’t even allowed to go to classes right now.”

      “But…” I swallow hard. “There wasn’t even a lockdown with all the murders from Thistle!”

      “After everything with Spring, the person in charge of the security here on campus was fired,” Wren says.

      "I heard that." I flinch because that knowledge came from Thistle of all people. "I take it that not everyone was happy about the lack of a lockdown with the murders on campus last year."

      "Exactly why the second guy was forced down."

      “Who is the head now?”

      “Pine.” Wren stares at the ground.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “Pine has been so busy lately that I feel as if we aren’t even together anymore. It’s hard. Really hard. I didn’t realize how much I cared for him until now when it feels like he’s pushing me away.”

      “I’m sorry. He does have to solve a murder,” I say softly.

      “Yes, but he started as the head a month ago.”

      “He did? Why didn’t you say anything?” I ask.

      "You always seemed so busy." Wren shrugs. "And, yeah, he'll be too busy now anyhow, so I guess it's for the best."

      I just shake my head. “Is there anyone they suspect?”

      “No idea. The security guards aren’t saying much of anything.” Dahlia heaves a sigh. “Everything’s a mess.”

      “You’re telling me.” I eye Wren. “If we’re under lockdown, how did Bay manage to get out?”

      Wren shrugs one shoulder. “You know Bay,” she mumbles.

      The idea of Bay running to be with Zoth when there’s been a murder makes my stomach clench. I grind my teeth. This thinking is why my life is falling apart. Maybe it’s better for her to not be here. After all, there’s been a murder.

      Professor Luna. Out of all of the professors, why her? She was one of my favorite professors here, although I have to admit that I haven’t been able to quite get out of the class what I’ve wanted to just yet. I’ve opened my mind some, but I haven’t been able to enough to see who I truly am and who I want to become and how. Something’s holding me back, and I think it’s fear.

      Fear. That’s what’s been hovering around me since I started coming here. Fear of the unknown. Fear of the future. And that’s not to mention the fear stemming from the thefts, arsons, murders.

      Fear. If there’s one thing I hate, it’s fear.
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      Two days pass, and there’s still no sign of Bay. There’s been no lift of the lockdown either, no classes either. To say I’m going insane is a little bit of an understatement.

      “They can’t keep us in our cottages forever,” Wren says.

      “We are almost out of food,” Dahlia says.

      The three of us are in the kitchen. It’s lunchtime, but once again, I find myself without an appetite.

      “You should eat, Rosemary,” Dahlia says.

      “I’m not hungry.” I can’t even give a half-smile.

      “You’re upset about what happened, huh?” Wren asks.

      “That one of my professors was murdered? Yes.”

      Dahlia and Wren exchange a look.

      I sigh and wearily rub my forehead. “You know about the fight?”

      “Don’t you mean fights?” Wren asks. She has a habit of being almost too direct and matter-of-fact at times.

      “Yes, fights. Yes, I’m upset about them too. But I’m honestly not hungry. I’m gonna go lie down.”

      Without waiting for a response, I fly back to my room. Orchid’s there, on her bed. She closes her book and clears her throat.

      “I’m going to sleep,” I inform her preemptively.

      “You can after we talk a bit.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not in the mood to talk.”

      “Can you give one of your closest friends a minute?”

      “I can, but that doesn’t mean the minute has to be right now.”

      She gives me a look that will probably make her future children stop whatever they’re doing and start listening up.

      “What do you want to talk about?” I ask, giving in.

      “Do you know how much Sage cares for you? He’s such a good guy. He really is.”

      “Do you know we fought? Sage and I? Damon and I? And now there’s this lockdown, and yeah, I could call them, but it’s all just a… Fire and brimstone, it’s a mess. I don’t think a phone call will do any good, and it could do harm.”

      “I’m sure he would like to hear from you,” she says softly.

      “Why would you think that? I hurt him. We both said things that we regret, or at least I regret some of what I said.”

      “So apologize to him. Talk to him. You truly liked him for so long and—”

      “That doesn’t mean we’re meant to be together.”

      “Why not?” she asks.

      “That’s not how it always goes,” I say sadly.

      “So, you want to be with Damon instead?” she asks. “Why? Sage is hotter—”

      “They’re both hot,” I counter.

      “Sage has those amazing green eyes.”

      “Yes, but—”

      "And he's strong, and you said you enjoyed your first time with him. The credit for that lies with him. It's not always enjoyable the first time."

      “Orchid, please, can we change the subject?”

      “But Sage is the fairy for you. Why do you keep fighting that?”

      I bite my tongue, hesitating. When I do talk, it’s to change the topic. “I really need to decide what I want to do with my life after I graduate.”

      “Well, you clearly love to solve crimes,” Orchid starts.

      “I don’t love it. It just kind of happens.”

      “You love it.”

      I scowl, waiting for her to say something about my courting danger, but she doesn’t.

      "Why don't you become an investigator?" Orchid asks. "I think you would be really good at that."

      “Don’t forget that I didn’t solve either of those cases I was involved with. Spring outed herself, and Thistle did the same. I never would’ve suspected him.”

      “The end result is all that matters,” Orchid says.

      “No. How you reach those end results matter. We can’t just do anything and everything that may or may not help us to solve a crime. There needs to be logic and plans and hypotheses.”

      Orchid laughs. “Is that even a word? Hypotheses?”

      “Yes, it’s real,” I grumble.

      She just laughs even harder.

      “What about the fae and humans investigating together?” I ask, blurting out the words and probably talking quicker than she can hear and understand my words.

      Her eyes grow wide. “Rosemary, that’s not what I meant,” she protests.

      “Why not? Humans are at such a disadvantage, and they face violence too.”

      “Yes, human-on-human violence. They can take care of their own.”

      “But—”

      “Why do you care about the humans so much?”

      I flinch. “Why don’t you?”

      “I just think we need to worry about our kind.”

      “Our kind,” I repeat slowly. “I’ve been fighting with just about everyone lately, so please don’t take this the wrong way. I’m not trying to start an argument with you. I’m really not.”

      “But…” she prompts.

      “Is that why you think I should be with Sage and not Damon? Because Damon’s part demon?”

      Orchid bites her lower lip and turns thoughtful. “I guess? Maybe? But it’s because of worrying that Damon will lead you toward darkness.”

      “But what if I can guide him to the light?”

      “You want to fix him,” she says. “You want to change him, and that’s not how a relationship should be.”

      “No, that’s just it. Maybe I do want to guide him toward the light, but I wouldn’t say that I specifically want to change him. I like Damon for who he is.”

      “But Sage is smart, good, kind, hot—”

      “The same can be said about Damon,” I point out.

      “Damon is kind?” she asks doubtfully.

      “He is. He was very sweet when I let him know I needed space after everything with Thistle. And some of the calls we had over break were sweet too.”

      “And Sage? How was he?”

      “He flirted harder than Damon did.” I rub the back of my neck. “I got in a fight with both of them.”

      “And Bay too,” she says softly.

      I flinch and lower my head. “She told you?”

      “She came here and broke a few things in her room. I asked her if she was all right, if something happened with her boyfriend, and we had the longest conversation that we’ve ever had. She’s really hurting, Rosemary.”

      “I…”

      "You're me," she murmurs. "Can't you see that? You're me, and Zoth is Damon. You know that Zoth isn't good for Bay, but you won't see that Damon isn't good for you either."

      “Have you ever talked to Damon? Have you seen anything that I should know about?”

      She says nothing.

      “You haven’t, have you? You’re just going off on him because of his background. He can’t help who his parents are.”

      Orchid sighs. “Sage is so fiercely protective of you.

      “Maybe too protective,” I grumble.

      “Is that even possible?”

      “Yes, it’s a thing.” I heave a sigh. “I don’t even know why either of them like me, and honestly, just talking about them, wondering about who I should be with… It feels wrong right now, given everything with Professor Luna.”

      Orchid wraps her arm around me. "You don't have to feel ashamed for taking the time to work out your own issues. That's the point of Illumination. She would want you to be able to open your mind."

      “It’s my heart that needs to be open,” I mumble.

      “Maybe it’s too open, and that’s why you can’t pick.”

      “But still, why do they want to be with me? I’ve done nothing but hurt them.”

      Orchid shrugs. “Maybe you should call them, talk to them. Make amends. All friendships can go through ups and downs. Ours did at first.”

      I grimace. “Again, because of me. I’m… I am a selfish person, aren’t I?”

      “You tend to be very focused on things to the point of neglecting others, yes, but that’s some of what makes you a good friend too. You tend to be fiercely loyal.”

      “Yeah, loyal to me.”

      “Not just you.” She nudges her shoulder into mine. “Stop being so hard on yourself.”

      “I just feel like I’m drowning,” I murmur, staring at my hands. The image of the drowned boy comes to mind, and I start to sob.

      Orchid tries to comfort me, but I can’t be. I’m so distraught that I’m bawling and making a terrible mess of myself. I really am not one of those girls who can cry gracefully. Bay is, though. It’s one of our many differences.

      Finally, I just stop crying. Inwardly, I’m just as upset as I was when I was bawling, but I’m able to hide it now.

      "We all are feeling terrible about our own issues right now," Orchid says. "That's why I thought that talking about the possibility of the future might help. We all need some hope."

      “Hope,” I repeat bitterly. “Right now, I don’t have any hope that the future will be any better. Death seems to follow me wherever I go.”

      “Then death is following all of us,” she argues.

      I just shake my head. The little boy haunts me like a ghost, and I don’t know if I can handle living in a world where humans are able to die when they could have been saved if a fairy hadn’t been afraid to reveal just who she is to them.
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      I end up going to bed and wake up starving. In the kitchen, we barely have any food at all, and I snack on stale bread and cheese that is questionably turning moldy. Disgusting, yes, but I’m too hungry to care at this point. Besides, it almost feels like a penance.

      I finish the bread first and eye the cheese when the back door opens, and Bay flies in. She halts when she sees me and then eyes the cheese on my plate. She takes a whiff and waves her hand before her nose.

      “If you eat that, you’ll get sick.”

      “Maybe I deserve to.” I will myself to pick up a chunk of cheese, but my arm doesn’t move.

      “Don’t,” she shouts.

      “Don’t eat it? I’m hungry.”

      “No, don’t be a martyr. Well, and yes, don’t eat it.” She sits across from me.

      “Bay—”

      “Don’t.” She holds up a hand. “We are going to pretend it never happened.”

      “But—”

      “I’m serious.” She grabs her purse and dumps out an array of cookies. “Dig in.”

      “Where did you get these?” I eye the delicious assortment and pick out a cookie covered in cinnamon sugar. One bite to reveal the soft buttery cookie inside the coating and I close my eyes and hum my appreciation.

      “Does it matter?”

      I open my eyes to see her smirk.

      “A peace offering,” she says, leaning over and breaking off a large piece of my cookie.

      “Hey!”

      “A peace offering is meant to be shared.” She winks.

      “Did you hear about the professor?” I ask.

      A sad look crosses Bay’s features. “Professor Luna. Yes, I heard.”

      "Her course was starting to get really interesting, too, don't you think?"

      “It was a lot harder of a course than I thought it would be,” Bay admits.

      “You were struggling?” I ask, surprised.

      “Yeah. I’m sure you weren’t, though.”

      “I’m sure you’re wrong.” The first cookie’s demolished, so I reach for another one that looks like a chocolate lover’s dream.

      “Really?” Bay blinks a few times. “I would’ve thought…”

      “It’s such a personal subject, illumination. I understand why there weren’t any group projects, but it’s hard to open your mind, to allow yourself to see every little thing about you.” I shrug. “I’ve said before that people have a mixture of light and dark in them, but seeing my own darkness…”

      “You aren’t that dark,” she protests.

      “Neither are you,” I return.

      Bay gives a small smile and then grabs a peanut butter cookie, takes a bite of it, and then a bite of the chocolate one in her hand.

      “Hey!”

      “I’m so dark, but fire and brimstone,” she says, talking with the cookie bites in her mouth yet, “having them together is to die for. Try it!”

      I do, and she’s right. I can’t deny that.

      And just like that, things are better between us, and mostly because Bay’s a much better fairy than I am.
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        * * *

      

      Two days pass before the head of the academy makes a statement that classes will resume. There are security guards everywhere, escorting fairies to class. We have a strict curfew, and we’re to eat all meals at our cottages. We have to call a guard to order our food, and it will be delivered. It makes for seeing the guys in person hard, and what’s worse is that all group projects are done. We aren’t allowed to work on anything because they don’t want fairies in the library or loitering anywhere on campus. For our safety, they claim.

      It feels like we’re in a penitentiary instead of an academy.

      But the worst part of it all is the whispers wherever I fly. The glances, the murmurs, the glowers, they all make me feel as if I’ve done something very wrong. Maybe it’s my guilty subconscious because I haven’t had a chance to truly apologize to the guys yet, but I feel as if everyone is judging me.

      “You know who did it, don’t you?” a girl fairy murmurs to another. I’m flying behind them, on my way to Telepathy.

      “Isn’t it obvious? He never should have been allowed to attend here in the first place.”

      “I heard that the other guy only killed one person last year. Remember the slew of murders? And he did the rest of them and let that Thistle guy take the fall for them all.”

      “That Damon guy really is a sick and twisted fairy, isn’t he?”

      “As dark as they come. Why is it that the hottest fairies are always so dark?”

      Before I can recover from my shock, they’re already entering their classroom. I go to follow them, to rip off their wings verbally, but the guard taking me to class, Cosmo, coughs.

      “I just want to—”

      “Rosemary, you’ll only make it worse for him.”

      I draw up short. “Does everyone think Damon did it?” I ask desperately.

      Cosmo says nothing, just draws in a deep breath.

      “Do you all think he did it?” I ask.

      “There’s no reason to suspect him,” Cosmo says, “but there’s no reason to suspect much of anyone. We still can’t figure out a motive. Since there’s no evidence of the murder weapon, we’re really at a loss on how to proceed, but I did not tell you that, do you hear?”

      I nod dully. This is a nightmare, a living nightmare.

      I go to class, but I can’t concentrate. There are whispers in class, which don’t help any, and I can’t help it. I use telepathy to get into the minds of the two girls who are whispering the most.

      The walls they have to protect their thoughts are weak, crumbling, their thoughts loud and leaking out all over the place.

      That half-demon has to be expelled. I don’t care if he’s guilty or not.

      Don’t be naïve. Of course he’s guilty. He probably coerced that Thistle guy into committing those murders last year. He’s so dark.

      Dark but dreamy.

      Yeah, but I don’t know if I want to kiss him anymore. He might be able to influence us through his lips.

      Through his words or his tongue.

      Sickened, I pull out of their minds. Has Damon kissed either of them?

      I casually look over my shoulder at them. The girls notice and purse their lips, crossing their arms, looking like twins despite their having different hair and eye colors.

      As soon as the class is over, I fly over to them. "I'm so sick of people thinking Damon is the murderer just because he's part-demon. Anyone could have done it."

      “Of course you would take his side,” the blond fairy says.

      The redhead rolls her eyes. “Yeah. I mean, you’re from a demon-loving family, all dark and twisted. You probably wish your dad was a demon so you could be part-demon yourself.”

      I gape at them, furious. “How dare you! You know nothing about me or—”

      “Oh, please. Everyone sees how you fawn over those boys. You can’t just have one, can you? And your sister is no better.” The redhead buffs her nails on her low-cut shirt.

      “You leave my sister out of this,” I say through gritted teeth.

      “Girls,” the professor says warningly.

      “Don’t worry. I was just going.” I grab my stuff and leave.

      Bracken is waiting for me, and he hands me a honey cake.

      “What’s this for?” I ask as we start to fly off to my next class.

      “You need to eat.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “Eat anyway.”

      “I’m not—”

      “I overheard what you were talking about,” he says.

      I flinch and shove the honey cake into my mouth, so I have an excuse not to talk.

      “It’s not easy being associated with darker fairies, especially considering this school is Light Fae Academy,” he says. “I had to deal with a lot of shit, and the others in my crew did too. Bay never worried about what others thought about her, only their thoughts about you. If she knew what those girls said about you, she would threaten them and somehow turn them into loyal allies.”

      “Allies?” I ask, noting he didn’t say friends.

      “You know, people who will do anything for her? She has a ton of allies.”

      “They aren’t sticking up for her now,” I grumble.

      “No. That’s the thing. Allies don’t always stick by your side when there are flames burning at your feet. Stick to those who know you, really know you, and you won’t have to hear any of that shit again.”

      “Thank you, Bracken.”

      He shrugs. “I think we got off on the wrong wing. You were just so uppity and uptight when we first met. I thought you were as judgmental as the others.”

      “I would say that we can be friends, but then I think back on how being friends with Thistle worked out.” I flinch and drop a little lower in my flight. “Not that I think you’re anything like Thistle.”

      Bracken laughs. “If you think I’m going to blow up at you for that, you’re wrong. We were all wrong about Thistle and about Spring. I’m just glad he didn’t hurt you.”

      “Really?”

      “I’m not a monster.”

      “You’re a decent judge of character when it comes to darker fairies.”

      “Maybe. I was wrong about Spring and Thistle.”

      “Yes, but friendships can make things murky.”

      He lifts his chin. “Who do you want to know about?”

      “Damon,” I say in a rush. “I’m sure he didn’t do it, that he’s innocent. What do you think?”

      “I think you’re right,” he says without hesitating.

      “Do you have any guesses?”

      “Not one,” he grumbles, “and I do not want to have this hanging over my head for the rest of the year.”

      “I want the murderer caught as quickly as possible.”

      He laughs, but the sound is a bit dark. "I'm more selfish. I want to work here for a few years and then see if I can get hired by a fairy court. Doesn't matter to me which one."

      “You do?”

      “Why do you seem so surprised?” he asks gruffly.

      “I just thought you wouldn’t want anything to do with either fairy court, that’s all.”

      “Well, they pay the best, and it’s the ceiling for a guard position. Why wouldn’t I want the very best?”

      “You’ll get there.”

      “Not if there are multiple murders here. First a student and now a professor…”

      I gulp. “Good luck.”

      “Thanks, now get to class so I can help other students. And, oh, if you decide to investigate, let me know if you have a suspect. I don’t want you or anyone else to investigate alone. It’s not safe.”

      “I know that better than most,” I say sadly.

      I enter my class but linger by the door to watch him fly off with another student. Who would’ve thought that Bracken was actually the good fairy out of him and Thistle? It just goes to prove that I really don’t know fairies. I don’t even know myself. Here I am, mentioning to Orchid about maybe wanting to investigate human crimes and I hadn’t bothered when humans had been murdered. It took Thistle murdering a student and harming another for me to start to investigate the deaths. I shouldn’t have waited so long. Thistle would’ve been caught earlier, and Cosmo wouldn’t have gotten hurt, Holly killed… Maybe even some of the humans would’ve been spared too.

      And now, people are talking about Bay and me in a disgusting way. It's enough to make me want to fight back. If I have to hunt down the killer to try to clear our names, I will.
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      That night, I seek out Bay in our cottage. She’s not in her room, but I, thankfully, find her in the kitchen.

      “What’s up?” she asks as I give her a hug.

      “We need to talk.”

      “What about?” she asks lightly, completely unguarded, which throws me for a loop.

      How can she be so utterly forgiving of me after what I did? She really does want to forget about the past and move onward.

      “Have you heard what’s being said about us?”

      “No. Why? What’s being said?” She returns her focus on her task, which is adding some honey to a dark drink.

      “It’s… It’s not good.”

      She eyes me cautiously. “Are people trying to claim that we had something to do with the murder?”

      “No, no, they, think Damon did.” I blow out a breath.

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      “Right?” I shake my head.

      “Here.” She hands me the glass.

      “What is it?”

      “Just drink,” she says eagerly.

      I comply. “That’s really good. What is it?”

      “Milk, chocolate, and honey. I thought about how honey makes everything better, and chocolate is pretty good by itself, why not have them together?”

      “Genius.”

      She giggles and makes herself a drink. We glide over to the table in the small kitchen and sit down.

      I almost want to let the conversation just drop and not worry about what people are saying, but I can’t risk Bay hearing this from someone else. She’s being rather zen about it right now, but if she hears what people are saying, she might react and react badly. Right now, that’s the last thing we can have happen.

      But, coward that I am, I wait until I down half of my drink to proceed.

      “Bay, people are saying that we come from a demon-loving family.”

      She laughs it off, doesn’t say anything at all, just laughs and laughs.

      “Bay, it’s not funny. They’re saying that we’re all dark and twisted!”

      “Well, we are a little, aren’t we?” she points out.

      I glower at her. “A girl told me to my face that I probably wish my dad was a demon so I could be part-demon myself.”

      She just waves her hand, clearly not worried in the slightest. “Let them talk. Words mean nothing. Only actions. Actions are forever.” Bay lowers her drink. “You know what else is forever? Inactions. Not acting. Waiting around. You need to hustle if you don’t want to lose those boys. Don’t think that the curfew has to mean you have to be separated from them.”

      “How exactly does the curfew not mean that?” I ask skeptically.

      She just winks and takes a sip.

      I sigh. Just like last year, Bay’s not on campus much. Even the curfew hasn’t slowed her down much, although she is sleeping here most nights, unlike before the murder.

      “I know you’ve been spending time with Zoth,” I say slowly, not wanting to set her off.

      “He is my boyfriend,” she says, looking away, probably preparing herself for a fight.

      “I just want to spend time with you too. Not just a drink here, a few minutes there. I want to have dinner together, just the two of us. What do you say?”

      “I already ate tonight.”

      “I did too. I meant tomorrow. Are you free then? I just want to talk, to catch up.”

      “Tomorrow I’m busy.”

      “The next day? The next?”

      She shakes her head.

      “There has to be an evening coming up when you aren’t busy with Zoth,” I grumble.

      “What can I say? He’s a demanding lover, and if I don’t keep him satisfied, well, he just might go find someone else to satisfy those needs.”

      “That’s terrible! He’s never said that to you, has he?”

      “No, but that doesn’t make it any less true.”

      I think about Damon and those girls talking about his lips. It’s possible that they just fantasized about kissing him… or that he had kissed them in the past. I almost don’t want to know, especially if the past had been a much recent past.

      “If he can’t survive a night without you—”

      “He can. That’s not the question.”

      “So you don’t want to spend a night away from him,” I say sadly. “Not even for me.”

      “Rosemary, when you find love…” Bay drops her head. “Maybe you should just let both Damon and Sage go. If you can’t pick one, won’t pick one, maybe it’s not love tying you to either. Maybe it’s just fear of being alone. There’s nothing wrong with being alone. You know I didn’t date seriously for a long time.”

      I snort. “I know you fleetingly mentioned heartbreak in passing one time, but you never told me who exactly it was that broke your heart.”

      She flinches. “I would rather not talk about that.”

      I nod a few times, trying not to become upset and failing miserably. "Okay. So you don't want to talk to me about your past. You don't want to talk about what else? What other topics are off the table? Zoth, I would assume, or maybe not. How did you two meet?"

      “Rosemary, I don’t want your judgment,” she warns.

      “I’m not judging. I’m curious. There’s a difference. And if you don’t want to talk about how you two met, then I’m curious about why. Curiosity isn’t light or dark.”

      “No, but it’s prying,” she says through gritted teeth.

      "Did you meet at a bar? Do you think I'll care that you were at a bar? Even if it were a demon bar. I just want to know. Not to judge, I swear. I just want to know you better. I want to know what happens when you leave and not because I want to judge you. Just because I love you, and I care."

      “Oh, you’ll care all right,” she snaps. “You’ll judge me like you judged me for dealing drugs.”

      “Just tell me!”

      "Fine! I used to chat with guys online. We wouldn't wear clothes, and we would talk dirty, and it was just with fairies at first, but then I expanded to include other clients. A few angels even, if you can believe it. And there was something about Zoth. I was drawn to him in a way I had never been before. We started to do more video chats online, and soon, he asked me to stop doing it with other guys. I asked him to meet. Stupid maybe, but I was falling for him hard. He said okay. We set up a time and a place and everything, and… He didn't show. He broke my heart."

      “Zoth broke your heart?”

      “I know. Maybe I’m a little overly dramatic considering we weren’t dating, but it really hurt. I thought about not letting him know how much it affected me. I wanted to prove to him that he meant nothing to me. I set up to do a video chat with another guy, and I couldn’t do it.”

      “You loved him that much,” I murmur.

      Her lips quirk. “Not at first, I couldn’t do it, but the more I thought about how much I cared for him and how much he hurt me, and you better believe that I was able to do it. Only…”

      “Only what?”

      “He ended up being the one on my screen. He hacked the program so that if I ever did that, it would cut to him. And we started to talk about feelings actually. Yes, demons have feelings, and we worked things out, and we’ve been together ever since.”

      “Oh, wow.”

      “A lot to take in, huh?” She sips her drink and eyes me over the glass. “What do you think?”

      “I think that I’m hurt that you didn’t just tell me all of this when it was happening.”

      “Seriously?”

      “You don’t give me enough credit.”

      “You’re thinking Bay will be Bay, aren’t you?”

      “It’s the truth. Yes, I’m thinking that, and Bay will always be Bay.”

      She giggles, and I laugh too, but then, after she finishes her drink, she sneaks out despite curfew to see her demon boyfriend.

      I don’t tell her this, but I’m worried. Zoth toyed with her heart once. What if he decides to use her again? Bay clearly is devoted to him, but does he deserve that loyalty?
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      In bed, I toss and turn. Bay hasn’t always made the best of choices, but she’s a good fairy. Deep down, she’s not all dark. She made the same mistake I did in being friends with Thistle. I didn’t care for Spring from the start. And I was wrong about Bracken, but Bay was right, so we’re both not the best at judging people. Despite that, I’m going to do what I can to find the killer. I want to prove that Damon isn’t the killer, so why not also prove Zoth’s innocence at the same time.

      But, I don’t want to do this alone, and as much as I don’t think it’s possible that Bracken had anything to do with the murder, I don’t want to go to him for help.

      Not him, but there is someone I have in mind.

      Two someones.

      I’m done trying to investigate murders by myself. Yes, I had asked Thistle to help me, but he had been the murderer, and I had done a lot of investigating all by myself. Going to see the humans affected by the humans killed…

      A tear runs down my face, and I don’t bother to wipe it away.

      When morning comes, I pretend I’m not feeling well while the others all leave for their classes. I nod to Bracken, who lingers by my window, not to be a creep but to see if I’m just going to be late.

      “I’m not up for classes today,” I inform him.

      “You aren’t going to investigate, are you?” he asks.

      “Me?” I open my eyes wide, hoping he doesn’t realize I’m not directly answering his question.

      He chuckles and flies off.

      Quickly, before the boys can head to their classes, I do a three-way call to both Sage and Damon. Damon answers first.

      “Rosemary.”

      “Hi, Damon. I know we haven’t talked much, and I already apologized, but I can’t say I’m sorry enough—”

      “Rosemary?” Sage asks.

      “Why is he on the line?” Damon asks.

      “Funny,” Sage says dryly, “I could’ve asked the same thing.”

      “I know. I know. I didn’t want to call one of you before the other. I need to talk to you both.”

      “Let me guess,” Damon says, his tone similar to Sage’s. “You want to investigate the murder.”

      I blow out a breath. “I do.”

      “Why?”

      Sage's simple question should be easy to answer, but it's not. Nothing with me is ever simple, or so it seems.

      “Why?” I repeat. “Because I have to at least try. I don’t know why, but I just feel compelled to solve this. It’s stupid. It’s almost wrong what I did last year. I should’ve wanted to help the humans once the serial killer started to terrorize them, but no. I waited until Holly was killed and Cosmo was hurt. I hate that about myself. It’s one of my biggest regrets.”

      “Is it now?” Sage asks coolly.

      “One of them and far from the only one. I regret hurting you both. I hate that we fought, and I…” I swallow hard. “I know I can’t take back what I said, and I know that some of my words hurt you. I hate that we’re at odds. You both mean so much to me, and I know you hate each other, and I hate that you do.”

      “We aren’t alike,” Sage says.

      “Aside from wanting you,” Damon says.

      I wince. Of course he would say wanting you and not wanting to be with you.

      It hurts to ask this right now, and maybe I should focus on the reason behind the call, but I blurt out, “Honestly, guys, why do you even want to be with me?”

      “Maybe because you’re frustrating,” Damon says.

      “Your eyes light up when you’re passionate about something,” Sage says.

      “You have a tiny wrinkle between your eyebrows when you try to figure something out,” Damon adds.

      “It doesn’t hurt that you’re hot.”

      “That’s true, but you also want to try to change the world.”

      “You’re asking for help with this is great. I love that. I really do,” Sage says, but I can hear the unspoken but.

      “You don’t try to change me,” Damon adds. “You accept me for who I am. You jumped out of a plane without being able to use your wings. You trusted me. That means everything.”

      “You were my first,” Sage blurts out as if he doesn’t want to be undone.

      “Dude, it took you until now to have sex?” Damon asks with a laugh.

      “I don’t sleep around with every fairy who looks at me.”

      “I don’t either.”

      “I don’t go around and kiss them all either.”

      “Hmm.” Damon sounds more amused than anything. “How do you become better at something unless you practice?”

      “Maybe you should practice being faithful.”

      “When you aren’t in a relationship—”

      “Don’t you want to be in one?” Sage interjects.

      “Boys, can we not fight?” I ask desperately.

      “I don’t think I like your judgmental tone,” Damon says.

      “I don’t care what you like or don’t like. I don’t want you to hurt Rosemary.”

      "No, because that's your job, right? You mistakenly thought she was Bay. You made a mistake, not her, and who did you blame?" Damon asks.

      “To be fair, afterward, Rosemary admitted that she acted like Bay to get me to like her. She even said she wasn’t sure who she was so how exactly you can try to twist that around on me—”

      “You could’ve helped her to find herself,” Damon says simply.

      “Is that what you call that stunt?” Sage snorts.

      “I’m beginning to regret calling you both,” I say with a groan.

      “Why? You know you miss me,” Damon says. I can just picture his grin.

      “You want to investigate the murder,” Sage says, bringing the conversation back on track.

      “Yes, I do.”

      “I have to say that I don’t know if I can work with Damon,” Sage says.

      “I’m not the happiest about that idea either,” Damon admits.

      “Look, I understand that. I really do, but I’m going to investigate with or without you, so… I just need to know if you’re in or out, and trust me, if you’re not going to be able to stop fighting, then just be a man and be out. I don’t need that to worry about on top of the murder.”

      “I’m in,” Damon and Sage say at the same time.

      “Good. Do you think we’ll have to wait until tonight to start?” I ask.

      “The security guards are all over the place,” Sage muses.

      “Yeah, but Bay’s able to get around them and leaves to be with Zoth every night,” I say. “Well, almost every night, so it is possible to do what we want after hours.”

      "Potentially what we want," Damon points out. "It would be better to do things during the day, when it's light out. We need to see the evidence. At night, too many things can go wrong."

      “For once, I agree with Damon,” Sage says.

      “Oh, good. Nice to know you aren’t a complete idiot.”

      I roll my eyes. “To look around during the day would mean disguises or…”

      “What’s your idea?” Sage asks.

      “And why do I have the feeling I’m not going to like it?” Damon asks with a groan.

      I just smile. “Oh, boys, don’t worry. This’ll be fun!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

        

      

    

    
      “You really need to get a new definition of fun,” Damon grumbles.

      I smile at him and place my hands on his shoulders. “It’ll be fun for me. I guess I should’ve clarified that.”

      “This is not one of your better ideas,” Sage mumbles.

      I turn so I can see them both. “It’ll work. It’ll be fine.”

      “Fine is a word that I don’t think I like associated with you anymore,” Damon jests.

      My smile returns. “If you’re cracking jokes, then you aren’t that upset about this. All you have to do is distract the teachers. It has to be a large enough commotion that it gets as many of them out of the office building as possible.”

      “How are you going to slip in undetected?” Sage asks.

      I wave my hand. I’m going to shapeshift into something small.”

      “A bug of some kind?” Damon guesses.

      I nod. “I was thinking a fly.”

      “Don’t you dare get swatted,” Sage growls.

      “Don’t worry. That is not on the to-do list.” I step back and admire my handiwork. “You both look like you’ve been through a war.”

      “I still say you could’ve just let us have a few real swings,” Damon says.

      I almost want to reach up and rub his swollen, split lip, only he’s not really injured. The entire campus has been spelled to remove magic so that any kind of glamor spells wouldn’t work, at least while out of doors. We have to have them look like they’re hurt badly without actually hurting them. Makeup is the best way to accomplish that.

      “What you two do to make sure they’re distracted is up to you. Personally, I think that shouting and pretending to throw jabs will work given how you two look, but you also have to do your best to avoid the guards. If they take you away too fast—”

      “We’ll give you the time you need,” Damon promises.

      “Don’t make a vow you can’t keep,” Sage tells him. “We don’t know how long she’ll need.”

      “I’ll be in and out as fast as I can, I promise. And I won’t get caught. Worse comes to worst, I’ll leave before I finish the spell.”

      “Are you sure you’ll be able to once you’re inside?” Damon asks.

      "They have to still be doing spells themselves, and the classrooms do allow spells, obviously, because we need them for class. The entire campus isn't magic-free. That would be a disaster. Besides, a spell would be the last resort. I'm hoping that the security guards and police missed something in their search of Professor Luna’s office. If I can’t find anything, only then will I do a spell.”

      “You would be amazing at chess,” Sage murmurs. “Always thinking a million steps ahead.”

      “I try. Now, go.”

      Sage leaves first, but Damon hesitates.

      “I promise you now that if we do ever have sex, that I will think a million steps ahead and give you more pleasure than you think possible.”

      “Would you now?” I murmur. “Is that all I am to you, Damon? Someone to have sex with and then to be brushed aside?”

      “Do you think that of me?” he asks, his eyes bright. He doesn’t look hurt at all by my question.

      I swallow hard and drop my gaze. I do not think that of him at all, and the way he’s staring at me makes me feel as if he can see straight through me to my very soul.

      “Come on, man, before I rip off your wings,” Sage growls from outside.

      I giggle. “Go. Don’t hit him too hard.”

      Damon holds out his hand. “Who says I’m going to hit him?”

      “Hmm.”

      He winks and then flies out of there.

      Magic still works inside the cottage, thankfully, and I shapeshift into a bug. The first class of the day should start within a half-hour. We figure it'll be easier to get the professors out of the office building now versus later during the day with classes resumed, mostly because there aren't as many guards around before the first class is to begin. Right now, our biggest fear lies with the guards, not the professors. If the guards think we're up to something, we might be arrested, and I will not go to Dark Fae Penitentiary for trying to solve a crime.

      Even if I am willing to commit a crime or two in order to solve the murder.

      Look at me. Justifying crimes with ease. I really do have some darkness inside me, and honestly, this bit of darkness doesn’t alarm me one bit.

      As a fly, I dart out of my cottage. Just having both boys in my room had given me all kinds of ideas, reminding me of dreams that have long since gone away. I think the stress of everything has affected both my sleep and my subconscious. I’ve been eating better, but my sleep has gotten so much worse lately.

      I make sure that I fly about haphazardly. Flies don’t always fly in straight lines, after all, and I do not want anyone to notice me. The boys are just ahead, throwing real punches, and more are connecting than not.

      Their shouts overwhelm me, and I don't bother to listen to their words. Already, several professors fly out of the building. Guards are heading this way too, and I ignore all of them and head straight to Professor Luna’s office. I had been here once a few weeks ago, when I asked her if she thought I needed a tutor because I wasn’t doing nearly as well in her course as I would have liked.

      “You are blocked, that’s clear to see,” Professor Luna said.

      “How do I get unblocked?”

      “Something is preventing you from opening up your mind fully. Magic can only do so much if the heart isn’t willing.”

      “I’m willing!”

      "Perhaps your subconscious isn't. Fear can also hold back a great many fairies."

      “I don’t have anything to fear,” I protested.

      She just tilted her head. “Being honest with oneself is the single most important tool a fairy can use.”

      “Even more than magic?” I asked, my tone becoming a little drier than it should’ve considering who I was addressing.

      “Yes, even more so than magic because if you aren’t honest with yourself about why you are using this spell or that magical technique, then why should you be doing that spell at all?”

      I took her words to heart, or at least I tried to, but I think my block comes from my heart. I can’t open that entirely, which is why I can’t pick one of the boys. Fear is affecting me, even if I try to pretend it’s not.

      Her office is smaller than some of the other professors’. Pictures of landscapes and even seascapes line the walls, hung up by vines. It’s so beautiful. Her desk and chair are both made from tree stumps, the desk obviously a much higher one. Folders and papers sit in neat piles on her desk, and I grimace. As a fly, I can’t possibly try to rifle through them. Using shapeshifting might get me caught, but I’m already thinking I’ll have to use other magic in order to learn what went on shortly before Professor Luna died.

      I can’t hear anyone else nearby, and I quickly turn back into myself, although I try to keep my height about half what it normally is so that I can hide easier if someone were to come in here.

      As I suspected, the papers and folders provide no information that could give a hint as to what caused her to be killed.

      There’s a tiny engraving on the tree trunk. It almost looks like a lock, and I use the vine from the wall holding up the pictures to form a kind of key to press against the lock mechanism. A tiny part of the bark opens up like a drawer. Inside is…

      Nothing. Nothing at all. If it contained anything important, I'd never know. Did the police or guards find it? Had the killer taken it? Maybe Professor Ivy herself removed whatever had been in here.

      Voices seem to be growing louder. I don’t have much time. I might not have any time, but I’m not leaving just yet.

      Quickly, I shove the bark drawer back into place and close my eyes. My breathing slows as I focus on my beating heart, the sound of it drawing me deeper and deeper into my subconscious even while I remained of sound mind.

      Illumination is difficult enough when you are trying to tap into the innermost parts of yourself, but that’s not what I’m attempting here. No, I’m trying a form of illumination in an attempt to get into the professor’s head. The last time she was here or maybe the last time she taught class… or maybe her last moments. Whatever I can manage.

      Now, I focus on my nose, on the scents in the office, picking out the aroma that had been hers. Her voice echoes in my mind, and abruptly, it feels as if the ground opens up beneath me. I’m falling into someone or something.

      Professor Luna. She’s dead, but her consciousness had been here. She had been here. If I can just go back…

      The falling sensation continues until abruptly, I feel jerked about. My mind’s eye opens, rather than the eyes on my face. Although I can’t make out where I am, I somehow know I’m in her mind, seeing what she saw, which is not one but two shadowy forms.

      I’m starting to slip, to leave her head even as I desperately cling on. Where is she? And the forms, can I tell anything about them? No, no, I can’t. My desperation proves my downfall. All I can sense is her sheer fear. Professor Luna, in her last moments, knew she was going to die.

      Two forms. Does this mean that the killer hadn’t worked alone?
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      As I fly again, I zoom out of there. The boys aren't anywhere to be seen, and I dash back to the cottage, flying a bit too on the nose for an actual fly, but I don't care. I need to get back as soon as possible.

      The moment I fly into my room, I shapeshift back to my normal self, full height.

      Orchid’s sitting on her bed. She just eyes me and shakes her head. “Do I even want to know?”

      I rub the back of my neck, take a step, and nearly fall over. The heavy use of magic has me so dizzy that I have to sit down. The nearest furniture is Orchid’s bed, and I sit on the end of it.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks, sounding alarmed instead of her earlier wry tone.

      “I’m just a little out of it. I’ll be fine.”

      “You aren’t pregnant, are you?” she demands.

      My laugh is weak. “You have to have sex to be pregnant.”

      “I know, but—”

      “I only had sex the one time, and that was two years ago. No, I’m definitely not pregnant.”

      Orchid gives me a look and flies out of the room without another word. When she returns, she has an array of bread and cheeses that, thankfully, aren't almost moldy.

      I start to eat, but I still don't feel right. Orchid leaves and returns with water. I down the entire glass, and only then can I eat some of the food. Once I swallow the last bite, I feel a bit better.

      My phone is vibrating like mad, and I pull it out as Orchid takes the plate and empty cup away. The boys are frantic, wanting to know if I’m out of there.

      I smirk as I create a group chat and text back that they're lucky that I'm out of there, or else my phone blowing up from their texts would've outed me.

      “Where are you?” I text them.

      Now, their phones go silent.

      “You aren’t locked up, are you? You can’t be. You have your phones,” I text.

      Still no answer.

      “Guys, please. I’m sick to my stomach worried here.”

      Still nothing.

      “I won’t tell you what I learned until you tell me where you are.”

      “We’re in the infirmary,” Damon texts.

      “Just how badly did you two hurt each other?” I ask.

      “We’ll be out in no time,” Sage texts.

      “Why aren’t the fairy nurses or doctors healing you?”

      “The guards told them to wait an hour,” Damon texts.

      I rub my forehead. I’m exhausted, and the letters are swimming before my eyes, but I manage to text, “They want you to be in pain for an hour first?”

      “The hour’s almost up,” Damon says.

      “An optimistic half-demon. Will wonders ever cease?” I hit send and then cringe. What if he doesn’t appreciate the text?

      Damon sends a string of crying/laughing emojis. Sage does too.

      I grin and then yawn.

      “Well? Your turn. Tell us what you found.” Sage’s demand comes through his text clearly.

      “Nothing much, but I think I might’ve seen something that she saw shortly before she died. I think there might have been two killers, or at least the killer hadn’t been alone.”

      There’s a long pause.

      Finally, Damon sends, “So, where do we go from here?”

      “You two need to heal and recover. Keep a low profile.” I hesitate, thinking and then hit send.

      “And what about you?” Sage asks.

      “I’ll let you know what I come up with for our next move.”

      I fly over to my bed, collapse onto it, and promptly pass out.
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        * * *

      

      When I wake, it’s the middle of the night. I’m hungry, so I make my way to the kitchen. To my surprise, someone’s already there. Wren’s staring at her mug as if she could melt it with her vision.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask her.

      She takes a big gulp. “Nothing,” she mumbles.

      I help myself to some honey mead and grab some berries to munch on. After I settle beside her, I hold out the berries, but she ignores me. With a shrug, I start to eat.

      The silence bothers me, so I clear my throat. “I was going to wait until the morning to ask you this, but do you think you could talk to Pine for me? See if they have anything yet? I really feel like I can’t move on. Professor Luna deserved more.”

      “She does deserve more, but I won’t. I’m sorry. I’m not… Pine and I…” She drains the rest of her drink, staring straight ahead with glassy eyes.

      “Wren, talk to me. Something’s bothering you. What? Is it something with the murder? Or with Pine?”

      “Pine doesn’t think we should be together while he’s working here, not until after I graduate, and I’m done. I’m sick of being on and off. If we aren’t going to be together for real, then what’s the point in waiting?”

      “Are you serious?” I gape at her.

      Wren goes to drink from her glass again only to realize it’s empty. I push mine over, and she drains mine.

      “Actually, he was the one to break us up,” she mumbles. “He thinks I’m too young for him. He clearly just wanted to chase my wings.”

      “Oh, Wren.” I reach over and rub her back. I feel terrible for her. “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Go back in time and tell me not to waste my time on him.” She heaves a sigh. “I’m sorry. If you want to try to talk to him, go ahead, but I won’t be your go-between.”

      “No, no, of course not. I had no idea.”

      “Yeah, well, I feel stupid. I should’ve realized that a guard wouldn’t want to be with a student. I just… I wasted my time here on him. Other guys tried to draw my attention away, but I was too drawn to Pine. He seemed so put together, you know? He had a job, and he knew what he wanted… Or I thought he did at least as far as women go, but no. He knew what he wanted career-wise, and now that he’s the top fairy, he has to focus on keeping it, especially since that position seems to be cursed lately.”

      “Maybe he’ll return turning his wings on you,” I say sympathetically. “He’ll look back and realize he never should’ve picked his job over you, and you can tell him to fly away and leave you be because you have your life in order and don’t need him to mess things up.”

      Wren smiles despite the tears running down her cheeks. “Thanks, girl, but I don’t have my life in order.”

      “Just make sure that your clothes are in order in your drawer. Then you can tell him that without it being a lie. What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”

      Wren giggles. “That’s something Bay would say.”

      "No, it's what I would say because my friend needs to be uplifted. Besides, maybe he won't even solve the murder. Maybe I'll solve it out from under his wings, and he'll get fired." I eye her. "Do we want him fired?"

      Wren sighs and shakes her head. “No. He doesn’t really want the job, but someone does have to solve the murder. Why not you? It would be his fault if he can’t solve it first.”

      “Yes. So don’t you worry about talking to him. I’ll do my best without his help.”

      “Good. Okay. Maybe I can sleep now. Are you going back to bed?”

      “After I eat some nuts.”

      “Goodnight, Rosemary. Thank you.”

      “Anytime.”
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      The next day, like it or not, I have to go to class. I can’t continue to pretend that my classes don’t matter. It’s so hard to have an empty period where Illumination once was. The professors have said that someone will step up to teach Professor Luna’s courses, but so far, no one has, and I hope they won’t. It hurts too much to think about another professor trying to get us to open our minds when our hearts are all affected by her death. Out of all of the professors on campus, Professor Luna had to be one of the most well-liked. She was smart and funny, kind and skilled. Some professors are very knowledgeable in their craft, but that doesn’t always mean that they can pass that knowledge off to their students. Professor Luna could, even if I struggled. My failures were on me, and not her at all.

      The whispers continue, of course.

      “Demon-lover.”

      “Why do you think she was able to solve those other crimes?”

      “I bet she helped the others commit the crimes and then blamed the others.”

      “I used to think she was light but not anymore.”

      “Her sister is worse, though. She’s going to grow a demon in her belly one day. I just know it.”

      I try to ignore them as best as I can. They’re terrible gossips, dark themselves for thinking such things, and that’s not counting their spreading rumors.

      All I want is to be able to hold my head up high and spread my wings proudly. I will not let them cause me to cower. They can think what they want, but I know I’m in the right. They can say all they want that I’m dark, that I’m connected to the crimes, but it’s just not true. Everyone with a brain knows that.

      Just outside of my first class, I notice Sage and Damon there. My smile is wide. Seeing them together is enough to make me grin. I’ve missed them so much, and I hate that we don’t have any classes together this year.

      “We waited for a text about what you want to do next,” Damon says.

      "No idea just yet. For now, we need to go to class. If there are two killers… if the killer isn't working alone… Without knowing the motive, we don't know if they'll strike again, but I'm not sure we can learn the motive." I bite my lower lip. "I might have to see about talking to a guard, but that's the last resort."

      “It would help to know where she was killed,” Damon says.

      Sage nods. “Was it in the office? Is that why you were able to see something?”

      “Maybe. Or maybe I didn’t see the killers. Maybe she was being blackmailed for something?”

      Damon grimaces. “She doesn’t strike me as the kind to have any darkness in her for anyone—”

      “Didn’t,” Sage corrects quietly.

      I wince. “I agree. I don’t know if anyone would blackmail her. Maybe they wanted something from her? Wanted her to do something for them? If she refused, and they were desperate, maybe that’s why they killed her.”

      “Too many ifs,” Sage says.

      “Learning the murder location might help,” Damon says.

      “And how exactly she was killed,” Sage adds.

      “We’ll see if we can find that out,” Damon says.

      “Be careful,” I murmur. “People are watching you.” I let out a breath. “And me and Bay.”

      Sage grimaces. “I don’t like the idea of people watching you.”

      “It’s because of me, isn’t it?” Damon’s scowl is fierce.

      “It’s because I’ve put my nose into the previous crimes,” I say.

      “Don’t be naïve,” Damon growls. “It’s also because of me.”

      I shrug. After all, I can’t deny it. We both know it’s true.

      “Just don’t get caught snooping around or asking someone who you might not be able to trust,” I plead.

      Damon winks. “You don’t need to worry about us, darling.”

      "I'm just glad you're willing to let us help instead of tackling all of this by yourself." Sage reaches out and squeezes my shoulder.

      My heart flutters, and I grin at them both. “You two are the best, and I don’t deserve to have you both in my life.”

      “No, you really don’t,” Damon jokes.

      “You deserve the world,” Sage says.

      “A safer world,” Damon interjects.

      “I’ll make the world safer,” Sage counters.

      “I’ll protect her.”

      “She doesn’t need protecting, do you, Daredevil?”

      I just shake my head at them and hold up my hands even though I don’t miss that he’s called me by my nickname. “Get to class. You’re going to be late.”

      "Worth it," Sage whispers in my ear.

      I shiver and watch as he flies off, a guard hot on his tail.

      Damon cups my face. “You need a new nickname.”

      “Oh, yeah? Warrior Babe doesn’t suit me anymore?” I ask lightly.

      “If you’re being honest, you prefer Daredevil to Warrior Babe, don’t you?”

      I say nothing because I can’t lie.

      “That’s fine. You can pick his nickname so long as you pick me.”

      “Damon…”

      “You will have to pick. Once the killer or killers are dealt with.”

      “Dealt with?”

      “If we’re dealing with two, the fight they could put up will be far worse than Spring with her violence and Thistle and his going after you.”

      “All the more reason for us all to be careful,” I say, my heart pounding this time in fear.

      “I’m always careful.”

      “Why do I doubt that?” I ask dryly.

      Damon winks, and he takes off.

      “About time you could join us for class,” Professor Fern Stone says.

      I lower my head. Of course the professor who is taking over for Professor Luna at least for the day would be my old Magic of Music professor.

      Quickly, I go to take my typical seat, only someone else sits there, and I have to fly all the way to the back to take the only desk still available. Along the way, I hear more and more comments, the majority referencing my sister until it reaches the point that I want to explode. They are torturing me, and there’s one way to end the whispers. One way for Bay to stop all of this nonsense. One way for the others to leave us alone now and forever.

      My classes go by in a blur, and I zoom back to the cottage. All I want is to be able to talk to Bay, but she’s not here.

      I call her, but she doesn’t answer, and my text is ignored for an hour.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll come back to sleep in the cottage tonight,” she sends.

      “If I’m asleep when you get in, wake me.”

      “Is something up?” she texts.

      “I just want to talk.”

      “About?”

      This time, I’m the one answering with silence. If I tell her, she might not come, and right now, I really need her to.

      Unsurprisingly, I have too much on my mind to sleep. Considering I don’t even bother to lie down in bed, I can’t possibly try to sleep. I just pace back and forth in the kitchen since she tends to come in the back door versus the front. The thought crosses my mind time and again that I could wait in her room, but I don’t. The risk that she might find that offensive is too high. I don’t want to risk her wrath before I have a chance to explain my position.

      When Bay flies in, she rolls her eyes but smiles. "You waited up for me?"

      “It’s not that late,” I return.

      “It’s after midnight.”

      "Sometimes, I stay up until midnight doing work."

      "Well after midnight." She waits for a beat. "Three in the morning."

      "Oh. Time got away from me. And you too, maybe?"

      “Maybe.” She sighs across from me.

      “Long day?” I ask.

      “Not any longer than usual.”

      I lift my eyebrows. “You’ve been up for almost twenty-four hours straight.”

      “I’m not sleeping much,” she admits.

      “You and me both. Why aren’t you sleeping?”

      She sets her teeth on edge. “There’s so much going on right now, you know?”

      “Oh, I know. That’s why I wanted to talk to you. I was thinking… Hear me out, okay?” I blow out a deep breath.

      Bay eyes me curiously. “What’s going on?”

      “I just think you should cooperate with the authorities,” I blurt out. “Just let them use telepathy on you. You can prove your innocence just like that, and everyone will stop with the talking behind our backs. The whispers, the glares, all of that will just disappear.”

      Bay’s face falls into a mask that conceals her every emotion before shattering into a perfect picture of anger and rage.

      “You think I had something to do with our professor’s death?” she explodes. “You think I should cooperate with the authorities? The guards and the police haven’t come around asking me any questions. They don’t suspect me, so why should you? Who gives a flying fuck what the other kids are saying? They’re beneath me, and they should be beneath you. They can say whatever the fuck they want, but you hear me out, okay? You ever suggest that I should just let them use telepathy on me again, and I’ll tell them to use it on you. How about that?”

      “Bay,” I protest.

      She holds up a hand. “Don’t talk to me.”

      She blows past me to her room. I follow, but she locks the door. By the time I force my way inside, she’s gone. Her room is empty.

      Fire and brimstone, that didn’t go as planned at all. Clearly, Bay’s done something she doesn’t want the police to know about. The only question is what?
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      My heart’s broken as I sink to sit on the edge of Bay’s bed. She’s gone off to Zoth. She’ll tell him what I said, and it’s going to form a wedge between us. She’ll cling to him all the more, and she’s going to start to hate me.

      Honestly? I’m starting to hate myself.

      How could I have doubted Bay? I assumed the guards and police were considering her a suspect, and just by that assumption, a part of me, deep down, considered her one too. She had every right to be upset with me. What I did was unforgivable.

      It doesn’t matter what everyone else is saying, what they’re whispering. They don’t know Bay like I do, and even I failed her.

      I’m the worst sister in the world.

      Not only do I have to clear Damon and Zoth, but I also need to clear Bay too.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Sage texts in the group that they haven’t learned anything yet, but they’re going to keep trying.

      I text back, “I’m going to talk to a guard too.”

      "Are you sure?" Damon asks. "If too many of us ask the same questions…"

      “I’m not going ask the same questions,” I type back. “Don’t make assumptions.”

      “Hmm. I don’t mind looking at your ass,” Damon texts.

      “I’ve grabbed it,” Sage adds.

      At that point, I just shake my head and put my phone away. What’s that one saying? Boys will be boys? Something like that.

      More times than not, Bracken or Cosmo are the ones to escort me to class. This morning, it’s Cosmo.

      “Hey,” I say softly. “How are you holding up?”

      He glances at me. "You're sounding an awful lot like a girl who wants to offer her shoulder for me to cry on. Go ahead. I won't mind if your hands start to wander."

      “Cool your jets,” I tell him, suppressing a laugh. “I’m serious. This can’t be easy on you.”

      “What? Investigating a murder after a maniac came at me and tried to kill me? A maniac I used to think of as a friend?”

      “Yeah, all of that.”

      Cosmo stops flying, hovering in place, and I stop in front of him.

      “I can’t stop to think about the past,” he says firmly, being serious for once. “I would rather not talk about it.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to open closed wounds.”

      “Considering the wounds aren’t closed…” He shrugs one shoulder.

      “Your wounds are all healed, aren’t they?”

      "The physical ones? Yes. I'm scarred, but I mean… I'm not mental or anything, but…"

      “No, I know what you mean. I sometimes wake up in a cold sweat. I know I’ve had a nightmare, but I can’t remember it, but I’m pretty sure… I think they’re nightmares about when Thistle came at me. It’s so hard.”

      “You like to investigate all of the crimes committed on campus.” He juts his chin toward me. “Do you have any thoughts on this?”

      I laugh. “Not yet. Don’t tell your boss, okay? But I wouldn’t mind looking into things. Professor Luna was one of the good ones. I hate that she’s been killed. Her murderer… has to be found.”

      I almost slipped up and said murderer or murderers, but I caught myself in time. It wouldn’t be the end of the world for the guards to know that detail. In fact, maybe I should offer it, but I just know that’ll make everyone think Bay and her demon boyfriend.

      “Is there anything I can do to help the investigation?” I ask eagerly.

      “To be honest, there’s not a whole lot we have to go on,” Cosmo says. “We’re stuck. We can’t figure out a motive. She didn’t have any enemies. There’s nothing to point at any one person.”

      “What about any two persons?” I whisper.

      He eyes me suspiciously. “Do you have reason to think the killer didn’t work alone?”

      “I don’t know. I’m just spitballing here.”

      Cosmo laughs. “Swallow or spit? Do you spit? You do know that guys prefer—”

      “Cosmo.”

      “Yes?”

      “I have Bay for a sister. If I want to learn about what guys prefer, I’m pretty sure she can fill in any blanks that I have.”

      “Oh, there’s no doubting that,” Cosmo says smoothly, “but, as they say, practice makes perfect, and if you want someone to practice on…”

      I burst out laughing. "Thanks, but no thanks. I don't really think I'm a one-night kind of gal."

      "There's the beauty of practice. It's not just once and done. And I'm not a one-and-done kind of guy. You should ask your sister about it."

      I furrow my brow. “You two…”

      “Once or twice. Normally after she had a bit to drink. I should say after we both had a lot to drink. A lot a lot. But she never regretted it in the morning. I didn’t either.” Pain flickers over his features for a moment before he gives me his lazy grin again.

      “Cosmo?”

      “Yeah, Rosemary?”

      “Would you tell me if you loved Bay?”

      "Of course I love her. She's a great fairy. Beautiful. So damn hot. I didn't think she could get any hotter, but those dark wings, her black hair with the purple… Fuck me, she's amazing."

      "So, you don't love her."

      “Only lust, baby. Hate to break it to you, but Cosmo here…” He points his thumbs at himself. “I don’t do love.”

      “Hmm,” I say. “You can go ahead and lie to yourself, but—”

      “Rosemary, please.” A look of desperation crosses his face. “Don’t play like this.”

      “I won’t tell Bay—”

      "No. I mean, don't let Zoth know, okay?"

      I bite my lower lip. “He scares you? I wouldn’t have thought—”

      “I don’t scare easily, but that guy… There’s something about Zoth that I just don’t like.”

      “Do you think it’s because he’s a demon?” I ask.

      “No.” Cosmo laughs, his body relaxing some from being all uptight. “Some of my friends are demons. I have nothing against the race in and of itself, but there are light fairies and dark fairies, you know? Not all demons are killer dark. You know what I’m saying?”

      “That makes sense.”

      “You know, demons don’t need a motive for some of the shit they pull,” Cosmo says slowly. “Has Zoth ever been on campus?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      Cosmo goes to turn. “You’re going to be late.”

      I grab his arm. “Cosmo, don’t go after Zoth.”

      “If he’s the—”

      “He’s not,” I say in a rush.

      “How do you know that?” he asks suspiciously.

      “For Bay’s sake, don’t go after him.”

      “If we find proof—”

      “If you find proof, fine. Nail his ass, but only if you have proof. Don’t even question him until you have it.”

      “You’re worried he’ll hurt Bay, aren’t you? You aren’t convinced he didn’t kill the professor.”

      I hesitate. “I don’t think he did, but I don’t know Zoth. I don’t know what he’s capable of. Bay knows him, and I trust her judgment.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t trust my own judgment or hers for that matter. You saw through Spring and Thistle.”

      “I didn’t see through Thistle. He gave himself away,” I protest.

      “Yeah, well, Bay didn’t see what they were capable of. She could be blind again. We can’t not consider him just because we don’t want her upset.”

      "We don't want her in the crosshairs. If Zoth did kill Professor Luna, he'll be ready to kill again. I don't know about you, but I wouldn't be able to live with myself if she got hurt because we went after him. Fire and brimstone, he might hurt her even if he isn't the killer just because we suspect him!"

      “If he’s the killer, we have to find out, for her sake. Even if he isn’t, if he would hurt her for us suspecting him, she’s already in danger.”

      I swallow hard. “Maybe I’ve been looking at this from the wrong angle,” I say slowly.

      “What angle?”

      “For her sake, I believed Bay. I thought she would never be with a killer, so I wanted to prove Zoth was innocent. So many blame Damon, and I want to prove him innocent too. But…”

      “Rosemary, I know you don’t want to hear it, but everyone is on the table until we find the motive and can rule people out.”

      “How was she killed? Where? What time?” I blurt out. “Can’t we rule out people based on the timing of the murder?”

      “We don’t know when exactly she was killed. As for how and where…” Cosmo grimaces. “We haven’t released those details to the public.”

      “I won’t tell…” I can’t finish.

      Cosmo shakes his head. “I can’t tell you that.”

      My heart sinks, and I swallow hard. “Does that mean I’m a suspect?”

      “Everyone is on the table,” he repeats softly.

      My heart skips a beat, and my chest physically hurts.

      “After all, as near of a window as we have, you were missing,” he adds.
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      “I can explain that!” I blurt out.

      “Not right now. You have class.” Cosmo starts to fly off.

      But I stay put. “I want you to know what I was doing.”

      He flies back and grabs my arm gently by the elbow and guides me back to flying. “You need to get to class.”

      “I know, but—”

      “You aren’t really on the suspect list.”

      “It doesn’t matter if you don’t think I did it. I want everyone to know I didn’t do it.”

      “You don’t—”

      “Whoever in the department does telepathy can do it on me,” I blurt out.

      He lifts his eyebrows. “You don’t have to.”

      “I know, but I want to.”

      Cosmo chuckles. “You’re a bit forceful when you want to be. No wonder Damon likes you so much.”

      “You know Damon?”

      “We’ve talked a few times. He thinks a lot of you.”

      “I know,” I murmur.

      “If you won’t take a turn in the hay with me, do it with him at least once.”

      “My sex life is not on the table for the telepathy.”

      “For the last time, we aren’t going to use telepathy on you.”

      “Why not?” I ask.

      “Just because we can’t rule anyone out doesn’t mean we don’t have lists for who we’re more strongly considering.”

      “Still. Just hear me out, please? I went to the human realm.”

      Cosmo stops us. “Why?”

      “I was hurting. I got into fights with everyone I cared about most and then Zoth too, and I had to get away. The worst part of all was that I tried to help save a kid from drowning, but he died anyhow.”

      “You didn’t reveal yourself, did you?”

      “I didn’t, but I wish I did. If I had, he would still be alive. Cosmo, he was so young, so little, his body so tiny, and I got him out of the water, but it was for nothing. Nothing at all.”

      “Rosemary, it wasn’t for nothing. You got him out of the water. His mother could hug him, hold him, bury him. She could do all of that only because of you. Yes, magic might have been able to save him, but if you weren’t there, the water might’ve carried his body so far that he couldn’t be recovered from the waves. Or maybe an animal would’ve gotten to him.”

      I wince, flinching hard enough that his grasp on my elbow is released.

      “You did make a difference, Rosemary. And that’s why I wanted to become a guard here. I know Bracken sees this post as a means to an end, but I want to stay here. I want to keep the academy safe, and that’s because of you finding Thistle. You helped to ensure my would-be murderer ended up in prison, and that made an impact on me. Thank you.”

      Tears fill my eyes. “But I wanted to save him,” I murmur.

      “Not everyone can be saved.”

      We’re silent for the rest of the flight over. He’s given me so much to think about, both good and bad.
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      After classes, I call up the boys for a three-way conversation. Texting gets old.

      “Do you guys have any ideas about the motive for the murder?” I ask.

      “There are too many questions,” Sage says.

      “Maybe someone from her past,” Damon suggests. “A past student, maybe? An old flame?”

      “Is she married?” I ask.

      “Was she,” Sage corrects gently.

      “I keep doing that.” I grimace.

      “Me too,” Damon says.

      “We need to look into her past,” I say. “Learn about her family, her friends. Her coworkers. Any romantic partners. All of that.”

      “We can do that,” Damon says.

      “We might as well. We aren’t getting anywhere with the guards,” Sage admits.

      “They are keeping close-lipped about where and how. Do you think there’s a reason for their secrecy?” I ask.

      “Maybe they’re afraid that there will be a copycat murder,” Damon says.

      “A copycat murder?” I ask, confused.

      Damon laughs. "For once, I know something the great detective doesn't. Sometimes, a crime can inspire someone else to commit a similar crime."

      “Oh. Yeah, that’s the last thing we need.” I shudder.

      “At least there’s only been one murder this time around,” Sage points out.

      “Yes, but I do know that some serial killers will have a quiet period between kills, and sometimes, that quiet period can last for years before they’ll strike again.” I nod slowly. “Okay, you research her past. I’ll go talk to someone in the front office. Maybe I’ll be able to get something out of her since the guards are so mum.”

      We talk a bit more, a little bit of teasing and flirting, and then I hang up. I catch myself smiling until I look in the direction of Bay’s room. She hasn’t come back since our fight. I’ve tried calling and texting, but she won’t answer or respond. I’m so worried I lost her. What if she’s in danger because of me?

      “Don’t worry, Bay,” I murmur even though I’m alone in my room. “I’ll find a way to protect you even if I have to protect you from yourself.”
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        * * *

      

      Raine doesn’t seem the happiest as I approach her, and I can’t blame her. Things are not going well for Light Fae Academy, and they haven’t for periods the past two years as well.

      “Ever since you and your twin showed up, we’ve had so many crimes happen on campus,” she grumbles.

      “We aren’t to blame,” I protest.

      “Yes, well, maybe not, but you can’t ignore the fact that for centuries, we never had one issue…”

      “Not any issues?” I press.

      She purses her lips at me. “Why are you here, Rosemary? I have a lot of work to do and—”

      “Oh, I promise I won’t keep you. You do know that despite all of those crimes that have been happening, I helped to find the perpetrators, right?”

      “Yes, but that doesn’t mean you will this time. The guards and the police are working together to ensure there won’t be any more murders or any crimes at all.”

      “Yes, that’s good and fine and all, but they haven’t gotten anywhere, have they? There hasn’t been a second murder, true, but is that because of their presence or the curfew?”

      “Both, and I don’t see an issue with either, so…”

      I clasp my hands in front of her and give her a big smile. “Raine, I’m just curious. Do you think that murderer was someone on campus?”

      She smiles right back at me, both grins a bit sardonic. “I don’t even know if the murder took place on academy soil.”

      “True, but don’t you think that it’s most likely someone who knew Professor Luna? A student? Maybe not even a current student, but one from years past?”

      “Oh, I doubt that,” Raine protests.

      “Why? Because of your screening process? You wouldn’t have thought Spring or Thistle would become criminals or else you wouldn’t have allowed them to attend here in the first place, right? If you were wrong about them, then you could have been wrong about another student, whether now or past.”

      Raine bites her lower lip. “I allowed Spring to come here because I believed the guards were going to keep a close watch over her. She had issues at another school.”

      "I think I heard about that, no specifics, though."

      “The specifics are not your concern, but the guards, well, they failed me, and as you may or may not know, the vast majority of them were let go after your first year.”

      “And Thistle?”

      Raine heaves a sigh. “Thistle was a troubled sort, yes, but I saw good in him. I saw his capacity for love. What I did not see was just how much darkness he had in him that could overwhelm and overpower the light. Be that as it may, the mistakes of the others aside, I truly must insist that this could not have been the work of a student, not current or past. Before you can question me on this point, I have been at this post for over one-hundred and fifty years. Spring and Thistle were the only two too ever commit crimes.”

      I swallow back my thought.

      She narrows her eyes. “You think I have lost my touch, don’t you?”

      I give a big, old smile because I can’t lie.

      Raine flares her nostrils. “I will not deny that I have made judgment calls in the past about students that others might have turned aside, but in each of those cases, those fairies rose to the occasion and changed their lives around. They are doctors or nurses or other respectable professions. They make a difference in our world. Not all who have darkness in them are evil, and I thought you would know that.”

      “Because of the darkness in my sister.” I grimace.

      “Because of the darkness inside yourself,” she says simply. “We all have dark and light.”

      I nod, unable to speak. As many times as I’ve shared that sentiment, I’ve never truly ascribed it to myself.

      “Could it…” I clear my throat. “Could it have been a teacher then? A guard?”

      “My dear, if I knew or had a suspect in mind, I would have shared that already with the police and the security guards.”

      “Of course. I’m sorry for wasting your time.”

      “No, no, Rosemary. It wasn’t a waste of time. Not if I could set your mind at ease. Did I some?”

      “Maybe a little.”

      Raine gives me a smile, the first one to be genuine. "I know times are troubling now, but you do not have to worry. The culprit will be found, and peace will be restored here. I'm certain of it."

      I smile and nod before flying away, and I hope, I so desperately hope, that she’s right.
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      Like every night, I can’t sleep. My mind is crippling me, and I can’t help wondering and worrying that Bay is involved somehow. There has to be a way for me to prove her innocence so that the entire world can know that she wouldn’t commit such a terrible, hateful act.

      But as much as I think that Bay isn’t involved, I’m wondering more and more if Zoth is. Raine’s convinced a student didn’t do this. Zoth isn’t a student.

      How can I get close to him, though?

      For the longest time, what has Bay been begging me for?

      A double date.

      I grab my phone. The numbers glow in the darkness. It’s late, very late, but I know just who to text. He might be up yet.

      Not Sage. He’ll never be able to act the part because of his hatred of demons.

      Damon.

      Although I do send Sage a text to not freak out, that it’s just a ploy to try to trap Zoth. I do not want him to hear about this from Damon.

      In fact, I even text Sage first.

      “Damon, what do you think about going on a double date with me and Zoth and Bay? I want to prove her innocence and nail his ass if he’s the guilty party. What do you say?”

      I waffle and hesitate before finally pushing send. Ridiculous, right? Because I already sent Sage the warning text.

      A few seconds pass before Damon responds.

      “I’ll do it.”

      “On one condition,” he adds.

      There’s no other text.

      “What’s the condition?”

      “I get at least a kiss out of it.”

      I giggle and cover my mouth. Orchid sighs and rolls over, still asleep.

      “Let’s see about that. It’s going to take some heavy duty convincing to get Bay to believe this isn’t a setup.”

      “All the more reason for us to kiss.”

      I shake my head even though he can’t see me. “You’re taking advantage of the situation.”

      “Can you blame me?”

      “No.”

      "Well, then?" I can just picture his cocky grin as he sent that. "Do we have a deal?"

      I sigh. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe isn’t good enough.”

      “Damon, now isn’t the time for fun and games.”

      “Maybe I’m a man dying of thirst, and you’re the tall glass of water I need. I’m parched here, Rosemary. Let me drink you up.”

      I read and reread his text. It’s corny, which isn’t like him, but then I think about something Bay told me about this past break or the break before, about guys kissing and licking down there, and suddenly, I am very, very wet.

      Embarrassed but very turned on, I rub the back of my neck. Would he let me pick where he gets to kiss me?

      No! Bad Rosemary! I can't believe I'm even thinking about this. It's absurd. It's wrong. I wouldn't dare ask Damon to do this in front of Sage, so it should be off the table.

      I wrinkle my nose and text back, “Fine. One kiss. On the lips. Nowhere else.”

      “I just woke up my roommate from laughing so hard. Where else were you thinking about me kissing you?”

      “Damon.”

      “Your neck?”

      “Stop.”

      “Your breasts?”

      “I would’ve thought you would call them boobs.”

      “Nipples?”

      I don’t respond.

      “Between your legs?”

      I inhale sharply.

      "If you want me to kiss your lips, I'll kiss your lips, but just realize that you didn't specify which lips."

      “Damon, you know full well which lips I meant!” I’m so glad no one is awake to see how red I am right now.

      “Relax. You don’t have to worry. I won’t do anything to betray your honor, and I won’t push the envelope. When you want me to kiss you somewhere other than the lips on your face, I will gladly comply, but I won’t go further than you want. I vow.”

      A warmth spreads throughout me. A vow. Fairies can’t break a vow, just like we can’t lie. Yes, he’s part demon, but I just know he won’t break his promise.

      “Sage isn’t the happiest with this idea,” Damon sends.

      I check to make sure Sage hasn’t gotten back to me yet. He hasn’t, so I send him a quick text, “I’m sorry. I just can’t think of anything else.”

      “Just be careful and know that if anything happens to you, I will kill Damon.”

      “You won’t have to worry about Damon. He’ll behave.”

      “I don’t know if I’m more worried about Damon or you.”

      “What do you mean?” I’m so confused.

      “Zoth. He might see Damon as a threat.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “I’m sure you didn’t,” Sage sends to me, and then he sends this to our group chat, “Just be careful. Both of you. Watch your hands and your mouth, Damon.”

      “I make no promises,” Damon sends to us all.

      I just shake my head. Boys will be boys.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as I wake the next morning, I call and text Bay until she finally caves and answers.

      “What the hell do you want?”

      "To let you know that I made my choice about the boys."

      Silence.

      “Damon, in case you’re interested. Oh, and I might have mentioned to him that you had been begging for a double date, and he knows we’ve been… at odds, so he convinced me to call you and see if we can get together. A double date. The four of us. What do you say?”

      “I don’t know if I want to deal with you and your drama right now,” Bay says sharply.

      "What? No drama. I… Bay, I'm sorry. I don't know if it'll make you feel any better, but I told a guard I would let them use telepathy on me, and they wouldn't let me. I want the world to know we aren't involved, and I thought that would be one way to do it, but it's not my place to have asked. I'm sorry. I really am. I'll say it every day if you want, every hour, every minute—"

      “Fire and brimstone, do you know how to breathe?” Bay laughs, sounding so much like her old self that I giggle.

      “I do know how to breathe.”

      “Hmm. How good of a kisser is Damon?”

      “Amazing.”

      At least he is in my dreams.

      “I’ll consider the double date,” she says.

      “Consider?”

      “Well, I need to know that you and Damon are serious.”

      “Oh, we are.”

      “More than just your words,” she says dryly.

      I grin. “You want proof?”

      My gaze shifts to the window. Just as I saw out of the corner of my eye, Damon's hovering outside.

      “Give me a sec,” I tell Bay, and I hang up. I fly out the window and kiss Damon. I only mean for it to be a short peck so I can snap a pic, but he wraps his long arms around me, drawing me close. My lips open in shock, and he probes his tongue into my mouth. I relax against him, giving in, and my toes curl. I can feel his arousal against me, and it’s all I can do to cling to his broad back so that my hands don’t wander to places they shouldn’t.

      When I pull away, I’m dizzy and out of breath.

      "If I only get the one kiss, it is going to be a damn good one," he says with a beam, his dark eyes glittering.

      “Good enough, I suppose,” I say, trying to get my racing heartbeat to slow. I check my phone. The pic is a good one. You can even see a bit of tongue. “Bay will love this.”

      Damon chuckles. “You’re so bad.”

      “I can be when I have to be.”

      “What about when you want to be?”

      “Then to,” I tell him as I send the pic to Bay.

      “You two need to get a room,” Orchid calls, “and not this one!”

      Damon and I burst out laughing.

      “FIRE AND BRIMSTONE, YOU TWO ARE DATING!” Bay sends me.

      “I told you,” I text back.

      “Double date. Two nights from now. Zoth’s place. Eight. Don’t be late!”

      “We’ll be there.”

      I tuck my phone away and smile up at Damon. “Are you ready?”

      “To be your boyfriend? Yes.”

      “To pretend to be my boyfriend?”

      “If I must.”

      “For now at least, you must pretend. Don’t ask me for more. Not now. Not until after.”

      “I understand.” He brushes my hair back. “I even understand why you might have feelings for that Sage guy.”

      “He’s not so bad, huh?”

      “Maybe not. Now, we need to talk.”

      “About?”

      “Your sister is going to want to know all of the juicy details about how we finally got together, what sexy act of mine got you to agree to be with me. Important stuff.”

      “Fine. Let’s get our stories straight, but I get veto power.”

      “When will you learn, Rosemary, that sometimes power isn’t everything?” he murmurs.

      “You prefer the thrill of the chase?” I ask, suddenly cold.

      “Not at all. I just think that give and take is the way to go, that no one person should hold all of the power at every second. Now, if you want me to cuff you to the bed and have my way with you, then yes, I will gladly accept all of the power there. But if you want to cuff me, I would give you that power in return. Give and take.”

      Just the image of Damon naked and cuffed to a bed has me swallowing hard. I can't help looking at his tented pants and recalling the swallow or spit question Cosmo asked me.

      I have a feeling that I might find out the answer to that question very soon.

      That is, if this double date can help us land a killer.

      The only question to be answered then would be whose would I swallow or spit?
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      Two nights later, Damon can't stop staring. I'm wearing a low-cut black dress. The crescent moon pendant is nestled just above my cleavage, drawing the eye there. Purple wisteria flowers are entwined in my hair, braided like a crown encircling my head with a few strands pulled loose in the front to frame my face.

      “You look amazing,” he says, his gaze roving over my body.

      I take a moment to stare at him and drink in the sight of Damon wearing a white suit. It looks positively delicious on him, the contrast of dark and light not lost on me in the slightest.

      With a smile, I work one of the flowers free and place it in his pocket.

      “There, now we’re ready,” I say, spreading my hands on his shirt to get rid of an imaginary wrinkle.

      Damon winks at me and holds out his arm. I loop mine through, and off we fly to Zoth’s.

      The entire way, we laugh and joke around. It helps to settle my nerves, and I am so glad I’m not doing this along.

      When we arrive, Damon pulls me close. He just stares into my eyes, and I swear I know what he’s thinking.

      That he would die to protect me.

      I pat his cheek and roll my eyes, grinning all the while.

      It won’t come to that.

      The door opens.

      “Aw, you two look so good together!” Bay beams, and she ushers us inside, acting as if we never ever fought.

      She directs us to the dining room, where Zoth is already sitting at the table. He barely looks at me, which suits me just fine.

      “Zoth, Rosemary and Damon are here,” Bay says, flying over to the demon.

      He glances up at her and yanks her to him, kissing her fiercely, possessively. It’s uncomfortable to watch.

      Damon snorts and wraps an arm around my waist. He makes no move to kiss me, but if it’s necessary, I’ll let him.

      I look up at him. He nods, but his gaze remains focused on the other couple.

      Finally, Bay pulls back. Her lips are swollen, and she pats her hair. She's wearing a bra and a miniskirt, and a black lace material covers her abdomen. Her hair is loose around her shoulders, wavy and luscious.

      “Let’s sit and eat,” she says. “Then maybe we can play a game or watch a movie or whatever you two want.”

      I grin. “That sounds wonderful.”

      Throughout the meal, which features a bunch of tremendously spicy dishes like nothing I've ever had before, which makes me wonder if they're demonic dinner options, Bay talks and talks. Damon and I converse with her, but Zoth says next to nothing, which isn't like him.

      He’s suspicious.

      He’s wary and watchful.

      He’s onto us.

      That doesn’t stop me, though. Damon and I have a plan, and I have to follow through.

      Telepathy.

      I need to get into Zoth's mind without him realizing it.

      The only issue? I haven’t been able to at all. His mind is like a solid brick wall. There’s no penetrating it.

      Finally, I heave a sigh and place a hand on Damon’s wrist. “Maybe it’s time to start a movie now?”

      He glances at me, searching my face, and then shakes his head. “I have a better idea.”

      What? No. We figured before we came that Bay might suggest a movie. That was code for I can’t get a read on him. If I suggested we leave, that would’ve meant I found something. We’re in danger! Finally, if I made some kind of joke about Sage, it would’ve meant I found something. He’s not the killer.

      “What’s your idea?” I ask, hoping I don’t sound pained.

      Damon winks at me and then Bay. “How about some fae nectar?”

      I gape at him, not at all amused. In fact, I’m downright shocked and appalled.

      Bay’s thrilled, though, and even Zoth seems eager to try some. Damon chatters them both up as he fills one, two, three, four glasses. Zoth downs his immediately, and Damon eases my untouched glass toward him as he refills Zoth’s.

      Damon then picks up his and drinks. No, wait. He pretended to drink. The half-demon nods. At me?

      A knot forms in my stomach as I pick up my glass, but Zoth growls.

      “That’s mine,” he says, his words slurring already.

      “That’s fine. I’ll just share Damon’s.” I ruffle Damon’s hair and kiss his cheek before taking his glass and pretending to sip. The scent of the drink, though, is intoxicating, and I start to open my mouth.

      Damon takes it away from me. “Don’t drink it all,” he says lightly.

      I blink a few times and furrow my brow at him. He just shakes his head.

      In no time at all, Bay and Zoth are drunk. It’s funny at first but then grows sadder and sadder as they can’t stop laughing and can’t even get out the words they want to say. Finally, after this drags on far too long, they pass out.

      "Now," Damon murmurs. "Who knows how long this'll last?"

      “Are they okay? I didn’t know fae nectar could affect a demon like this.”

      “It’s not quite fae nectar,” he mumbles. “Later.”

      I eye him, but he’s right. We can discuss that later. For now, I have a job to finish.

      It’s one thing to use oneirokinesis. Dream infiltration is relatively simple, but it doesn’t always mean you can control the dream. That’s why the dream had been so jerky and disorientating when Bay tried to control mine. It needs a more subtle touch, and I think a bit of telepathy might help.

      He’s dreaming about fucking Bay, which is not something I want to see at all, so I tap into his subconscious to have Bay fall asleep in the dream just like she had in real life. Zoth is a bit put out, and now is when I tease his subconscious again, having him think about her classes.

      And her professors.

      Abruptly, the dream shifts, this time because of his guided subconscious, and I watch him talk at this very table with Bay about her classes. When she mentions Illumination, he growls, his upper lip curling back to bare his teeth.

      Hmm. He’s angry about the course. Why? Does he not like that she’s taking Illumination? Does he not want her to be able to see to her true self?

      Because she isn't as dark as she pretends to be, maybe?

      “Professor Luna,” I guide dream Bay to say.

      Instantly, the dream shifts again. Now, Zoth is outside a building, waiting, watching. He lingers there until someone leaves. Oh, it’s the office building of the professors! And he’s following Professor Luna!

      Before she can reach the front gate, Zoth whistles. She turns to look, and his hand reaches out. His fingers are claws, and he rips his hand down her front. Abruptly, he pulls his hand out, and he rips out her heart. Professor Luna falls to the ground, her eyes glassy, and Zoth lingers above her and eats her heart.

      Terrified by what I saw, I force myself to exit his mind, to stop infiltrating his dream. He’s asleep yet, dreaming about killing her, his mouth moving as if he is right now chewing on her heart.
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      To say I’m disturbed is the truth, and I feel as white as a ghost as I make eye contact with Damon. He grabs my hand and announces loudly, “Thank you for the food, but we should get going now.”

      Bay stirs slightly.

      “We’re going now,” I tell her, releasing Damon’s hand and flying over to her.

      “Going?” she asks, slurring the word.

      “Damon and I are going to get going. Will you come back to the cottage tomorrow? I… I have some questions.”

      “About?”

      I lean forward and whisper, “Swallowing or spitting.”

      Her eyes widen. “You want to ask sex questions.”

      “Hush!” I giggle and cover my mouth.

      Bay covers hers, laughing loudly despite her hand. She glances at Damon and waves her other hand. “Go away. Girl talk about dicks.”

      "Bay, later," I press. "Tomorrow."

      “Tomorrow?”

      “Yes, tomorrow we’ll talk about… dicks.”

      “Okay. Promise?”

      I heave a sigh. “I—”

      “Make a vow,” she slurs.

      I force a grin and grit my teeth as I say, “I vow.”

      I shoot over to Damon, and we fly out of there. Bay’s giggles follow us out.

      “I so want to hear your conversation about dicks tomorrow,” Damon says with a laugh.

      “Oh, hush! And maybe she won’t remember come the morning.”

      “Don’t worry. You’ll remember, and you’ll have to call and start the conversation if she won’t.”

      “No.”

      “Yes.”

      “Ugh!”

      “What did—”

      “Not now.”

      Unlike earlier, it’s a quiet flight back to campus. Once we cross over, I turn to Damon, but he yanks on my hand and drags me down to some bushes, his body on top of mine.

      “Get off.” I try to shove him away, but he presses down all the more on me. His hand covers my mouth, and I’m getting really pissed off when I hear a voice.

      “I thought I saw something.”

      “There’s no one here.”

      I go still, and Damon smirks at me. After a moment, he sits up and holds out a hand.

      I ignore it and sit up. “That was close.”

      He nods. “We’ve gotten lucky so far, but luck always runs out.”

      “You first. Go to your cottage.”

      Damon shakes his head. “I’m flying you to yours, and you’re telling me what you saw.”

      “Damon…”

      The bush parts, and Cosmo eyes us. “Well, well, well.”

      I push Damon away. “It’s not what you think.”

      Cosmo lifts his eyebrows. “It better be what I think it is, or else you two have some serious explaining to do.”

      I swallow hard.

      Damon stares at Cosmo. “We were just having a bit of fun.”

      “Fun.” Cosmo snorts. “Is that what kids call it nowadays? You finally settled on your man, huh? Have you—”

      “I haven’t. Not yet. Maybe never. Not going to tell you. Thank you and bye. Let’s go, Damon.” I grab his hand.

      We start to fly off, Cosmo laughing behind us.

      Damon eyes me. “What was that about?”

      “You don’t need to worry about that.”

      “Oh, but I think I do. Your face got so red—”

      “I don’t care about all that. If you want to be worried, be worried about Professor Luna.”

      “Will you tell me now?”

      I sigh and blink back tears. “The guards won’t say how she died, and I don’t want to alert them in case what I saw was just a dream and not the truth.”

      “What did you see?”

      “He clawed her chest, ripped out her heart, and ate it.”

      He lets out a low whistle. “No wonder they didn’t tell everyone.”

      “Yeah. But the dream infiltration, it’s not proof. Not in the eyes of the police. What do we do now?”

      “Well, we can find the body, dig her up, see if the wound matches.”

      “Rosemary, I would follow you to the ends of the earth, but I don’t think we should do that.”

      “So you want to bring in the guards then?”

      “You know,” Cosmo says, coming up behind us. “You two really need to keep your voices down.”

      “Cosmo!” I shriek.

      He puts a finger in his ear and wiggles it. “What part about keeping your voices down don’t you understand?” he asks dryly. “Now, what’s this about dream infiltration and seeing someone eat someone’s heart?”

      I glance at Damon, who grits his teeth and nods.

      “Zoth,” I mumble.

      “You infiltrated a demon’s dream?” he asks, incredulous.

      “And tried to use telepathy to get him to dream about the professor, so I have no idea if it was a dream or a memory, but, Cosmo…”

      “It’s not quite proof, no, but if we can get a confession…”

      “We?” I eye Damon. He’s busy texting on his phone, probably alerting Sage to everything. I feel terrible for not thinking about doing that myself. Poor Sage has to be beside himself wondering what’s going on.

      “Yes, we,” Cosmo says firmly. “We aren’t going to let this go, and—”

      “Does that mean her heart was eaten?” I whisper.

      Cosmo hesitates. “Her heart was not with her body, no.”

      “Fuck,” I murmur.

      “You really are Bay’s sister,” he says in admiration.

      “So Zoth really is the killer then.” I swallow hard. “Damon.”

      “I’m here.”

      “I am too.” Sage flies over.

      Cosmo grits his teeth. “I don’t like the idea of so many students being involved.”

      “Then call Bracken,” I beg. “What’s one more? Three students, two guards… Bay won’t want to fight me, and maybe if we put on a united front, she’ll listen. She’ll turn and help us, and then all six of us can bring down Zoth.”

      “I hope your optimism is not without reason,” Cosmo mumbles.

      It doesn’t take long for Cosmo to notify Bracken. Even though the sun is ready to rise yet, we make the trek back to the demon’s house. The lights are still on, and the door isn’t locked, so we stumble inside.

      “Zoth?” Cosmo calls. “We would like a word with you?”

      “What if I don’t want a word with you?” a voice from behind me asks.

      I whirl around to be face-to-face with Zoth. Without thinking, I move away from him.

      He just chuckles. “My, how you’re trembling, Rosemary! What’s wrong? Afraid of the big, bad demon?”

      “More like you’re the one going to be afraid,” I spit out. “We know what you did, Zoth.”

      “And just what is that?” he asks, sounding bored as he buffs his nails.

      “We know you ate Professor Luna’s heart.”

      He eyes me. “And just how do you know this?”

      “Your dream,” I say. “You dreamt that you killed her and ate her heart.”

      “Now, now.” He slowly claps for me. “You outdid yourself. Seriously. I’m impressed. You went and infiltrated my mind, but I’m afraid that’s not enough. You see, you made me think—”

      “I didn’t make you do anything,” I shout.

      “Where’s Bay?” Bracken cuts in.

      I glower at the demon. “If you did anything to hurt her—”

      “Me? You should ask your boyfriend about that drink he gave us because it sure as fuck wasn’t fae nectar.”

      Damon just smirks. “You like it? I can give you the recipe. You actually look not too bad for having been three sheets to the wind.”

      Zoth smirks back. “You, your boyfriend, your boy toy, and who are these other fairies?”

      “Guards here to arrest you,” I say sweetly.

      Right on cue, Cosmo and Bracken move forward to grab Zoth, but the demon just laughs and laughs.

      “You still don’t get it, do you?” he asks me.

      My stomach drops like a rock. “What are you talking about?”

      Just ignore him, they say. Don’t ever listen to a demon.

      But the words he’s saying cut me to the core, and all I can do is listen to his words and hope I’m hearing him wrong.

      “You just don’t want to see it, so you think you’ll just have me locked up, and then you can go back to toying these two boys. Maybe what you need is a strong man.”

      “Zoth, shut your mouth!” I shout.

      He laughs some more. “Do you want the truth? Because, yes, a demon can tell the truth when they want to. Well, I’ll tell you anyhow.”

      He pauses, and my palm itches to slap him.

      Finally, he parts his lips from his insufferable pout. “You see, Bay was the mastermind behind the murder.”
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      “You take that back!” I shriek, flying at Zoth.

      Sage tries to stop me, but I duck beneath his arm and plow into Zoth. We collide with the wall.

      Bay comes into the room. “What’s going on?” she asks, her words not slurring.

      “He did it!” I scream. “He killed Professor—”

      “Tell them the truth,” Zoth interrupts, his tone cold and impersonal. “Tell them about how you were the mastermind behind the murder.”

      “I wasn’t,” Bay says with a gasp. “Don’t you dare say that!”

      “She can’t lie!” I say triumphantly. “Zoth can because he’s a demon.”

      “What am I?” Zoth growls.

      “A demon!”

      He backhands me so hard that I taste blood. He’s strong, impossibly so, even stronger than Spring had been courtesy of the drugs in her system.

      The guards and my boys fly at Zoth, but I realize Bay’s flying off, and I take after her.

      “Bay, where are you going?” I call, hating that she’s running, fearful for what her flight means. She can’t be guilty. She can’t be!

      “I have to get out of here,” she says desperately.

      “What? Why? You don’t have to worry. They’ll get Zoth and then—”

      “You don’t understand.”

      “You weren’t the mastermind,” I say stubbornly.

      “No.”

      “Then just open up to telepathy, and—”

      “I wasn’t the mastermind,” she repeats glumly.

      And that’s when it hits me.

      She didn’t spearhead the murder.

      But somehow or another, she had been involved just the same.

      “Bay…”

      “Just let me go.”

      I hesitate, and Bay starts to fly away, but a blur zooms by me. Bracken. He tackles Bay out of the air, and I can’t stand to watch him arrest her.

      Dully, through tear-laden lashes, I make my way back to the fight. Zoth is holding his own, and when he sees me, he starts to cackle, his teeth stained with blood.

      “Your sister tell you the truth yet?” he calls.

      “Shut up.”

      “Did she? Did she explain how she—”

      My knuckles meet his mouth. It hurts, the blow, his teeth scraping my knuckles, but it also feels good too.

      The others pile on him, tackling him, and Cosmo manages to place the magic-dampening cuffs on him.

      “Don’t worry,” Cosmo grunts as he helps Zoth up. “We’ll find a spot for you. As for Bay…”

      I close my eyes. When will this nightmare end?
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, Zoth is sent away to some demon prison, and Bay’s being dealt with now. I keep asking Cosmo and Bracken for any news, but considering they’re sitting outside of the main security building with me, they don’t know anything more than I do. Damon and Sage are here too.

      Finally, Pine leaves the building. To my horror, Bay’s with him, and she’s still wearing cuffs.

      “Let her go,” I plead.

      Pine grimaces and shakes his head. “I’m afraid I can’t.”

      “Why not? Bay, please, consider telepathy!”

      “Rosemary, you’re only going to make things worse,” Pine murmurs. “If you’ll excuse me…”

      “Where are you taking her?” I demand, shifting to the side even though I don’t want to.

      “She’s being sent to Dark Fae Penitentiary, and I am going to escort her there personally.”

      “What? No!”

      I dash over to Bay and hug her.

      She stares at me with her purple eyes, so similar to my own. Before, it used to seem as if we were two halves of the same person, but that's no longer the case. Not personality-wise and not look-wise either.

      “Don’t worry about me,” Bay murmurs. “I’ll be fine.”

      I stare into her eyes. She… I think she might be lying. Fairies can’t lie!

      Only the most powerful fairies can.

      Bay is powerful, but is she that powerful?

      Just what is she capable of?

      And if she can lie, who knows what secrets she’s been hiding and for how long.

      “You take good care of her, do you hear me?” Bay tells Damon.

      “Always,” he says softly.

      “Rosemary, tell Mom and Dad I love them.”

      “Anything else?” I ask. My voice cracks.

      “That’s it.”

      I nod, unable to talk past a lump in my throat.

      “Rosemary?” she ventures.

      Again, I nod.

      “I love you too.”

      "I love you, Bay." I break down crying, but Pine's had enough, and they start to fly off until Bay stops suddenly, and Pine can't get her to move forward.

      My tears slow, and our gazes meet.

      She looks so much like her old self for a second before confusion crosses her features. "Why do I feel like we have to have a girl talk about dicks?"

      I want to laugh. I really do, but I'm too devastated. The vow is forcing itself on us, but now isn't the time.

      "Later," I tell her. "We can talk about that later."

      Pine glances between us. "Seriously? You made a vow to—"

      "Don't you judge us," Bay snaps, and I love her all the more for her defending us when she doesn't even remember why we made the vow in the first place. Despite what she's done, she's still my twin.

      "I'm not judging," Pine says stiffly. "I'm just… surprised, that's all." He glances between us. "That enough for you both?"

      I open my mouth to answer in the negative, but that would be a lie. After a brisk nod, Pine forces Bay to fly away.

      

      In a word, I am utterly devastated. What am I supposed to do now?

      “Don’t worry,” Sage says, flying over to me. “Everything will work out. If Bay is innocent—”

      “I don’t know if she is or isn’t,” I say sadly.

      Damon rubs my shoulders. “You aren’t her. Her mistakes are on her, not you.”

      “I know, but I don’t want to be doomed to repeat them.”

      “You won’t. You know better, and you’re stronger than that.”

      I snort. “I don’t feel strong. I feel…”

      A sob chokes me off, and as much as I appreciate them trying to be there for me, I need to do what I have to do, what I said I would do after we located the killer.

      “Damon, why don’t you go see if there’s anything anyone needs?” I ask.

      Damon tilts his head to the side, eyeing me curiously before complying.

      I turn to Sage. “Hey.”

      “Hi,” he says after a slight hesitation, probably because we already exchanged pleasantries earlier.

      I feel so utterly drained, like I'm going to collapse into myself, or maybe I'm just freefalling in a pit of despair that is going to swallow me whole. The sensation of drowning overwhelms me, and I close my eyes, focusing on my breathing, trying desperately to ground myself.

      Mom and Dad. What are they going to think? Mom will want me to stay close to home as a result, but I have to be me. I have to move forward alone. Without my twin.

      It’s going to be scary, terrifying even, but I will not let this break me. I won’t let this define me. The future looks dark for Bay right now, and I hate that so very much, but she would want me to move on with my life, to move forward. I have to trust that the police will get to the bottom of what happened, the truth.

      Bay’s on her own now. She’s left me behind for a place that I won’t dare to follow. She’s made her choices and has to live with the consequences, and I have to do the same.

      My eyes open, and I see Orchid approaching behind Sage. All of her arguments for me to date Sage come rushing back. The two of them have a class together this year, and a few weeks ago, they worked on a project together. He had always been so kind and sweet with her.

      “Sage,” I murmur.

      “We already said hi.” His smile is tiny, weak.

      “Thank you so much for everything you’ve done. I appreciate it. I really do.”

      “But…”

      “You are a great fairy. One of the best. I thought you were the fairy for me from the moment I saw you, but… You are the fairy of someone’s dreams.”

      “But not yours.” He nods slowly.

      “You already know that, don’t you?” I ask softly.

      “I think so. I just didn’t want…” He rubs the back of his neck. “It’s hard to let the first one go.”

      “I know, and I tried to hold on for longer than I should have, and I’m sorry.”

      “Love isn’t easy.”

      “No, it isn’t.”

      “And we’re young. Who knows? Maybe in a decade or two, we’ll get back together.” He winks.

      I shake my head even as I’m smiling. Somehow, I’m smiling. “I don’t think so.”

      “Probably not.” He clears his throat. “I might not have physically tied your wings like Damon did. I can’t believe you jumped out of a plane as if you were a human!”

      “Yeah, it’s still surreal to think about.”

      “Damn. But, my point is, I guess I tried to tie them by being overly protective of you.”

      I nod. It’s the biggest reason why I can’t be with him.

      “I know you were just doing that because you care about me, but it felt suffocating, like you didn’t think I could take care of myself.”

      I don’t bother to add that it also made it seem like he didn’t respect me, but there’s no reason to mention that too.

      “I’m sorry,” he says. “I wish I could take back my words, but that wouldn’t have been enough, would it?”

      I just give him a tiny smile, not certain what to say to that.

      Over his shoulder, I see Orchid stopped by Cosmo. They’re talking. Well, it looks like Cosmo is trying to talk her down while Orchid is yelling.

      Sage turns slightly to follow my gaze.

      At that moment, I come up with a great idea.

      “You know…” I start.

      “You’re unreal,” Sage mutters.

      “What? I said two words.”

      “You want me to hook up with Orchid, don’t you?”

      “For you to think that makes me wonder if you’ve thought about her in that way before.”

      He opens his mouth and then shuts it.

      “So you have!” I say triumphantly.

      “I might’ve dreamed about her once, but I… The idea of falling for roommates… Let’s just say it was a little awkward some of those times when I came over to work on the project.”

      “I can put in a good word for you.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t.”

      I giggle. “If you don’t want me to, I won’t, but if you do become a couple, maybe we can double date sometime.”

      “I would like that. Good. Now, if you’ll excuse me…”

      He nods, and I fly off. There’s another fairy I have to talk to, another one that I care for very much.
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      Damon’s off to the side, and he gives me a lazy smile as I approach.

      “No one seems to need my help.”

      “Well, I do.”

      He cocks an eyebrow and tilts his head to the side, watching me with his piercing dark eyes.

      “Need you. Not your help,” I babble.

      His grin is lopsided and oh so sexy. “Is that your way of asking me out?”

      “Yes. I can do it more formally if you would like.”

      “So that’s just it. You’re picking me.”

      “My heart is,” I murmur. “For so long, people have compared me to Bay. They thought I was so very light. Compared to her, yes, maybe I am, but that’s not the complete picture. You know me. You push me, challenge, not to be dark necessarily. You just want me to be me, to accept all parts of myself. I need that in my life. I need you in my life.”

      “Are you sure you don’t have any questions for me?”

      “Questions? If you want me to ask you out—”

      “About anything I’ve done.”

      I hesitate. "Your past is your past, and if you want to talk about anything, I am more than willing to listen. If you're hinting about my wanting to know if you've done anything with girls why we weren't together as a couple, it's up to you to tell me. I don't have any questions about that."

      “Because you don’t want to know?”

      “Because it doesn’t matter. As long as those girls don’t mean anything to you and you’ll be with me exclusively for as long as we’re in a committed relationship, then it doesn’t matter to me.”

      “You won’t be jealous if I tell you?”

      “Will it hurt? Maybe. Probably. But I won’t hold it against you.”

      He nods slowly. “You’re one of a kind, Firebug.”

      “Firebug?”

      “My new nickname for you. Do you like it?”

      “You’re calling me a bug.”

      “A cute one.”

      “No bugs are cute,” I protest.

      “Ladybugs are.”

      I burst out laughing, and then a wave of sadness washes over me.

      “Hey, now,” he murmurs, drawing me close and rubbing my arms. “It’s all right. You can be sad.”

      “I just never thought… Am I really that naïve?”

      “You believed and trusted your twin. I don’t think that makes you naïve.” His eyes sparkle. “There are other areas where you’re naïve, and I’ll be more than happy to exploit them.”

      “Exploit, eh?” I giggle. “That sounds positively dark.”

      “Sometimes dark can be delicious.”

      “Hmm. Dark chocolate?”

      “Drizzled dark chocolate you can lick off my body.”

      “Oh…” I murmur.

      “What do you say we get out of here? Head back to my room…” His fingers trail up my bare arm, leaving goosebumps in their wake.

      My throat’s dry, but between my legs is wet, and I nod, not trusting myself to speak. His fingers interlock with mine, and we fly off to his cottage. No one is inside, and he shuts the curtains, locks the windows and the door, and turns around to find me already on his bed and naked.

      He chuckles as he stalks toward me. “Someone’s in a rush.”

      “Maybe.”

      I reach out and yank him to me, pulling him up to stand with me on his bed. The kiss is insistent, greedy, and every touch of his hands on my body makes me heat up to the point that I feel as if I'm on fire. After drowning for so long, it's refreshing to feel so alive, and I steal his breath, needing him to live.

      My hands yank at his shirt, and we break off the kiss long enough for me to rip it over his head. He shoves his pants down to his ankles and kicks them off, freeing himself.

      Damon moves to go to kiss me again, but a finger touches his lips, and I shake my head, grinning coyly. He kisses my finger as I kneel on the bed before him and take him into my mouth.

      “Fuck,” Damon groans.

      I laugh around his cock, which twitches in my mouth in response. My tongue flicks against the tip, and I suck him as hard as I can. Maybe I don’t take him into my mouth as much as other girls can, but I can learn how to. A girl can get used to this.

      “I’m going to come if you don’t stop,” he groans.

      Silly Damon. That’s the whole point.

      I suck even harder, grabbing his hips, shoving him farther into my mouth, deeper into me. His hot spray coats the back of my mouth, and I swallow and swallow and swallow.

      I draw back and lick my lips. His cock is glistening, and I go to lick it, but Damon crouches down and guides me onto my back.

      "You gave me the one kiss before," he says hoarsely. His eyes shine, and I see both love and lust in those dark orbs.

      I shiver. “I remember.”

      “And you stipulated the lips on your face.”

      I nod. My excitement is building, and I rub my legs together, trying to gain some relief.

      He chuckles as he spreads my legs apart. “As I mentioned, you have two sets. If it’s all right—”

      “It’s all right!” I blurt out.

      “What is?”

      “Whatever you want to do to me.”

      His lips and his tongue assault my lips, and it's so delicious that I cry out. I drape my legs over his shoulders, bucking my hips, letting a wave of pleasure fill me. It builds and builds and builds, and I almost want him to stop. It's almost too much, and then it is. It crests, and the pleasure gives way to an ecstasy I've never felt before.

      He’s not done, though, and he doesn’t stop until I’ve orgasmed two more times. I’m panting and ready to die as he lies beside me, cradling me from behind.

      “That was…” I can’t finish the statement because I have no words.

      Damon kisses the hollow of my neck and stretches his body against me. As he does so, I feel his erection pressing against my ass.

      “You’re ready to go again?” I ask, incredulous.

      “When you deny yourself for so long, yes, you can sometimes go again very quickly.”

      “Hmm.” I eye the clock. “Our lovemaking has already taken an hour. Not so quick after all.”

      “Are you complaining?” he asks as he rolls me onto my back.

      "Not at all." I lift up to kiss him and roll us over, so I'm on top.

      Slowly, I ride him, nice and slow, so slow that he groans and begs for me to go faster, so slow that it’s torturing me too, but that doesn’t stop me from coming hard, and he orgasms just fine too, and even better, because I’m moving slowly, he’s still hard. Now, I go hard and fast, just as he begged, just as I had deprived us, and this orgasm is brief but just as intense as the others.

      I collapse on top of him.

      He laughs, the sound causing vibrations that make me bounce against his firm chest. “Worn out?”

      “I can keep going. Can you?” I challenge.

      “In a bit, Firebug. In a bit.”

      With a content sigh, I rest on him. My eyes close, and I know I’ll fall asleep.

      But I don’t want to sleep. Not yet. We’ve only just started to exist as a couple, and I want to drink him in.

      “What are you thinking about?” he murmurs.

      “The future.”

      “Oh yeah? Anything specific?”

      I shift slightly so I can look at him. “I’ve been giving it a lot of thought, what I want to do with the rest of my life. Orchid told me about how before her great-grandma’s time, fairies and humans would work together to solve crimes. I thought about it. I mean, I’ve definitely felt called to fight the darkness. I’ve always felt that way, but I don’t want to fight crimes. I’m done with that. Damon, I want to help humans. Fairies with all of their magic have so many problems of their own, but the humans have even more, and they lack magic. I want to help them.”

      “How?” he asks slowly.

      “I want to open a special herbal tea shop.” I beam. Just thinking about it makes me so happy that I’m giddy. “Think about it! We can help people through tea!”

      “By giving them potions,” he says, his words still coming out slow.

      I nod. “They won’t ever suspect a thing! And we’ll have to make sure of that, so if we have to use the magic of music or anything else, we can and will. That way, none of the fairy courts will come knocking on our door.” I barely pause before I add, “You hate this idea.”

      He bursts out laughing. “It’s so very you,” he says.

      “But is it you too?” I bite my lower lip.

      “Rosemary, I transferred to Light Fae Academy because the demons rejected me for being part fairy. The fairies, somewhat, accepted me, but I don’t know if I’ll ever truly find my place in either realm. I’m willing to go to the humans if you want to. It’ll be a challenge, and I’m always up for an adventure. You know that.”

      “When Bay gets out of prison, I’m going to let her know where we are so she can come visit,” I warn. “Will you be okay with that?”

      “She’s your sister. Regardless of what she’s done, she’s your twin. I’m not going to tell you that you can’t talk to her.”

      “My parents will hate this.”

      “They can’t live your life for you.”

      “Mom might not like you.”

      “Moms typically don’t.” He laughs.

      “You will meet my parents?”

      “If you’ll meet mine.”

      I settle back against his chest. “It almost feels like you and me against the world.”

      “No, Firebug. It’s you and me fighting for the world. For the chance to be together and the chance to change the world. Are you for that?” he murmurs. “Because I know I am.”

      “Fire and brimstone, you know I am!”

      With that, Damon rolls us over, and we cement our vow with another bout of lovemaking. Bay’s made her choices and has to pay with the consequences, yes, but I’ve made my own choices. I’ve changed and grown, and I’m more than willing to pay the consequences of loving Damon and wanting to help the humans.

      Light and dark. That’s what I am.

      Damon is too.

      “I love you,” I murmur, reaching up to cup his face.

      His eyes glitter. “I love you too, Rosemary, my Firebug. I love you too.”
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading Light Fae Academy Year Three! I hope you loved Rosemary’s journey. Her love story is also one of self-discovery, which is some of the reason why it took her so long to determine which guy is the one for her. Which team are you? #TeamDamon? Or #TeamSage? I’d love to know!

      And now it’s Bay’s turn. The Dark Fae Penitentiary trilogy will be up for preorder soon!

      Please consider writing a review. It would mean the world to me!

      

      Until next book,

      Nala
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