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CHAPTER ONE

Why did I feel like I was back where all this nightmare began? 

I was doing my Semester One final exam, for starters, which was too much like the midterm I took in Mrs. Gorsuch's class. That was when I spied Dark Corruption for the first time, and Byron came to take me to Monstreuse Academy. 

I eyed the paper on the desk before me. We were in our Legal Studies class, and its whole purpose was to tell us students about how screwed we were for the rest of our lives and how not to get taken away by the Regular authorities.

Question #5: What are the penalties for leaving your monster reserve without government permission?

This subject was hard, and not because of the bookwork. Even our teacher, Ms. Benson, kept staring up at us with sympathy as my class of twenty took the test. Ms. Benson was among the werewolf teachers, which was evident when fur sprouted on her hands one day as she yelled at the class.

I gulped. Kristelle and Noel sat on either side of me, staying close in case I needed to remove the Corruption again and prevent them from becoming monsters. But things were getting scarier every day. Most of us Semester One kids had undergone changes, leaving just Noel, Kristelle, and a girl named Sammy still waiting for the worst. 

And I wasn't a normal Monstreuse student.

Soon, we'd all stand out.

I turned my attention back to the test and scribbled, you can get arrested on the spot by the Regular authorities and taken to a high-security prison, where you might stay for months to years.

I wanted to write you could get confronted by the Society of Family and Safety and almost shot. Or used for whatever sick plan they have.

My heart thumped at the memory. The Dark Corruption might be my fault.

Question #6: What are the main reasons you can gain permission to leave your reserve?

I wanted to write about playing a sport and having your coach betray you because he's a secret Society member. That wasn't an approved answer, either.

Kristelle looked at me suddenly, like she'd felt a sudden jolt, and all the color drained from her face. 

I stared at her as my heart sank, even as Ms. Benson cleared her throat. It was clearly a warning against cheating.

Kristelle turned her lips downward, tugging at her earlobe.

I sucked in a breath, as that was her signal. Kristelle was feeling the buildup of the Dark Corruption again, and she needed my assistance.

Now.

Or she'd change, and she was terrified of that.

I gulped as the panic surged into my chest.

And then a hint of redness crept into Kristelle's irises before she blinked and cast it away again.

I mouthed a curse. Kristelle's turning was going to happen within minutes. 

And we couldn't easily get out of class. 

I gulped. "Ms. Benson?" I wasn't sure how to ask her if Kristelle and I could step out simultaneously.

"Ali, this exam is important, so this needs to be an emergency," she said, unaware of the horror. In Monstreuse Academy, turning into a monster wasn't a class-leaving reason.

Kristelle shifted in her seat, turning green from her stress.

I took a sharp breath. 

We needed to choose between the exam and Kristelle keeping her humanity.

I couldn't remove the Corruption here. Ms. Benson wouldn't let me touch Kristelle, which I needed to do. I also didn't want every teacher to see what I could do. Mrs. Morgan would hear about it, and I'd spend even more time under the microscope.

"I… I'm having stomach trouble," I said, whipping up an explanation as Ms. Benson wrote something in a leather-bound notebook. "The eggs I had at breakfast aren't agreeing with me, and I don't think we want a mess in here." 

Ms. Benson grimaced. As a werewolf, she had a good sense of smell, and I had used the right threat. Kristelle nodded, not daring to move much. She'd follow the second she could. 

We'd take care of her Corruption in the hall.

"I promise I'll be back to finish the exam, and I'll stay after to make up for it if I have to." Ugh, my goody-goody nature was still there.

"You may go, but you must retake this exam tonight with different questions," Ms. Benson said. 

At least Monstreuse didn't allow cell phones, so Ms. Benson had no reason to stop me from entering the hall. That was our saving grace. 

I rose from my seat, hating that I had to leave Kristelle for a few minutes. Noel looked after me, shoving his glasses up his nose as I walked out of the classroom and into the first-floor corridor, where we had the Regular classes. The orange glow of the lanterns and glowing pumpkins filled the area, casting a shine on all the closed, dark wood doors. I headed down to the bathroom several doors away, kicking up a jog. I was sure Ms. Benson had a decent hearing sense. It had to sound authentic.

I scuffed the red carpet under my feet, opened the bathroom door, and let it creak shut. 

Then, I waited. 

Noel knew this was serious. I wondered how he'd help. 

Pacing, I faced the classroom door for Legal Studies, which had two creepy, skeletal plants flanking the door that drooped with glowing green, spiky flowers. 

Inside, Ms. Benson started yelling, and I tensed. 

Finally, the classroom door slipped open just a foot, and Kristelle slid out as Ms. Benson kept yelling at someone—probably Noel. 

She was still just like a Regular. Even from forty feet away, I could see that her eyes had no redness, and she hadn't gone super pale like Lady Drach or any other vampire. I sighed in relief and slid along the wall, hoping Ms. Benson's yells shielded the sound. 

"Were you peeking at Vic's test?" Ms. Benson shouted at Noel. "This is a very important test, designed to keep all of us safe!"

I gulped. 

Noel had pretended to cheat, even though he was a nerd. 

And Ms. Benson hated cheating more than anything. He was taking a massive risk. 

Kristelle held her breath and slowly inched along the wall. We might have seconds before Ms. Benson noticed her absence. Two people in the hall would raise her cheating radar, and she couldn't control her temper well. Kristelle flicked a pink strand from her face as she slowly approached, shaking, and I closed the distance. 

Ms. Benson's yells continued as if she were trying to exorcise a demon that would soon take over.

And she wasn't wrong.

"I've lost students to the Regular authorities because they didn't study. We are not citizens of this country anymore. We're considered foreigners on our own soil and must act accordingly. I thought someone like you would know better."

"I wasn't trying to cheat," Noel said. "I was leaning over to stifle a sneeze."

Yes. Noel had come through, drawing Ms. Benson's undivided attention. He was an amazing friend, as he was risking so much. 

Regular laws didn't apply to the monster reserves.

Kristelle closed the distance between us, and the fear in her eyes jumped at me. Her pupils were wide with that familiar terror, and as we closed the last ten feet between us, I could see those hints of redness again.

Vampires had eyes like that.

Kristelle reached me and turned around as Noel and Ms. Benson continued to argue about his intentions. The teacher must have turned her back to the door as Noel sat against the far wall.

"Bad timing," she whispered. "Okay, Ali. You know what to do." She turned around and offered me her shoulders, which I seized tightly.

Immediately, the mental image of the Dark Corruption shot into my mind. I shuddered. The black force, flooded with malicious purple iridescence, boiled in Kristelle, and I sucked in a breath as an icy cold hit my palms.  

"I know. It's bad. I can feel it. Now we're both flunking the test. I'm sorry," Kristelle said, barely audible over the argument. "I know Legal Studies is one we can't fail." 

"We can sneak back in," I said, tightening my grasp. I seized the Dark Corruption as the cold, dark feeling balled in my palms. I almost grunted from the effort. Pulling the force out of people was like extracting viscous slime, and it couldn't be comfortable for Kristelle. 

"You've got it," Kristelle said, gasping as she leaned forward to help me. "Hurry."

I'd worry about it later, and I stepped back with the force in my hands. Now I could see it as it exited Kristelle like a dark ghost covered in tiny violet eyes, and more of the amorphous blob came out the farther I stepped back. Kristelle trembled, and at last, the force broke free, leaving a tiny seed in my friend that she said never went away. 

I stumbled back into an antique table, and a lit pumpkin almost fell off and onto the floor as I released the extra Dark Corruption, letting it fall to the floor. Instead of staining the red carpet, it spread like black fog, and I stepped back, although the force couldn't hurt me. 

And slowly, it sank through the floor and went wherever Dark Corruption went. That was another mystery Byron and I had yet to solve. 

Kristelle leaned against the dark wood wall, catching her breath, but she was more composed than she had been the first time I had done this. 

"Are you okay?" I asked as Ms. Benson continued her angry lecture down the hall. 

"Yeah. Thanks," Kristelle said, looking over her shoulder at me. "I sneaked out, so I must get back in while Ms. Benson yells at Noel. Noel looked at Vic's paper. If she sees us together, she'll think we cheated, too."

Yikes.

At least Ms. Benson expected me to walk back in, but not Kristelle. My friend slid along the wall, staying quiet as I scuffed my feet to mask any sound she made. My heart thudded. We only had one classroom length to go, and we could slip inside.

"...you are hurting everyone if you do not learn the law," Ms. Benson shouted. "One monster who acts out will get all monsters in trouble, even those of us trying to be civilized." Was that fear in Ms. Benson's voice?

I had last heard her get high-pitched like that when the fur sprouted on her hands.

The werewolf was coming to the surface.

I opened the door slightly and found Ms. Benson's desk empty. I walked in like nothing was wrong, stopping a few feet from the doorway, but no one noticed me as everyone was facing the spectacle. The tension made the air hard to breathe. Our teacher was facing Noel, which meant she was close to my desk. A quick glance revealed that was the case, and she stood between Noel's desk and mine, leaving me little space to sneak in. 

"I swear, I didn't want to sneeze all over my test and then hand it to you or give you any germs," Noel said, staring up at Ms. Benson. Everyone was staring at him, understandably. Noel didn't dare to glance at us as he maintained his horrifying position. 

Already, light fur had sprouted on the back of Ms. Benson's hands. The sight looked strange on such an ordinary-looking woman, but it was no less terrifying. I looked at Kristelle, who lingered in the doorway. She needed to slip past me and sit down, and I motioned her inside while Ms. Benson was distracted. That was the only way you could slip past a werewolf. They had good senses but couldn't focus on everything at once. 

Kristelle did, but the door creaked open more as she entered, betraying her presence, and the sound cut over the classroom. 

Ms. Benson turned her head, and I cursed every door on campus. 

Her eyes widened, and our teacher's young, pretty face was already morphing into something else. She looked at me first and then at Kristelle, who was clearly coming in from the hallway. To our teacher, the truth was a no-brainer. Kristelle had slipped out after me to ask for the test answers. 

A growl emerged from Ms. Benson's throat as her eyes went yellow, becoming inhuman, and I sucked in a breath. 

"You were cheating," she said, as her voice lingered between human and beast. All her fear vanished, which was very bad. 

"We were not. I didn't expect Kristelle to need the bathroom, too," I said, but that ship had sailed. 

Vic, a new warlock, sucked in a breath and scooted away from Noel. 

Noel grabbed his desk. 

And a swamp monster kid stared at Noel with his black eyes as anger boiled within. 

We were going to see something ugly.

Ms. Benson squared off with us, and I stood before Kristelle as if I could protect her. I wasn't sure how to summon the Dark Corruption to defend myself here, as I was never sure what it could do.

And I couldn't do that in the classroom where everyone could see. 

The coldness and darkness rose inside me, riding on my fear and racing heartbeat. I seized Kristelle's arm as if she would get closer to Ms. Benson, and I pulled her back as Noel rose from his seat. But there was nothing he could do against her, and the other students wouldn't do anything, either. 

We were on our own. 

"Come on. We'll just take the F," I said, unable to believe my words. 

Noel motioned us out of the room while everyone else slowly rose to stand at the back of the room. No one wanted to attract the werewolf's attention now that the creature had its targets.

We both spilled out of the room as another growl ripped from Ms. Benson's throat. Clearly, we were the targets, but at least she would leave Noel alone. The door closed behind me on its own.

Kristelle swore, and we bolted toward the spiral stairwell at the end of the corridor. My mind spun, and we reached the intersection. The wooden steps climbed up through the building. 

"Where to?" Kristelle asked as a louder growl emerged from the classroom, and Ms. Benson clawed at the closed door. None of the other students would try stopping her if they wanted to live, and there was nothing Noel could do.

"Um," I said. Running from a werewolf was said to be almost impossible. Our teachers taught us that. Once one decided to slaughter you—

The door flew open behind us as Ms. Benson growled again, keeping her focus on us and leaving the rest of the class to finish the test. My mind spun. We stood no chance outside. We needed to get behind a strong door. 

Could I use the Corruption to shield us? 

The ice flooded me as I looked upstairs. Double doors blocked off every floor. None of them could lock from within except for the staff tower.

That was our best shot, even if we got Mrs. Morgan mad at us. 

"Up," I said. 

Kristelle and I rushed up the stairs as the sound of pulling flesh and popping bones followed. Ms. Benson was still finishing her shift, which was the only reason we weren't dead yet.

"Cheating isn't that bad," Kristelle said, rushing up the spiral staircase beside me. 

I was glad that I was still in badminton and working out. But Kristelle wasn't. She struggled and panted her way up the narrow steps.

The growling sounded below us, and I looked over the wooden railing to the first floor. 

I swore. A blond werewolf, twice the size of Ms. Benson, stood on two legs with hulking arms and massive jaws. The creature looked up at us with those yellow eyes. Our teacher was gone, leaving this monster in her place that wanted to destroy us. Perhaps the werewolf didn't even remember the reason for her anger. 

"Go!" I shouted, which drew another growl from the horror now two floors below us. 

We rushed past floor after floor, past closed door after closed door. The dark ice remained inside me, and I wished we had Byron with us. He could undo any lock he wanted. 

Below, the stairs creaked. 

The creature was giving chase. 

I thought of that Regular kid who got mauled to death by a werewolf in one of the monster reserves. Kristelle and I were both still practically Regulars ourselves. 

We reached the top floor, standing in the eerie blue glow of the railing lanterns. The double doors to the staff tower were closed. All the teachers and other staff were downstairs for testing day. 

I pulled at the handles.

Locked, of course.

"Is anyone in there?" I shouted, but no one answered.

"You have to do something, or we're decorating these doors with blood," Kristelle said. Her chin wobbled.

I hammered on the doors, but the heavy, dark wood didn't give way, and the plaque mocked us. Authorized Staff Only. Then I grabbed the bronze handle, channeling the darkness inside of me, and immediately, the wood turned black with glowing purple flecks.

The Dark Corruption had infected the wood. 

"That's not helping!" Kristelle pounded on the doors as she broke into a panic.

Constant, low growls drew closer as Ms. Benson climbed up from below, squeezing her way up the steps. I estimated she was only a few floors down from us. 

Then the infected wood cracked, and the crack extended down to the lock, which unclicked.

I yanked the door open as the creaking steps and wolf-like panting rose behind us. The door swung inward, revealing the dark staff tower, and Kristelle and I poured in and slammed the door shut behind us. 

"Now what?" Kristelle asked. “We need to block the door.”

I realized our predicament. 

I couldn't fix the door or lock it back up, and that might not matter, anyway. 

Then I looked around as I kept my body pressed against the entrance. We stood in almost complete darkness in the round room, and a faint breeze wafted through the shutters that covered every window. The growling intensified on the door's other side, and I kept my hands on them, urging the lock to go back into place, or there was no point in us being up here. 

"Give me a chair,” I said.

Kristelle was already on it. She handed me a chair from behind a teacher’s work desk.

The creaking peaked, and then the sound stopped outside the staff tower as if the werewolf wasn't sure where we could have gone. Werewolves lost some intelligence while in their beastly forms. But this and the dorm section were the only options on the thirteenth level of Monstreuse. She’d find us in a short time.

A snuffling sound followed, and the werewolf seemed to stay still. 

If the Dark Corruption didn't change our scent, we were—

Claws raked down the door from the other side, and Kristelle screamed. 

I shoved the chair under the handles. It might delay the worst for a few seconds. It was too late to tell Kristelle to be quiet. We had only a few inches of wood between us and the werewolf, and then we were dead. 

As soon as Ms. Benson threw her weight against the door—

The clawing stopped. 

“Where’s this hidden lab?” Kristelle asked.

I seized my friend's arm and pulled her to the center of the tall, round room. The hatch to Mrs. Morgan's lab waited; it was a round plank that covered a compartment one floor down. I opened it, revealing the ugly sodium lights below, and we climbed down the rickety ladder into the low-ceilinged space. 

I slammed the trapdoor just as the werewolf slammed its body weight into the tower entrance.

With a growl, wood splintered, the chair flew with a crash, and the monster entered the staff room. 

Kristelle didn't say a word beside me. I barely registered that we stood amongst long, dingy counters, scattered laptops, test tubes, cages, and other staples of an evil lab. Only the humming of the caged sodium lights kept us company as we hid from the beast. At least the trapdoor was small, and a fully shifted werewolf might lack the finesse to open it and squeeze down the ladder. I doubted the creature would fit.

I looked at Kristelle.  “Take cover. And don’t touch anything.”

Despite the happenings above, she was staring at Mrs. Morgan's lab in horror. 

"We're not supposed to be here," she said. “There might be a weapon.”

I could barely hear her over the werewolf's plodding, confused steps above. 

I hoped Ms. Benson would get fired for this, but reality hit. That wasn't how Monstreuse worked. Nothing would happen if it didn't hurt someone outside of the reserve.

We stood together, moving slowly to the back of the lab, where the scary restraint chairs waited. There, Mrs. Morgan tried taking out my special Society implant.

There, she learned that I could summon Dark Corruption.

We passed a bubbling test tube, despite the burner under it being off, and the acrid smell hit my nostrils. I seized it, wondering if I could throw it as a weapon, but I had no idea what it did.

Ms. Benson slowly dragged her feet above us.

"That might make the werewolf gag," Kristelle whispered. "I don't think she knows we're down here." 

"Maybe.” I backed against one of the leather chairs. Even our troll teacher might have trouble stopping a werewolf.

But the staff would try. Mrs. Morgan didn't want to lose me because she studied Dark Corruption. So, if she got here, she'd find a way to calm Ms. Benson down. 

Buying time was our best hope because, eventually, the beast would catch our scent on the trapdoor. I kneeled between the counter and the scary chairs. Kristelle joined me, frowning.

I tightened my grasp on the test tube. It was full of a glowing, green-yellow liquid, and I shuddered. Mrs. Morgan would have a horrible purpose for it, like creating another giant cockroach creature like the one in the nearest cage. 

The werewolf's nails clicked on the floor above and finally stopped where I knew the trapdoor waited. Ms. Benson already knew about the lab. But did her wolf?

I swore, which was something I was getting better at since coming to Monstreuse, and I uncapped the test tube. My terror pumped through me, summoning more of the Dark Corruption. It flooded my body, waiting for uses I didn't know about. Ms. Benson was already infected and didn't fear it, and cracking the floor would send her right down here with us.

I took a breath as claws slowly raked the trapdoor. If I could hold off the armed Society, I could do this. I had to, or we'd both die.

Subject: Alison Welson.

The glow of a laptop in a counter cubby caught my attention, and the bold text stood out despite the laptop being partially closed and on a charger. Mrs. Morgan had a file dedicated to my case.

Despite the danger, I leaned closer as Kristelle opened drawers beside me, searching for weapons.

Then, the scraping turned into pounding. 

Potential solution.

I couldn't see all the text from here, and Kristelle seized my arm before I could read any more of what Mrs. Morgan had typed about me. Did our admin think she had a way to cure me?

Or did she have other plans?

The pounding continued, and my attention turned back to the darkness pooling in me, waiting for my command, but I didn't know what it could do to help in this case. 

"You need to do something again," Kristelle said with a harder voice than I'd ever heard from her.

The trapdoor splintered, and I rose just enough to see over the counter. A werewolf paw shot down, just like something out of a horror movie.

I rose, and the test tube morphed from its sickly shade to the same dark purple I'd seen the night Mrs. Morgan tried to dissect my ear. I had nothing else to go on.

The trapdoor splintered again, more this time, and Ms. Benson poked her beastly head into the lab and growled.


CHAPTER TWO

Ialmost screamed but caught my breath as I realized the werewolf couldn't squeeze through the trapdoor.

The creature growled, showing all its glistening teeth, and Kristelle screamed. 

I threw the vial, which sailed over the counters, test tubes, and cages, and struck Ms. Benson. 

The glass exploded, and a blinding cloud of darkness erupted from the remains of the tube and swirled around the beast's inverted head. The monster growled and thrashed, and as the darkness swirled like a swarm of ethereal hornets, the werewolf retracted, leaving a hole in the trapdoor. 

Shouting followed from above, and I knew that Noel had gone and gotten help. 

The werewolf growled as her feet stomped with rage above, and she didn't poke her head back down as the Dark Corruption continued its assault on her senses. Was it some kind of block? It didn't matter. We probably weren't going to die today, at least from claws and teeth. 

"Ms. Benson just lost it, and it's my fault," Noel shouted from above. Now that the trapdoor had a hole, I could hear everyone above us more clearly. "She thought I was cheating, and then she got mad because Kristelle and Ali had to go to the bathroom. I think it was the eggs." 

"Stand back!" Mrs. Morgan shouted. "Mr. Landsson!" 

Our troll teacher grunted, prepared for a fight. The poor guy always subdued out-of-control students and staff. Another crash sounded from above, and a growl with more footfalls followed as he must have shoved Ms. Benson against a wall. More feet scuffled above.

"Byron," Mrs. Morgan ordered. Despite the situation, she sounded in control, like she had dealt with many of these incidents. 

Byron was here.

He'd come out of his testing to help, or Noel had grabbed him. 

"I'm keeping her against the wall, too," Byron said with nerves dancing in his voice. He was terrified, for my sake. "I don't think she hurt Ali or Kristelle. They must be hiding down below, and I can't blame them. And it looks like Ali summoned some help as well. That dark vapor looks like something she'd do." 

Mr. Landsson and Byron were both working together. Their actions were more effective than mine, which might have only given Kristelle and me a few minutes to live. Byron would push Ms. Benson back with his magic while Mr. Landsson used brute force.

I rose and took her hand, helping her up. Kristelle's eyes were normal now, and she nodded, but regret filled her expression. She felt bad about how all this unfolded, and that scared me.

What if she didn't ask me to delay her change next time? 

"It was worth it," I said. 

Kristelle didn't answer as we crossed the lab and climbed the ladder. If we lingered in the lab longer than we had to, Mrs. Morgan would be even madder than she would already be at us. She did not like people intruding on her space without permission. 

Our admin wouldn't like me peeking at her laptops and notes.

Already, my mind spun as I climbed the ladder. What if Mrs. Morgan knew the origin of the Dark Corruption? The Society thought I was its master, but no one knew anything about the force besides its appearance after the gods left.

Could learning the truth help me keep this under control? 

Or did Mrs. Morgan have some way to fix me? 

Kristelle and I stood out of the lab. I let the busted trapdoor fall back into place, figuring it would help placate Mrs. Morgan, who stood before the broken staff tower doors. I squinted since the massive tower chandelier was now on, casting the room in a flickering glow. I stood in the middle of the ring of desks, exposed.

Mrs. Morgan stared at me from behind her huge, evil scientist glasses. Her green eyes looked larger than average, and her ginger hair hung around her shoulders. Byron stood beside her, hand up as his magic held the werewolf against the wall behind us. Though I didn't look, I knew Mr. Landsson kept her in place. 

"We had to hide, and I'm sorry," I said in my best goody-goody voice. Despite my time away from home, I still had that talent down. "I didn't touch anything in the lab, and we left as soon as it was safe."

I waited for the anger to come. Mrs. Morgan had at least two personalities, a caring one she must have had before the Dark Corruption and a vicious one that I didn't think she was too proud of. 

"Are you okay, Ali?" Mrs. Morgan asked.

"Yes," I said. So, our admin was the caring version of herself right now. "Kristelle and I didn't even get a scratch, and I'd also like to apologize for the ruined door."

"We can fix the door," Mrs. Morgan said, eyeing Mr. Landsson behind me as Ms. Benson struggled and growled. And then her other personality came through, and her eyes widened even more behind her glasses. "However, the two of you must have been cheating unless this is a very bizarre coincidence, or there's some other explanation I have yet to uncover." 

I took a breath. Mrs. Morgan didn't know I could pull Corruption out of people yet. Byron stood beside her, hand up, and he gently shook his head at me. Byron hadn't told her about that ability. Noel stood right behind him, and he shifted to stand behind Mrs. Morgan as if trying to hide my secret.

Would Mr. Landsson say something? He knew I could remove Corruption from people, and he was a teacher.

"We weren't cheating," I said, struggling not to throw Kristelle under the bus. Her following me made her look bad, no matter how I framed it. "I didn't know she would follow me, so I returned to class quickly. I didn't want us to look suspicious." 

Way to go, Ali. 

"Following the rules in Monstreuse is key to surviving until graduation," Mrs. Morgan said, and for a moment, she reminded me of my mother. She was angry because she wanted to protect me. 

Just as my mother tried to do, at least at the beginning.

And I let her down.

"I know," I said. "And I'm sorry. But yes, I think this was a bizarre coincidence."

"You were taking your Legal Studies exam, and you knew that ducking out was very discouraged," Mrs. Morgan said as if running the facts through her head. "Those laws are key to preserving our existence. It's a critical exam to take." 

"I'll retake it," I said, bristling, but not because of Mrs. Morgan. Those laws were there because of the Society of Family and Safety. Some of them made sense, but others made all infected people pariahs. And the Society didn't think those laws were tight enough. 

Those people wanted me for something. 

It was why I was still alive.

Noel stepped forward and sighed, as if he were glad we'd changed the subject from the true reason for Kristelle and me ducking out. 

But Byron frowned at me, then flicked his gaze at Mrs. Morgan. He looked confused, so maybe he wasn't sure how much Mrs. Morgan knew.

"She's calming down," Mr. Landsson said, breaking the sudden silence. I faced him. Our troll teacher held Ms. Benson against the wall, but the blond werewolf wasn't thrashing or growling anymore. Mr. Landsson shook his head like he'd done this a million times. A scratch bled on his upper arm, but he didn't seem concerned. The werewolf infection didn't affect trolls, then.

"Good," Mrs. Morgan said. "Her mood's changing. She'll be back in a few minutes. Ms. Benson won't be happy about this, but at least she gets a few days off after the exam." 

"Tell her I'm sorry," I said, making Byron shake his head. Yeah, we'd been working on undoing my training by strict Society parents, and the process was slow. "I know this can't be easy for her." 

Then Mrs. Morgan softened her expression. She knew what it was like to be unable to control herself. "We have it from here. Ali, never again walk out of an exam for any reason, and I mean any reason, no matter how urgent you think it is." 

A shudder ran down my spine.

Byron's eyes widened. He could read people well and was just as worried about Mrs. Morgan knowing the truth as I was. Mr. Landsson must have told her what I said I could do. 

"Okay," I said. 

Our admin nodded. "I will talk to Ms. Benson and grab her the spare clothes. All students are dismissed from Legal Studies for now. The entire class must retake the exam, as the teacher left the room and cannot supervise. Be back in class in three hours." 

Byron finally lowered his hand, and he nodded at me. "We should go sit in the Grub and Drink room." 

The cafeteria. 

It would be empty right now, and I could ask Byron some questions. 

And what kind of solution was Mrs. Morgan writing about in my file?

Would he spy for me?

Yes. 

"I'll send Vee to tell the class to meet there," Mrs. Morgan continued, glaring at me and Kristelle. Noel was the smart one, staying back to avoid the vitriol. "Go and sit. Do not leave the Grub and Drink room without a staff member or my head student aide."

She meant it. Perhaps we'd get out of punishment, but the admin had clarified that keeping Noel and Kristelle human wasn't worth it...or desired.

"As Ali's tutor, I'll go down with them," Byron said, speaking at last. "I just finished my Magic I exam and have two hours to kill. Ali, come on. We'll get something to eat and calm down. We should leave the staff to take care of this." 

"Sounds good." I exhaled, shocked at how quickly I was changing gears. My time in Monstreuse was toughening me up despite nearly dying more than once.

Kristelle and Noel joined us on the top floor outside the staff tower while Mrs. Morgan shut the double doors, one of which was still black from Dark Corruption. I couldn't hear anything inside the staff tower, but they didn't want us there while they dealt with Ms. Benson.

Byron leaned close to me, and that motion always sent tingles along my ear. "I didn't tell Mrs. Morgan what the Society told you. But I think she suspects you can pull Corruption from people. Everyone knows something's up since Kristelle and Noel haven't turned yet." 

"I know you didn't spill the beans on her," I said, trying not to shudder at his proximity. I faced one of the blue lanterns. "But I told Mr. Landsson I could take the Dark Corruption out of people. Well, some of it. And he told Mrs. Morgan." 

"It can't be helped." Byron took my hand, which was something he hadn't done since I ran off with Kristelle and Noel on that horrible night just a few weeks ago. It was as if Byron feared that doing it again would make me flee, although my choice that night had nothing to do with him. 

I almost gasped. Byron's magic was always tingling and comfortable.

Then I squeezed back, hoping to reassure him, even if he was sometimes a jerk.

Kristelle winked at me. The four of us went downstairs, and once we reached the bottom stairwell, we found Preston and Vee, the head student assistant, leading the students from Legal Studies to the cafeteria. People were still shaking and muttering, and Vee gave me her best nasty glance as they passed. Then the witch rubbed her hand over the feathers in her hair, turning her back to me and finishing the walk behind our class. 

The swamp monster kid glared at Noel before continuing, and the creature's blue skin shone in the pumpkin-colored light before he vanished into the cafeteria doors. I shuddered. Noel had drawn some ire as well, and now people would have to retake the exam on a Friday night when we were supposed to be free to leave the school building. Vee was going to love this, as she hated us.

"Are you okay?" Preston asked Noel. The two got along, being fellow nerds.

"We're golden," Noel said to our goblin teacher. "You know I didn't cheat. Seriously, I had a badly timed sneeze."

"I believe you," Preston said. He looked at me as he leaned against the wall, and despite being a goblin, he was just as articulate as any human. So, he probably knew what I'd been doing, too, and then he slapped Noel on the back as we passed him.

"Okay. Sit, everyone," Vee said in her singsong voice from within the Grub and Drink room. "The exam is rescheduled to tonight, as you all know. That will reduce your leisure time, but it must be done."

More groans rose from the class, and we entered the room to find our fellow First Year Semester One students under the haunting blue lights of our long class table. Vee sneered at the four of us as we pulled out our wooden chairs and sat, and Byron was about to sit beside me when she said, "Byron, you are not in Semester One. This end of the table is for you." 

My tutor was just one semester ahead of me, and I still wondered why Mrs. Morgan assigned Byron to educate me when other sorcerers were better educated.

Byron sighed. Vee sat alone at one end of the table, closer to the doors.  

Byron just smiled at me before turning to her. "This table is for all Year Ones." 

"The two of us will be Year Twos on Monday." Vee wasn't giving up as she projected her voice through the room. "We might as well get ready for the transition." 

Byron stayed all cool. "I'm not obsessed with my status or how I look. There are better things to worry about." 

A few people muttered.

Then Vee's cheeks reddened, and she turned away from us and stared at the long table. Kristelle slapped her hand over her mouth, stifling a laugh, and I wanted to do the same. My suspicions that Vee was obsessed with Byron increased daily, but Byron wanted nothing to do with her. 

"She might slip a potion or a powder into your food," I warned Byron. "How much do you think Mrs. Morgan knows?" For now, I was glad Vee was hanging by herself, being too good to hang out with the non-sorcerer crowd. 

"I always keep an eye out for her," Byron said. "I've been coaxing Mrs. Morgan into talking about what she thinks about you, and yes, I think Mr. Landsson told her what you said that night. About being able to pull Dark Corruption out of people." 

Byron had already been finding answers for me. I wanted to kiss him, but my cheeks blushed. We hadn't done anything yet besides holding hands and exchanging confusing feelings. "Thanks. For trying to pry." Then, whispering, I told him what I saw in her lab. 

"Potential solution?" Byron asked, keeping his voice low as Noel put his head down. "That could mean a lot of things." 

"Exactly," I said. A train of thought was running and gaining momentum the longer I sat there. 

And I couldn't stop it.

Byron seemed to think as Kristelle lowered her chin to her open palm, as if supporting her guilt. Noel just sighed.

My friends were not feeling good right now.

People tapped their nails on the table's dark wood all around us. We were being punished for the classroom disruption with boredom, and just like the teachers in the Regular world, ours were getting the entire class for the actions of a few. No matter where you went, they wanted you to know that life wasn't fair.

You'd get punished for things that weren't your fault. That was the whole lesson of Legal Studies, which I was sure was a Society-approved class. 

"Ali?" Byron asked. He lifted his eyelids at me like he could peer into my head. Even after spending a few weeks around him, his ability unnerved me, but it also comforted me because explaining myself was a skill I hadn't mastered. You did not talk about your feelings when you were from a Society family. 

I kept my voice at a whisper. "Mrs. Morgan hasn't stopped me from taking Dark Corruption out of students yet. Even though she knows about it." I only did that service for Noel and Kristelle. I didn't want to hog the relief for them, but I couldn't be everywhere for the other kids. 

And I feared I couldn't sustain what I was doing for many reasons. 

Byron gulped, and uncertainty danced on his features. "I don't know why she hasn't. That's not like her. Maybe she's still observing." 

"That's weird," Noel said, but I didn't miss the funk he still inhabited. "But what is she going to do? Tie Ali up and stop her from helping us? Mrs. Morgan is dangerous, but she does have a conscience. What's the probability?" He looked at Byron. 

"Yes. Mrs. Morgan does, even though she must fight her nature," Byron said as he defended her. For a moment, he looked angry. "Mrs. Morgan does what she must to keep as many people as possible safe." Then he turned to me. "Or perhaps Mrs. Morgan doesn't need to tie you up. You're such a rule follower that I'm shocked you walked out of an exam." And he punctuated that sentence with a smile. 

Byron could barely annoy me right now. Kristelle was still quiet, and that worried me. I didn't have to ask to know that she felt like a burden, which put her at risk. 

"I know, but I…" I couldn't let my new friends down.

"I didn't say I wasn't impressed." Byron then leaned across the table at me as Vee watched us, seething with envy. He lowered his voice but maintained his smile like he was joking, probably because Vee was watching. "But I'll see if I can poke around. Mrs. Morgan and I are close, but she won't let anyone see her notes. Not me, and not even the other staff. You didn't touch that laptop, did you?" 

"No," I said. I didn't have the guts. Or did I? "Mrs. Morgan would grab the fingerprint, wouldn't she?" 

"That's what I would say," Noel said. "She's got to have DNA sequencing technology up in that tower."

Kristelle sighed, but she still didn't smile. "What a nerd." 

Byron continued to fake happiness. "You need that answer before Mrs. Morgan can figure it all out. But you must make me a deal." 

Great. I sighed, and I asked, "What deal?" 

"I can poke around more than I'm comfortable and see what she's thinking, but I can't break Mrs. Morgan's trust. That would be wrong." Then Byron's smile dropped away like something serious lurked there. 

"What's my end?" I asked. 

"You now train with me every night that you aren't in badminton," Byron said, pointing at me. "That means weekends are included, and we need to reach the bottom of where your magic comes from and what exactly you can do. I don't want anything bad to happen to you. The better you get at using it, well, the better."

I sucked in a sharp breath as Kristelle watched, transfixed by what was happening. I already trained with Byron twice per week, though we mainly focused on meditation and trying to figure out just why I was supposedly in control of this dark force that altered so many lives. 

Kristelle then lifted an eyebrow at me. That was a vote for Byron truly liking me.

Noel wasn't going to cast a vote. He just offered a tiny shrug.

"Okay," I said as my heart jumped. "I'll do some more training sessions with you. I must find better ways to defend myself against people already infected with Corruption."

Byron smiled like he was truly looking forward to it. "Great. Then we can start tonight since none of us are going into town."


CHAPTER THREE

Noel argued that staying inside Monstreuse on Friday nights instead of going out into Wickston with everyone else leveled us up as nerds by several points and that we should get some taped-up glasses next. Still, Kristelle rolled her eyes and said, "You know why we're staying in, even after the test."

Yes. I knew. Hanging around many others also infected by Dark Corruption could speed up Kristelle and Noel's transformations into monsters. And Kristelle still wasn't saying much. Today's incident had changed something in her, and I feared what it was. 

"I understand," Byron said from across the table. He eyed the seat beside me like he wanted to chuck Noel out of it and sit there himself. That was another vote for him liking me. With magic, Byron could push Noel from his seat, but he wouldn't with Vee sitting at the end of the Year One table. She was still a danger, even if she hadn't been trying to unalive me when I first arrived.

Byron didn't say the rest. 

The question hung over all of us. 

What if Ali healing you isn't sustainable? 

Unless we found a way to completely remove Dark Corruption from people before they turned, it would eventually get my new friends. 

"We should look into my ability to grab Dark Corruption," I said. "You know, since it's everywhere around here in low levels."

Byron flicked his gaze at Kristelle and nodded. Relief spread through my chest, and some odd, happy tingles that I was almost scared to let myself feel around Byron. He'd helped to get me disowned by my family, who hadn't even sent me any letters. 

But Mom had only been trying to protect me from my own unique infection. 

"Are you okay?" Byron asked, narrowing his eyes to me.

"I'm just thinking about home," I said. "Without cell phones, we don't have any way to reach out."

"We don't have phones for a reason. Social media… isn't nice to us," Byron said. "That's why Mrs. Morgan doesn't allow it here. She also doesn't want some things from here getting out because they make all of us look bad. We get to write letters and receive them at the end of each semester, and once we graduate, we'll get to write letters all the time." 

The Grub and Drink doors opened, and Ms. Benson walked inside, now completely in her human form. She'd even put on a new blouse, a pink one that my mother would have liked, and some glasses as if to make herself look more harmless. 

People tensed up and down the table, and Vee even reached into her robe pocket for whatever potion or powder she had stashed there. The swamp monster kid—Alex—seized the table like he was ready to flip it, and his webbed fingers stretched over the dark wood. And Sammy, the other final human-passing girl, moved to the back of the room. 

"Class," Ms. Benson said. She wouldn't look right at us, but I noticed a grayish-blue, muscular arm behind her. Mr. Landsson was watching out for us and was there to keep Ms. Benson under control, just in case. "I am sorry to ruin your Friday night, but the exam must be restarted, and I must get out my backup set of questions in case anyone has discussed the answers. This will take an hour or two, and then you may take the new test and go on with your night." 

People groaned, and Vee looked at us with a sneer. She would probably help oversee everything despite Byron warning Mrs. Morgan about her multiple times.

I hoped she wasn't involved in grading papers.

Ms. Benson quickly left as if she was ashamed of what had happened.

"This is my fault," Noel whispered. "The other First Years are going to—"

The swamp monster cut him off and turned to glare at us with pure black eyes. "I had plans tonight." The webbed protrusions from around his ears pulled back in anger, and he gripped the table harder as he glared at Noel. While Alex's voice still sounded human, his appearance warned of danger, although he hadn't done anything to other students.

"I did, too," Noel lied. "This sucks, and Ms. Benson needs to get her temper under control." 

Kristelle trembled as if seeing our Legal Studies teacher in the doorway had shaken her. She was retracting inside herself again, and I feared she'd run away like she did during the one night we dared to venture into Wickston. 

I took a breath. I was good at de-escalating stuff. "Alex, we're sorry about this. Kristelle and I left Noel alone because whatever they served for lunch today didn't agree with us. It was one of those things that just happens, and we take the blame." It was better not to argue in some cases. Growing up in a Society home meant that arguing got you into more trouble, even if you were right because no teenager could ever be right about anything. We were supposed to shut up and take whatever injustice was happening.

Alex stood. The spines on his back, which stuck out of a hole in his shirt, looked sharp as he squared off with Noel. "You were trying to cheat, and you didn't even try to hide it." 

Everyone watched him. Vee just sat there, folded her hands, and smiled. 

"Fair enough," Noel said, not daring to rise from the table. Alex stood just a few feet from him, and rising would put himself in the range of a punch. I wasn't sure how strong swamp monsters were, but they had to be more powerful than an average human. And Noel was a nerd. He wouldn't touch anything athletic, even with gloves. Then he swallowed. "I owe you one, Alex. You're right. How about a few games in Flick's? A few free tournaments?" 

What was happening? I looked at Kristelle, and her eyes widened. Flick's Games was the gaming store downtown, right in Wickston, and Noel would put himself in danger of monstrous changes if he went there.

But I sensed there was little I could do to calm Alex down.

Alex seemed to think, though his black eyes were unreadable. These transparent lids came down over them, probably for underwater stuff. Not, of course, that any of it was Alex's fault. And if I were a swamp monster, I'd have a bad temper, too. 

Finally, Alex smiled, and Kristelle breathed a sigh. 

"That sounds like a deal," he said, shaking his dark blue hand. Meet me there when the test is over." 

Noel hesitated a second and then stood, shaking Alex's hand. Noel maintained a straight face as he did. Then Alex backed off and went to sit with his own friends, another troll and Vic, who had the same acid-green eyes as Vee.

"Noel," I whispered. "Why did you do that?"

"Because he was going to pound me into goo?" Noel asked, sitting back down. "Besides, I overheard Alex talking about some role-playing games he used to play back in junior high. Jamal and Vic aren't interested in that stuff, which disappoints him." 

"I could have stopped him," Byron said. He sounded angry—angrier than he should have been. "He wasn't going to punch you, Noel. I was holding him back." 

I looked right at Byron. 

Yes, he was not happy about what Noel had done. His violet eyes seemed brighter, and Byron's tingling magic filled the air. I hadn't felt it while watching Alex's reaction, mainly because I was distracted. 

"Well, Alex wants a gaming partner," Noel said. "His other plans tonight were to go to the bar with Jamal and Curtis, and he's not very interested. Trust me, introverts get each other. We're in a class by ourselves." 

Translation: Noel missed tabletop and role-playing games. They made him happy, and staying inside Monstreuse wasn't cutting it for him. And I got it. He didn't have a sport that got him out of the building twice a week. 

But Byron seized the table like he wanted to flip it now. And I feared that he would, physically or magically. 

"Byron," I said. 

He wouldn't speak to me and just kept glaring at Noel. "Stop being selfish." 

Noel let his jaw fall open. "Selfish? It's just for a few games. I won't turn yet. I'm not trying to be reckless. And Byron, if you had stopped Alex from hitting me, he just would have caught up with me later and punched me from behind." 

I won't turn yet. 

Was he giving up? 

My friends felt like burdens, and I didn't want them to think I didn't enjoy helping them and keeping them human until we could figure out how to remove the Dark Corruption completely. And there had to be a way. 

Kristelle said nothing. She just sat there, her cheek in her hand, and I didn't know what to do. We'd been doing okay up until the test. 

"Guys," I said. My heart was racing, and I couldn't withstand so much drama. "Please. Can we all just breathe? We're all doing our best." 

Byron shifted from leg to leg. "No, we're not." His shoulders hiked, and the muscles underneath his black and purple robe tensed. A hint of their definition came through, but he was in such a bad mood that the sight didn't make those tingles pool in my body. He took a breath and looked at me, and for the first time, a deep sadness lurked in his eyes. But then he turned away from me like he was trying to hide it.

I knew the solution. "Look, I can stand guard over Noel while he does his games with Alex, and if he has problems, I can keep them at bay." 

"While Alex gets jealous and angry again?" Byron said. "What do you think people will say when they realize you've been helping Noel and Kristelle but not them? And you stepping up like this is exactly why I'm angry." The more Byron spoke, the more clipped his words got, like he was struggling to speak. 

I understood that feeling.

Kids with Society parents weren't allowed to argue, even civilly. When we got thrust into that situation, our defense mechanism was to shut down. 

Well, those of us who weren't Bibi. I wished I had her confidence.

"Can you explain?" I asked. Maybe that would make talking easier for Byron.

The pain flashed in Byron's eyes again, and something deep and agonizing rose to the surface before diving back into the depths. Byron took a breath. "I don't like seeing so much heaped on you." 

"I'll make it as easy for Ali as possible," Noel said. "Besides, having as many friends as possible on the reserve won't hurt. It can come in handy and make life easier for all of us." 

Kristelle just sighed. Mentally, she was going somewhere else.

Potential solution.

I had to get Noel and Kristelle to not give up. Mrs. Morgan thought there might be a way out. What if she thought I could help all of us, freeing us from the Dark Corruption for good?

"Byron and I will keep working on what I can do," I said, hoping the pair understood what I was saying. "I have no problem hanging out with you tonight, Noel. Kristelle, how are you feeling?" 

"Okay, for now," she said, leaving it there. 

Byron and I had to work harder. And we needed to start right now.

Noel nodded. "It's up to you to go to Flick's with me. I'm willing to take the risk." 


CHAPTER FOUR

"Byron, you're not completely responsible for me," I said, finding him outside the Legal Studies classroom after we finished taking our second test. I blinked away at my fatigue. Right after dinner, Ms. Benson brought us back into the class to retake the test, and no breaks were allowed.

Byron stood against the wall near one of the ever-glowing pumpkins on an antique table. The orange glow just made him look angrier. He hadn't dropped his frustration since earlier, though he hid it whenever someone looked directly at him. As if he were a phantom.

"I know," he said. "But you're taking on too much, which isn't fair."

"I signed up for it," I said. "Besides, there might be a way to help Kristelle and Noel on a more permanent basis soon."

Byron smiled, but stress lines formed near his lips. "Ah. The laptop. Remember our deal, Ali."

I was glad to see Byron's smile. I stood aside as Kristelle and Noel stepped out of class, and Noel nodded. "I think I'll be fine during the gaming session, Ali. Maybe you can do your treatment before I leave? Just so I have extra time?"

Relief coursed through me. I hadn't wanted to hang in the gaming store for however many hours Noel and Alex would be there. I sensed they might linger there for most of the night.

"I'm still worried," I blurted.

Byron's magic flared again, and I wondered if he'd hold Noel prisoner, but Noel would be furious if he did that.

I added, "Wait until the hall clears, and I'll do it."

Kristelle looked at me and frowned.

She was resigned to Noel being a goblin or a troll in the morning, which tended to happen to the nerds who came here. And I hated that.

The hallway cleared, and Ms. Benson left quickly, as if she had plans tonight or was still too ashamed to hang around. Once we stood alone in the orange glow of the pumpkins and the lanterns, Noel turned around to give me non-awkward access to his shoulders.

I felt for the Dark Corruption within him, and I pulled out a small amount as he sighed in relief. "You're not too bad right now," I said, dropping the dark force to the floor. There, it scattered and sank into the carpet, returning to the depths from which it came. "You might be safe to go gaming, but I'll have to do this again, and if you feel another surge, you come right back here."

"Ali, thank you," he said, shocking us all by giving me a hug. "I've been dying for this for a while."

I'd handed him a small taste of freedom, which felt good. "Have fun, Noel."

Byron relaxed, and his tingling magic left the air.

"Well, I'm off to rest," Kristelle said, which was unlike her.

"Are you sure?" I asked, unsure what to do or how to make her feel better. "Byron and I will be working on ways to help you more so we don't have any more werewolf incidents."

"I'm sure," Kristelle said with a strained smile. "You two need your alone time to work on all this, and if we argue, it won't help us at all. Besides, you treated me earlier, so I should be okay."

My heart thumped as she talked about alone time. I hated to think of Kristelle hanging around in her dorm, feeling bad about today, but she already backed away. "I'll check on you in an hour." I wasn't going to leave her alone with those thoughts.

Once Byron and I headed to the empty Exploratory Arts room, where we did our training sessions, he closed the double doors manually behind him instead of using his magic. Something was eating at him, too.

"I chose this responsibility," I said to clear the air.

My voice echoed around the large, round room, bouncing off the high, stepped ceiling above. The glowing pumpkins on their upper shelves grinned at us as if mocking our situation.

"But did you?" Byron asked. "Did you, really?"

I didn't get what he was asking yet, but then I did, and I realized his question was way more complicated than I thought. I wasn't sure how to answer, so I paced around the room. I hadn't chosen to be the first person infected by the Dark Corruption or for my emotions to control its appearance. And I still needed to find out if Sunny McPherson was right about my feelings making Corruption bubble from the depths in random places.

But the idea terrified me.

"No," I said. "I didn't choose what happened when I was what? I was six, but Mom never talked about the incident."

Byron stood by the doors and sighed. He rubbed his forehead. "I wasn't asking about that. I wish we were better at being clear, and I know why we're not. Did you choose to make yourself Kristelle and Noel's helper like this?"

"Yes," I said without hesitation.

Byron frowned at me. "When Kristelle panicked, you tried something, and then a chain went around you when you realized that you could delay them turning. And now Noel is making it harder for you."

"He can't always live in a prison," I said. What was I saying? We were all already in a prison.

The pain rose into Byron's eyes again, and he grabbed his black hood like he wanted to pull it over his face and hide. He was not the confident version I was used to seeing and talking to. This was another version of Byron. Like Mrs. Morgan, Byron had multiple faces.

"I know that, but I was mad at Noel for that, not you," Byron said. "I could have handled Alex."

"Noel needs friends with his interests."

Byron sighed. "You're right. We need a permanent fix to this problem. I'll work on that, and we can do more prying into your abilities this session. What do you want to work on?" Then he winked, hiding that pain, and I knew he didn't want to talk about whatever pained him so much.

My head pounded from all the responsibility. I almost wanted to be a normal Monstreuse student compared to this.

"Well, self-defense would be a good one, but I also want to figure out how to remove all the Dark Corruption from Kristelle and Noel so it doesn't come back like some type of cancer. Every time I do it, this seed of darkness is stuck inside of them, and I can never get it out, no matter how hard I try. And I haven't attempted to take the Dark Corruption out of people who are already turned yet."

Byron held his hands up and stepped back. "Whoa, Ali. You are not going to take my magic and awesomeness away."

"I won't," I said. I had never been able to seize Byron's magic the way I could grab unformed Dark Corruption. It was already a part of him and not a separate force, and I couldn't sense that dark seed within him like I could with Kristelle and Noel. "I don't think I can, to be honest. You're already turned, and you feel different than anyone else."

Byron gave a huge sigh of relief. "That's great because being a Regular sucked, and I'm not going back there. And yes, not everyone is lucky when it's time to turn."

"Kristelle doesn't want to be a vampire," I blurted, telling the truth for the first time. "I wouldn't want that, either. That'll ruin her freedom, and Noel will probably become a goblin, but he hasn't gotten that close yet."

Byron frowned. "Yes. You're lucky to stay human. Let's sit down and work on the dark seed thing first. It would be ideal to have Kristelle with us, but you might be able to feel one within yourself as a start."

Byron and I sat on a mat, holding hands while utterly alone in the Exploratory Arts room. I no longer had this class with Lady Drach now that my first semester was over, but we were allowed to use the room for independent study so we wouldn't get into trouble as we sat on a mat together.

Byron's grasp was tingling and warm, as always, and his presence helped me to relax. I didn't need Lady Drach's hypnotic voice to lull me into that meditative state anymore. She was confident that those of us who didn't know our fates yet could look within for the answer.

Also, barely any second-semester kids weren't monsters yet.

Byron and I breathed together, matching our inhales and exhales without thinking, and the relaxed, fuzzy feeling struck as the entire world went silent like someone had lowered a paper bag over Byron and me. I looked within again, reaching for the Dark Corruption.

It was getting easier to find each time I tried this.

The bubbling, dark force surged into my awareness. I sensed all the Dark Corruption lurking at low levels throughout the room. I was in the center, and the immediate area felt linked to me somehow. The floor. The glowing pumpkins. And the monster reserve beyond sparkled with that very dark violet as the darkness thrummed like a low, ominous sound everywhere. For a moment, I felt every evil tree, every living being, and even the graveyard near the back exit. I could sense it all, but this Dark Corruption was ingrained in the reserve.

Focus inward.

I took a breath and turned away from the dark world around us.

Thanks to what Sunny McPherson said, part of me didn't want to look inward.

Now, I had to see exactly what horror lurked within my body.

The bubbling force intensified, and even Byron shifted as he must have felt the same. His presence almost jarred me out of my state, and I jumped as a low, constant growl filled my head.

And once again, I stood in the forest where it all started, next to the version of Mom, who had funky dyed hair and a carefree attitude. We were walking along the forested trail, just a few miles from the Cursed Academy campus, having a good time as the trees towered overhead.

This scene had come to me many times before.

I held down my anger because I had learned nothing new since the first time. The vision brought only pain as if the Dark Corruption wanted me to remember that my family and life could have been different.

"Look at that bird, Ali," Mom said, pointing up into the trees. I scuffed my feet along the trail as she held my hand and—

The earth quaked as a rumble that slowly intensified like an oncoming storm.

Mom stopped. I looked at her, but then I remembered what to do this time.

Focus. Focus inward!

I had never done that before, and despite the quake vying for my attention, I focused on my chest and the normal, empty feeling that waited there.

A hint of Byron's grasp came to my awareness, but I forced myself to ignore its warm, tingling comfort.

The Dark Corruption came from below.

The world quaked more, and the ground cracked underneath my feet. Darkness shot out of the ground around us, firing into the air like bombs, and then—

A surge of darkness shot from the ground underneath my feet, striking me.

I fell back as the vision started to fade—

No. Hold on. Hold on!

I took a breath as the darkness of distraction tried swallowing the scene, and despite my shaking and my mother screaming, I held on. It was the hardest meditation I'd done.

Mom picked me up, and she ran. The trees bounced around us as more dark bombs shot into the sky. Dizziness agitated the world. Black and purple danced at the periphery of my vision, and Mom ran faster than I imagined possible. The quaking slowed as we passed the trail's wooden sign, and Mom looked down at me. "Ali?"

I blinked, and as I did, I felt it.

Not a seed of Dark Corruption but a being.

A woman writhed in my awareness, screaming and pushing against the confines of my body as she dissolved, not vanishing but merging with me and sinking somewhere deep within. Her serpentine body writhed one last time and then sank into my depths.

And as Mom ran with me in her arms, she slung me over her shoulder.

I blinked.

Her dark blood flooded me—it was me—

I screamed and shot out of the vision, and Byron barely maintained his grasp as he faced me. I blinked, coming back into full awareness, and Byron looked at me.

"That didn't feel good," he said. Then he shook his head. "Holding your hand felt good, and sitting with you felt good, but I think I sensed everything you did."

"A dark being near Cursed Academy died as the Dark Corruption surged into the world," I said. "That's the day the gods left, and everything tied to them collapsed. I happened to catch one of the dying beings inside of me."

Byron nodded, and his purple eyes were grave. We sat just inches from each other. "I think you're right."

I had some dark, divine being inside me, or at the very least, her power. That was why I could sense the darkness all around me. And after the Society tried repressing it for years, after it could do nothing but leak out whenever I dared an emotion, my full ability finally broke free.

The Dark Corruption.

The energy from that screaming monster woman had to go somewhere—and I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.

And I wasn't sure if I could do anything about it.


CHAPTER FIVE

Byron and I rushed to check on Kristelle afterward, and we found her lying in bed in her dorm on the thirteenth floor. We entered the dark room, which, like mine, had only a red lamp, a desk, a laptop, and a pointed window that looked out on the distant, glowing town. The dark trees all looked like reaching, jagged fingers from here.

Kristelle was still human—I knew she would be—and the Dark Corruption was still low when I took her shoulders. And it seemed that it would be present so long as she stayed in the reserve.

"Hey," she said without lifting her head. "How did it go?"

"Kristelle," I said. "We figured out that I'm probably possessed by some ancient Greek deity or monster. Well, by her magic, which is the Dark Corruption. We're still working on a permanent fix for everyone, and Byron will also work on that."

Kristelle still didn't lift her head. "That's nice." Sarcasm dripped from her voice. "I've been screwing everything up for you, Ali. You almost died three times because of me, and I'm not going to do that to you anymore."

I gulped as my chest hurt. Kristelle was giving up and accepting her fate.

"We don't know the full truth yet," I said as Byron slipped closer. "And I want to help. We saw the laptop in Mrs. Morgan's lab. Maybe a more scientific approach is what we need to find a cure."

"But we don't know what Mrs. Morgan was even typing about," Kristelle said. She finally faced me, and I could tell she'd been crying. "I don't want to offer ideas because I usually have dumb ideas. Like that party where I got infected."

"We all need to have fun," I said. Bibi would be proud of me, but she wasn't here. "And it doesn't matter. Dark Corruption hits everyone. Look at Noel, and he's the biggest nerd in the school."

Kristelle forced a laugh. She glanced at Byron and then back to me with her red, wet eyes. "Do you think there's a way out of this?"

"We'll find one," I said, roping Byron in without his say-so, but he'd done that to me multiple times. But I wasn't sure. The more I looked at my problem, the more scared I got.

"But you're suffering, too," Kristelle said. "Ali, you don't know if you'll go through any changes or how bad it'll be. You handling more Corruption can't be good."

My heart thumped. "I've been okay so far."

But she had a point. What would I become if things kept going this way? And if the Society got ahold of me and used me for their purposes?

Kristelle rose out of bed, swinging her legs over the edge. "I'm sorry that I'm being a downer."

I sighed. My emotions supposedly drew the Dark Corruption from the ground, which seemed like a giant, worldwide web I was connected to. If Sunny McPherson was right, I would be like Matilda, the giant spider who lived on the school's front deck. With my emotions suppressed before, it made sense that they'd burst out elsewhere during my strict Society upbringing. Like they were lava from a pressurized volcano.

"I might be responsible for your infection," I said. Was Kristelle's infection from one of the times I got nervous about a test? Angry that I had to bite my tongue at home yet again? Or was it the time I wasn't allowed to go to the school dance yet again?

"Ali, don't talk like that," Kristelle said. She was shifting, which might mean I'd said something right. "I'll help you and Byron pry the answers out of Mrs. Morgan. Now that I've been in her lab, I know where to look."

I was glad to see her rebellious attitude back. I smiled. "I'm glad we're working together on this. It's going to take all of us to beat this thing."
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The weekend arrived. As usual, we students were limited to the Monstreuse building and the area immediately outside, but we weren't allowed to stray further. There were no sports games in other reserves this weekend, so I had no permit to leave.

I was scared to leave after what happened with the Society.

And we were also waiting for our schedules for Semester Two. Byron was heading into his second year for the first semester, as he was six months ahead of me, and I hated that he wouldn't share many classes with me. I was starting to really enjoy his company.

On Saturday morning, after I removed a scary buildup of Dark Corruption from Noel, he and I hit the library. Kristelle said she would hang around the staff tower to learn the comings and goings of Mrs. Morgan and any other staff. That was more up her alley, while bookwork was between me and Noel.

Meanwhile, Byron would try to talk to our admin about me and uncover everything she had figured out or theorized about how my power worked.

Today, our mission was to find the identity of the monstrous creature whose power possessed me when I was six.

Unfortunately, Greek mythology books and even online materials were rare because when the Greek gods were in the world, they burned many mythology books and purged a lot of websites. The gods didn't like people seeing their faults. Most of the previous mythology books had been destroyed, and the world never regained that knowledge after the gods vanished. The Greek gods had pulled a Society move.

That meant that our Monstreuse library was lacking in that department. There were plenty of old horror novels and dusty tomes about magic, but only a little else, despite the library's size and vaulted, cobweb-covered ceiling. Monsters didn't need to learn trigonometry or financial sense.

"There's got to be an answer about what that woman was that possessed you," Noel said, closing a general mythology book that held little info about the Greek gods and mythical creatures. Dust flew from the pages, making me cough, and the round table creaked. The chandelier above us flickered. "I can help with an online search. Some forums might offer better information, even if the sources aren't as reliable. People really need to stop burning books."

I wished that Greek mythology was still widely available, but that was another thing the Society hated because there were monsters in it, and everyone knew the Dark Corruption was tied to when the gods left. They'd killed a government bill to recover that information a few years ago. "I trust you on this, Noel."

Noel smiled. "I'm on it. My research skill points might not be maxed out, but they come in handy sometimes. I might have to do some deep dives. The gods sure buried everything deep, and I think they still have former god descendants who want them back so they can get their magic again. Those people are still online, doing Zeus's work."

I sighed. I got up just in time for the library door to open at the end of the long, vaulted room. The sound echoed among the tall bookshelves and off the ceiling as if it were punctuating the newcomer's arrival.

Great.

None other than Vee strode in, and her black robe swished as she entered with an armload of tomes. Vee's dark hair and the crow feathers she wore there reflected the chandeliers above as she traversed the length of the huge library toward us.

She stopped halfway down the room beside an empty table, and we locked gazes. Noel shifted in his chair, making it squeak, but it might as well have been a dog barking in the distance.

"You," Vee said. "Thank you for getting Coach Lance in trouble." Then, her eyes narrowed so much that I thought she would hiss at me, but she didn't.

"We're lucky he's gone," I said. Lance had been the cutest staff member, and of course, he turned out to be dangerous. Vee didn't know why he'd vanished. Mrs. Morgan never announced his Society ties to the school.

"Lucky? That new coach sucks," Vee said like that was my fault.

"Lance got himself fired," I said, determined not to start a fight. Vee hated me enough. "At least, that's what I heard. Ask Mrs. Morgan why."

Vee advanced, and her acid-green glare intensified. "He took you and your loser friends off campus. Something's going on, and I will figure out what it is. Is that why Noel here hasn't turned yet like everyone else? That's a question I'm really interested in." Then, she smiled.

Noel shifted in his chair. He said nothing. Conflicts were Noel-B-Gone.

More people were noticing the two late bloomers—and me.

"I don't even know what I am," I said, shrugging. "Just that it's probably tied to mythology. That's all I know."

But clearly, Vee didn't believe me. She stood in the center of the library, blocking our exit, and I wanted nothing more than to leave. "Everyone's talking about you. Or didn't you know that? We all know you can manipulate Dark Corruption. Are you keeping your friends from turning?"

I gulped as my heart pounded high in my chest. The rumors flying about me couldn't be pretty.

I couldn't lie, so I held up my hands. "Hey. I don't know what's going on or why it happens." What if she knew about my Society upbringing? Byron wouldn't have told her that. "There's a lot that I don't understand. Whatever I've done, I apologize."

Noel looked at me like I was crazy. Bibi would say I let people roll over me. And maybe I did sometimes. Ugh, when would I get a more consistent backbone? I'd faced the Society before, and Vee was nowhere near as dangerous. Or was she?

"I asked you a question," Vee said, just like a typical bully who demanded an answer. "Can you really manipulate it at that level?"

She sounded curious for a second, so much so that I almost answered her. But then I remembered her putting potions and powders in teachers' drinks. She was insidious and was looking for a way to ruin me. So, I settled for a vague answer. "I don't know the extent of what I can do yet."

"Well, we need to find out," Vee said, turning nasty again, but maybe that was her witchy nature, and all monsters had traits that they constantly wrestled. "Or I'm going to find out for you, and trust me, you're going to regret it."


CHAPTER SIX

"Vee is definitely plotting against you," Byron said once I got to the Grub and Drink room to pick up my second-semester schedule and exam scores. It was late Sunday by then, and the staff had been grading stuff all weekend.

Byron stood outside the door, along with the growing crowd of students anxiously awaiting their schedules and grades. The hallway was filled with monsters, and a look told me the new crop of first-semester kids hadn't arrived yet. Apparently, first-semester kids came in as they got infected, and many wouldn't be here until partway through those five months.

Noel, Kristelle, and I were the only regular-passing people in the hallway, and this fact made me increasingly uncomfortable. The other students kept staring at the three of us and our unprecedented holdout against the transformation. Kristelle and Noel remained close to me as we waited for the heavy double doors to open. The carved monster faces on them leered out at us.

I didn't want to know what would happen if you failed your exams.

"I don't know what Vee's going to do," I said, finally answering Byron. "I've been watching all my drinks. And I don't know how to convince her that Lance's leaving is his fault, not mine." Many of the girls on the badminton team hadn't seemed as enthusiastic about going to practice now that we had a female coach older than Lance and clearly just there for her paycheck.

Only Vee was glaring at me so far, but she had threatened to make my time here a nightmare without too many words. She had a way of making me stew for hours at a time.

"I've been watching your drinks, too," Byron said. "And I've told Mrs. Morgan what's happening so the staff can watch your food. She might tell Vee straight out that Lance was a traitor. That'll take her anger off about that."

"Thanks." I wasn't sure if that was good or bad, but Byron was just trying to help. And without him, I wasn't sure I would have made it so long in this school.

Alex leaned over and said something to Noel, but the exchange was friendly this time, and I was glad to see Noel not getting beaten into a pulp. He had fun during his gaming night.

Then, the double doors opened, and Lady Drach stepped out with her black dress swishing around her. Her red eyes drifted over the assembled hundred or so students, and everyone stopped at her quiet but intimidating presence. A slight hypnotic feeling swept over me, and I found myself listening to whatever our vampire teacher had to say.

"Students," she said in that equally smooth and relaxing voice. A hint of her fangs showed, and I shuddered, thinking of what was waiting for Kristelle if we didn't solve her infection. "You may now enter, and you will find your grades and schedules on your tables. Those of you who are graduating will find your housing arrangements and job options in your folders. Remember, those of you who are moving to the next year will go to the next year's table."

I gulped as Lady Drach propped open the doors. People entered the room slowly, and Vee sneered back at me with a smile.

Dread curled like a snake in my gut, and I got behind Vic as I headed to the Year One table, which was bathed in the blue light of the chandeliers. Large, sealed envelopes rested on each table, and while Byron went to the Year Two table, which was bathed in green light, I found my folder and held it in anticipation.

Ali Welson.

My name was scrawled in shiny blue ink, which shimmered in the light and looked magical. I looked around the room to see if Mrs. Morgan was watching, and I found her near the kitchen doors, arms behind her back, with her white coat reflecting the purple glow of the Year Four table. She was standing with most of the other staff.

It was as if she were waiting for my reaction and studying every move I made.

"You'd better open it now," Kristelle said. "That way, you'll get that dread phase over with."

She was right. Kristelle and Noel held their folders, and at the next table, Byron was already opening his and studying a long, yellow paper.

With a gulp, I opened my folder.

I passed all my written exams and did well. But then I got to the other scroll, finding my name at the top.

Ali Welson.

Status/Type: Unknown.

Because you are in the second semester of your first year, and your status is not yet clear, Monstreuse has been unable to assign appropriate classes specific to your species and/or type. Therefore, you have been assigned a variety of classes, as well as special tutoring sessions, with the intent of helping you catch up with your fellow students.

And a long list of courses, which were different about every day, took up the rest of the scroll. I looked on in horror as Kristelle and Noel squeezed in beside me.

The names of classes and dates seemed to dance around as I struggled to make sense of my chaotic schedule.

Independent Study (With Tutor Byron Saville.)

Containing Your Violent Urges (With Lady Drach.)

Magical Mechanics I (With Valora Sanchez.)

Accounting I (With Preston Gruber.)

Combat I (With Victor Landsson.)

Independent Study (With Tutor Vee Carr.)

The last item on my list sent waves of panic up through my chest.

"They stuck you in a tutoring session with Vee?" Kristelle asked. "Is that what you said she was smiling at you about in the library?"

"She just wants to see me fail," I said, wondering what she'd slipped into the teachers' drinks this time. Because she must have manipulated her way into this position. "She said she wants to figure me out to destroy me."

I looked at Byron, as he'd just talked to Mrs. Morgan about Vee, but he had his back turned and clearly didn't know about this. He'd help to set Mrs. Morgan straight. And the other classes? Had they stuck me in a cycle of sampling every single one? I thought of the classroom where I heard werewolves fighting the night I arrived and gulped. I never wanted to be near a transformed werewolf again.

"They gave you a bit of everything," Noel said, staring at my schedule. Then he swore. "I'm unknown, too. Let's face the music." He then opened his envelope and pulled out his scroll. "Phew. I passed every class, but…yikes. It's not a good thing to be unknown. I got similar treatment, but I don't have the independent study."

"They might change our schedules if we change," Kristelle said. "I imagine they'd have to. Ali, you might belong in Magical Mechanics, but accounting?" Kristelle wrinkled her nose at that. "I'm sorry you have that."

"I guess the goblins do a lot of administrative, nerdy stuff," Noel said. "It's probably a class for them and maybe some of the sorcerers, too. And witches and warlocks need some math skills to make potions."

Great. That meant a possible class with Vee. The years and semesters started mixing once you got to the more specialty classes. We would share some classes with other years.

That meant that Noel and Kristelle would be around full monsters without being able to defend themselves. The danger level was rising, so we had to fix this problem yesterday.

Kristelle opened her schedule and sighed. "I got every bad flavor of this, too, so don't feel bad. At least we're all going to be together."

I was glad because that meant Kristelle was less likely to give up. I wondered if I'd start having classes with Byron. Despite our tutoring sessions, I needed to find out his schedule.

"Byron," I said. He was busy looking at his schedule, and Vee was standing close to him, also at the Year Two table. He looked over his shoulder, and he must have heard the tone of my voice.

He walked over just as Vee smiled right behind him.

She was listening. "I want to compare classes," I said, determined to get my backbone back and pretend that a tutoring session with Vee didn't terrify me on a primal level. Then, I held out my schedule and shook my overall class grades from my folder, which were all decent, much to my relief, even if my scores from Monstreuse couldn't get me into a college.

Then, he must have seen the final entry on my long list because he frowned, and his violet eyes darkened.

"She's up to something." Then Byron glared back at Vee, and to my shock, Vee smiled at him, too.

He paled.

Something was very wrong.

"I don't know how this happened," Byron said, breathless as he faced me again. It was as if whatever was bothering him deep down was surfacing again, and I didn't know how to help him feel better. "I'll ask Mrs. Morgan, but she's close to Vee, too, and I don't know if she'll throw Vee under the bus. Or the gravestone, as I should say."

I gulped. After what I'd seen in the hidden graveyard, I didn't like that choice of words. I wondered how Byron could stay close to our admin when she clearly murdered people, even if those killings were somewhat justified.

"I can't do tutoring with her," I said. "Even if Vee doesn't want me dead, she does want to get me in trouble. We know that. Vee must have slipped our admin something."

"I agree with that theory," Noel said.

Kristelle just grimaced at me. "But what if Mrs. Morgan is doing this as a threat? To make you behave?"

"Vee doesn't want to see me succeed," I said. "Maybe she's afraid Mrs. Morgan will boot her out of her position and make me be the student assistant instead? You know, so she can keep an even closer eye on me?" I kept my voice low despite Mrs. Morgan being over on the other side of the room, at least a hundred feet away.

Yes, our admin was still watching.

Why put me with Vee if she'd sabotage the progress that Mrs. Morgan expected me to make?

Byron gulped as he gripped the table like he wasn't sure what to do. "Yes. That sounds like a viable theory."

"That's what I would say," Noel said, lifting an eyebrow at Byron. "Are you sure you aren't secretly a nerd?"

Byron rubbed his clean-shaven chin. I didn't know much about his life outside of Monstreuse, and I hadn't known him as a Regular. I didn't even know how he'd contacted Dark Corruption. This guy, who was my tutor and possibly much more, was still a mystery.

"I might be," Byron said. "But this is serious. We can't let the staff lead us around by our noses."

"Then should I step up my casing of Mrs. Morgan's lab?" Kristelle asked. "So far, she hasn't come out of there all weekend, until now. We need that computer, and we need to see whatever she's typing about Ali. Especially if she thinks we can bring out Ali's ability to cure people."

"I'll help you," I said. I didn't want Kristelle to do such a dangerous task alone.

I was tempted to let Mrs. Morgan figure it out and then come down and announce that everyone on the reserve could become a Regular again, but science took time. A lot of time and testing. She'd want to go that route, and Kristelle and Noel didn't have that long unless I could cure fully-turned monsters.

Byron shifted from leg to leg like he was brewing his bad idea. "I may need to help with this plan. Mrs. Morgan doesn't leave her lab often, not even on Friday nights. She comes out if she must do whatever an admin does, but that's it."

Yes, Mrs. Morgan wasn't very sociable.

"Then what?" I asked.

"Then we'll also need a way to distract her," Byron said. "And we're going to need something big."


CHAPTER SEVEN

Though my so-called tutoring session with Vee wasn't until Friday, I woke up on Monday with dread. Even though it was becoming my constant companion, the dread was more potent this morning because if there was anything I learned about attending Monstreuse, it was that anything could happen.

And anyone could turn out to be an absolute monster.

My class list differed every day of the week as the school shuffled me around to see where I best fit. Most other students had the same weekly classes, except for me, Kristelle, and Noel.

The last Semester One beside us, Sammy, had already crossed the line set for her by Dark Corruption. When she arrived at breakfast at the Year One table, she had the same acid-green eyes as Vee. Though she hadn't yet put on a black robe or dress that the witch and warlock students wore, the relief in her gait was obvious, even from down the table. At least Sammy was still human. That was the best anyone could hope for.

"I wish I was going to be that lucky," Kristelle said, facing Sammy as she sat down.

"I'm not," Noel said. "I've been trying to brace myself. I know Ali can't do everything at once. Byron's right. It's not fair."

"Hang on," I said, stuffing food into my mouth. At least I wouldn't cross paths with Vee today, although I kept wondering what Mrs. Morgan was thinking. Any potion Vee would have slipped our admin would have worn off by now, and my schedule hadn't changed. "We have a plan."

And Byron was gone from breakfast.

I wondered what he was doing and if he was talking to Mrs. Morgan.

Vee kept looking over her shoulder at me from the Year Two table. She was now bathed in an eerie green light, which the chandeliers above gave off. Our long table was now half-empty since it awaited a new crop of Semester One kids.

Out there, people were still getting infected by the Dark Corruption.

And I had a connection to it all.

I breathed out, urging my emotions to stay under control, but it was difficult.

Today, I had an Independent Study with Byron, not Vee. Then, I had Combat Training right after and Accounting I at the end of the day. At least we still had Mr. Landsson and Preston, who preferred to be called by his first name. I liked them both.

And I'd be meeting with Byron right after breakfast, so I had that to look forward to.

"I'll keep doing my research," Noel said. "It's so hard to find original Greek mythology books now. You can still buy the gods' versions online, but we all know those were doctored."

"Shocker," Kristelle said, frowning at me with sympathy. "Looks like we know who used to benefit from the gods being in control."

"And who got the money from them." Noel sighed.

Yes. That group probably started with S. Before, god descendants lived in privilege, and they were likely the same people who continued to do so, just without the magic that had vanished with the gods.

Breakfast concluded with the gong sound, which rang throughout the giant, rickety house to announce different parts of the school day. Alex, the swamp monster, nodded at Noel on his way out, but it was a friendly nod.

"Come on," I said, rising. "The faster we get through class, the faster we can work on our more important plans."
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Byron was waiting for me in the Exploratory Arts room, which wasn't in use and wouldn't be until the new crop arrived on campus over the next several weeks. He stood under the high ceiling, and all the pumpkins still glowing above us perched on the circular ledges. The orange glow bathed him, making him look like he could summon fire, and the purple string lights over the desks added to the atmosphere.

"Did you stop at the mail room this morning?" Byron asked with a warm smile. "That's where we get letters from home each semester if anyone is sending you one."

"Mailroom?" I asked. I had forgotten about the possibility of letters from home and the chance to write one back. My chest hurt as I thought of Mom, who had disowned me and who had felt the Society could help me not wind up here.

"It's in the basement," Byron said. "Yes, there are creaky stairs leading to a basement mail room, and you can visit for the rest of the week. It's open until then."

I hadn't explored that part of Monstreuse yet, though it made sense for a house like this to have a basement. I frowned. "I don't think I'll be getting any letters from home. Mom is ashamed to talk to me. She probably looks bad in front of Marleen."

Byron swallowed. "Is there anyone else at home who might write to you? Bibi, maybe?"

My heart leaped. I hadn't been able to speak to Bibi in weeks, thanks to having no phone, and she was probably worried about me. If anyone would write me a letter, it would be her, and then I could tell her everything that was happening. I needed to get it out, and I wanted to tell her that I'd broken the rules. That I'd broken the law. I could only imagine her reaction.

"I'll have to check," I said, glad I had something to look forward to. "Now, what's the session today?"

Byron paced as the orange light shifted over his robe. It fit him perfectly like always, hugging his chest and allowing the slightest hint of his muscle definition to come through. I wondered if he was also an athlete in his past life. Maybe he was even a football player because he almost had that build. Byron must have been an incredibly normal guy before he wound up here.

"Mrs. Morgan wants you to work more on self-defense," Byron said. "She was really disturbed by what happened with the Legal Studies exam."

I was shocked that I hadn't been punished for that, and Kristelle hadn't. "Why didn't she at least give me some terrifying detention?"

"Mrs. Morgan might be off, but she doesn't want to see students get hurt. She does care," Byron said. "And she doesn't want to lose anyone if she doesn't have to."

I had to speak the truth. "Our admin had Eric killed."

"There was no other way to help Eric," Byron said as his tone dropped onto the floor. He looked down for a moment. "He was a slasher. She never liked him and had the staff report on him daily."

Coach Lance had known about the danger he posed, then. He was worse than Mrs. Morgan.

I could have helped Eric.

The thought hit me so hard that I flinched and gasped, and then Byron reached out and took my arm.

"You couldn't have helped Eric," Byron said as if he could read my mind again. "He was always off and had that mean look in his eyes. That's why he went the way he did."

"How are you able to read me so well?" I stared at him, studying his violet eyes.

He hesitated before speaking. "I get it. And Ali, I want you to learn more about self-defense. You're still Regular-passing. That's why you're having many problems with teachers and other students. I don't know if you'll ever be anything other than Regular-passing but with your connection to the Dark Corruption. I don't understand why you're not at least a sorceress yet."

I get it. That was the only answer Byron would ever give me, making frustration rise in my chest. Then, a vision of the Dark Corruption spreading over green grass followed, and I breathed out, determined not to let it leak out somewhere else in the world. "I don't understand, either." I should have turned long before anyone else.

"Should we get started?" Byron asked. "Now is not the time to control or put a lid on your emotions. That's what you're used to having to do. It's a survival tactic. But now you need a new survival tactic."

I gulped. Yes, I had to learn to make myself look big, or I wasn't making it to my second year…or long enough to fix my problems and get out of here with Byron, Kristelle, and Noel. "So, I should learn to have outbursts?" The thought scared me, but that was the Society programming. Emotions were considered wrong for teenagers to have. Adults didn't have that restriction.

"Controlled outbursts," Byron said. "Emotions aren't bad, Ali. But yeah, you should productively use them, like you did with the lock at the staff tower. You were creative right there and need to learn how to do more of that. Your abilities have a bigger scope than mine do. I can move and freeze objects, and that's all."

Byron shrugged like his magic wasn't a big deal, although it had saved me more than once. "Controlled outbursts," I said. "What about the Dark Corruption in the rest of the world? If it does bubble up whenever I'm having emotions, then this training will infect people."

Byron stood there like he wasn't sure what to say. "That's not always a bad thing." Anger bubbled into his eyes for the first time, and the violet shade darkened, almost to the same shade that Dark Corruption sometimes took.

I thought of Coach Lance, who deserved his infection, but the look on Byron's face disturbed me. I stepped back, which I rarely did from Byron.

"Let's get started," he said, softening. "First, you're going to free yourself from my magic. I'm going to paralyze your legs like I did when I caught you in your house. And this time, I'm going to focus. Do whatever you think will work, and learn how to do it fast."
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I worked on combating Byron's infuriating ability for two hours. He seemingly froze me in place with his stare, smiling at me in the same jerkish manner he used when he ambushed me in my own kitchen. It wasn't easy, although Byron's smile just frustrated me and helped to make the Dark Corruption bubble into my chest, waiting for use.

"Why do you have to smile at me?" I asked, looking for a way to stop him when nothing was within my reach. "It's annoying."

"Because in a fight, you're going to have some negative emotion," Byron said. "That's how it's going to be. I can help you." He moved closer as my legs refused to move, gripped by the crackling magic that filled the large, round room. He held his finger close to my ear. "I'm not touching you. I'm not touching you."

Anger rose into my chest, and my instinct to hold it down and exhale kicked in. Despite fighting with the Society, I hadn't completely lost my childhood training.

"Byron!" I shouted, casting it off.

Then he grinned and wagged his finger at me as I tried to slap it away. "No yelling. No screaming. Just seize that irritation and do and try not to think so hard. Your magic works better when you just react."

"How did you learn to be so annoying?" I asked. "Do you have siblings?"

Then, Byron flinched.

I had struck him in that mysterious, sensitive spot, but he rebounded quickly, wagging his finger in my face, just out of my reach. I slapped his hand—

A flare of black and purple formed in my hand, spreading like an ethereal web until it latched onto Byron's face, attacking him like some blob determined to consume him.

"Umph!" he shouted, backpedaling away from me and pulling at the transparent mass. I could barely see his face through the Dark Corruption, which hugged his features like some alien creature determined to suffocate him.

As if it were trying to make him shut up.

This force borrowed my emotions and acted on them.

"Byron!" I shouted, reaching for him, but his magic kept my legs rooted. He, too, had been honing his abilities. "Release me, and I'll take that off!"

Byron was gasping, but the Dark Corruption was blocking off his oxygen and suffocating him. He waved his hands, trying to grab the darkness that was hugging his face. His breath came in labored gasps, and he tore at the force, but his hands went straight through. He even tried holding his hand up to magically push the Dark Corruption back, but it kept hugging his face tighter.

Panic rose around my heart. "Byron! Release me!"

Finally, his magic around me wavered, and I could lift my legs off the floor. I rushed at Byron, although he'd backed across half the room, and I seized the Dark Corruption in my hands, tearing it away from him though only coldness touched my palms. Byron stumbled back, dropping his hands from either side of his face as he gasped for breath. His violet eyes were wide, and terror filled them as he met my gaze.

I held the shapeless monster in my hands now, and I didn't want to release it despite it drooping in my grasp. I was holding onto a thick, icy mist.

"Ali. What was that?" he asked, looking up at me as he leaned over and caught his breath. "I know I was annoying, but I didn't expect something like that to happen. What was going through your head right before that alien latched onto my face?"

There was terror in his eyes but also wonderment. Was he impressed by what I'd done, or just terrified?

"I'm sorry," I said, holding back the tears that threatened to bring out the Corruption again. "I didn't want to hurt you, but when you were doing your thing, I did want you to shut up. The force then acted like something out of the Monkey's Paw story and did that alone. Like it was doing my bidding in the most screwed up way possible." I hadn't wanted anything to cut off Byron's air.

The Dark Corruption was evil.

It was waiting for the opportunity to carry out my worst wants, and I shuddered as I finally released the dark, purplish mist still hanging from my grasp.

"Ali, I know you didn't want to hurt me. I can tell. You've got a connection to something ancient that we don't understand yet," Byron said, slowly approaching me despite what I'd done. "But you took it off me, and part of that was my fault for keeping your legs stuck. But this force will give you an advantage in a real fight."

Considering everything, Byron smiled.

And before I could respond, he continued.

"That was good. And I expect to be attacked while training you. Something like that will end a fight, and if you don't have to think too much, that'll help you defend yourself quicker. Imagine if Sunny McPherson was giving you a lecture, and that happened."

Hatred sparkled in Byron's eyes, offering me another clue. I knew he was from a Society family, and the other sorcerers didn't let him hang out, but today was the first time I saw real hatred on Byron's face. Or was it when Marleen threatened to turn on my ear implant with her phone? He stood there for a second before he shut that window and turned away.

"The Society did something to you," I said.

It was no wonder he wanted to train me. My abilities had infected one Society member and terrified many others, including its leader.

"They hurt many people," Byron said as his eyes darkened. Yes, the violet darkened into a deeper shade of purple, almost obsidian, as his mood changed, and it wasn't a trick of the light. He stared at me, and I thought he would open more, but then he pulled his shoulders back and muttered something. Byron stared at the wall for a moment before looking back at me. "It seems like the Dark Corruption secretly knows what you want and then carries out your wishes."

"I'm not a psychopath," I said. "That was Eric like you said. And I don't want to hurt you." Was that what Byron was suggesting?

Then he relaxed, and his eyes brightened again. "I know that you don't. But you got me to shut up, and I commend you for that. You can do so much more than you think." Byron slowly drew closer, making my heart race, and I thought he was going to lean forward, almost like he was going to kiss me, but instead, he slowly lifted a finger and pointed it at my shoulder. I held my breath as he reached out, giving me a playful poke, and then he repeated the motion repeatedly, smiling until the first twinges of annoyance rose into my chest.

"You're pushing it," I said, staring into Byron's narrowed eyes. What is your goal?

"Then do something about it," he said. "Right now. Or this will continue. Stand up for yourself, even against someone you like."

I nearly choked because Byron meant like in a very specific way, and he winked. I knew how alone we were in the Exploratory Arts room, and sweat broke out under my clothes. He smiled again as if he could see, very plainly, the reaction he was causing in me.

Then he poked me in the shoulder again. "I was only joking about that last part."

I fell right into the trap. Anger surged through my body, and I balled my fists as the red carpet underneath Byron darkened. The Corruption rose from somewhere below and slowly spread. He started to smile at my progress...until the floor gave way underneath him.

I screamed in shock at how quickly it happened, as if a sinkhole were opening below Byron, and instead of the first floor below us, only darkness waited down there as if Byron were falling into some deep cavern. I reached out as terror bloomed in Byron's eyes, and he took my hand as the hole under his feet widened to two feet wide.

The floor now had a sinkhole.

"Ali!" Byron's eyes widened with regret as he fell to his knees, with his shins inside the slowly widening hole and his knees on the edge. "I only said that for the training. I didn't mean to play with your feelings. Really." Then, he looked down at the void below him as his eyes widened. "What is this?"

"I don't know," I said, tightening my grasp on his hand. His pulse pounded there, and so did mine. I pulled him back. "Slip forward, and you'll be out."

"I'm doing that right now. And I'm using my own magic to stop myself from falling." Byron looked up at me, and real terror filled his features. He didn't dare to speak until the hole had stopped growing, and he had slipped all the way off and put feet between him and it. Byron looked over his shoulder. "Is that a portal somewhere?"

"I don't know." My voice was shaking. Though the perfectly circular hole had stopped growing, the red carpet around the edges turned downward, plunging farther than I could see into that purplish darkness. This looked like a portal into a space below the world.

"You need to be careful around Vee on Friday," Byron said as he paled and rose.

Behind him, the hole slowly closed as the floor rose, morphing back into a flat, red carpet.

Byron could have vanished forever.

And I might have been the cause.

I hugged him, exhaling and not caring about how awkward it was. I was just glad that Byron hadn't plunged into whatever that was. "I didn't want to do that. What happened?"

Byron breathed, and his powerful chest rose up and down against my cheek. We separated, and he looked at me. He looked physically untouched, but his eyes told another story.

He was shaken and for a good reason.

"I don't know," Byron said. "Ali, this isn't good. Vee doesn't hold back, and she will try crushing you. She's in danger from this."

I gulped as my throat dried out.

I wanted to run out of the room, but I'd done that enough during my first week in Monstreuse, and there was no running from whatever I could do. I had to face it, or people wouldn't just get infected when I had a bad day.

They could die, and possibly in a very horrible way. What would have happened to Byron in that pit?

I didn't like Vee, but she only wanted to see me humiliated, so far as I knew. Coach Lance played her, and she just wanted to be on top.

"We need to talk to Mrs. Morgan right now," I said, despite the dangers. Also, if I hurt Vee by mistake, Mrs. Morgan wouldn't let me go unpunished, and I couldn't blame her. She wasn't entirely evil and had helped me and Bibi.

"I'll talk to her," Byron said. "You need to take a break, not just to keep that from happening again. Why don't you go check your mail?"

He was taking so much upon himself, and I hated that. Byron and I were so alike that it was scary.

My head spun as I urged my racing heartbeat to slow. The floor remained stable, and slowly, I calmed my emotions, shoving them into a box. Or perhaps they were leaking out of the Corruption web somewhere in the world.

And what had that interaction been before the hole opened under Byron?

He held your hand. He winked at you. Then he said that he liked you—

No. He said that he knew you liked him.

And then he played with your feelings to get the Corruption to do something.

Yes. I needed to walk and go check the mail.

I couldn't stop thinking about the whole session as we left the Exploratory Arts room for more reasons than one. Byron didn't say a word as if he were deep in thought, and the orange-lit corridor spread out before us. The pumpkins all grinned. I ignored them and headed down the creaky steps while Byron rushed up.

How much would he tell Mrs. Morgan?

I stopped on the creaky, spiral staircase halfway down to the first floor, waiting for Byron to reach the staff tower eleven floors above. I listened as he walked up the steps, always giving a presence away.

Before I followed, I waited for the footsteps to stop far above and for the staff doors to open and shut.

I rushed up the narrow stairs as if Ms. Benson were chasing me again. They made noise, but no one returned from the staff tower. I could listen if Byron and Mrs. Morgan stayed out of the lab while they talked.

Once I caught my breath on the thirteenth floor, voices vibrated through the heavy wood when I put my ear to the staff tower doors.

"You have to keep Ali and Vee apart," Byron said, raising his voice and not hiding his fear. "You could lose Vee if you pair those two because she'll do everything to irritate Ali. What happened to me was real, and Ali doesn't hate me. We get along."

My heart raced. Byron wouldn't admit any crushes to Mrs. Morgan, who would use that to her advantage to learn more about me. He was loyal when it came to hiding it.

Did he still have a crush on me?

Had the hand-holding in town been real?

Mrs. Morgan spoke. "Vee asked for this assignment. She's very ambitious, and you're placing her in a bin she doesn't belong in. Vee can handle herself and is very helpful to have at my side. She carves her own way and does her own amazing research."

My breath caught in my throat. Mrs. Morgan wasn't going to budge.

Vee wanted to tutor me, and she was the teacher's pet.

We were both doomed.

Byron sighed inside the room. "You could lose Vee. You can lose people. Have you ever lost someone before? I don't think you have, and trust me, it's not a good experience."

My heart thumped because Byron spoke from somewhere deep, somewhere that he hadn't revealed to me before, except in small doses.

But I pushed the hurt aside and just listened.

"I am sorry about what happened. Some things are difficult for me to grasp as I have my own past," Mrs. Morgan said. She sounded very normal and sympathetic, and I knew Byron was talking to the saner version of her, the one who cared about students. "But I trust Vee, and your vision of her isn't as accurate as you think. It might be good to place her and Ali together so they can get over their apparent differences."

Byron sighed again. "Ali doesn't want to hurt people and is scared for Vee."

Mrs. Morgan let the silence drag on for several seconds. "Sometimes, that must happen, and I don't like it. But our future is at stake here, and Vee is willing to take the risks."

I froze, wondering if Byron would continue to argue or ask what she meant, but he didn't like he was using his silence to make Mrs. Morgan talk some more. Perhaps he knew that I was listening in.

Use your master manipulator powers, Byron.

"You are dismissed," Mrs. Morgan said, raising her wavering voice.

My body jolted as her final order came, leaving no room for argument. The other version of Mrs. Morgan was returning, the scary one that Byron had no chance of reaching. He sighed loudly like he knew I was listening and warning me to move, and I obeyed and moved down the steps, making my way to the mail room as reality spun around me.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Kristelle and Noel had never shown me the basement, and they were in some other class right now, so I had to find the steps leading down into darkness myself. It turned out that the basement door was near the Grub and Drink room, almost right across from it. Since the carved wooden door was smaller, I hadn't paid it much attention until now.

But it did have the word Mail carved on the image of a pumpkin, and as I stood there, the letters glowed with a faint orange, flickering as if I were staring into weak candlelight. The effect was cool, and I let out a breath, descending the dusty steps on the other side.

The mailroom was a booth at the end of a short hallway, with old-fashioned mailbags stacked behind the counter. Envelopes were packed in cubbies behind the counter, and many shelves were quite full. The students' families had been writing to them. My heart raced as I approached, trying to see which was mine, but the cubbies were numbered with little plaques.

And the creature standing behind the counter looked like a fly and human hybrid. I hadn't noticed the staff member before, and two huge, red eyes—two clusters of eyes—trained on me as the creature turned.

Wasn't that from some movie Bibi showed me once, where a scientist screwed up his DNA?

I froze as the creature, whom I'd never seen before, slowly turned to face me with large, red eyes and a long appendage that must serve as a nose, a mouth, or both. I couldn't tell the gender of this Corruption victim, as they were wearing a gray button-up uniform with a fancy bow tie. I tried not to stare as I walked up to the counter.

Then, I forced a friendly smile. "Ali Welson. I'm here to pick up any mail I might have."

The creature made a faint buzzing sound before turning away, revealing two translucent wings on its back. They picked at the mailbags and ran a dark green, hairy hand over several mail slots before landing on a mainly empty one. The being pulled out a single envelope.

My heart ached as I thought of Mom and Dad. Dad had never talked to me much—he mostly just worked at the insurance company—but Mom took me to the salon sometimes, to romance movies, or to the things she liked to do.

The creature handed me the envelope.

Yes. Bibi had sent me a letter, and it was my only one.

I took it. "Thank you," I said, smiling at the creature. "I hope you have a good day."

The being nodded, saying nothing. This person had been robbed of speech as well as looking remotely human, and my heart ached as I wondered who they were before. Now, they worked in a dusty mail room, out of sight. Maybe they wanted to stay out of sight.

It's your fault.

I walked faster once back up the stairs and out of the door. I opened my envelope as I moved to avoid swimming in the growing black hole of my thoughts. Bibi had written me a sloppy letter as if she'd had to write it quickly to avoid detection by her Society parents.

Hey Ali,

Hopefully, I can see you again soon! Please tell me you're holding up and have someone who's got your back. Whatever's going on, we're still friends.

Don't I still need to teach you the art of rebellion? Though where you're at now looks amazing, and I'd love to join you, it'll be good for you to get out. Can you come and see me? I'm a bit tied up now, and we could have so much fun.

This was typical Bibi. I tucked the note in my pocket, determined to write back before the end of the week. Could I get out to go and see her? It was possible to get permission from the academy and the government, but it might take weeks to get approved, and then I'd need a guard to go with me, not to protect me, but to ensure that I behaved.

But Bibi sounded a bit formal—there wasn't a single swear word in her letter—and I wondered if someone had vetted her letter on its way out. Or maybe it was just me.

I tucked Bibi's letter into my backpack and returned to the stairs. On the way, I passed Preston, who was leading a slightly younger kid through the front doors of Monstreuse. The kid looked regular and terrified despite Preston speaking to him in a low, friendly voice. An older sorceress came in behind him, a rolled scroll in her hands. I picked up my pace as the kid stared after me. He was wearing a basketball jersey from a nearby school, and I wondered how he'd been exposed to Dark Corruption.

A new student.

I wondered how many more would arrive now that I was no longer keeping such a tight lid on my emotions.

I had to find out if there was a way to fix this.

And asking for permission meant I'd have to speak to Mrs. Morgan.
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An idea hatched in my mind as I waited for the gong to announce the next class, Combat I. That was another class I didn't want to do, but it was with Mr. Landsson, who taught a few different classes. I liked him and didn't want to hurt our troll teacher.

The Combat I room was a large gym-like room on the third floor. The third-floor corridor was bathed in eerie red light from a crimson variety of glowing vines and spike balls. The corridor looked like some portal to hell, with painted black doors and dark brick walls. Skulls with glowing red eyes rested on the tables. Appropriate, as this floor was meant for fighting, and the staff figured that the angry décor would help.

The Combat I room was a long, gym-like room when I entered. The floor was polished wood, and regular chandeliers lit the room. I found Alex, the swamp monster kid, lined up next to Noel and Kristelle, who were still Regular-passing. The class was small, with only us Unknown people, a new sorcerer, Alex, and a taller girl who I was pretty sure had become a werewolf. That tended to happen to more athletic people.

This class wasn't for witches, goblins, or others who weren't expected to have killer instincts.

Alex and Noel were talking as Mr. Landsson stood on the other end of the room, getting out various weapons and laying them on a long shelf. I eyed staffs, maces, daggers, and a wooden stake inside a huge wooden cabinet. Byron wasn't here with me in this class, which worried me.

Our troll teacher finally turned to us as we quieted. He looked more serious than I'd ever seen.

"Welcome to Combat I," he said. "First, I want to dispel some myths I often see about this class, and the main myth is that you're here to learn how to hurt people and prey on others. The opposite is very much true. You will learn how to fight, but you will also learn when to fight and when to restrain yourselves. Knowing yourself is the first step to controlling yourself and becoming someone you're proud of."

I gulped, as I hated his word choice, but Mr. Landsson had a point. I needed to know how not to kill people if that wasn't what I wanted.

"Do you understand? This is the most important class you will take, and it will mean the difference between having some freedom in this world or remaining trapped on the reserve because you are feral."

"Feral?" Kristelle asked, speaking out of turn, but Mr. Landsson didn't have a bad temper despite his massive jaw, blue skin, thick arms, and huge teeth. Or he was just good at keeping it under control.

He looked at her and frowned, perhaps remembering her attempted escape through the graveyard. "Some monsters completely lose their humanity, not just on the outside." Mr. Landsson struck his own chest with his blue fist. "Some give in to their new instincts and cannot function near Regulars without doing what they're expected to do. Those are the monsters who are never allowed to leave the Reserves. Many live in the woods or in the swamp. This is why students are not allowed into town whenever they want. Not everyone in the Reserve is still civilized."

I gulped. Noel shifted beside me, and Alex whispered something to him.

Some of these feral monsters probably came into town and had likely walked past us but didn't act on their instincts because there were so many witnesses around on Friday nights.

"So, I'm here to keep you all on the right path so that you're not completely cut off from your families on the outside, and so that hopefully, one day, the world will help us instead of simply shutting us away…or worse," Mr. Landsson continued. "We'll start simply by having you handle weapons one at a time. Yes, those are all real weapons in that cabinet and on the shelf behind me. Yes, the outside world would absolutely forbid this in a school. Pay attention to how you feel as you handle each weapon. That is your only assignment today."

I shuddered. I'd handled a gun before, but only to keep the Society from killing us and to get Coach Lance to surrender his car. Thankfully, Byron had taken it to Mrs. Morgan for fingerprinting or whatever other investigation she'd launch, and I hadn't seen it again. There weren't any firearms among the weapons, which were more archaic-looking and fitting of horror movies. Was that an ax sitting there?

We lined up along the long shelf, and Noel was first. He took time handling each weapon and setting each down, shaking his head. "I don't feel anything. And I don't like any of them."

Mr. Landsson stood right behind us, nodding. "Not everyone will have the instincts to fight or to prey on others. And not everyone who does will prefer weapons." He looked at the tall girl, who also dropped every weapon she picked up back onto the shelf. The sorcerer kid lingered on a silver dagger, turning it over repeatedly as if mesmerized.

Kristelle picked up the wooden stake and immediately dropped it as she flinched. I didn't miss the look of muted horror on her face.

"Ali," Mr. Landsson said, interrupting my thoughts. "You may need to try holding every weapon, as you're a unique case."

I didn't want to, but maybe I needed that. I'd just seen what I could do without a weapon, and Kristelle watched me as if she were trying not to think about her own case.

"Okay," I said, eyeing the two dozen deadly tools on the long wooden shelf. Noel had already moved down the row, briefly holding each one and shaking his head each time. The closest one to me was the ax, and I seized it and immediately put it down. It was heavy, and I wasn't sure how anyone would wield it.

Mr. Landsson smiled at me, turning his square jaw upward. I looked at him as he whispered, "The kids who like the ax generally turn out to be a big problem."

I moved on, casting my gaze over to a silver dagger that still held the attention of the new sorcerer kid. It looked like something used in a ritual or in some fancy spell. Sitting to the right of the sorcerer were some fancy glass bottles capped with corks, and they didn't look like weapons at all, so I gravitated over there and picked up the first one. The bottle was rimmed with bronze, with serpent shapes caging the frosted glass, and the bottle was icy cold in my grasp. I shuddered because the serpents looked familiar somehow, like—

The screaming, dying creature underground.

Immediately, cold darkness gathered in my palms, and I sensed it rather than saw it. A second later, darkness with faint purple sparkles flooded the bottle from both of my palms, swirling inside like a cloud of dust.

I almost dropped the bottle as I gasped.

"What did you just do?" Kristelle asked over my shoulder.

Mr. Landsson rushed over from where he was talking to Alex, who was holding a mace. "Ali. What did you just do? Those used to be magical bombs used by the Greek gods and their descendants. They were supposed to store magic for emergency use."

I looked up at my troll teacher, and though his eyes were yellow, concern and wonderment filled them.

"This is a bomb?" I asked as I held the bottle in both of my hands. The Corruption kept swirling inside like a dark genie. "I thought it was an empty bottle."

"Whoa," Alex said, drawing closer to us. His black eyes trained on the bottle. "How did you do that?"

Mr. Landsson nodded as the class slowly gathered around, staring at the sight that I held. "After both academies closed and the reserves opened, we took supplies from them. The Dark Corruption is said to originate from the gods and monsters, so it made sense that we took their old weapons. Those bombs could contain the gods' magic for later use. No one's been able to make them work before, not even the sorcerers."

"Then why can I?" I asked. Hope rose into my chest, and I looked at Kristelle, who nodded. "I didn't mean to do this. The design made me slightly creeped out, and then it happened."

Mr. Landsson stared at me with wide eyes. "The leading theory is that these bombs are strictly for divine use. Ali, you may be closer to the source than us."

I shuddered. If my teacher was right, that would have given more weight to what Sunny McPherson said about me.

"That weapon is you, Ali," Kristelle said. "I can't see you handling a mace, and I mean no offense. You need to find more bottles to shove your magic into when you don't want it going out of control. Or you can keep it for another time." More lurked under her words. Kristelle wondered if I could remove the corruption from her and lock it away permanently.

"We will not be jumping to conclusions," Mr. Landsson said, reaching for the bottle. His large hand waited, and I knew he'd take it to Mrs. Morgan for investigation. "This is an exciting discovery, but we're still figuring things out. But this is the school's weapon, and we want to look closer at this."

I hesitated.

What if this could help me and everyone else? When I took corruption out of people, it sank back into the ground, where it would come back up later.

This was the first time I'd seen it contained.

Tingles of excitement rose in me, although only five more of these bottles were on the shelf.

Mr. Landsson flexed his fingers, waiting.

And the pressure built as I handed the bottle to him, and he nodded and smiled as he closed his huge hand around it. People stared after the darkness swirling inside, and Mr. Landsson motioned for everyone to back off. "Why don't you check out the other weapons? We've seen you alter objects and make them stronger." Our teacher meant the fight in the graveyard when I corrupted a grave marker and used it against a zombie.

I nodded. "I will." As I backed away, Mr. Landsson grabbed the rest of the glass bombs and shoved them into his pockets.


CHAPTER NINE

"Why aren't they giving me more of those bottles?" I asked Kristelle and Noel at dinner, after Accounting I with Preston. I wanted to talk to Byron, but I hadn't gotten the chance during the rest of the day. Byron also had Accounting I, as it was a class a lot of sorcerers wound up in at some point, but Preston had kept us so busy that we couldn't talk.

"They'd be helpful," Kristelle said. She looked up and down our long table. "Maybe Ali could be more effective when helping us, you know? The Dark Corruption must always go somewhere, and I've never seen anything contain it."

"Those bottles were made by the gods," I said. "They're used to dealing with forces like this. Or were." I could feel Vee's stare from the next table, and then I looked at the new kid sitting alone at the end of the Year One table. He sat with his hands in front of him, like he wanted to get up and run. I knew the feeling, so I waved to help him feel better.

"Maybe there are divine weapons out there you can use?" Noel asked. "There's got to be stuff left over from when the gods were here."

"None of the other weapons in class did anything for me," I said. "Mrs. Morgan has those bottles now. I'm sure of it. She probably wants to experiment with pure Dark Corruption." Then I thought of my idea to get out and see Bibi.

And I told Kristelle and Noel about it.

"Bibi sounds cool," Kristelle said as her spirits lifted. "I think we should try to go and see her. Getting out of here again might be good for me and Noel."

She didn't have to say what she meant. Kristelle wanted me to try permanently taking all the Dark Corruption out of her again. And I wanted to try the same.

"We have to ask Mrs. Morgan for permission to visit Bibi," I said.

Then, a pair of hands gently grasped my shoulders, and I jumped and looked up to find Byron there.

"I heard what you said," he told me with a smile. "We could ask the admin about taking a trip, and if we go up there together and suggest that we visit as a group, that might elevate the chances of her saying yes and giving us permission. The government, on the other hand? I wouldn't trust them." Then he frowned, shifting his mood.

"Hey," I said, glad that he was there. Byron could grasp my shoulders all day because his magic helped me to feel relaxed. With his hands there, it felt like a massage, although it was a strange, electric type.

"The Society is in bed with a good part of the government," Byron said as a wave of protectiveness rolled off him. "They probably have spies in the Permissions department."

I shuddered. The Permissions Department decided when people could leave the reserves, and they handled Coach Lance's employment here. That last point meant they weren't trustworthy.

"Should we break the law again?" Kristelle asked, lifting an eyebrow.

Noel frowned. "It went well last time."

Byron paled. "We're all good candidates for permission right now. Regular-presenting people who haven't turned can usually get a yes from both sides, but we'll need a staff member with us." Then, he paused as he swept his gaze over Noel and Kristelle. "This isn't really about a visit, is it?"

He released my shoulders.

I wanted to see Bibi and reassure her that I was alive and looked human. She was my best friend, and she deserved a visit. But I also wanted to accomplish a few other things, and I wouldn't have many opportunities. "Well, with Mrs. Morgan being set on certain things and always in her lab, we need a way to get in without tipping her off," I said. "And asking for a trip gives us an excuse to get into her lab and possibly to a certain laptop. I say we go up there right now."

Byron frowned.

"We can ask," he said, and his look told me everything I needed to know.

After finishing dinner and passing the new kid, who turned away from us, we headed up the empty spiral steps and knocked on the staff tower doors. No one answered for almost a full minute, but then the sound of the trapdoor opening followed, and Mrs. Morgan opened the door an unwelcoming inch. "Yes, Byron?" Then she looked at me, her eyes seemingly magnified behind her large glasses.

"Hi, Mrs. Morgan," I said, using my skills from my Society upbringing. I even forced a smile, which I had done many times before. "I was wondering if there was any way I could get permission to go and visit my friend. This is the one that you helped on the night I came here. I understand if someone needs to go with me."

Ali, you always use too many words when you ask for something, Bibi would say. The fewer, the better.

Mrs. Morgan frowned and opened the doors slightly, revealing the staff tower within. It was all lit up, with the chandelier glowing, and I hadn't seen that before. Behind her, Lady Drach worked at her desk, grading papers.

"Ali, you are a special case. Legally, you could, but that doesn't mean that you should right now," Mrs. Morgan said, not budging or letting us in. It was as if she were guarding her secrets. "The Society is angry at you, and they have plants. I did not even know about the danger that Coach Lance posed until it was too late, and for that, I am sorry."

It was the first time I'd heard Mrs. Morgan apologize for anything she'd done to students, and regret filled her eyes. Why wouldn't she open her door all the way? She kept a death grip on the door, refusing to open it more than six inches.

"I could arrange to meet Bibi away from her house since the Society will look for me there. I know we need to be careful, and it's best if I go there with a group," I said. Kristelle and Noel tensed behind me as the air shifted. Then Byron put his hand on my back, and his tingling magic swept over me, giving me the confidence I needed. What would Byron say at this moment? "I've been working hard to hone my powers, and I'm no longer holding back."

Hint, hint. You could reward me and convince me to keep doing it.

Mrs. Morgan shifted again, and I knew Byron was smiling. There was an art to this.

"You're right, and I've been impressed with your progress, Ali," Mrs. Morgan said with a true smile as she opened the door a few more inches. "You were able to use divine weapons, so that may be something we can explore further if we can obtain some more. Perhaps we can arrange a visit, but it'll require a lot of planning and communication with Bibi, which may be difficult for us."

"Thank you," I said. It was only fair that I got something.

But what about the laptop?

I needed it, and she wasn't allowing us into the staff tower, where she was probably holding that magical bomb full of Dark Corruption. I may have lost my one chance to get it and peek at the laptop, too. Mrs. Morgan was paranoid.

It wasn't as if the Dark Corruption could open a hole in the floor—

Wait.

I backed away and caught a glimpse of Byron's confused expression as he put his back to Mrs. Morgan. We rushed back down the steps as Mrs. Morgan closed the doors.

"Why did you give up on that so easily? You got her to budge, and that's an accomplishment," Byron said.

"What's directly below her lab?" I asked once we were down on the fourth floor, lit with purple string lights on the landing. "Could we find some other way up there to get it? You saw what I did today."

"What are you thinking?" Kristelle asked.

Byron scratched his chin, making a show of it. "Maybe. That's an idea, and I'll have to look around on the twelfth floor to see what's right under there. Monstreuse might have floor plans somewhere, or maybe the whole place is magical and non-linear."

"Non-linear?" Noel asked. "That's something I would say. I'll translate that from nerd. It means that the space inside the school doesn't conform to physics. Distance doesn't matter, so the lab could be over a rock or a cliff for all we know."

"Thank you for making my head spin," Kristelle said, rolling her eyes. "Nerds."

Byron smiled at me again as he ignored Kristelle and Noel.

He was impressed with me.

"Am I rubbing off on you?" Byron asked, poking me on the shoulder. "You played that guilt card just as well as I could."

I thought of his hand on my back and then back to our session today, where he played with my feelings to get a reaction. Was he still doing that now?

But Byron's smile was real, and I sensed he wanted to get me alone. Heat flushed my entire body as my heart thudded. "Byron and I are going to look around," I told Kristelle and Noel. "How are you two feeling? If you need any Corruption taken out, ask me now."

"I'm okay right now. I feel it a little, but I think I have a few days before I'm in danger," Kristelle said. "And we have all the same classes."

"You need help casing this out?" Noel asked Byron.

He didn't get it, and Kristelle tugged on his sleeve and said, "We still have that research to do about whatever divine creature possessed Ali or gave her all its power. Monstreuse has Internet access, and we should take advantage before they pass a law to cut all of us off."

I gulped because the Society had proposed laws to do just that. Noel just nodded, still oblivious, and then Byron and I headed back up to the twelfth floor directly below the staff tower.

The twelfth floor was mostly other dorms, and the corridor was lit with regular lighting, although it was contained in antique oil lamps. Byron stopped in the hallway after eyeing the ceiling for a long time.

"Huh," Byron said, clearly distracted by our aloneness. He sounded quite far away as he looked up and down the long corridor, moving his hands up an invisible wall and gazing at the ceiling. "I always thought the lab intersected with this floor. It should be right here, but there's a dorm." He looked at a closed door, and the bronze lettering said 1219.

I blinked because this made no sense, and I believed Byron. "Maybe the lab is magical?"

"Mrs. Morgan isn't a fan of magic," Byron said, lowering his gaze. "But Monstreuse is a weird building that doesn't make sense. She must have some secret exit from that lab, as this is a dangerous workplace, even for a super-intelligent scientist like her. Rumor has it that there are a lot of secret tunnels and disguised areas."

"No kidding." I was standing close to him, and a question burned in my mind. Then, Bibi or Kristelle must have possessed me because I blurted it out. "Byron, about what you did today. What were you really feeling?"

That didn't come out awkward at all. Ugh.

Byron froze, and I knew I caught him off guard.

"Am I just a project?" I asked.

I was getting braver. I stood there, facing Byron directly and waiting for an answer.

"No, Ali. You're not a project, no matter how anyone treats you." He licked his lips and slowly turned to face me directly. "But I am worried about you, and I get you. That's why I specifically asked to tutor you. You needed someone in your corner who understood. Few Society kids end up in Monstreuse, except for the rebels who run away."

He blinked, and his violet eyes softened as his magic embraced me.

"You asked to tutor me." My heart thumped again.

Byron asked to tutor me.

That was why I got him instead of a more experienced sorcerer.

"Yes. It's not fun to be alone in a place like this. I can't hang with the other sorcerers because of where I'm from." He looked to the side like he was seeing something I wasn't. "That's why I offered to go out and get infected kids. I wanted to help others who were scared and alone." Byron's expression hardened like it was his personal mission. "My methods could be better, though. I can be a jerk sometimes, but I learned how to be one."

"That's not fair. We didn't ask for our families to be messed up," I said. "Was yours pretty bad?"

Byron paled, and I regretted asking that question, but I was getting closer to uncovering the real guy before me.

"Yes," he said. "I'm still messed up from it. I could be a better guy. I learned how to be the way I am, but in the end, it didn't do anyone any good," Byron said. "You're right. I shouldn't have played with your feelings during our study today."

Byron took my shoulders, digging his thumbs into my soft flesh, and his touch made me gasp. Something other than magic coursed under my skin, gathering in my chest, and my skin became more sensitive than ever. He ran his tongue over his lower lip again, and I knew with a hitched breath what would happen next.

Byron leaned down, and I closed my eyes as if his magic were making me do it. That silent moment stretched into what felt like minutes as the air shifted, and at last, Byron's soft lips brushed mine, sending mini explosions of electricity through my entire body. I gasped, and he backed off, only to come back in. Then I reached out, seizing the back of his robe, and I pulled him against me as I rubbed my hands along his perfect, muscular back.

He was shaking.

Underneath that exterior was someone as vulnerable as me.

Someone who was just as scared.

"Mmm," Byron said, pulling back slightly for breath. "I should have done that sooner."

"Why didn't you?" I looked up at him, and Byron smiled as we held each other.

He didn't answer me at first but held me there like he had complete control. And I couldn't get enough of it. I wanted to stay in his grasp and let someone else deal with the world.

Finally, he spoke with a smile. "Because I didn't feel like I deserved it. I've messed up a lot in my life, but for you, Ali, I'm done."


CHAPTER TEN

It was on.

Byron's lips lingered on mine for the rest of the night, long after he suggested that I get some rest and walked me up to my dorm, which wasn't far from that location I would always remember as the location of my first kiss.

My first kiss.

I was almost seventeen and was behind most other people in that department. I wasn't allowed to date back home without a chaperone. And being the perfect kid I had been pressured to be since I was young, I wouldn't have dared.

But everything was changing.

Something scary was opening inside me, and it wasn't just the Dark Corruption.

I lay on my bed in my dorm, staring at the ceiling, and replayed the moment Byron kissed me repeatedly. My mind wouldn't let it go: the soft expression of his eyes, how his lips felt, and how he paled and showed his fear right before he did it anyway.

It wasn't until the middle of the night, when I woke from a shallow dream, that another memory hit me, cutting into my bliss like a knife. I wasn't sure where it came from, but I couldn't deny it once it struck.

We'd been talking about Byron's issues right before he kissed me.

Was the kiss a distraction, so he didn't have to talk about something difficult?

I did not sleep after that, and I watched my bedside clock slowly inch towards the morning when I would do some more prying to see where I stood.

Maybe I needed to broach my questions with Byron slowly. He was slowly getting to the point where he could open up, just as I was getting more confident and rebellious.

I had a project, too.

We were matched.

Despite my confusion, the inner glow didn't leave me as I got down to breakfast, and I was relieved to find Noel and Kristelle still looked like Regulars. Byron sat at the second-year table but directly opposite the empty seat Kristelle and Noel had left for me. He smiled at me and waved, which put me at ease.

"Any luck on the research?" I asked Noel as I sat before a plate of bacon and sausage. I was very aware of Byron sitting behind me.

He shook his head. "All I found was a conspiracy theory that the Society's founders were god descendants who lost their magic when the Greek gods left the world. Since they were already rich and well-off, they formed the Society to keep their power. Another part of the theory is that the Society took the few materials on the original Greek mythos that were left and burned them."

I sighed, very aware of Byron shifting on his chair behind me. "Well, that theory makes sense. No one knows how the Society got so powerful so fast. If they used to have high positions when the gods were around, they'd still have all that money left over." During the twenty years that the Greek gods were in the modern world, god descendants had magic and all sorts of perks, including financial ones.

Kristelle stabbed her breakfast with her fork. "Now, finding info on old Greek myths is harder than ever."

"But this school might have something if they took materials from the old Cursed Academy campuses," I said. Then, I looked over my shoulder at Byron, and he smiled, showing no strain.

"I looked all over the library, including in the special collections," Noel said. "Apparently, the Cursed Academy campuses got looted right after they closed, and most of the good stuff went missing. The academy for the god descendants got cleaned out, too."

“Shocker,” Kristelle said. "I wouldn't be surprised if the Society took all that stuff and burned it, too."

"And that could explain why the school only got those harmless-looking bottles," Noel said. Then he grinned at me. "If Ali could get real weapons from there, imagine what she could do."

Byron swiveled on his chair and put his palm on my back. "That would be very interesting," Byron said, and I could see the gears turning in his mind.

This time, he left his hand there, despite Vee and her sorceress friends sitting farther down his table.

Byron winked, making me blush. Then I imagined wielding a spear, dagger, or other weapon crafted by the gods, and I shuddered. What if I needed a weapon to protect myself in the outside world now that I wasn't wanted there?

I stabbed at my breakfast, too, and Byron frowned at me. "Hey. We'll figure everything out."

Then I remembered his words last night. He wanted to make everything right as if everything were his fault, to begin with. I was putting pressure on him without trying. He knew he was the best person to reach Mrs. Morgan's laptop, and he didn't want to violate her trust. Mrs. Morgan had probably taken him in as he was an outcast.

Byron simply nodded.

Yes. Something had changed since last night.

Classes were busy that day, but I had no Independent Study with either Byron or Vee. Focusing on my work wasn't easy, especially since I no longer had any normal college-prep classes. Instead, I had Magical Mechanics I with a sorceress teacher, Ms. Willis. Sammy, Vic, Kristelle, and Noel were also in that class with me. Our first lesson was about the basics of ritual magic.

I had Accounting I again and then Containing Your Violent Urges with Lady Drach, where she went over breathing strategies to control your temper in stressful situations. It was a class designed for most creatures and a bigger class due to its nature. When the day finally ended, Byron met me at the door.

"Any updates?" I asked as my heart jumped. Today's last class was a more advanced magic class with other sorcerers, which he couldn't have gotten out of fast enough. I wondered what it was like not having friends in your class.

"Well, you have badminton this afternoon," Byron reminded me. "You need a break."

I still wanted to get to the bottom of his kiss. "But we have too many problems to solve." I didn't mean to put this pressure on Byron, but there was no way around it. "We're doing nothing but hit walls."

Byron frowned and rubbed his hand over his hood. "I know, and I might have to try things I don't want to do. I've weighed this all night. You have the right to know about yourself. And you deserve to know what this solution might be since it involves you." He swallowed like he was thinking and then looked up at me. "We both need to break out of our Society thinking."

I stepped aside to let Alex out of the class, and he nudged Noel again as the two conversed about more gaming stuff. Byron looked after them as they walked down the hall, and once they'd gone, I looked up at Byron.

"I'm not trying to pressure you into this."

"I'm pressuring myself." He worked his jaw as he finished speaking.

Byron already had a tiny support system, which included Mrs. Morgan. The conflict raged in his eyes.

"I don't want you to ruin your reputation with the teachers," I said. "We both know that's dangerous." I knew what it was like not to have much support.

Byron let out a breath. "I'm a sorcerer. The staff do not want to lose us. We're the closest bridge they have to the outside world other than a few Regular staff who show up now and then. We're not on the bottom of the hierarchy here." Then he leaned down and kissed me again, briefly this time, but the feeling was the same. Byron still trembled. I didn't close my eyes, but Byron did, and the lines around his eyes were strained.

He was doing this for me.

Risking everything.

Just as he had when he stood up to Marleen.

But as he kissed me, he relaxed, and we embraced, letting our stress dissolve between one another. Our small break seemed to last forever as we stood alone in that corridor.

"That was nice," I said with a smile. Byron's magic coursed through my body as if it were mine before fading.

"And there will be more to come. I'll be fine, Ali," Byron said, as if kissing me had energized him. His violet eyes were bright, and he lowered his hood farther down his forehead. "Clearly, I need to grab that laptop myself."

He just said it, and the determination in his eyes bothered me. Guilt gathered in my chest, and Byron held up a finger, shaking his head with an evil grin.

"It's time for me to be rebellious, too."

No. That wasn't it. Byron was doing this for me, and my question about whether the kiss was genuine was answered.

"Have fun at badminton now that the plant is gone," Byron said. "I'll work on it and see if I have an excuse to get into the lab."

"Byron. Thanks."

After another short kiss, I floated to the back door of Monstreuse, and I exited to find the rest of the badminton team, including Vee, Nina, and the troll kid, Daley, waiting in the clearing. As usual, the sky was gray, but no rain fell. The bare, twisted trees waited behind the team on either side of the trail.

Daley waved to me, and the other students gathered near the start of the downhill trail that led through the creepy, bare woods. I shuddered. Our coach, Laura Chambers, was an older, Regular woman who might have once been a drill sergeant. Fearless, the muscular woman waved us down the trail without a word.

She wasn't a fun coach, but Mrs. Morgan trusted her.

We all walked down the massive hill in silence, as we were supposed to do to avoid attracting any creatures that roamed the woods behind Monstreuse Academy, like the feral monsters that Mr. Landsson had mentioned. Nina and Vee stuck together, and I wanted to ask Vee about Friday and warn her about what I could do. But we quickly turned left at the triple fork, heading away from the graveyard as the trees thickened.

Badminton practice went well, and no one tried to kill me, and Laura Chambers didn't watch the woods in terror like Lance used to do. She just watched us with a glare as we played, and Vee was at the other end of the court, practicing with Nina while Daley and I worked up a sweat. I was getting good at this sport, and I was glad for the escape that it offered me.

The light faded as we wrapped up our practice, and Coach Chambers ordered us to put our supplies away. Vee sneered as she left the shed ahead of me.

"Hey," I said, trying to sound friendly.

"Later," Vee told me, turning her back and showing her feather-decorated, dark hair. Her black robe swished as she walked across the court, leaving me by the storage shed.

I ran after her, crossing the dirt road that divided the court from the scary woods. Maybe I could bridge the gap because I didn't want to be enemies. Vee headed toward Nina, and I reached her before the two could rejoin at the end of the wooded trail.

"Vee, this tutoring thing will be dangerous," I said, not caring about any introductions. Vee wouldn't look at me as she walked up the trail, following Coach Chambers, although Nina did. "Did you hear what I almost did to Byron yesterday by mistake? I don't want to do the same thing to you."

Vee just inhaled, like she was sniffing something gross, but I kept pace as the trees appeared on either side of us, walking on the left side of her as Nina looked at me and lifted an eyebrow. At least Nina was cool when she was away from Vee.

I hated to admit something so horrible to anyone, let alone her. "I almost killed Byron during tutoring, Vee."

Then she snapped her gaze at me, and for a second, fear bubbled into her deep green, magical eyes. "You did?"

She hadn't heard about this, despite Byron warning Mrs. Morgan. That meant that Mrs. Morgan assumed Vee would be okay…or Vee was expendable in our admin's eyes since I arrived.

"I opened a hole under him by mistake when he was annoying me," I said as we continued to walk. "And he almost fell in. That's why I'm warning you about Friday."

"Are you threatening me?" Vee asked as a tough mask went up. Her pointed face pointed at me as intelligence pooled in those envious eyes. "Is that what this is?"

"I just don't want you to get hurt," I said.

Vee sneered at me as we approached the trail fork, and she shook her head. "I'll be fine, and I will figure you out, Ali. Everyone's talking about you, and something needs to be done." The jealousy burned in her gaze again, and I balled my fists. Just talking to Vee was draining.

"What is your problem?" I asked, unable to hold back. I glanced down to find a small, expanding puddle of Dark Corruption under my left foot when I lifted it off the dirt, and the force immediately sank into the ground. "You're one of the top students here and don't need to step on anyone. If Mrs. Morgan likes you, then you're set."

But did she?

Vee's gaze softened for a second, and I thought she would ask me something, but she didn't. But then her gaze left me, and she looked at the upcoming trail fork as her eyes widened. Nina turned and went ahead, clearly trying to escape the argument.

I followed Vee's gaze.

Someone was standing down the middle trail, watching us.

I stopped, and so did Vee, although the rest of the team turned right to slog up the hill to Monstreuse.

"Who's that?" Vee asked, taking her attention off me.

A man stood in the gloom, among the trees, and I squinted, trying to see who it was. He watched us in shocked silence, hands splayed like he hadn't planned to be seen before turning and running down the trail toward the swamp.

I caught a head of dark hair and a white T-shirt before he vanished, and the man's build was familiar.

"Was that Coach Lance?" I blurted, looking at Vee. "But he's banned from the reserve. They found out he was working for the Society." The truth Vee needed to hear slipped from me, but no shock came over her face. Mrs. Morgan had told her about his betrayal, then.

To my shock, the nastiness dropped off Vee's face, and she looked at me, widening her eyes. Nina came back down the trail and tapped Vee on the shoulder, urging her not to linger, and then the sorceress looked at me, too. "Why are you two standing here?"

"That looked like him," Vee told me, ignoring her. "I can't believe I used to crush on the guy. Figures. That's just my luck." Then she stared hard at me. "I'm going to tell Mrs. Morgan." Then, Vee smiled. "If Lance sneaked into the reserve, he must be after you, Ali."


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Once again, Vee managed to unnerve me. I hurried up the trail as Vee and Nina followed. The rest of the team had already gone ahead, and the man didn't reappear when I looked behind me.

My mind scrambled for any other explanation than Lance, but the man down the trail looked like our former coach, so much so that I couldn't deny it. He had the same build, dark hair, and cowardice. Lance always fled from danger until he had a big group behind him. 

Once I got to the dirt clearing behind Monstreuse, Vee and Nina rushed into the back door as Vee whispered to Nina. I stood there, looking back down the trail as Coach Chambers stood to the side, doing a silent head count. 

"Everyone's here. Inside," Chambers barked with a no-nonsense nod.

I went through the back door as my heart pounded. Why was Coach Lance here? 

Then I remembered. Lance was infected with Dark Corruption.

The memory rose into my mind. I'd infected the former coach's car, preventing his getaway, and then Noel shoved him into the Dark Corruption I summoned. 

Coach Lance would soon become a monster, and the Society would have rejected him after his infection. He was kicked out, and none of the adult education centers on the reserves would take him. Lance had nowhere to go. 

What if he lived in the wild part of the reserve, where even the Monstreuse staff didn't like to go? During Combat I, Mr. Landsson mentioned that there were a lot of unregistered monsters out there, primarily adults who exiled themselves and didn't check into the education center. 

He won't survive out there for long. I wanted to tell myself that, but Lance was dangerous because he didn't look dangerous. 

And now, he had nothing to lose, which made him even worse.

I wished that he had died during our confrontation. 

My chest tightened as I had what was likely my first murderous thought or the first one I was conscious of. 

After what felt like forever, I left the back corridor. I couldn't catch up with Vee or Nina, who were already upstairs. I reached the stairwell and grabbed the metal railing, which vibrated with their footfalls far above. 

Where was Byron? He needed to know about Lance, too. 

Where was his dorm? 

Yikes. I didn't know which dorm was Byron's. The top three floors of Monstreuse held the student dorms, and I'd never seen his. 

He was probably talking to Mrs. Morgan, trying to peek at the laptop, and then Vee would run right into him. That could be good or bad for his plan.

I stood at the bottom of the stairwell, taking a breath. Too much was happening simultaneously, and I didn't know what to do. 

"Ali. I didn't think I could hold out until the end of your practice, but here I am." Noel approached from behind, and I whirled to find him coming through the bead curtain that separated the lobby from the main stairwell. His eyes were wide behind his glasses, and I knew the problem.

I wouldn't be going up to the staff tower. Noel needed me to manage his infection. 

"Turn around," I said as a headache bloomed between my temples. Noel did, and I put my hands on his shoulders, drawing out the darkness that threatened to turn him. Anger boiled as I seized the Corruption, squeezing and throwing it down to the floor, where it did its disappearing act.

I wanted Coach Lance to suffer, not my friend. 

I sighed, and Noel did the same, but with relief. "Thanks. It suddenly got bad while I was investigating something interesting in the library."

"What?" I asked, trying not to dwell on what might have happened had I come in a little later. "You were in the library?" 

Noel faced me after I let go of him. He blinked and got his bearings. "Yeah. I really poked around. The Monstreuse library does have an old mythology book in the Special Collections section, which students need permission to access, but it's apparently missing as of this week like someone has it. And there's no record of it being checked out when I looked it up on the computer." 

"The one thing we need is missing?" I asked, catching my breath. My head spun. What if Vee had taken the book?

"Yeah. I have two suspects in the lineup," Noel said with a sympathetic frown. "Ali, this isn't fair. You deserve to know whose magic you have, and what…and what it might do to you." 

I looked down at myself, but my form looked normal, and I was still Regular-passing. "You're doing the best you can, Noel. But I'm here because of something else. Coach Lance is on the reserve." I told Noel what I saw.

His eyes widened again. "But why?" 

"Where else does he have to go?" I asked with a shrug. "Even if he's hiding, I don't want him anywhere near me. Vee's reporting him right now. And I couldn't convince her to call off the tutoring, but I warned her what could happen."

"That's all you can do," Noel said. "Kristelle's still in the library, hating that she's there, but we'll keep looking. Remember, we did see Vee in there this weekend, and she probably overheard us and did her own investigation." 

I dug my fingernails into my palms, sucking in a sharp breath. Yes, Vee had taken the Special Collections book, with or without permission. 

"Ali?" Noel asked.

I gulped as pure irritation flooded me. "I'm going to have to be mean this Friday." 

I would have to threaten Vee instead of trying to be agreeable. She was making everything harder on me; if I was the source of the Dark Corruption, I could do it. 

After confronting the Society, I'd take her on.

I was tired of letting everyone lead me by the nose, and it was time for me to take control of the situation. On Friday, I would confront Vee until I got answers.
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The rest of the week progressed as normally as a week at Monstreuse could. Byron hung out when possible, and though he had tried poking around the lab during my practice time, Vee's intrusion interrupted him, and Mrs. Morgan sent him out. I wrote a letter to Bibi and dropped it off in the mail room to the poor fly creature who never showed their face on the main floor. And I got used to my new classes as Friday crept closer.

Through it all, I hoped that Bibi was doing okay and that her parents wouldn't confiscate a letter from a reserve. All of those letters came stamped with a special warning.

My classes continued, and each day, Byron told me he kept hanging around Mrs. Morgan, trying to pry about me. 

"She just keeps saying she has to do more research and studies," Byron told me at lunch on Friday, right before my session with Vee. "I've been trying to figure out a way to ask about this potential solution thing she wrote, but she won't be happy if she knows that you saw it." 

I sighed. Yes, that was a tough topic, and I didn't want Mrs. Morgan to get mad at me or Byron. And if she knew we were trying to pry, she'd lock things down even more.

Byron frowned as he stood over me, and Kristelle rolled her eyes across the table. Noel just kept eating, keeping his head down.

"I know we need answers now," Byron said, rubbing his eyes. "And I'm working on it. I'm marching back tonight, but we need another good card to play. Or a way to get Mrs. Morgan out of her lab for a bit so that I can get into the staff tower." He held up his hand and pretended he was holding something in it, and then he pretended to turn a lock as he smiled.

I read only honesty in his gaze. But farther down the Year Two table, Vee just smiled, like she knew something that we didn't. She couldn't hear us from twenty seats away, so her smile must have to do with the coming session.

I resisted the urge to smile back. I would get the answers myself and then take the strain off Byron. 

Just as I was about to take another bite of my mashed potatoes, the gong went off, not once, but three times. I eyed the antique clock on the wall, but we still had thirty minutes of lunch left. 

"Huh?" I asked, and Byron stepped away from his seat, and the other Year Twos shot from their chairs. Down the dining room, the Third and Fourth Years rose as if the three gongs were a fire alarm. 

"What's that?" Kristelle asked. 

Byron turned his frown into a grimace and seized my wrist, all protective. Already, his magic flooded the area around us. Down the table, Vee got up, and she stuck close to her sorceress friends as they faced the open double doors with wide eyes. 

"It's the alarm," Byron said. "Three times means that something's trying to get into the school." 

"Something?" I asked. "Or someone?" 

I thought of Sunny McPherson and the Society. Would they attempt an attack on Monstreuse to get to me? 

"Return to your dorms!" Mrs. Morgan appeared in the doorway, out of breath and deadly serious, as she glared at us through her huge glasses. "We have a large group of swamp monsters attempting to get inside. All staff, join me so that we can hold them off."

"What?" I asked. The situation sounded so ridiculous that I held back a laugh until I remembered that we inhabited a B-movie horror world now. 

Kristelle paled. Alex just snorted, considering that he was a swamp monster.

But Alex was civilized.

These creatures outside wouldn't be. They were the ferals that Mr. Landsson had mentioned.

Kristelle gripped my arm next. "Come on. We need to move."

We all headed to the double doors, following the stream of students. 

"This isn't good. You sure you can't negotiate with them?" Noel asked Alex. 

Alex shoved him in the way that guy friends did. "That would be like you negotiating with that Society group just because you're still human." 

Noel frowned. I hated Alex's choice of words. 

We made our way to the door as Mrs. Morgan vanished, running to the lobby to join the other staff. Mr. Landsson had already run through the bead curtain, a giant club in his hands. Lady Drach, a sorceress teacher, and Preston followed, along with Ms. Benson and the other werewolf teacher, the big guy I hadn't met yet. 

"We need to get upstairs. Feral swamp monsters don't like heights," Byron said, remaining by my side. He'd released my wrist, but he faced me with wide eyes. "You don't want to know what they do to their captives. Even other monsters are in danger." 

I gulped. Kristelle pretended to gag, and Noel looked at her like he didn't get it. 

We rushed up the spiral steps after a flood of other students, and the older students were rushing the fastest like they had seen attacks on the school before. No one shouted so I could hear Byron's heavy breathing as he ran up the steps beside me. Down below, Mrs. Morgan shouted something from the front lobby. Even Coach Chambers yelled something. She was joining the fight, even though she was a Regular when Lance would have run away.

"Can the staff hold them off?" Kristelle asked right behind me and Byron. The flood of people continued above us, and dorm doors slammed. The older students were the first to go into hiding.

They'd seen some things.

"Most likely. Mrs. Morgan always has some concoctions cooked up," Byron said. "And Mr. Landsson will be fine. They never take trolls." 

I looked behind us to see we were the last up the steps, and even Vee had disappeared up the stairs. She didn't even want to look like a hero in this situation, which made my blood pump faster. "Byron." 

He seized my wrist as I was slowing down. 

I faced him, and he paled before I even said it. 

"The staff tower is empty." 

"Are you kidding?" Kristelle asked, but she wasn't angry.

Instead, she was smiling at me in the same way that Bibi would have. She wanted to do this. 

"We haven't had any other options," I said, unable to believe what I was about to do. But I'd already done worse, and my entire guilt wall was slowly coming down. 

I looked at Noel, and he brushed his hand over his hair. "We must go for it while the staff is distracted. If someone hands you an opportunity, you don't pass it up."

Even Noel was on board. 

We rushed up the steps and all the way to the staff tower on the same floor as my dorm. The double doors waited, locked. Before Byron could do his magic, I held up my finger. "Do we have anything to load Mrs. Morgan's data onto?" I asked Noel. Already, my Society-trained mind spun with all the ways we could get in trouble. "If we take her laptop, she'll hunt for it and punish us."

Noel looked back and forth at the railing lanterns as if deciding what to do. "Let me get a thumb drive."

He rushed down to the twelfth floor, where he had his dorm, while the three of us waited. My heart raced faster and faster as I imagined swamp monsters slogging into the building, and I worried about the staff. Alex was scary enough, and he was civilized, but these creatures would be anything but. 

Noel huffed back up the steps from the floor below and waved a thumb drive between his fingers as he joined us. Then he looked at me with wide eyes. Noel was terrified, and he'd never seen Mrs. Morgan's lab, unlike me, Byron, and Kristelle. "Okay, Ali. You must do the lock—"

But the lock clicked without my doing anything, and Byron grinned, although his smile showed a s train. "I got it. I can relock it on the way out. I hate doing this." He frowned as he nudged the staff tower door open with his shoulder like he didn't want to leave prints.

The place was mostly dark, and every staff member was gone from the circle of desks. Only faint lanterns glowed on some of the workstations. The closed shutters and the dim chandelier were our only company, and the trapdoor on the floor was closed. It had been replaced by a new one with a lock. Byron snapped his wrist quickly, and that clicked, allowing us entry. 

And that made me want the answer more.

"Okay. I'll go down first in case any traps trigger when Mrs. Morgan is gone," Byron said. He wrapped his hands in his robe to prevent fingerprints. The ladder waited, descending into the gross orange light. 

He climbed into the lab and motioned for us to follow him. I did and stood in the narrow lab with the low ceiling again. Odd smells surrounded me with the test tubes and the small cages that held corrupted creatures. The giant cockroach was still there, and now so was a small lizard that had grown long, sharp teeth. 

"Over here, and don't touch anything," I said, not wanting to linger on the smaller experiments she was working on. I motioned the others behind me as I walked along the counter. "By the chairs. That's where I saw her laptop. Noel, you just need to load some files. Then we're out of here. Don't touch anything since she can get fingerprints." Byron had mentioned that Mrs. Morgan had taken the fingerprints off Coach Lance's pistol when he brought it to her. 

I found the laptop in the counter cubby that faced the chairs. Again, it was slightly open, like Mrs. Morgan had been using it when the alarm went off. Noel donned some gloves—there were plenty in a lab—and opened it as I crouched beside him. "Okay. The computer isn't locked, or we'd be done right now. Files. Ah. Here." Noel smiled as the multicolored glow lit up his face and reflected off his glasses. 

"Hurry," Kristelle said, standing guard.

The shock came over me. Mrs. Morgan's desktop image was a wacky art piece, one of those abstract ones with splashes of color that might sell for thousands despite my not knowing what the painting even meant. I squinted. "Mrs. Morgan likes art?" 

Byron nodded as he squeezed in beside me, ducking. "She used to be an artist before she contacted Dark Corruption. I heard her mention it once. That's probably one of her pieces on that screen." 

"There's a certain madness in art along with mad science," Kristelle said as her voice trembled. "Look at Van Gogh. He cut off his own ear."

"Not now," Noel said. He clicked on a folder. I couldn't read the print on the icon, but Noel must because he swore when a password prompt appeared on-screen. "Great. This folder with your name on it is locked. But let's see if we can copy and unlock it later." 

My heart thudded. We didn't have the answers yet, but they were here, and I watched as Noel loaded the thumb drive and copied the entire folder over. I leaned closer as Kristelle stood over us, keeping guard. 

The folder was named after me.

Ali_Welson.

And it was the only one named after a student on Mrs. Morgan's laptop. The other folders were named stuff like Lizard_Mutation_12 or Frog_Corrupted_Spawn. I was here with experiments.

"Okay. If Mrs. Morgan doesn't check the file and see the last time it was copied, we might be okay," Noel said. "If she does, we might be in trouble. But we don't have time to hide it. We must go." Noel eyed the three scary dental chairs behind us and the sharp tools that hung over them. 

"We can figure out the password later," I said, rising. "Just copy the folder."

Noel did, and the file appeared on his thumb drive. 

We climbed up the ladder, and Noel closed the trapdoor with his gloved hand. The staff tower was still empty, and silence filled the air. 

Byron motioned us to the double doors. "I'll lock these without touching them, and Mrs. Morgan won't know the difference." A hint of guilt formed an undercurrent in his words, and I squeezed his arm. Byron smiled at me. He needed that. 

Mrs. Morgan trusted him.

And he'd asked her to be my tutor, and then she granted his wish.

Byron locked the trapdoor. Noel shoved the used gloves into his pockets, hiding them, and Byron held his hand up, opening the staff doors with his magic. The air filled with his cool, crackling power, and we entered the stairwell and—

The swampy smell hit me first, and seeing a dark blue swamp monster on the landing froze me beside Byron. The creature looked as if it had already reached the thirteenth floor and was heading back downstairs because it had its back to us as it looked down the spiral steps. 

This swamp monster wasn't like Alex, although it had the same dark blue skin, webbed hands, and those webbed protrusions around its ears. As we stood there, the creature—wearing nothing but a tattered set of brown pants stained by algae—turned to look at us with malicious, pure black eyes. Something vile gleamed in them, and there wasn't a trace of humanity there. This creature was beyond the help of Monstreuse.

Slowly, the swamp monster turned and lumbered toward us.


CHAPTER TWELVE

"Here we go again," Kristelle said, squeezing close to me as the double doors closed behind us, automatically locking. She tried to seize a lantern off the railing to throw it, but it was glued in place.

"I don't know how to hold this back," I said as panic swirled in my chest, even though I did know how. Byron already held up his hand, and magic filled the air, but the swamp monster slowly came closer, dragging its gross feet along the floor, and the smell intensified as it closed the last twenty feet between us.

"Swamp monsters are resistant to magic," Byron said. He gave me a tense smile. "Ali, you know what to do."

"Is that the truth?" I pressed against the closed double doors, and the creature eyed me.

And then I noticed a number scrawled on its pants pocket, written there like some reminder. The ink looked new.

1313.

My dorm room number.

"What the heck?" I asked. "It's got my dorm room number!"

Byron let his jaw fall. "You're right. And you might want to pull that scary move you never want to do again if you don't want it to snatch you or Kristelle."

A shudder raced over my body.

This swamp monster had visited my dorm, not found me there, and then started to slog back downstairs. Somehow, it beat its fear of heights. This creature was on a mission.

Only ten feet of space stood between us now. A grunt emerged from the monster's blue throat. Each of its breaths was a low, hungry whooshing sound.

"Ali," Kristelle said slowly. "Do whatever you need to do. Please?"

I tore my gaze from the creature's pocket.

Slowly, the creature came around the railing, raising its webbed hand. The swamp smell made me want to gag, and we stood at a dead end unless we wanted to go over the railing and onto the steps far below. And injuring ourselves wouldn't end well.

I reached for Dark Corruption.

My growing terror gave me access, and the cold, iridescent darkness flooded me, threatening to burst from my body and into visible sight. And I urged it to open that hole in the floor, and to my shock, the force obeyed easily, staining the red landing carpet the deepest, darkest purple imaginable right under the creature's feet.

The swamp monster stopped.

And slowly, it looked down, keeping its hand outstretched at me as if it had forgotten to lower it.

Once again, the floor caved downward into a circular pit, and the swamp monster went to move, but it was too late. The creature fell downward, grabbing at the carpet, and it sank, grasping the hole's edge as it went into a full-on plunge. Its eyes widened in pure terror.

One last glimpse of those horrifying black eyes followed, and then the monster was gone into the corrupted depths. No sound escaped from the darkness within the hole.

I sucked in a breath as the floor rose, filling in the hole, and then the dark force disappeared, leaving the flat, red carpet in its place.

I stood there in shock at watching the spectacle again, and I looked at Byron as he gripped my arm.

"Whoa," Noel said. "You weren't joking about that."

Kristelle just let out a creative set of curses.

"We must get to your dorm. It's a good thing the staff didn't see you doing this, but the teachers might if there's another monster."

The sound of shouting echoed from far below, and my limbs trembled from weakness, like when I fought the Society in that abandoned building. I had depleted my supply of darkness, and if another monster braved the stairs, I couldn't pull this stunt again.

I let Byron pull me around the landing and from the dead end, and we left the staff doors and crossed to the student dorm side of the thirteenth floor. My door was halfway down the corridor, and the place was very silent. I reached it, opened the door, and let everyone inside.

The swamp smell wouldn't get out of my nose.

I nearly slid on a paper on the floor, and once the four of us were inside my dorm, I shut the door, and then Byron slid my dresser in front of it, which I realized was on wheels. He nodded at me. "All the dressers can roll if students need to barricade their doors. Something like this happens once or twice yearly, so we don't have to worry much."

"Once or twice a year?" Kristelle asked, raising her voice.

Byron held his finger to his lips as he stepped on the paper, which already looked like it had gotten trampled by a bunch of feet. It was brown in places, and I was sure I hadn't seen it before. But before I could ask about it, Byron spoke. "Yeah. Feral monsters mostly like to go after the people who haven't turned yet, but earlier this year, a pack of werewolves was looking to force other werewolves into their pack. That's why they make everyone barricade themselves. The staff are good at holding them off."

I shuddered. "Why did that swamp monster specifically come up here? I've never seen it before. It wasn't the one we saw working in town that night."

Byron grimaced at me. "I don't know. I never expected to see one wander up here." Then he followed my gaze at the paper that must have slid under my door. The swamp smell still lingered, but not as severely. "Great. Did that creature leave you a note? Feral swamp monsters lose a lot of intelligence, so I doubt anything it wrote is very articulate."

I shuddered, thinking of what Vee and I had seen after practice earlier that week. I'd never heard Mrs. Morgan or any other staff member announce the finding of Coach Lance. But he was likely out in the same part of the reserve these swamp monsters must have come from.

And he would have known which dorm was mine, being a former staff member.

Byron picked up the paper as a sense of violation swept over me, even if the creature hadn't opened my door. Or maybe it had because our dorm doors didn't have locks.

Kristelle looked at me with wide eyes. "This can't be good."

"Swamp monsters don't write love letters. I'm sure of that," Noel said.

"Thanks," I said, resisting the urge to shove Noel.

And as Byron read the paper, anger came over his features, and he worked his jaw as he read whatever was on the paper. I could see through the paper slightly from here, thanks to my bedside lamp glowing beside Byron. Neatly written lines of text came through, and Byron held the paper closer to him as if he didn't want me to see it.

"What is it?" I asked.

"Lance." Byron's tone clipped as he tightened his hands, bulging the tendons. "He sent that creature up here to deliver a note, like the coward he is."

Even in the semi-darkness, I could read the conflict on Byron's face. He didn't want me to see the note, and he wanted to protect me from this invasion, but it was my right to see it.

"Hand it over," I said.

"Lance wrote you a note?" Noel asked. "And he sent these swamp monsters to deliver it? He must have written your room number on that swamp monster's pocket. I hope he enjoyed the experience."

"He probably thinks I can cure him," I said. Our former coach knew the truth about what I could do because I had told him. "Lance doesn't want to turn. He deserves whatever he will get, and he deserves to become a feral monster. That's his only possible fate, isn't it? Or he'll get eaten by something before that happens."

I let my vengefulness take control of me. I grabbed the wall, steadying myself as I was still weak. Thanks to that, I wasn't at any risk of hurting my friends.

"Yes," Byron said. "The adult education center on the reserve won't take him. He won't get the education he needs to stay civilized. And you're right, Ali. That's what he wants." But Byron's tone told me that there was more.

"What's he offering in return?" I asked. "Lance isn't stupid. He knows I won't march out there and fix him unless I have a good reason, especially with the woods out there being so dangerous."

Byron looked up at me, and I didn't like the look in his violet eyes.

"Your friend. Bibi. Did she say she was in trouble in your letter?"

"No," I said as a fresh wave of nerves gripped me, making my stomach turn. I let out a breath, not to keep the Dark Corruption down but to keep my stomach under control. We were barricaded in my dorm, and I assumed we'd need to hear the triple gong to unblock ourselves.

"This says otherwise," Byron said. "But it could be a trap, and Lance is just saying this to save himself. Remember that as you're reading this."

Slowly, Byron handed me the note. In another world, Noel fired up my computer and asked for my passcode. I told him as I turned the note over, wrinkling my nose at the swamp smell. One corner of the paper was still damp.

I had condemned a swamp monster who had been here to deliver a message.

But it had tried to reach for me and Kristelle.

Lance wouldn't care if he sent something that wanted to hurt us.

My eyes adjusted, and Lance's neat, blocky handwriting finally came into focus.

Ali,

I do not deserve for you to remove the Dark Corruption from me.

I know that you saw me. I was trying to approach you because of what you said. Let me make things right. The Society keeps your friend, Bibi, locked up because she was close to you. I know where she is because I was in the Society, and they have no plans to let her out soon. Let's work out a trade.

I looked up at Byron as a fresh wave of horror rose within me, even worse than what the swamp monster brought. The darkness stirred again, now that it had time to regenerate, and I swallowed as Noel typed at my desk behind me, and Kristelle stood by the dresser.

"He says they have Bibi. My friend. My best friend," I said, desperately wanting it not to be true. "And they're holding her hostage." Anger rose into my chest, and I balled my fists and nearly crumpled the note. Before, I would have been told to just exhale and count to avoid having emotions, but Coach Lance was playing mind games and threatening my friend.

Something about his first line made me super uncomfortable, and it reminded me of how my mother acted when she found out I'd possibly been exposed to Dark Corruption.

Coach Lance was playing the victim and putting the ball in my court.

And he was wrong to do that.

"I'll take that," Byron said, holding his hand out for the note. "We don't know if anything he's saying is true other than that you saw him the other day."

There was one way to find out. "Did Coach Lance hear about Bibi when she came in with me?" I asked, not loosening my grip on the paper. "The Society would know about her. And when she came back from here, they knew. She didn't get infected here, did she?"

Byron looked at Kristelle, who shrugged. "Yeah, there's Corruption in low levels throughout the reserve, but it's not strong enough to infect anybody, even if they stay here for a long time. Look at Lance. He was fine up until you gave him what he deserved. And adults turn faster than kids do. Nobody turns until their teenage years. The older you are, the faster you change. Lance probably has days before he meets ugly." Byron smiled. "He's desperate. Maybe we could give him a taste of what he likes to dish out?"

"Manipulation?" I asked though I liked the idea of getting some revenge on Lance. "Lance isn't stupid. He orchestrated my Semester One experience to make me want to leave. I almost died because of him." I thought of Eric, the slasher who didn't make it more than ten minutes in his monstrous state. Lance had made me play next to him, knowing what that kid was likely to become.

"Yeah," Byron said with a smile. "I'm tired of these types." A hint of true malice sparkled in Byron's violet eyes.

"But he's in that swamp," Kristelle said. "Or he's close to it if he sent swamp monsters to distract the staff. I can't believe I'm saying this, but we should tell them and show them the note."

Byron seemed to think and paced as I looked at the note again. I hadn't given it over despite his asking for it.

Then, I noticed the text on the bottom that Byron must have already seen.

If you bring staff, they will kill me. For both of our sakes, please do not.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The gong went off three times after that, and I exchanged a knowing look with Byron as we pushed the dresser from the door and exited my dorm. I shoved the note into my pocket. Other students emerged from their rooms, and a warlock in a black robe shrugged at us as he exited his room three doors away. His acid-green eyes looked bored and annoyed.

The shuffling sounds filled the school, and Mrs. Morgan's voice floated up the spiral stairwell at the end of the hall.

"Students! Return to lunch because you have ten minutes to eat before your next class. The swamp monsters have been held off, though we found a broken window on the first floor. We need to search the school and would prefer to have all of you in the same place."

I could read the guilt on Byron's face as he stood in the corridor with me, and then Mrs. Morgan appeared in the doorway of the thirteenth-floor dorm area. "Students. Back down to lunch. Staff is looking out and searching the school." Then, she sniffed since she stood in the lingering, swampy smell. "Have any of you seen a feral swamp monster up here? They don't usually climb stairs."

I pretended to look at Byron in confusion, and then Kristelle shrugged next to us as the warlock went to push past Noel.

"Why would one come up here?" I asked.

Mrs. Morgan shoved her huge glasses up on her nose. She looked at me like I should figure that out myself, and I could see the wall of secrecy going up. "Just go back down to lunch, all of you. Ali, you have your session with Vee after that."

I had forgotten during the lockdown. It was Friday; she'd be my last session of the week before we got let out for the weekend.

Then my mind turned back to the note and to Bibi.

We'd be free to leave the school tonight.

But I had to get through the worst tutoring session of my life first while worrying about Bibi.

With the note in my pocket, we returned to lunch, and Noel left my laptop as he tucked his thumb drive into his pocket. We all had secrets.

And it didn't feel good.

The rest of lunch was rushed, and I could barely eat as I contemplated what the session with Vee would be like and the conditions Bibi might be trapped in. I recited her note in my mind. She'd told me she wished she could join me. Was that code for help?

"I'm thinking of skipping Magical Mechanics II," Byron said from the next table, leaning close to me. "I'll hang outside the door while Vee 'tutors' you. Don't let her make you feel bad. That's what she's trying to do."

That girl was going very far in her attempt to rise to the top. That wasn't healthy. Vee sneered at me from down the table, and once again, I wondered what Mrs. Morgan was thinking.

The gong went off to end lunch, and with my thoughts swirling, I rose and left my dirty plate for whatever staff came to pick them up.

I was to meet Vee in the Exploratory Arts room.

It was the same room where I almost killed Byron.

But he was skipping a class for me, and I knew I couldn't convince him otherwise.

"Thanks," I said as we walked out of the Grub and Drink room as a group. Byron walked beside me like he wanted to hold my hand, but he didn't. Vee's glare landed on us from behind, and if he held my hand now, it would make things so much worse during that session than they had to be. For now, we couldn't show any affection in front of the other students. There was no telling how far Vee's tendrils went. "If we go after Lance, we must do it tonight."

Byron hesitated as he walked, and then he spoke.

"I agree. It might be our only chance."

More dread settled into my gut, and the thought of venturing out into the wilds of the reserve sounded more terrifying than dealing with Vee for a couple of hours. The Society might really have Bibi shut up somewhere or closely monitored, and they might have read her letter to me before she sent it.

We needed to see Bibi tonight, even if we hadn't yet gotten permission from Mrs. Morgan to go. Permission would take weeks, and then we might not get anywhere near Bibi. Lance wouldn't be incentivized to help us for that long since he'd turn by then.

Take this one thing at a time.

That was all I could do, and as I walked to the Exploratory Arts room to wait for Vee, Byron ducked into an empty classroom beside the double doors, which were at the end of the second-floor corridor. He winked at me from the mostly closed entrance.

"Won't Mrs. Morgan be mad at you for skipping class?" I asked.

"Yes, but it's more important to ensure nothing goes wrong here," Byron said. "You don't want to carry any guilt you don't need, trust me."

His pain came to the surface again as we stared at each other, and he moved his lips like he was going to say something, but once again, he held back.

"What's bothering you?" I asked. "Did you lose a friend or something?" I kept my tone soft, but I feared I had poked him with a metal stake.

Byron flinched. "We can talk about it later. You have enough on your mind, and once we see if Lance knows anything about your friend, I can tell you. Yeah, I know. You've seen something all over my face since you came here, and you deserve the truth."

He disappeared into the dark classroom, closing the door and leaving me waiting by the closed Exploratory Arts room. My heart pounded as I waited for Vee to follow the spiral steps. Slowly, other people climbed the stairs and filtered into various classrooms, and Ms. Willis entered what must have been one of the Magic classes. The warlock kid and sorcerer clique entered after her, and Byron didn't follow them.

Finally, Vee climbed the steps with Nina, her friend, and they separated at that same classroom door. Vee then faced me as we both stood in the hallway alone. The tension level crawled upward, filling the space.

"Let me prepare the area," she said, not betraying any intent. "I'm running a little behind. I'm surprised you even showed up, Ali."

I shrugged like I wasn't nervous. If Vee saw my nerves, she'd win this battle. And this tutoring session was a battle where I'd have to fight for answers. Vee had taken that mythology book that I needed, and she seemed closer to Mrs. Morgan than Byron.

"I'm not the type to skip class," I said. "And I didn't think you were, either. How else would you be the top student aide?" I'd start nicely, and then once she lowered her guard, I'd have to change my tune. What happened during this session could change everything.

I could get through this.

Vee said nothing as she drew a key from her pocket. I hadn't realized the Exploratory Arts room doors were usually locked until now, but before now, Byron or Lady Drach had let me in, and Byron needed no keys.

"I worked hard to get here," Vee said, turning the lock. Her hair feathers reflected the orange and green light in the hall. Orange anger and green envy. "And I'm staying where I'm at." That last sentence was a warning.

"I'm not trying to be an overachiever here," I said.

She looked right at me, staring down her sharp nose. The green in her eyes grew more intense. "You're an overachiever. I can tell. It's all over your face. Some of us have to be, and that's not a drive that ever goes away."

I flinched because she was right. Before Monstreuse, I pushed myself, earning the best grades, taking the classes I hated, and trying to impress my parents to earn the room to be a human being. "Was your family hard on you, too?"

She didn't answer me and shoved the doors open with an angry bang. The Exploratory Arts room waited, and the ceiling pumpkins glowed as bright as ever. The purple string lights circled the desks, and the mats shoved against the wall. Vee entered the room first, removing two mats and sliding them into the middle of the floor.

"What are we going to do?" I asked once I sensed it was safer for me to speak. Stand up to her. Demand answers. She probably knows more than Byron does.

"Byron likes to show off, and that's how he's probably been tutoring you. I don't know how you stand him," Vee said, facing me as she backed away to stand in the center of the circular space. I wondered if Byron heard this from his hiding spot in the closest classroom.

I pushed out the words as I entered the room. "Why are you tutoring me? Did you ask to?" I knew that answer but didn't want Vee to realize I'd been spying on Mrs. Morgan.

Vee glowered at me; she was so intimidating that I almost backed out of the room. "Because I need to figure you out. You know you're a lab rat, right? Mrs. Morgan's just interested in what you can do. She doesn't like the Society, and you came here chock full of their indoctrination. Then, you tried running back to them. She doesn't like you."

Her words stung, and the Dark Corruption already bubbled up inside me. Mrs. Morgan liked Byron. He had a Society family, too, but I wouldn't mention that.

I entered the room but kept some distance between us. "Did she say that?" I asked, trying to keep my voice level. Was this the tutoring? Was Vee prodding me until I snapped so she could take notes and take her discovery to her favorite staff member? "I don't like the Society, either. They're ruining lives, and I did not try returning to them."

"Then why are you stopping your friends from turning?" Vee asked with a knowing smile. "You must be doing something. Noel and Kristelle should have turned by now. Nobody makes it that long without it. Did the Society send you?"

"No," I said, heart pounding. "Look. I thought this was a tutoring session and not an interrogation." I wouldn't hold out much longer before I got mean.

Then, I closed the double doors behind me with my foot. Vee didn't flinch as they closed. Byron would have to put his ear against the opposite wall to hear us.

"Or you just think you're better than everyone else. I see," Vee said with a nod.

"What is your problem?" I asked. The possibility of a bridge was vanishing by the second. Vee was closed off to friendship since she learned of my unique ability.

The Dark Corruption threatened to break out, riding on my anger, and I feared the worst. Byron might not be able to come out on time. And I had warned Vee. Why was she prodding me when it was so dangerous?

She crossed her arms. "Our collective problem is you. People are talking, and just one of the prevailing theories around campus is that you're a Society spy who only favors certain people," Vee said. "Sorry, but it's true."

Her words punched through my defenses. People were staring at Noel and Kristelle more each day, no doubt wondering why they and I were still Regular-looking. My heart pounded.

"Am I getting to you?" Vee asked.

There was nothing kind in her eyes. Maybe it was her nature showing, or maybe not. "No," I lied, thinking of how to approach this. Maybe there was still hope before I had to attack. "Vee, what do you know about me?"

To my shock, she answered immediately. "Mrs. Morgan has her suspicions about where your power comes from, and I've been helping her to figure it out," Vee said. She lowered her voice and spoke more slowly, but it sounded no less dangerous. "We've got it narrowed down and found a solid possibility. But there's something I want in return for that information. I know you must be able to manipulate Corruption, including the infection in your friends. There's no other explanation for them not turning yet."

"Did you get a teacher to tell you that?" I asked, thinking of Mr. Landsson. Perhaps she'd slipped something into his food to make him talk. Or she simply gave all the teachers that treatment until she found a clue.

Vee didn't flinch. "Ali, you can change the situation of infected people."

She stared hard at me, and I understood why she was so set on tutoring me. She wasn't here to help me get stronger. Vee wanted help, just as Coach Lance did.

I hadn't expected this at all.

I gulped, hating that I was about to tell Vee a truth that I didn't want to say, but the alternative—possibly killing her—was worse. "Do you want to go back to being a Regular? I don't know if I can do that. I just found out I can pull some amount of Dark Corruption out of people before they turn, but after that, it feels different, like it's settled in. And even before people turn, I can't get all of it out."

Vee's face fell for a moment, but she showed no shock.

Then, she spoke, sounding very businesslike. "I should have been a sorceress. Instead, I got this." She seized her black robe and pulled it outward as if it were a source of shame. "I can do so much better, and I will. That's why you're spending these sessions trying to fix this problem, and in return, I'll help to dispel the rumors flying around the school. And if you successfully change my nature, I'll tell you what I think is true about you. How does that sound?" A threat hung in her tone. "You work on your abilities. I just might get what I want."

"You're blackmailing me." Immediately, I felt like a jerk for saying it because of Vee's offer. And it wasn't too bad if she was telling the truth.

"Sort of. I'm not the one spreading the rumors, but soon, it will blow up in your face," Vee said. "I know you're not a Society spy. Byron? I don't know. But rumors are flying about him, too."

"Leave him out of this." I couldn't let her stab at me the whole time, even though the session had taken an unexpected turn. I could still fight her, but Vee's deal offered the potential to solve multiple problems simultaneously. And did Mrs. Morgan want to know if I could change the natures of those that had already turned?

Yes.

Our admin might hate her nature, too. And this session could be tied to the potential solution I had yet to read about.

"Do you accept the deal?" Vee asked with a sudden patience I'd never heard her use. "Try to change my nature. And you had better make some good progress. It would make my life here a lot easier, and in exchange, your life here will get easier."

Despite all her warnings, she also offered me a silent promise.

Vee could help keep the peace between me and the other students. The head student aide wasn't stupid. She knew that Kristelle and Noel's treatments weren't sustainable and that it wasn't because of my ability.

Backing out of this deal meant that Noel and Kristelle would undergo their monstrous changes.

"Vee. That sounds like a deal," I said as relief followed, allowing me to drop my shoulders. "But I must warn you that I don't know if I can alter someone after they've already changed. But I'm going to try as hard as I can." What if, with practice, I could give Vee what she wanted?

What if there was a way to help someone after they turned?

I wouldn't have to fear letting Kristelle and Noel out of my sight, and I could help people like the poor mailroom employee.

"Good," Vee said with a smile that took all my relief away. "But remember. I hold the cards here, and I also hold your reputation. Now, how about we get started?"


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The following "tutoring" session wasn't what I had expected an hour ago, but maybe I would get through it okay, even if I had to wait a little longer for some answers.

But Vee was confident as she sat on her mat, and I hated that.

In the other room, Byron must have been bristling. He wanted me to stand up for myself, but Vee had delivered the exact words to stop me from doing that. But I had no better plans than to accept her deal.

But what if Vee didn't keep her side of the bargain?

That was where I was screwing up. I had nothing to hold against Vee in return.

I sat behind Vee and seized her shoulders. Her black robe was cold and smooth. She did not stiffen or indicate that my presence was bothering her, which unnerved me.

"So, this is how you manipulate Corruption?" she asked. "It's not very dramatic."

You're never going to stop being a wimp, Ali.

"Yeah. I'm doing this to feel the Corruption in you," I said. "But whenever I do this on someone who's already turned, it doesn't feel like Corruption. This might take a while."

Vee allowed the silence to drag on. "We have two hours. Even if you reset the Corruption, it could give me something better than this."

"Or something worse," I said. Vee's magic flooded my palms like Byron's, but instead of feeling airy and tingly, Vee's magic was heavier and earthier, which suited a witch who dealt with similar magic. And it suited her horrible attitude. Byron said that someone's nature determined what they'd become, but if I suggested that Vee try to be nicer, she'd drop this entire deal and make my time at Monstreuse even worse than it already was.

"Do whatever you need to do. And if I end up as something horrible, trust me, you'll regret it," Vee said.

I tensed, feeling out the energy that used to be pure Dark Corruption. "I can feel your magic. That's a start, right?"

"Right," Vee said more patiently than I'd ever heard her. "Have you felt the difference between me and, say, a sorcerer?"

I gulped as the pumpkins kept grinning down at us.

Vee had laid out another trap.

She wanted to know if I'd put my hands on Byron, and if I gave her the wrong answer, there would be hell to pay, anyway.

But she didn't know about the rest, did she?

"I can imagine that a sorcerer would feel different," I said quickly, hoping she couldn't detect my lie. "I think everyone would."

"You held hands with Byron," Vee snapped. "I was sitting right behind you during Exploratory Arts. Mrs. Morgan sees it, too."

I hoped that Byron didn't hear this. "That was for class, and Mrs. Morgan wanted him to do that," I said.

Vee flinched. I'd hit a button, and she looked over her shoulder at me. She would try to take Byron from me after I helped her, and she wouldn't apologize. More anger flared in my chest, and then the Dark Corruption followed like it had a mind of its own.

"Sure," Vee said. "And you're sitting here, not even trying."

"Why didn't you just ask for help before?" I asked as I watched two tendrils of darkness emerge from my palms. They wrapped around Vee's chest before she could speak, and she gasped as they applied pressure, squeezing, and as if they could sense my worst thoughts, they rose towards her throat.

My heart thumped. No. I didn't mean to go this far. I was going to kill Vee in a way I hadn't thought I would.

"Ali—" Vee started, just before the filmy darkness closed off her windpipe.

I swore, prying at the darkness, and it was like holding onto thick fog once again. "I didn't know that would happen. Here." I yanked the Corruption apart for long enough to let Vee gulp down a breath of air, and then she ducked her head out of the dark ring that had formed. I swore. "Get away from it. Sometimes, stuff happens I don't ask for."

Vee gasped, grasped her neck, and stood off the mat, whirling and facing me with hate. She kept her composure. "Ali, you are pushing it."

"I warned you that this would be dangerous." I dropped the dark force onto the mat, where it dissipated and sank to the floor. "Things happen that I can't control yet, and it's going to make this difficult." Maybe I had an advantage. "My power gets out of control when I get upset, and it goes after anyone in front of me. I didn't ask to have any sort of say over this force. If you can even call this a say." I allowed my frustration to show because Vee was even angrier than I was, and it didn't matter anymore.

"Or are you lying?" Vee asked, raising her voice. She widened her eyes. It was as if the horror had a delayed effect in hitting her. "You wanted to hurt me."

"No. I didn't, and that's why I talked to you before this session," I said. "I know you want help and that a lot of people need help. And I want to help everyone."

"Then cooperate," Vee said, raising her voice to a yell. "You can help everyone if you just stop it with your tricks."

I froze there. I was sitting on the mat with my hands still open as if I were still dropping the Corruption.

There was another side to Vee.

I looked at her, trying to see past her pointed nose and her angry, acid-green eyes. Anger burned all over her features, and the black feathers in her hair looked pointed and dangerous as if they were reflecting not just the orange light but her mood.

"I'm working on ways to do it," I said. "But being on this reserve doesn't help because Dark Corruption is everywhere at low levels. I think it's stopping me from fixing people completely. I've only been able to do band-aid stuff."

I shouldn't have said that.

"So, you're not going to do anything," Vee said. "You'll just let everyone suffer while you get off lucky."

She whirled and stormed out of the Exploratory Arts room, shoving the double doors open and letting them swing shut behind her.

"Vee," I said. "I want to help everyone, and I'm still figuring out how." She wasn't being fair, and the pressure settled on me with more intensity than ever.

But when I pushed open the doors, Vee was gone, almost like she was playing another game.

And I was almost relieved because the dark force was flooding me again, and I feared that it was going to lash out. Or that the hidden, angry part of me would.

Maybe it was all those emotions I'd suppressed for too long and that made the darkness smolder and go out of control. Therapy might help, but Monstreuse didn't have any counselors on hand.

"She's gone." Byron appeared in the adjacent classroom doorway as I stood at the double doors. "That was Vee's problem, not yours. You warned her what could happen, and she took the risk."

Byron had already heard what had happened. I was glad that he was here. "Did you use magic to spy?"

"I pressed my ear up to the wall. It carries sound really well." He pointed to the dark classroom behind him.

"But Vee's right about me," I said. "I can help Kristelle and Noel, and it's not fair that I can't help anyone else."

Byron looked at the floor and shook his head. "Come on. Let's get you out of here. It's almost freedom time."

"Freedom time," I said. I knew what Byron was thinking, and that was that I shouldn't feel this way. But everyone kept putting this pressure on me, and why shouldn't they? I was the only person in the world who could manipulate Dark Corruption directly.

And Vee wanted me to help other people.

She wasn't evil, then.

"Vee just needs some time to cool off," Byron said. "It sounds like she's dealing with a lot, just like you are."

"We're nothing alike." I let out a sigh. "She hates my guts and has ever since I got here."

"Which means she's got the issue, not you," Byron said. "Come on. Kristelle and Noel will be out of class soon. We have something else we must do, and I want to take you into town first." He took my shoulders and held me gently, and I eyed the corridor to make sure Vee wasn't coming back. She didn't reappear, and I wondered if she was going to tell Mrs. Morgan not to bother studying me.

Our other problems roared back.

Bibi still might be potentially trapped or locked up somewhere, and my heart sank all over again. How could I have forgotten during that session?

How could I have forgotten for a second?

Byron then pulled me into a hug, and I started to shake. "I'll help you with anything you need, Ali. I should have been better before."

His touch calmed me down, and I took a breath. "Yeah. We need to get out of here and get some fresh air." I wanted to go back into town, so long as Byron was with me, to get that crisp fall air and that relaxed party atmosphere before we went after Bibi. But I felt awful for Kristelle and Noel, who would suffer if they went there again.

But I'd be with them.

I could help them if things got bad.

Unless the already-turned students saw and got jealous…

Byron led me downstairs to the front lobby, where a few students were sitting and studying out of some old leather books. A warlock sat beside a female goblin, who was running her green hand down a book that probably had lots of numbers and math. Beside the goblin sat a guy a little older than me, and he was wearing a typical white coat that marked the turn to crazy science. They worked on something together.

The goblin looked at me, and it could have been my imagination, but she looked like she was sneering.

I was still Regular presenting, and she wasn't.

Vee was onto something.

"Where are Kristelle and Noel?" I asked.

"In their classes, but they get out in an hour," Byron said.

I hated not being next to them, and I feared what would happen without me beside them. I sighed again as I sat down on the other end of the room as the studying trio. Byron put himself between me and them.

And then Vee came out to talk to them for a moment. She took a clipboard from the goblin girl, said something in a low voice, and left through the bead curtain. Though she appeared to be doing her student aide duties, I couldn't help but shudder.

"I can talk to Vee," Byron said, putting his arm around me. "I'll get her. Trust me. She needs to check her attitude. If she didn't have that attitude, she might have been the sorceress she wanted to be. My guess is that you need to be more mild-mannered to get that nature when the Corruption turns you."

"I wouldn't count you as mild-mannered, Byron. And that would help," I said. "But Vee did try to get me in trouble before. And now she wants me to help her?" That part didn't make much sense, and as if agreeing, the darkness within rose again.

That was why I got so angry during the session.

"Mrs. Morgan must have changed Vee's tune from a low note to an even lower note," Byron said with a sigh. "She figured out how to use Vee to her advantage. I think our admin has a plan that we don't know about, and it's on that file Noel hasn't cracked yet."

Was his attitude toward our admin changing? I was ruining whatever relationship Byron had with the admin before I came here, and I hated that. But I couldn't bring it up because the question wouldn't form on my lips.

We waited until Kristelle and Noel came down the steps, and Byron kept his arm around my shoulders the entire time despite there being three other students in the red velvet and dark wood lobby. Preston walked in and out, manning the front desk, and he waved to Noel as the two of them pushed the bead curtain aside and joined us.

Worry bloomed over Preston's face as he studied them and then the other students in the room.

Now, I was really paying attention to how everyone else in Monstreuse looked at us, and the situation wasn't good. Preston was scared for Noel, and the staff couldn't always help us. We were on our own.

"Do any of you want to head out tonight?" Byron asked. "I was thinking we could go into town before looking for a certain individual."

"Why town?" Kristelle asked, tensing up. "That's dangerous, and that's putting more pressure on Ali."

"Not necessarily," Noel said. "I went into town last week and was fine, but she helped me beforehand."

I wished that Noel would lower his voice since the studying trio could hear us, but shushing him would only attract more attention to ourselves.

"I can do that again," I said. "Why are we going into town?"

"Well, we need to eat to get our strength up, and I want to visit the magic store and stock up on some stuff," Byron said, keeping things vague as we were in public and people could likely hear us. "I might be able to freeze people, but when we do, you know, I want some extra backup. I wish we had those bombs you filled during Combat I the other day, but I have no idea where Mrs. Morgan put them. I didn't see them in her lab when I talked to her."

Ah. Byron wanted to shop for magical weapons before we ventured into the swamp where Coach Lance was waiting. That was a very good idea.

And a part of me wanted to see the town again.

To relax.

To hold his hand without fear as we strolled down the street, enjoying the autumn atmosphere.

"Will we be able to afford it?" I asked.

Byron didn't smile as he spoke. "Yes."

"Are we ready to go somewhere?" Kristelle asked, trying to sound casual, but we all knew what the mission tonight was.

We had a lot to accomplish, and I didn't know what we'd do once we made sure Bibi was safe, but we had to take things one day at a time.

And this time, Byron was going with us. He'd changed over the past couple of weeks, and before, he would have done everything to stop us from leaving the Reserve. And he was in danger if he left, too. Byron had attacked a Society member with his magic. The Regular authorities could arrest him.

Byron was doing this because of his hatred of Society, and not just me.

And that didn't make me feel the best.

Byron linked his hand with mine as if he could sense the latest emotional storm. He lowered his voice. "We'll get Bibi out of wherever she is. And I won't let Lance pull anything. Remember, you have all the power when we meet him. Vee might be a little different, but as I said, I'm going to talk to her."

"Thank you."

"What happened during the session today?" Kristelle asked, lifting an eyebrow.

Shame flooded and heated my cheeks. "Vee wanted my help to become a sorceress. She tried to make a deal with me, and it had its good points, but then the Corruption went out of control, and she stormed out."

Kristelle frowned. "Then we need to do something about her."

"I'm on it," Byron said.

He was trying to take on too much. "Things would have been fine if the Corruption didn't go out of control on me," I said. "Vee was getting to me. We all know how she is."

"That's on her," Noel said with a shrug. "We should go. School is out as of now." He pointed at the dusty grandfather clock closest to us. A pair of glowing red eyes blinked in the clock's face, announcing that it was five and the end of the school day.

We headed out the double front doors, stepping into the green glow of the wraparound deck. Matilda the spider hung farther down the railing on her giant web, which glistened in the eerie glow. Byron went to get his car from the staff and student parking lot, which was down the hill to the left, and then his car clunked its way up the drive and waited as we got in.

"Why are we in a vehicle? Is there a road into the swamp?" Kristelle asked.

"Not directly, but we can get close if we drive down to the badminton court," Byron said as I got into the front with him. "That way, we don't have to go down the hill behind the school or anywhere near that graveyard."

That was a relief. I warned Kristelle and Noel that we were headed to town first, and Kristelle cringed until I patted her on the arm. No one would be turning tonight.

"Thanks," she said, but I detected the nerves in her voice.

"No one separates from the group," Byron said. "We know what happened last time."

"I agree," Noel said as he drove away from Monstreuse. Behind us, other students poured out of the front doors, and most of them were no longer Regular-presenting. I sighed. They might have turned, but they had more freedom than Kristelle and Noel did.

And turned students were less likely to get attacked than I was.

"Let me know if you need my help," I said as Byron turned down the hill toward town.

With this beat-up car, how was Byron going to afford magical weapons?

We clunked our way down the hill, and Byron slipped his free hand around my shoulders while he drove with his left. The evil trees passed on either side, and they slowly thickened as we got closer to town. The gray sky waited overhead, and as we reached level ground, I could see that the downtown stretch of Wickston wasn't too crowded yet. The usual tent shops were blocking the center of the street, forcing Byron to drive around, and he parked in front of the same corn maze that we almost enjoyed a few weeks ago. The pumpkins glowed at the front entrance, and the corn looked as golden and ready to harvest as ever. I wondered if it stayed like that all year long.

We emerged into the smell of autumn, and I pulled the building Corruption out of Noel and Kristelle. Byron checked his old, rusted trunk by sliding his finger into a hole where the lock should be, pulling it up to reveal mostly empty space. He grinned. "The school doesn't like us buying weapons of our own, but there's no real rule against it here. Still, I want to keep everything hidden in the trunk after we load up."

"That's not very secure," Noel said. "We might want to get that fixed. I can look up some ways to do it."

"Yeah. I know. I can manipulate locks and keep this shut, but only if I'm focusing," Byron said. Thankfully, Byron had backed the car in, close to the barn's outer wall.

We walked into town, entering the multicolored autumn glows of the old-style shops and venues. Food smells from carts surrounded us, and a witch offered us some soup as we passed a tent with a black canopy and plenty of herbs for sale. The gaming store was near the magic shop, and Noel looked inside where a pair of warlocks were settling down in front of some twenty-sided dice just inside the window. Noel had probably been hoping to meet Alex for a game, but we had more pressing matters.

Ahead, Vee and her sorceress friends exited the magic store, and she glanced at us as they walked away into the crowd.

"Yikes," Noel said.

"They're in that place a lot," Byron said. He didn't sound too worried. He opened the door of the magic shop, which I realized had a wooden sign hanging above it that read Ye Olde Magick Store. The letters took on a fiery glow as we passed under them as if the building could detect us.

We now stood among narrow aisles in a green glow, as all the hanging bulbs were of that color. Bottles of herbs, potions, and other things I didn't want to guess crammed the walls, but I quickly realized that the scarier stuff was towards the back of the store. Maces, staffs, and swords lined the shelves behind the checkout counter. Byron went straight back there like he had been back here before. An older sorcerer worked the back counter, and he wore a robe similar to Byron's, and he didn't look very friendly.

There was also an assortment of daggers, wands, and more of those magical bombs behind the counter, protected against theft. The old sorcerer moved to stand in front of them as the rest of us approached. He had a long beard that hung down over his black robe, and despite his eyes being violet, they carried a mean glint. The guy took a swig of coffee.

"What are you looking for?" he asked. The old sorcerer sounded the way he looked, and his deep wrinkles moved with every word he spoke.

"Those bombs," I said, joining Byron at the wooden counter. "I didn't know that they sold those here." Mr. Landsson had told us they were rare.

Byron grinned at me. "I didn't, either."

The old sorcerer grinned. "Ah. We just got those in. The team just raided a museum in another state and shipped those in today. Rare, and they're expensive, but I'm not sure you'll have any use for them." Then, the guy faced me with silent mockery. "You're no magic user. And you two?" He eyed Kristelle and Noel behind me. "I saw you down here before, and you still look like outsiders. What are you trying to pull?"

"Huh?" Noel asked, brushing himself off as if he could dispel whatever the sorcerer was doing.

Byron frowned at me briefly but not long enough for the shopkeeper to catch on. This could get ugly, just like everything else on the Reserve.

"Ali is a magic user," Byron said. "And she can use those bombs. She's the first person ever who's made them work because she's closer to the source than the rest of us. Do we have anything else from the old campus, too?"

"This specimen is just like a Regular," the sorcerer said, jabbing a crooked finger at me. His coffee fumes wafted with his motion, and I smelled something odd besides the liquid caffeine. His coffee held something that reeked like tree roots, and I was amazed the smell didn't bother the sorcerer. "And these two? They've been Regulars for too long. You're all duds, or you're all pulling something funny. Meanwhile, I lost a good career as an attorney to work here at this magic shop for a fraction of what I used to make."

"Is this an appropriate conversation to have with customers?" Byron asked. Then, he eyed the coffee and frowned, mouthing one word.

Vee.

She just might have struck with one of her powders again, which meant that she knew we'd be here. Byron had spoken about the magic shop in front of those other kids in the lobby—kids she'd been talking to.

"But there aren't any such things as duds here," I said, stepping back. "They're just late bloomers, which is the polite term." My heart raced. Vee's words were becoming truer by the second, and already, a nasty, crackling magic filled the air. So, attitude didn't determine who became a sorcerer versus a warlock.

"Look, Lou," Byron said, blinking slowly. "We're here as paying customers, and we'd like to purchase some of those magical bombs and any other old weapons they pulled out of the museum. Ali here has a talent for them."

Lou smiled, showing yellowing teeth. No kindness lived there, and then he took another gulp of that steaming, possibly spiked coffee. "Someone else already has reserved them, and word has it they'll go to good use. So, the new weapons must stay behind the counter."

"Mrs. Morgan," I said.

The sorcerer showed no shock, and neither did Byron.

And then, the truth hit me as I sucked in a sharp breath.

Mrs. Morgan's potential solution wasn't about fixing me or eliminating my infection.

She wanted me to become some sort of weapon.

"Ali?" Byron looked at me as his jaw dropped. He backed from the counter to stand between me and Lou. "What's wrong?"

For the first time, he didn't understand what I was thinking.

"Mrs. Morgan doesn't want to fix me," I said.

He sucked in a sharp breath and eyed the bombs, and then he took my sleeve and gently pulled me back. He didn't want to believe the truth before him. "But the laptop said something about a potential solution, didn't it? We still have to open that folder, and it might take a bit for Noel to work on it."

The sorcerer turned away from us, rummaging through a drawer, as Noel and Kristelle followed us down the middle aisle, which was stuffed with poppets and corked glass bottles that held colorful powders. I shuddered, thinking of the fun that Vee would have in this store, but the truth about Mrs. Morgan's plans scared me more.

"Think about it," I said as Byron and I stood inches apart. "Mrs. Morgan sent a team out to get more magical bombs after she learned that I could use them. This is the first time they've been here. She knows they're dangerous weapons and that I can use them to be even more dangerous."

Byron paled. "Yeah." He hesitated before speaking. "That doesn't align with removing the Dark Corruption from you, does it? I thought she wanted to study them. Why did she lie to me?" He turned away at the last second, just after the hurt tightened all his facial features.

"What did she tell you?" I asked.

"This guy is giving me the creeps," Kristelle whispered, pressing closer to us. She meant Lou, who had busied himself rearranging potions behind the counter.

Byron nodded at her but turned his attention back to me. "When I first came here, Mrs. Morgan told me she wanted to learn more about Corruption so she could find a way to alter it in people who have already turned. I thought she just said it to make me feel better. That's why Mrs. Morgan experiments on bugs and small animals. I thought she was just trying to help the less fortunate monsters become something a bit better. Did you see the mail carrier? Felicia?"

"The fly creature?" I asked. I hadn't even realized that the staff member was a woman because she was mute.

Byron frowned. "Yes. Mrs. Morgan wanted to help monsters like her. But she does have that other side of her that you don't want to cross. That side might be planning something else entirely."

I gulped as Noel and Kristelle hung close, listening. "And Vee's interested in whether I can change peoples' natures, too," I said.

"Why are you speaking highly of Vee?" Kristelle asked. "She's in it for herself. That's why she's buddies with Mrs. Morgan, even more than you, Byron."

Byron took a breath. He turned in a circle, and I took his shoulder, gently squeezing. I wanted to make him feel better and not utterly betrayed, and Kristelle just rubbed salt in the wound by accident. "Byron. Mrs. Morgan wanting to attack someone using me doesn't rule out her wanting to help the less fortunate monsters. Maybe she didn't lie to you."

"But she omitted part of the truth," Byron said, casting his gaze at the floor. "I guess she does favor Vee over me."

"Awkward," Noel said, backing toward the back counter with both his hands raised.

I said, "We don't know that. You've seen how Vee manipulates the staff. Why not manipulate Mrs. Morgan?"

The silence dragged on as Byron thought. Outside, the Friday crowd slowly thickened, and Kristelle and Noel stayed close. Across the street, the tree with the small, hanging pumpkins came to life, casting an orange glow on the bar. Mr. Landsson and Preston took seats away from the outside rail.

"Ali, that's a good point," Byron said, dropping his shoulders. "I shouldn't have made that leap to that conclusion."

"We still need weapons," Noel said, desperate to change the subject.

Byron turned and regained his composure. "Let me talk to this Lou guy again. I might be able to pay more than Mrs. Morgan will. They'll be handy when we leave tonight."

We turned, but Lou emerged from behind the counter, holding two corked bottles of a dark purple liquid that looked like the world's most evil grape juice. One bottle dangled from each hand, and he faced Noel and Kristelle with a nasty smile. "Well, this is going to fix you two. You're done being better than the rest of us. Let's see what fate awaits you."


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

"What is that?" Noel asked. "That does not look like a potion beneficial for my stats."

"Lou," Byron said. He put himself between Kristelle, Noel, and the shopkeeper because his Sour Grape Potion was meant to do something awful to my friends, and I could guess what that was. "I know you're upset you're here, but dragging everyone else down won't help." Then, Byron looked back at me and grimaced. "Vee slipped him something and put him up to this."

Byron lifted his hand, and Lou flew back to the counter, almost dropping the potions as he impacted. A bit of purple liquid leaked from one of the corks. The air chilled like it was already filling with Dark Corruption.

That potion used it as an ingredient.

And it would speed up Kristelle and Noel's changes.

I spread my arms to shield my friends, and just as I turned to nudge them back—

"What's going on in here?" The doorbell jingled as it opened, and Vee walked in, stopping at the front door and blocking our way out. Nina stood with her, looking clueless, as did a few other young sorceresses. Vee put on her innocent look as she surveyed the store she had left a few minutes ago.

Yes. She had slipped Lou something.

"Really?" Byron asked, maintaining his position as Lou peeled himself from the counter.

"Out," Lou ordered the newcomers. "I'm taking care of something."

"But why are you holding those Corruption potions?" Vee asked, inserting that sweet tone that warned of danger later. "I made those in class and never got my grade. That can make someone turn instantly if you get too much on someone."

Kristelle gasped, and she pulled Noel behind me. The two stayed quiet. I was glad they had human shields.

"I know what they are," Lou growled, trying to step away from the counter. But he couldn't, as if a wall were there.

"Vee, get out of here!" Byron shouted but couldn't turn to face her as he still magically held Lou back. And his magic would weaken if he used it on multiple people. I'd seen how brief it could be when he froze a graveyard of zombies.

"Byron, you're holding off the inevitable," Vee said, but her words were meant for me. I was being punished for what happened earlier. Vee was demonstrating her hold on this place.

Or Vee was trying to turn my friends, so I'd have to work with her.

Anger rose into my chest, and I'd had enough. This wasn't how to help less fortunate monsters. I pushed my way around my friends and faced Vee as her sorceress group stood there like they weren't sure what was happening. They were the clueless bodies Vee had brought in to block the door.

"Vee, this is immature," I said. "Why are you being like this? There's no excuse." Behind me, I knew Byron had Kristelle and Noel behind him, so they were sandwiched and protected between the two of us. "If you'd tried to be nice for once, I might have helped you already." I balled my fists as I stared down Vee, ready for our first real fight, and she stared back, narrowing her eyes.

"There's not much room for nice in this world. Haven't you noticed?" Vee asked. "You have to force your way to the top."

Right then, I didn't care what type of past Vee had or why she was taking out her frustrations on me and had since my arrival. I allowed the coldness to gather in my palms, and Vee flicked her gaze to Lou and nodded.

"Get some therapy and air out your problems," I shouted as darkness gathered in my palms.

But instead of infecting the floor and spreading out, the Corruption extended from both of my hands, and Nina screamed and tried to pull Vee back. All four other sorceresses pressed against the windows as solid dark vines grew toward Vee along both shelves.

This was the first time I had seen something like it. The vines were solid, with black, pointed leaves with purple flecks. Their stems held violet iridescence. As both vines grew along the shelves on either side of me, they wrapped around potion and powder bottles as if sampling the contents before continuing in Vee's direction. Vee stood there, watching, and she blinked.

"Vee, we should go," Nina said reluctantly. "You haven't been fair to Ali."

"I don't know what's going to happen," I said, flexing my palms, but the vines had detached from my hands. Now that the vines had closed half the distance between me and Vee, the anger inside of me dissipated as if the Corruption's newest form used it to grow.

The left vine wrapped around a corked bottle filled with a silver powder, and then with a yank, the bottle came off the shelf. The silky powder sloshed around inside, and Vee's eyes widened as she fished inside her robe for something.

"That's the most expensive concoction!" Lou shouted in horror.

"Ali, get them out of here. Hurry," Byron said. He was still holding Lou back and keeping him still but couldn't for much longer. The crackling magic in the air sputtered.

"Yeah. I don't want to turn today," Kristelle said. "Not when we're about to get out of here."

"Is that—" Nina started.

"Truth powder," another sorceress said.

"That's my only stock!" Lou shouted. At least he was distracted, but it wouldn't be for long.

Vee's eyes widened, and before she could push past Nina and run out the front door, the vine did my work for me, and it hurled the thin glass bottle before Vee made it out.

It flew as if in slow motion and then broke at Vee's feet. At the same time, both vines fell to the floor, dissipating into dust and then a dark vapor that sank into the wooden planks.

A silver vapor enveloped Vee from the busted bottle, and I couldn't stop watching. The five sorceresses screamed and scattered, leaving her to take the onslaught.

Vee coughed, and as the vapor cleared, she yelled, "I hate you because you remind me of my brother!"

We stared at each other, and Byron muttered something strained.

He was still busy, but Vee was still blocking the door. Now she stiffened her stance, making all the feathers in her dark hair stand up, and her eyes shone with hatred but also with a hint of silver.

That truth powder was in her system.

Kristelle seized my shoulder from behind. "She has to tell the truth. Ask her anything!" Kristelle had briefly forgotten about the danger Lou posed.

"Is this the time?" Noel asked.

"Yes!" Byron shouted.

No fear showed itself on Vee's face. She stood there, glaring, and my mind blanked. I hadn't expected to regain control like this.

"Your brother?" I blurted.

"He was the star of the family. My parents paid him attention because he was a boy, and my lawyer dad didn't want a girl." The words flowed from Vee's lips as if she had no trouble talking about something so painful. "I tried and tried, but nothing worked. I got perfect grades. I played sports. But my parents did not care."

"Were you raised by narcissists?" Kristelle asked over my shoulder. But she tapped me on the back, and Noel breathed heavily behind me. We were still trapped, and Byron couldn't use his magic forever. Nina looked at Vee and let her jaw fall. She hadn't heard this information before, either.

All Lou had to do was throw those bottles.

"I'm sorry," I said. "That sucks. But I'm not your brother, and I don't like all this attention. Did you slip something to Lou?" If I could get him to realize that, he might back off and turn his anger on Vee instead.

She might have grown up in a crappy family, but that didn't give her the excuse to hurt people.

"Did you?" Lou asked. Though I couldn't see him, I knew we had distracted him.

"Envy powder," Vee said. "I wanted to punish Ali for not helping me earlier. If she couldn't help me, she couldn't keep helping her friends not turn. It's only fair."

"Get out of my store!" Lou shouted, turning his hatred on Vee. The air crackled with a new magic that wasn't Byron's.

"Nothing more I can do," Byron said, falling back into us. He must have fallen into Noel because Noel fell into me and Kristelle from behind, sending us forward. I grabbed the edge of the shelf because I was almost to Vee and about to fall from the middle aisle.

"Wait," I said, not wanting to waste this opportunity. "Vee. You know where my magic comes from. Tell me."

"We think the Dark Corruption came from Echidna," Vee said. "The ancient Greek mother of all monsters. She lived in a dark cave underground and birthed most of the monsters in the old myths. She was half woman, half dragon. Or half serpent." Then Vee smiled at me. "You've probably got that going for you, Ali. You've got her power, or you've got her essence in you. Isn't that nice?"

I shuddered because Vee wasn't holding back, and a slimy sensation covered my skin.

The meditations.

I'd gotten impressions—or memories—of a woman deep underground screaming in rage as the gods left the world, causing everything attached to them to die off.

What Vee said matched.

"All of you! Out of my store!" Lou shouted like he'd forgotten to be jealous of Kristelle and Noel. "I will not have magical fights in here."

"We need to buy some stuff," Byron said. "Lou, she caused all this, and we were only defending ourselves. I'll pay you well for those bombs. And I'll pay you for that Truth Powder. I'm guessing it's expensive."

Byron was trying to make peace.

But magic was building in the store, not Byron's. This type felt darker like it matched someone as gruff as Lou. Even with the Envy Powder wearing off, he was angry.

And just then, Vee blinked.

The silver in her eyes was gone.

And then horror bloomed in her eyes as she widened them. She sucked in a sharp breath, trembling.

Vee turned and stormed out of the store, black robe swishing, and Nina looked at me, face unreadable.

"I had no idea," I said.

But Nina didn't talk to me. She just turned to the other four sorceresses, whose names I didn't know, and motioned them out the door. "Come on. We should get out of here. I didn't know what was going on." Nina looked at me, offering a silent apology before she exited the store last.

"Out," Lou said, still gruff. "I don't want any of you back here for at least a year."

I stood there, reeling, unsure how to process everything that just happened. Byron pushed past Noel and Kristelle in the narrow aisle and gently took my wrist, squeezing. It was a comforting touch, and he frowned at me. "I've never heard of this Echidna before. It must be from that mythology book that Vee took from the library."

Lou's magic grew suffocating, and my chest felt tight. I moved my lips, but I couldn't talk, and I couldn't breathe. Kristelle looked at me with distress, and Noel seized his throat.

Lou was blocking our windpipes.

He didn't even want Byron's payment for the broken Truth Powder bottle. Even Byron, of all people, moved his mouth in silence.

We rushed to the door just as my lungs began to burn, and we burst into the darkening street of Wickston and into the noise and chatter. I took a breath, now free of the sorcerer's magic, and the door slammed behind us so hard that the air pushed against me. Byron didn't break his grasp on my wrist, and he sucked in a huge breath as Kristelle and Noel stood against the outer shop window, doing the same.

A group of trolls passed us, and they stared as they did.

But in the light of what Vee told me, that was nothing.

Where was she?

I searched the cobblestone street, the railing by the Black Cat bar, and the front of the purple-lit nightclub, but she and the sorceresses were already gone. Noel peeked into the gaming store next door and shook his head at me.

Vee had fled from her humiliation, and her friends had followed her.

I took another sharp breath. "I didn't mean to do that to Vee." But then, a strange peace followed. I'd defended myself well and gotten several answers in only a few seconds. With the Corruption's help, I had done what our entire group, putting our heads together, hadn't been able to pull off.

And it felt good.

"That was impressive," Byron told me. "Was that Truth Powder? That stuff is hard to brew, but I hear it's potent. Even Truth Serum is easier to make than that. It's like you forced Vee to open her subconscious. People don't just spill truths the way she did. Maybe she didn't even know why she hated you."

He smiled. But I didn't feel like doing that, mainly because of what Vee told me. It made sense, given what Byron and I had seen during Exploratory Arts.

"What's an Echidna?" Kristelle asked, peeling herself from the window. The sidewalk was clear now, but people crammed around shops and tents before the club. Drinks were coming out at both places, and people were holding those red plastic cups. I panned my gaze over the goblins, vampires, sorcerers, warlocks, witches, and other creatures.

The mother of all monsters.

Her essence.

Vee's theory made sense to me, and that was terrifying.

Was the Dark Corruption her blood or something?

"I think it's a proper noun," Noel said. "It must be the name of an ancient, immortal monster from Greek mythology. She was real, or none of us would be on this reserve."

"What is this going to do to me?" I asked. I wasn't sure if I was possessed or simply got a huge dose of the first monster's magic.

Byron paused before speaking. "We don't know. We're in uncharted territory here, and even Vee has to admit that. But you made her flee. Truth Powder brings out stuff that even the victim doesn't know on the surface. You gave her a good, forced therapy session. Maybe she'll stop being so awful to you now."

"I doubt it." I hadn't meant to hit Vee with that stuff. "Byron, it's like I have another being inside me who fights based on what I want."

"That's awesome," Kristelle said. "You got her to shift Lou's attention, which got us out of there before that guy could hit me and Noel with that potion."

"But now we have no weapons," Byron said, glancing at the store. "And I don't want to start another fight with that guy. He's clearly unhinged already."

"Now what?" I asked. Clearly, the more stuff I had around me, the more creative the Corruption could be, and the less likely it would kill someone. The Truth Powder hadn't hurt Vee but dealt the most powerful blow possible.

"We need to find Lance," Noel said. "I'm feeling the Corruption returning without the potion. Getting out of town will help. Ali will attract attention if she takes it out of me here."

Yes. We needed to go, and we had no more time to shop. The Corruption would have to use pond scum and lily pads to fight anything we encountered, and I wasn't looking forward to that. But Bibi waited, and her safety was more important. "Byron, we have to get back to the car. Drive as close as possible to the swamp. Lance might even meet us halfway. He knows Friday nights are when we can move around the reserve."

We rushed through town, and Byron stopped only to pick us up some much-needed pizza slices from a refreshment tent. He handed them to us as we walked, and I scarfed them down, shocked at how hungry my move in the magic shop had made me. But the pizza was filling, and I felt better despite what was to come.

The dirt parking lot was empty once we got past the edge of the town and back to the barn. Byron unlocked the door, and Noel stared sadly at the trunk. "Could we grab some weapons from the Combat I room?"

Kristelle offered a thumbs-up. "If anyone isn't feeling good about stealing from there, I'll do it."

Byron grimaced. "We need to move fast. Lance might not wait forever."

I said, "He will if he wants to keep his humanity." If I had to, I'd apologize to Mr. Landsson later.

We drove back through town, and I sat between Noel and Kristelle, hating that I wasn't beside Byron. But I could remove the building Corruption from the two of them without anyone seeing, and I threw it down to the car's floor as Kristelle and Noel sighed in relief.

"We can try a more permanent fix once we reach Bibi," I said. We hadn't gotten the chance the last time we left the Reserve.

I wanted another chance to infect more Society creeps like I had gotten Lance.

"How will we get off the Reserve without Lance sneaking us out?" Kristelle asked. "I know the front gates are guarded."

Byron audibly gulped. "I haven't figured that out yet."

That was nice. I said, "One thing at a time. Lance might know a way out if he got in."

We then left the whimsical party atmosphere of town behind and climbed the empty hill to Monstreuse. Something ran across the road in front of us, and Byron sped up, getting us to the front of the now-empty school.

"Okay," he said, getting out. "We need to move fast and grab what we can. It might not be much since Landsson keeps most of the weapons in a secret place I don't know. He knows students shouldn't be able to grab them whenever."

Mr. Landsson was smart. He knew certain people could magically break locks and take sharp objects in a school like this.

We rushed under Matilda and up the spiral steps to the Combat I room. The cabinets on the far side of the gym were locked, but when Byron worked his magic, they opened to reveal a crappy selection of weapons. The wooden stake that scared Kristelle and a few wooden staffs remained.

We grabbed the staffs. They were better than nothing, and Byron closed the cabinets with a sigh. "I knew he had a secret place for the good stuff."

We rushed back down the spiral steps, through the glowing lobby, and back to the car. It wasn't easy to hold our weapons inside, but Byron said getting them out of the trunk would waste time when we got close to the swamp.

He drove down the hill but turned right at the intersection at the bottom. We hadn't gone this way into the reserve before, and I hadn't seen the actual houses that the adult monsters and magic users lived in. But they were tucked back into the woods and small fields, lit with the same pumpkins, green flowers, and eerie blue lanterns as the school. We were passing through a messy subdivision with curvy dirt roads that went off everywhere, and everything was still decked out in that magical autumn look. A tree canopy made the area darker, bringing out a green, orange, and purple glow everywhere. The homes were probably affected by the low levels of Corruption, but each one looked as if it were over a hundred years old with that old magical or haunted house look. I hadn't realized there was so much civilization in this reserve.

These were where the civilized monsters and magic users lived.

And it was dangerous enough. The feral territory would be worse.

Byron continued driving down various streets, turning around a few times as if lost. "Sorry," he said, looking back at me. "I don't usually drive out this way, and I've only been out of the school a handful of times."

"The streets are confusing," Kristelle said, studying how each one curved out of sight and went deeper into the trees.

I almost didn't want to leave this magical neighborhood, but we finally came to a wooden crossroads sign with those orange, glowing letters.

Sports Facilities.

"There," I said, leaning out of the middle seat. "Turn right."

Byron did, and we drove down that dirt road, leaving the homes behind. We passed the baseball diamond and reached the badminton court at the end of the road. Montsreuse rose far overhead to the right of us, and its windows glowed orange as its spires pointed into the sky.

The staff tower was lit up as if Mrs. Morgan were working late.

She wanted me to be a weapon.

But against whom?

Perhaps she was working on an experiment to make me even more dangerous.

Or what if she was trying to manifest Echidna, the mother of monsters? I knew almost nothing about her, even if I had witnessed her death.

Bryon glanced at the staff tower and frowned as he exited the car, and I followed. In the near-dark, the badminton court looked terrifying, like an expanse that a slasher would cross in a movie. But I'd already seen that which didn't help. The storage shed stood on the other side of the court, where Eric crossed the threshold of no return.

"We shouldn't linger here," Byron said as the rest of us got out. I held my staff, and I handed one to Byron. I didn't want to use these things, but the Corruption got creative with weapons in ways I could never have predicted. "But no lights. That sucks, but light will attract attention."

"We need to find Coach Lance," Noel said. "The probability of just finding him out here is—"

"Hey."

Lance called from the supply shed, and though I couldn't see him against the dark shape of the building, his presence made my skin crawl, even if he still sounded human.

"Over here," Lance said. "I hoped you would check here first, so I sat tight for about an hour. I take it that you got my note?"

Even with the last of the day's light dying, I could read the rage on Byron's face as that protectiveness swept over him. He stormed across the court to where I guessed Lance was standing near the shed door.

I caught a blur of motion as Lance fled into the shed's shelter and closed it behind him.

"Come out, you coward," Byron shouted. His voice echoed across the court, and I shushed him as I followed behind.

Lance said nothing.

"He told me to come alone," I said. Of course, Lance had no room to argue about the terms.

"He could try to hurt you again," Byron said, not facing me as he tugged on the door, but Lance must have been holding onto it from behind, or it locked from within. Then I remembered that the shed was supposed to be an emergency shelter in case any feral monsters came out of the woods. "This guy lured you out of the reserve and held you at gunpoint. He's working with the Society."

"Not anymore," Lance said from inside.

"That's a load of bull," Byron said, stopping before he swore. He was like me in that way. "I have no sympathy for you Society people, even if you are infected and kicked out. You're still Society to me." He banged on the door. "You're taking us to where Ali's friend is being kept!"

Byron was losing it.

Anything to do with the Society triggered him.

"Byron," I said. We were both screwed up and though it felt good to have someone stand up for me, I didn't want Byron to hurt himself or attract the attention of anything in the woods.

This was our one shot to get out and find Bibi.

"Byron," I said. I couldn't convince him to calm down. He faced me with pain, and his gaze narrowed as he looked over his shoulder at me. He was so angry and hurt that he must have forgotten his magic, which could have easily opened that door. "We need him to find Bibi. And something could hear the banging. There are other ways to do this."

Byron breathed, broke the anger's spell, and shook his head. "Yeah. I'm stupid, and I forgot." Then he lifted a hand, and the door flew open.

Since Lance was holding onto the door from behind, he flew out with it, and he lost his grip and fell to the badminton court's cobblestone border.

"Whoa," Noel said. "Good move. Well, on Byron's part. This jerk deserved to go down on his face."

"I agree. I'd spit on Lance if it wouldn't waste time," Kristelle said. "Search him for weapons."

Lance remained on his stomach. He wore a blue shirt and jeans but lacked his hat. Clearly, he was still Regular passing. His dark hair and neck looked normal. I wondered if he'd become a werewolf. It would suit him, as he had two faces. Anger flooded me, and I put my foot on his shoulder, keeping him pinned. Lance did not react as I stayed there, and Kristelle patted down his pockets.

"You got Eric after me," I said, shaking. "And you almost got me killed more than once." If anyone deserved to feel Kristelle's guilt regarding that, it was Lance. Kristelle just needed help. Lance did his stuff on purpose.

Lance didn't speak at first. Byron stood over him, holding the staff in one hand, and I could read the murder in his eyes. His desire for revenge cut deep, and it went beyond me.

"I wasn't trying to kill you, Ali," Lance said. "I just needed to make you want to leave the reserve. Those were the orders they gave me, and I was just following them."

"That's the excuse people like you always give," Byron said, lifting the staff as he worked his jaw.

I had never seen him so violent.

"Byron. I get that the Society hurt you, but we unfortunately need this guy," I said, holding up my hands.

Byron looked right at me with the staff still lifted in one hand. The anger had retaken him, and his violet eyes almost glowed in the darkness. I could barely read his features, but it was clear that the pain was still there. He looked like a caged animal who had been poked too many times.

Then, Byron finally spoke.

"They didn't hurt me. They tortured my brother, and now he's in a mental institution!"

Lance flinched, not out of sympathy but in terror.

"They tortured your brother?" I asked. I had no idea that Byron had a brother.

"I tried to protect him. I was the oldest sibling, and it was my job. Ben ran away, and they turned his implant on, and after he came back home, they refused to turn it off, and there was nothing I could do," Byron said, stretching every word. He could barely speak. "He tried…he tried to hurt himself, and now he's locked up. That's why I touched the Corruption on purpose. If my family threw away my brother, they could lose me, too, and have no children left."

He faced me as I kept my foot on Lance's shoulder, and we stared at each other as Noel slowly backed away from the awkwardness.

Kristelle swore, dangling a metal tool in her hand and tucking something else into her pocket.

Byron stared at me, shaking.

What could I even say about that? It explained a lot about Byron. And Vee suggested he could be a Society spy. That was a load of crap.

"Byron. That's so wrong and screwed up that I can't blame you for anything," I said. I was glad I hadn't pressured him to talk about that because even uttering those words was incredibly hard. I couldn't imagine how I'd feel if I had a younger sibling I was trying to protect.

Byron had come here on purpose.

"Anyway," Byron said, looking down as he caught his breath. "We're going to save a kid from the Society. This pig will take us to Bibi, or he will lose his humanity. Corruption doesn't treat backstabbers well. They end up among the worst monsters, and we must take them out. Lance here might end up like Eric or worse."

"I'll take you to her," Lance said as the terror bubbled into his voice. "But Ali must help me because I can feel Corruption getting ready to do its thing. And they won't let me attend the adult education center."

"You deserve it," I said. After hearing about Byron's past, I wanted Lance to suffer, and most of all, I wanted Sunny McPherson to pay for the organization she inflicted on the world.

The Society hurt people who couldn't fight back.

"I know I do," Lance said, but he didn't sound sincere.

"I'll take the corruption out of you," I said, feeling no regret about what I was about to do. I ground my foot into Lance's shoulder. "But only after I see Bibi and realize you're telling the truth. Do you understand? That means that you had better work quickly. And I know what you're going to say. If you turn, then you won't help me. I can take enough Corruption out to keep you teetering on the edge until we reach Bibi."

Lance sucked in a sharp breath.

I had derailed his comeback before he had a chance to say it.

And on the other side of him, Byron smiled.

He was proud of me.

Byron nodded, glaring at Lance. "Ali, I like that plan. Now, he will lead us to how he used to get out of the reserve because we're not making it past those guards."


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

We let Lance up, and Kristelle turned over the metal tool she'd taken from Lance, which looked like a set of wire cutters. Then, I put my hands on Lance's shoulders, feeling Corruption.

"Yeah. It's bad," I said, relishing the way he shuddered. Lance was close to where Kristelle had been the night I realized I could pull the dark force out of people. He might not make it until the morning. "But you're not quite at the turning point, so I'm going to leave this until you are."

Lance sucked in a breath, and I wished I could see his expression, but he faced the tree line behind the shed. "Ali, please."

He was at my mercy.

Byron grinned again. "I can also stop you if you try to run. Gluing people to chairs and freezing them is my specialty. I'm sure I can make you stand in swamp water. Also, I can break locks. That means break-ins aren't a problem. Just ask Ali."

"We need to go," Kristelle said. Not only were we on a mission to save Bibi, but I needed to try removing the Corruption from Noel and Kristelle outside of the reserve, and I had to do it where there was no other Corruption around.

"And we need to make sure this isn't another trap," Noel said, marching beside Lance as he walked into the center of our group. "Lance could try leading us to the Society again."

"For what?" our former coach asked. "They kicked me out. I'm not happy with them."

"Leopards ate your face," Byron said. "You were fine with them treating people like garbage until it was your turn."

The fact that Lance was infected did bring me some comfort, and not just because he deserved it. The Society would not take him back, which meant he had no incentive to take me to them again. Now, he was out for himself.

We reached the tree line, leaving Byron's car and the badminton court behind. Lance didn't say a word as he led us into darkness even deeper than the normal type that descended on the reserve at night. He already had his directions, and we would only waste breath telling him again.

How had I ever found Lance to be cute?

"This way," Lance said. "There's an old wilderness trail that led into the back of the reserve, but there's a chain-link fence that I cut through to get in. We'll get to a campsite, and then it's a few more miles before we get to a road."

"No Society waiting there?" Kristelle asked, using her staff to walk over the uneven ground.

"They shunned me," Lance said. "But I do know where they're keeping your friend."

We kept walking, and I felt better with my simple weapon. I had never ventured into the woods before, and as my eyes adjusted to the very low light level, I could barely make out another trail similar to the one where I'd seen Lance. Mostly, it was just trampled weeds and dirt, and I shuddered to think of what used this trail often. Did something peek at the badminton team while we practiced?

We had to walk single-file, and I remained behind Lance as Byron stayed behind me. Kristelle and Noel remained behind us, and they shuffled their feet quickly as the trees slowly thickened around us. Twigs snapped everywhere, and though the oppressive silence of the graveyard didn't hit us, that sound wasn't much better. Things lived back here, and—

"Spiderweb," Lance said, ducking.

Another Matilda-type spider hung above us, barely visible against the faint moonlight that now filled the sky. At least moonlight came through at night, even if the sun was always blocked during the day.

We ducked under the web, and the spider didn't bother us. Then, a bat squeaked overhead as it flew into the web, which vibrated as I rushed underneath it. The spider rushed into action, wrapping its prey.

"Cool," Noel said.

"There are scarier things out here," Byron said.

Then something big moved through the underbrush behind us and went quiet as if it knew it had been detected.

I whirled, but Byron stood there, doing the same thing, and Noel swore.

"Can we, like, keep walking?" Kristelle asked. "That wasn't far behind us, and I don't like being stalked."

"I wish we could have done this during the day," Byron said, holding up his hand at whatever was back there, but it was probably out of his magic range. Then, he shook his head and waved us along the path.

We continued as quickly as we could without tripping, but the tingle on my neck refused to go away. Something was watching us, and we continued this way for fifteen minutes. Finally, Lance slowed.

"The swamp village is up here. We'll need to go around," Lance said. "I could barely get them to deliver my message. I had to offer them a bunch of fish. They won't tolerate anyone who doesn't bear gifts."

"Swamp village?" I whispered.

Oh. The swamp monsters.

Shudder.

Up ahead, faint green lights shone through the trees. Something grunted, and the swampy smell and the faint scent of woodsmoke hit me. There was a settlement up there, hidden behind the rest of the reserve. We slowed our pace, and I almost forgot about whatever might still be following us as Lance stopped and veered off to the left with the faint slapping of leaves.

It wasn't easy to walk through the pure vegetation, and only the scattered green swamp lights indicated where we were. We slowly circled, and the faint sounds of guttural conversation floated through the trees. The unfortunate Corruption victims had their own society out here.

The faint sounds of slugging followed like someone had broken into a fight. Then a growl followed, and I realized it wasn't just swamp monsters out here. Other feral monsters probably shared the same space with them and had nowhere else to go.

"Come on," Lance said. "They have fights with other creatures all the time. Now's the time to take the distraction."

I wasn't going to argue. We passed within a few hundred feet of the village as we circled, and insects buzzed around us. Thankfully, we were still on a raised part of the ground, and the swamp was somewhat downward in the village. The settlement seemed to be at the swamp's edge.

But the trees got creepier the more we circled around the swamp.

"Watch out," Lance said, stepping over a raised root.

The trees were growing farther apart but more gnarled, and they had those partially raised roots like water had run under them at some point. I stepped over the root, and the tree grimaced at me via three oddly shaped holes in its trunk. The moonlight was stronger here, and I almost wanted it to be dark again.

"I don't like this," Kristelle said, catching up. "That opening on that trunk is big enough to swallow someone."

Hadn't Bibi shown me a movie where a tree outside a kid's window tried to eat him?

A low groan filled the air, and just as I was passing the tree, its root jarred out of the ground.

I bit back a scream—something I was getting good at—and jumped out of the way, but Noel didn't move, and the root hit him in the stomach as it rose, pulling him with it.

"Noel," Kristelle shouted.

I jumped back and grabbed his arm, and Noel slid off the trunk head-first as it rose towards the tree's mouth. The bark made horrific scraping sounds as the holes moved, crashing together and creating an image I'd never get out of my head.

Noel could have wound up in there.

"Whoa," Noel said, backpedaling.

Kristelle helped him up, and Noel grabbed the staff he'd dropped. Noel swung it, but he was out of range.

"Get back," Byron hissed, holding his hand at the tree. But his magic wouldn't do any good here.

The giant trunk kept chewing nothing. The sight seared itself into my nightmares.

"We need to go," Lance said. "The village just heard us, and we have no gifts."

He wasn't wasting words. Already, more grunts and guttural words emerged from there. The settlement had detected us.

"Come on," I said, seizing Noel's shoulder. Though I felt the Dark Corruption in him, it was mostly his racing pulse that met my grasp.

"Good idea," Kristelle said.

Underbrush crashed from the village's direction, only a couple hundred feet away, and we burst into a run, past more of the scary trees with giant roots. More roots rose to meet us, but I dodged them, and Lance stayed in the lead, running like the coward he was.

"Don't stop," Byron said. "I can't stop swamp monsters well."

My sides hurt, and I feared I'd trip while running across the semi-swampy ground, but Lance seemed to know where to go, and soon we left the trees behind as the woods thickened again, this time transitioning to regular pines that were more typical of this part of the country.

I hadn't seen woods like this in a while. We were near the edge of the reserve. My staff banged into branches, slowing me down, but I maintained my grasp.

"There's a fence ahead," Lance puffed.

"I've got...your wire cutters," Kristelle said.

He was in good shape, and as he ran, he took the tool from Kristelle. Then Lance kneeled before a web-like structure as we all stopped, and I realized that a tall, chain-link fence spread off in both directions. It was eight feet tall, with literal razor wire on the top that glinted in the moonlight. Beyond it, a regular forest spread out. This was the border between the Regular and the monster worlds.

They closed us inside with razor wire.

And I spotted no hole in the fence that Lance claimed he had used.

"Where's the opening?" Noel asked, drawing up behind me.

Lance sucked in a breath like he was preparing for something. "The authorities patched it since I came in. They patrol the area."

He'd have to cut through the barrier.

Great.

"Hurry," I said, leaning over him as Byron stayed between us and held up his hand. I looked back. Dark figures slogged through the trees after us, hulking and hunching their way through pine branches. I couldn't even count them.

The swamp monsters weren't here to deliver a message this time.

More grunts filled the air, and bark groaned as the evil trees behind us tried going after the swamp monsters. I reached down for the Dark Corruption, which bubbled to the surface, but I wasn't sure what to do other than slow down the coming creatures. I could remove one by opening a hole, but that wouldn't help us much, and the act would drain me.

Kristelle swore loudly, which couldn't help us, and Byron kept his hand up, slowing their advance. Yes. A dozen creatures were coming as Lance struggled to cut a new hole in the fence. The sounds of metallic cutting followed. He was working fast, but already, the beasts closed the last forty feet between us and them.

"Ali, you need to get creative," Byron said. "These guys are resistant to magic."

"Hurry," I told Lance. "I don't know if I have enough Corruption to—"

"Take it from me," Lance said.

Byron looked back at me; he was closer to the swamp monsters than we were. The closest, a huge, hulking blue monstrosity who might be the village leader, brandished a fishing net and raised it to throw over Byron.

I dropped my staff and backpedaled to Lance, who worked furiously, cutting the new length of rust-free fence, but the hole was only big enough for a small dog. I put my hand on his back, grossed out at the sweat, but the Corruption boiling inside of him reacted to me, and I pulled it out as it hung in both my hands. Lance gasped. Kristelle and Noel watched, and Noel held up his staff, ready to fight, but then the shimmering darkness in my hands formed into a shape I had just seen.

A giant net.

"That'll slow them down," Kristelle said. "I hope."

"I feel better," Lance said, and that helped him to work faster.

I hoped that I hadn't screwed up the plan, but Lance was the best source of the Corruption, and the net grew in my hands, expanding from left to right as I turned to face the advancing monsters. It caught Kristelle's staff and yanked it from her hands as if the net were solid, and I rushed to stand beside Byron as he jumped to the side. "Back up!"

I tossed the net, which sailed upward and over the swamp monsters as if it weighed nothing, and then it spread out and came down on the group, snaring eight of them and leaving three. The creatures grunted as they kneeled, held down by the Dark Corruption, and the leader looked up at me with its black eyes.

I could read the irony in them. This creature had a sense of humor or some trace of one, and I was glad I wasn't killing it.

"Okay," Lance said as a final metallic squeal rang out. "We're out!"

I turned while Byron did the same. Sweat ran down Byron's temple as he glared at Lance, who had already crawled through the hole he'd created, and then he emerged into the Regular world beyond. To my shock, Lance stood and waited for us.

He knew that he would need me again.

Breathing a relieved sigh, I crawled out after Noel and Kristelle, who retrieved their staffs from the ground, and I grabbed the one I'd dropped during the confrontation. The swamp monsters kept grunting behind us, trying to free themselves from the net, and I didn't trust them not to follow us out of the reserve and get us in even bigger trouble.

"Get away from the fence," Byron said to Kristelle and Noel, who stood on the other side of the prison wall. "Lance, you stay right there."

I crawled through the hole, which Lance had cut just big enough for a grown man to pass through. The wire caught my hair, pulling it, but I ignored the discomfort. Byron followed, and we stood on the other side as he looked back at the struggling swamp monsters. Byron said, "They're fairly slow on land. We can outrun them. Go!"

"There's a road this way," Lance said. "We just need to call a cab. I don't have my car anymore." Anger flooded his voice, but I didn't care because Lance deserved to lose his car. His helping us now didn't make him a good person.

My staff banged into my leg as I ran, and as we moved deeper into the forested Regular world that didn't want us anymore, I couldn't get that razor-wire fence out of my mind or the fact that the same world had destroyed Byron's brother, possibly forever. And that he might never heal that deep wound.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

We were not getting back to my town anytime soon. That became clear as we walked through the typical pine forest, which stretched forever. Compared to the reserve's land, the creaky pines and occasional squeaks of regular bats felt soothing. We were walking through an ordinary, chilly, early spring landscape that only looked creepy because it was dark.

I caught my breath as Byron held my hand, and I squeezed, letting him know that I was there for him. Lance continued walking in the lead, and Noel and Kristelle walked silently.

I hoped Lance had time to feel the Dark Corruption bubbling up again. That would make him behave.

Byron said nothing about my move at the fence, but I didn't need to ask why. He didn't talk, but I wasn't forcing him to do that. Byron just needed comfort from someone who understood.

How could he walk around with guilt like that? His brother's breakdown wasn't his fault, but the Society loved making kids feel like they were defective and wrong.

"I know this is a long walk," Coach Lance said, "but the reserve is next to a national park, and they're all out in the wilderness like this."

"That's because we're undesirables," Byron snapped.

Lance upped his pace. "We'll talk about this later. I can tell that I'll need Ali's help again. That's why I'm still here."

"At least you admit that you're selfish," Byron said.

"Fair enough," Lance said.

His words didn't dispel my newfound anger at him and the rest of the Society. The Corruption slowly built inside me again, and I could tell it was doing the same to Kristelle and Noel because they also walked faster. None of us were feeling good. I wanted to ask Kristelle and Noel if I could try a permanent cure once we put a few miles between us and the reserve, but Lance would hear, and then he could hold Bibi over my head as a bargaining chip. I didn't want Lance to know if I could fully cure people.

If I could even do that.

"Do you have a phone?" Byron asked. "None of us in Monstreuse are allowed. That's because it's school policy to cut us off from the Regular world and get us used to our new one."

"I know the policy, and yes, I had a burner phone," Lance said, patting his pocket and finding it empty.

"We found it already when we searched him," Kristelle said. She grinned as she held up a cheap cell phone, and Lance stared at her and glowered.

Noel clapped her on the back. "Way to go."

"Why did you do that?" Lance asked.

Kristelle just waved. "I'm capable of summoning a ride. We just need the money to do it."

"And I'll need to shed this," Byron said, pulling his robe off as he broke my grasp. "We'll also have to leave our staffs here to take the ride."

I held my breath, anticipating what I would see, but Byron wore a regular T-shirt and jeans underneath his robe. But his jeans were tight in all the right places, and his shirt? It showed off his muscular definition. Yes, Byron had once been an athlete or took good care of himself. Considering what had happened, I was glad that he had maintained his health.

Then, he smiled at me. One wall was gone between us, and I retook his hand. "I'll carry your robe," I said.

"We'll need to stash it somewhere and pick it up on the way back," he said. "My eyes are a problem, but we can work around that."

Kristelle and Noel looked at me as Byron mentioned coming back—which they might not do if I cured them completely. They couldn't return to Monstreuse if that were the case. But I held my free finger to my lips, urging them to stay quiet, and then I pointed my thumb at Lance, who walked quickly as if he wanted to force us all to get a workout. He didn't need to know of my plan for Kristelle and Noel.

Kristelle nodded. She always got social cues, and I was grateful. Noel just looked at me with confusion.

What would I do without them?

They were my good friends, and I didn't have many people in Monstreuse. But they'd be safe from the staring eyes of the other students and the building hatred they were getting. That was more important, even if I never saw them again.

At last, we walked past a campsite that wasn't used during this time of the year, as the ground was muddy from snowmelt, but we stepped over stake holes and walked past a bathroom facility. Wooden signs stood everywhere, and a soggy fire pit stood in the center of the camp. It had fairly fresh ashes. Lance must have used it before he entered the reserve, looking for my help.

"The road is close," Lance said.

Twenty minutes later, we found the two-lane highway on the edge of a dark driveway. We hadn't seen any vehicles, and Byron couldn't drive out of the reserve without special permission. Byron threw his sorcerer robe over a regular tree branch that didn't try to kill us, and it looked like it would stay there, unfound, until we got back. I deposited the wooden staffs underneath it.

Byron took the burner phone since he had some cash.

"Aren't the Regular authorities going to catch you?" I asked. "You're wanted for smashing Marleen's phone and using your magic on her."

"I know I am, but I have a few different accounts," Byron said. "Don't make fun of me, but I had a lot of money as a kid, and I saved some of it in other places when I left my family. Of course, it was given with the expectation that I be perfect."

I gulped. I'd also gotten a decent allowance, as most Society families were better off than average.

"That's fine. We might as well use it," I said.

Byron summoned a ride, and after a half-hour wait at the end of that driveway, watching occasional cars pass down the two-lane highway, our ride arrived, pulling to the side. I hated waiting because I had no privacy to attempt a cure on Kristelle or Noel. The driver parked some distance from us, like they needed to determine if we were dangerous.

"We have to hurry," Lance said.

I gulped. I couldn't pull Corruption out of people in the car for multiple reasons. I wasn't sure how capable of infecting someone else that vapor was, and even if the driver didn't get infected, they could call the authorities.

"Can we all handle a ride?" I asked.

"I think so," Kristelle said.

"They'll only wait a few minutes for us. I'm not threatening, so I'll go up there first," Byron said. He did, and the driver wouldn't notice his violet eyes in the dark. The rest of us were Regular-passing.

"It's an SUV. That's good," Lance said. "We need to sit in the back."

Lance would park himself next to me, but I'd let the Corruption build as much as possible before trying to fix him again. That would keep him on his toes.

The driver was a young guy, and his clock read past midnight. We'd been walking forever, and my feet thanked me for sitting.

"Where were we going again?" Byron asked Lance as he sat beside me, blocking him from getting into any seat but the very back. I silently thanked Byron.

Lance swallowed as he climbed into the back. He was to get the driver to take us straight to wherever Bibi was being held and observed. "We're going to the Cherry Heights Family Center," he said, switching his voice to a condescending one I didn't know he could pull off. "These kids weren't supposed to be out here partying. And so close to a monster reserve, too."

The driver looked back at me and Byron, frowning. Sympathy filled his gaze, and I knew he was no fan of the Society. Thankfully, Byron and I looked like Society kids with our neat haircuts. Kristelle and Noel, not so much. My stomach turned over. To the driver, Lance was a chaperone out to collect some kids breaking the rules.

"I can get you there in a couple of hours," the driver said. "I'm sure these kids were just having fun like kids like to do." Then the driver looked at me and Byron. "I used to sneak out to places like this all the time with my buds."

He was on our side and didn't want to take us to the Society, but as soon as Kristelle and Noel got in, he was off, driving to make his money. A ride like this couldn't be cheap.

Byron leaned close to me as the driver put on some easy listening, probably for our benefit. He knew we all had to be nervous, and he was right. The music kept playing as we drove through the night and down the freeway, and the closer to two in the morning it got, the more nervous I felt. Coach Lance remained silent, and I hoped he was contemplating what the Corruption planned to do to him.

Finally, the lights of my former town glowed up ahead, including a single fast-food tower that was still lit at this time of the night. The driver pulled off without a word, following his GPS, and after a few more miles and a few more turns, we entered the outskirts of Cherry Heights.

"It's so…neat here," Kristelle said, looking at the large, stone homes with the perfect lawns.

Noel had to add his two cents. "Even weeds are afraid to tread here. I bet I'd get the cops called on me just by walking down the street."

I snorted because Bibi had done just that; she had crazy-colored hair. Byron just looked at me and let out a breath. He wasn't from Cherry Heights but surely from a place like it, and he understood what we were facing.

"The re-education center is right…here," the driver said, turning right down a narrow road.

I didn't miss the driver's choice of words or how scary he made the center sound. He was voicing his opinion and did not like the Society.

Are they keeping Bibi there?

I had been in the Family Center many, many times. We were required to be there during the entire Halloween evening, every high school dance, and whenever a rumor was floating around town about some wild party. The driver pulled up to the building, which was dark inside. The long, low building looked like it used to be an old elementary school, and it was put together with brick and creeping vines designed to stop graffiti. The place looked almost as creepy as something on the reserve as we pulled up, and the headlights reflected off the front windows of the office where Marleen worked.

White letters read The Family Center. The Society's symbol, the woman with her curvy hands around a house, practically glowed.

My heart thumped.

Marleen sounded much worse than she used to. Unlike my mother, I was willing to bet she had direct ties to Sunny McPherson.

"Thank you," Lance said, in a fake warning tone to us, the rotten kids. "I'll unlock the door and get us inside."

"It's awfully late," the driver said, peering at the building. "No one's in there."

Was Bibi in there, alone? This felt too much like when Lance lured us into that abandoned structure where the Society surrounded us with weapons.

"We will be calling a meeting," Lance said, laying down the words I had grown up to dread.

He was kicking off some serious PTSD, not just in me but in Byron. Beside me, Byron gripped the seat, digging his fingernails into the protective cover that the driver must have put there to prevent drunken vomiting on his seats. I took his arm. "We should get out and get it over with," I said.

After what he did, I had to trust Lance, at least a little, and that wasn't easy. Kristelle and Noel weren't having an easy time, either. I looked at the two of them in the back with Lance, and Noel gripped the shoulder that the bullet grazed from the last interaction with the Society. He still had a fresh scar there.

We got out, and the driver lingered as Lance waved.

The guy wasn't comfortable leaving us.

And I didn't blame him. During my childhood, I often forgot how badly many Regulars hated the Society.

Finally, the driver drove off, leaving us standing there with Lance.

Byron faced him. "Well, aren't you going to get us in? Or, I have a better idea. We'll investigate ourselves and go in the way we want." The air crackled with his magic as he squared off with our former coach.

Lance nodded. "You don't want me to lead you, and I understand. The Corruption is getting bad again. Ali only took out half of it, and she left in a big part that's still active." He glanced at me and rubbed his dark, pointed beard with nerves.

He was terrified.

"Good," I said. "That'll motivate you not to backstab us again."

"I'm going to need help, too," Noel said. "I still don't know what's coming for me."

Kristelle didn't say anything but stood on the curb as she shifted from her nerves.

"This had better be the right place," I said. We would find Bibi first and then get her to safety, and then I would legit try to cure my friends on a more permanent basis. At that point, Lance had no bargaining chips. And Lance? I could keep stringing him along somehow, getting intel about the Society until he truly came around and was sorry.

The power rush that thought gave me was frightening. I'd never felt anything like that before.

"It is. My intel was that Bibi was taken to the local Family Center and detained a few weeks after she returned from the reserve," Lance said. "That means this place unless they moved her somewhere else. But the Society didn't want you to know that she's here yet, as they were still making plans. That's why they screen everything."

"They let her send a letter," I said.

Lance shook his head, eager to get moving. "That's because they didn't want you to think anything was wrong yet."

That made sense. "Okay. We pick the way in. Do you know what room she's in?"

Lance shook his head. "I've never been to this center, as I used to work at one about two hundred miles south of here, under a different name. But you must know the layout and where all the rooms are."

He was letting me take control. And I did know the layout quite well, except for the staff side of the building. There were classrooms and conference rooms inside, where they dragged troubled kids and their parents to have meetings. And there was the entertainment room, which was a joke. That was where they showed us lame movies while other kids were out having fun during certain holidays and dances.

"This way," I said, peering to the side end of the building. There were double doors over there that Byron could unlock, and at the end of the building were all old classrooms and storage rooms. The Society wouldn't have much room to ambush us in that section, and it would be an excellent place to go inside.

We walked that way, and Lance stayed close to us as we left the streetlight. Somewhere, police sirens went off. I shuddered, hoping they weren't coming this way. We were doing everything that Legal Studies had warned us not to do. Ms. Benson would freak.

Once in the shadows, the double metal doors waited. Lance took a sharp breath. "I don't have a key to this building."

"We don't need one," Byron said, holding up his hand.

The locks unclicked as his magic flared, and then he went to open the door.

But the double doors didn't budge. Something rattled on the other side, and Byron frowned.

"That doesn't sound good," Noel said.

Lance shook his head. "There must be something they did to keep us out. They might have expected me to strike a deal like this with you."

"There must be chains around the handles inside," Byron said, throwing his shoulder into the door. "I can't just unclick those because they're wrapped. This means we must go through a window, which could kick off an alarm. All the doors will be like this."

I believed him.

The Society was a step ahead of us.

I thought of Sunny McPherson, who was scarier than anything on the monster reserve. I never wanted to see her again or let them use me against people they wanted to eliminate. Seeing her again would set me over a cliff I was approaching more every day.

What if I went bad?

We circled the back of the Family Center, which had a nice park and a playground. The cold, wet ground squished under my feet before I found the sidewalk, and I hated leaving footprints, but they'd evaporate soon.

"We're taking the obvious break-in route," Noel said.

Kristelle sighed. "We can just smash that front window, and the cops can see when they cruise by."

We had no good options. We reached the back doors, tried them, and got the same chain rattling sound when Byron tried to open them. Finally, we came to a back storage door I had never used as a kid.

"I know the Society has an alarm system in here," I said, "but I don't know if this door was included, and I don't know the details. Maybe it detects motion once we're inside."

"Then, it doesn't matter which way we take in," Lance said, gulping as he pulled on the door. "The Society has good alarms, and it's different in every building."

Byron unlocked the storage room door. "Unless they're already inside, we can hold them off long enough to get Bibi out of here." Then he grimaced at me, Kristelle, and Noel. "We don't have a getaway car, and my magic isn't capable of teleportation. That would have been better than my lockpicking ability."

"You mean your skill," Noel said. "Some people can teleport?"

"I think one or two sorceresses at school can do it, but it takes a lot of work and materials," Byron said, shoving the storage room door open.

It swung inward, to my shock, revealing the dark storage hall on the other side. Chains dangled from the door. These ones hadn't been put on right or held well on a round doorknob. Kristelle sucked in a breath. "I don't hear any alarms."

"They're silent," I said. "And they'll notify Marleen if they go off. Plus, the cops. We need to move fast. I think they'd keep Bibi in the locked staff area since that part of the building doesn't have a lot of windows."

We stepped inside, and as we crossed into enemy territory, I balled my fists, ready for a fight.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

I was tense after the last encounter with the Society, and I never wanted to see them or to hear Sunny McPherson's high-pitched voice again, and not just because she was unbearable. I still didn't like knowing that I might have somehow caused all the Dark Corruption to infect people worldwide.

I had to confront it again as we stepped into the back of the Family Center, which was no doubt locked down.

"We have an advantage," Byron said as Lance remained in the center of us. "They might not have expected Lance to lead us here, and if Bibi didn't sound in distress in her letter, they didn't want Ali to know she was here."

That was my hope as Kristelle ran into me from behind, and I held my breath. We reached the end of the maintenance hallway and emerged in what was once a school's main drag. The closed doors of classrooms waited on either side of us, and I pushed in front of Byron and rushed to the end, where double doors blocked the staff area off from the rest of the former school.

"We don't have a lot of time." Why keep Bibi locked up if they didn't intend me to come here and fall into a trap?

Or maybe they still needed to decide how to spring the trap.

"This is like the staff tower back home," Byron said, and I didn't miss how he said home, like Monstreuse was a place of safety. We stopped at the double doors, which were normal, and Byron unlocked them with a hand lift. These ones didn't have any chains.

I pushed them open with my heart pounding. A single window at the hall's end let in some moonlight, but there was no other lighting, and I refused to turn anything on to alert any authorities outside. The silent alarms went off somewhere, and the dispatcher sent a deputy to check things out. Or worse—Marleen.

"Bibi?" I asked, looking along the narrow hallway. Then my eyes adjusted, and I spotted the chains wrapped around a single, solid door opposite the flower-laden one that was likely the main office. Kids weren't allowed in this part of the building.

"Huh?" she asked from behind the chained-up door. Bibi sounded exhausted like she wasn't quite awake or possibly even drugged. Clearly, she wasn't with it.

"What is going on here?" Noel asked with disgust. "They've got a girl captive?"

Byron shoved Lance forward. "You get those chains off the door now, or Ali will let you turn."

"I don't know where the key is," Lance said, eyeing a lock that hung from the silver tangle.

"Try the main office," I said as Byron unlocked the flowery door. "Better yet, don't bother with a key. We can get through this. Look for plans or notes." Though Byron could undo the lock and we could untangle the chains, it forced Lance to stay busy. "And you had better hurry and not use anything electronic there. Byron, watch him." Sweat gathered on the back of my neck, and I felt dizzy at the thought of getting caught, but part of me wanted to fight the child-abusing Society again.

Lance burst into the main office, and Byron followed him. Kristelle pulled at the chains. They were wrapped around the set of double door handles that held Bibi captive, and as Lance rummaged, impatience boiled up inside of me, and the Corruption flooded my body as I seized the metal tangle.

"I've got it," I said, tightening my grasp.

Immediately, the silver in my grasp turned dark, staining a very dark purple. The metal grew brittle in my hands. As I squeezed, the chains turned to dust in my palms, and Noel gasped as Kristelle waved her hand, casting away the dust.

"Bibi. We're getting you out," I said, pulling the doors open to a small room, a former sick room with a cot and a bathroom. Bibi was sitting on the cot with her green-dyed hair, now growing into her standard color. Only a single nightlight illuminated the room. She blinked. Bibi was pale, with bags under her eyes.

She was wearing handcuffs the same light shade as the chains on the door. A bright chain linked her wrists, and the cuffs looked too tight on her small wrists. Anger bubbled up inside. Why handcuff Bibi if she was already locked in this windowless room?

"Ali?" she asked, as if she were in a dream.

My best friend might have been here for weeks if her funky hair had been growing out. Even this wasn't normal Society behavior. They didn't tend to lock kids up for sneaking to the monster reserves.

"It's me," I said, rushing into the room and wrapping her in a hug. She was warm, but her muscles felt thinner as if she hadn't been able to move much over the past several weeks. "We're getting you out of here, but we need to move quickly."

"Oh," she said. "Ali, I—" Then she didn't say a word.

I could feel the anger deep inside of her as I helped her from the cot, linking my hand under her arm. But with whatever drugs were in her system, it couldn't reach the surface. Bibi wobbled on her feet as the cuff chain hung between her wrists, and she looked around the room and at the doorway behind me. Byron yelled at Lance to stop searching.

"We shouldn't stay here any longer," Kristelle said. "My bad kid senses are telling me it's time to go."

"Who are they?" Bibi asked as if in a dream.

I helped Bibi out of the room and back into the staff hall. So far, no police sirens were approaching, and no one was yelling outside. That could be good or bad. We had to get Bibi to safety first, and then we could ask her what happened and catch her up on everything. And seeing her like this broke me. She wasn't supposed to be dragging her feet or acting so quietly.

"Is this her?" Byron asked, squinting in the near darkness as he dragged Lance from the office, and Noel stood aside. "Okay. I recognize the crazy hair. Come on. We need a getaway vehicle, and I'm ordering a ride to pick us up at the corner." Byron had Lance's phone in hand as he stood outside the main office, and I let Bibi throw her arm around me as we headed back through the staff doors and down the main hallway.

We were getting away, and no one was stopping us.

I held my breath as silent Bibi skidded her shoes along the linoleum of the maintenance hallway. Kristelle held the door open for us, and Byron peeked out onto the playground as he shoved Lance's phone into his pocket. "The ride's coming, and we're meeting them at the corner, away from here."

That was good. Byron motioned us to leave, and Noel closed the storage room door behind us.

Nobody ambushed us from the playground.

Then Noel asked, "Are there other kids stuck in there?"

"Um," Bibi said. "No. Just me."

She was not in the state to have a conversation. She needed to get those cuffs off and get whatever drug they'd given her out of her system.

We ran to the back of the playground as fast as we could, and Noel huffed and puffed as he came up from behind. "The Society is disgusting," he said. "I knew they were bad, but the more I see them, the more I legit hate them."

"They shot at you," Kristelle said. "We need to fight them with everything we have."

"That's different. I hate seeing them hurt other people," Noel said as we reached the chain-link fence. This was a normal fence, not the razor wire deal that held us monsters-to-be out of society.

"Can you climb this?" I asked Bibi. Going back to the road was a very bad idea right now.

"I can cut it," Lance said, "But I don't think we have that time."

Bibi blinked, staring at the fence, and then she broke from my grasp as she climbed over the chain link with ease I hadn't expected. Some of the old Bibi was still there.

Then I heard what Lance meant. He stood there, looking across the rear playground as the sounds of motors, but no sirens, entered the parking lot. Though the Family Center blocked our view, it was clear that multiple vehicles were pulling into the front lot. All the vehicles were quiet. The Society members drove expensive cars, and you never saw a member piloting a junker.

Kristelle swore, and we climbed the fence and landed in the yard on the other side, another manicured deal approved by Marleen's homeowner's association. I retook Bibi's right arm. We ran across without a word, and the air filled with Byron's magic as Kristelle caught Bibi under her other arm. Kristelle looked at me and then at the cuffs, widening her eyes at me. There was something she wanted to say.

"Later," I mouthed as we reached the street on the other side of that yard, and Byron pointed to the left. He'd chosen the corner via GPS, and already, another SUV pulled up there as Lance sighed in relief.

My heart felt ready to bash out of my chest, and Dark Corruption flooded me again, but it did nothing to help me run faster. The SUV waited at the corner of Expensive and Even More Expensive, among the vast, cookie-cutter homes of Cherry Heights. The place looked like a massive prison complex in the darkness, with nothing but giant brick boxes and streetlights. Mom and Dad were still here.

The Society had destroyed my parents in exchange for keeping the Corruption inside of me somewhat under control.

Destroy them back.

The horrifying voice in my head didn't sound like my own but like an animal that had taken a lifetime of beatings and had nothing left to lose.

We reached the SUV, which was a dark purple one rather than the black one we'd taken from the campsite. Lance opened the door. "Hi!"

He sounded like he wasn't stressed at all, which wasn't surprising. Lance was a great actor.

"We need to go," Noel said, eyeing the empty street behind him.

We piled in, and the driver, another young man, took off without a word. He was here to collect his tips and nothing more. That was good because he didn't ask us why we were going to a remote campsite at this hour.

Bibi adjusted her position between me and Kristelle in the backseat. That meant Byron, Noel, and Lance sat in the middle row.

And my best friend just stared straight ahead as we drove. The cuffs remained on her wrists, and she made no motion to let me reach them. If she was drugged, the Society must have been getting ready to move her, and we'd reached her in time.

The driver's GPS ordered us back to the expressway, and we got on. Only then did I begin to breathe again.

We had gotten away from the Society with Bibi in tow.

The plan had actually worked.

"How is she?" Lance asked, looking back at her.

"Why are you faking?" Byron asked. "You're not concerned about her. The Society hates kids. They're all about controlling everyone else, and I'm including other Regulars."

"We don't hate children. We do our best to protect them," Lance said. "Sometimes, suffering helps them get back on the right path."

I rolled my eyes. "By torturing them?" I thought of Byron's brother. I didn't know where he was now—probably still being treated—but I could understand how he wound up the way he was with that implant running all the time. I couldn't bear it even for a couple of hours.

That kid had taken that abuse for weeks.

Lance said nothing. He still hadn't shed his screwed-up ideology, and I didn't want to cure him. Even turning might not make him see any sense.

Let him suffer.

The dark voice rose again, and I thought of that name Vee had spat out under the influence of that Truth Powder. Echidna. The mother of monsters in Greek mythology. Wasn't that also the name of an animal somewhere? But I shuddered, thinking of that screaming woman with the serpentine lower body.

Was part of her still alive inside of me?

Or was that voice not hers but something I had buried all my life?

I looked at Bibi. "You're safe now. We're getting you out of here. I don't know what they did to you." I hated to ask her this in front of Byron. "Did they put a new implant in your ear?"

Bibi shook her head and hesitated before answering. "No. There was no point." No emotion entered her voice like she was a robot.

She let that hang as she stared straight ahead like she was dead inside. I'd never seen her lose her spirit like this. Bibi was always the one with a sense of adventure, not me. My hatred seethed, and the Corruption boiled in me as if I were the one about to turn.

"We need to fix Kristelle and Noel when we get back to the campsite," I whispered to Byron, who sat directly before me. We couldn't ask the driver to pull over, because I couldn't guarantee that—

"Uh, oh," Noel said, looking over my shoulder from the seat in front of Kristelle.

We all followed his gaze.

We hadn't gone that far from the off-ramp. A few miles behind us, several sets of headlights merged on.

That wouldn't have been unusual, but it was two-thirty in the morning right now, and hardly anyone was out.

And we were the only vehicle ahead of them.

My heart sank into the seat, and I pulled on Byron's sleeve, but he was already looking, and then his jaw fell open. We looked at each other, and the truth passed between us.

The Society had found their prisoner missing, and during the quiet of the late night, they must have heard a single vehicle getting on the highway. They'd put the pieces together, and we were doomed unless we devised a plan.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Byron frowned at me and then looked at our oblivious driver. Bibi continued to stare ahead like she was trapped in her own world. The drugs were doing a number on her because her gaze wasn't focused. Kristelle and Noel both watched the scene a few miles back, too.

About a dozen cars merged onto the highway. Marleen or Sunny had a force ready to handle the alarm at the Family Center. Was it just Marleen following, or had Sunny joined the party?

Did my parents know about this?

Sunny will be with them.

The voice popped into my head again, almost laughing, and it was cruel not just to the rest of the world but to me.

Can you defend yourself?

I gulped. "How much longer to our destination?" I asked. Alerting this driver would do us no good. The Society wasn't after that guy. The sympathetic one might have helped, but this young man tapped his fingers on the steering wheel, bored.

He might even drop us off if he knew he was part of a chase.

Lance looked over at the GPS. "One hour and forty-five minutes." Then he, too, looked out the back window.

The horror swelled inside the SUV, and no one said a word. I looked at Byron, who held his finger to his lips.

He was thinking the same thing as I was. We couldn't alert the driver, who would want nothing to do with this. The Society continued to follow us, staying back a few miles as if they knew we'd probably bought a ride.

They were biding their time.

I took a breath and thought. The Society would probably stay back until the driver dropped us off, and then they would attack. Even the Society didn't want third parties to see their atrocities. Our driver was a witness. They'd wait for him to be gone before they tried their crap.

That kept them back for now, but our safety bubble wouldn't last forever.

Noel cursed under his breath as he gripped his seat and watched. Then, he blinked and looked at me but swallowed before saying anything. Did he have a plan?

"Can you hold them back?" I asked, leaning close to Byron and keeping my voice at a whisper.

His magic flooded the SUV, and I feared the driver would feel it, but he kept going as he tugged at his shirt, adjusting it. If he sensed something off, he probably blamed the lack of sleep.

"Not from this far away," Byron whispered.

Kristelle eyed me, keeping her voice low as she peeked around Bibi. "We're going to have a major problem."

"Ali." Bibi's voice came out slurred again. The drugs weren't wearing out of her system. "I have to…I have to…"

"We'll get you to safety," I said. Was the reserve safe? No, but Bibi sadly had a better chance there. We could hide her for now. Mrs. Morgan wouldn't let a regular stay.

I could remove those cuffs, and so could Byron, who kept watching the road, distracted. But I couldn't alert the driver about my abilities, and we had barely hidden the cuffs from him. The cars remained back by a few miles, and I wondered if there were any route changes or pit stops that would throw them off. We couldn't tell the driver to take us to a police station.

We were breaking the law, not the Society.

The minutes passed, and the tension grew in the car the closer we got to the campsite, where we would re-enter the reserve.

"Can't we go right to the front gates?" I asked Byron. We could shake the Society if the reserve entrance closed behind us.

He swallowed. "This isn't an approved vehicle. The guards would attack. They expect attacks on the reserve."

I gulped as Kristelle sighed.

"That's really helpful," Kristelle said.

"What are the guards, anyway?" I asked.

Byron ignored my question. "That's not the only problem. Paid drivers don't go down Reserve Road by law. That's to prevent monsters from freely traveling back and forth. He can't go within ten miles of the reserve."

I remembered the isolated road that led straight to the front gates of the Wickston Reserve. Yes, that was a lesson in Legal Studies, mentioned in passing by Ms. Benson. Our driver would have to drop us off at the campsite or risk getting into trouble.

As the minutes passed, the pack of cars remained behind us, taking up both lanes, and we passed only a few other vehicles as the night dragged on. We were passing through rural areas and past small towns. Kristelle shifted in her seat, and Bibi slowly woke up as she sat up higher.

But by then, we were almost at the campsite. The driver pulled off the highway and raced up the ramp like he was ready to end his shift and return home. That was good for us. He turned, following the brown highway sign with the tent logo, and then he looked back at us. "Crappy time of the year to camp."

"But it's quiet," Lance said.

The driver turned right, and I hoped the Society would make a left, but they knew where the monster reserves were. They'd urged the government to create them just a year after the Dark Corruption appeared. And they'd know our driver would have to drop us off at some back entry point.

"We need to undo Bibi," Byron whispered as if he'd just remembered that she was wearing cuffs.

Bibi blinked at him. "Don't do it now. We have more important things to worry about." Her voice was still slightly slurred, but slowly, my best friend was coming back. She was here enough to know what dire circumstances we were in.

"But you'll run faster," I hissed in her ear.

Once we got to the campsite, we'd have to run into the woods, hoping to dodge the Society. They'd have guns again. They would hunt us all the way up to the razor-wire fence. And then, once we got through, we'd have to run past that swamp monster village and pass those trees that ate anything that moved.

How far would the Society follow us?

"Here you go," our driver said, pulling into the driveway of the campsite. He stopped at the main office and then looked back at us again. "Are you sure this is—"

"Yes," Byron said, shoving open his door. "We've got a caravan joining us shortly."

The driver nodded as recognition came over his face. He would have seen the other vehicles.

We all piled out, and Bibi still wore her cuffs. I'd take them off the second the driver was gone because Byron was distracted, but as she straightened, she turned away from me, even as I reached for the chain.

"Bibi, I can remove those," I said as the driver backed out of the driveway. We now stood in the dark, but my eyes were already adjusted.

"Not yet," she said.

My palms tingled with nerves, and my stomach turned over. "Is something wrong?"

"Let's go," Lance shouted, spreading his arms as he ran at us, leading us toward the reserve border. "They'll know what we're doing."

We had no time to try any cures. Not now. We all ran as the sound of vehicles slowly got louder up the road. The Society was right behind us, and they'd run into the hapless driver as they came in.

Hopefully, his backing out would delay them, but that wouldn't take long.

"Where's my robe?" Byron asked, eyeing the tree where he'd slung it.

"We can look later," I said. The Society had already found us. It didn't matter if they saw his robe; it was missing, anyway, as if someone had found it and taken it. Maybe the swamp monsters had come out here, tracking us.

The cold grass crunched under us as we ran uphill, through scattered tree trunks and over sites that once held tents. We passed a bathroom building that was empty and locked, and just as we reached the other side of it, headlights illuminated the world as gravel crunched.

The Society was here.

"Go," I said, seizing Bibi's arm as she ran beside me. Amazingly, the cuffs didn't slow her down, though her hands were stuck before her. The chain jingled as she ran.

"Come on," Lance said. "I might need to cut another hole if we can't find the first one."

Panic surged into my chest, and the Dark Corruption rose to the surface. The fence would slow us down, and I might need to fight.

Shouting followed as the car doors opened and slammed several hundred feet back. Most of our pursuers were men, as they had been before, but I was sure Sunny was with them.

Byron slowed to get behind me, blocking my view of them as he continued running. Kristelle and Noel panted, and Lance crashed through the thickening trees ahead as we reached the edge of the marked campsite. Tree branches slapped at us as we entered the real woods, and I could barely see where I was going, although the trees were still bare this early in the spring.

"Over there!" a man shouted.

They knew where we were heading. There was only one way we could go.

We had to get back inside the reserve.

"We can't outrun these guys," Noel said, echoing my worst thoughts. Already, he slowed and grasped trees. Kristelle hadn't gone much farther ahead of him, and she stopped, panting.

Byron, Lance, and I quickly caught up to them, and we stood in a small clearing as Bibi stopped beside me and the thickening moon stared down.

Byron slapped his hand on my back. "Then we must slow them down so we can get away. Here."

"Using your magic here is illegal," Lance said, catching his breath.

I stopped and turned, and already, the Society fanned out behind us with the sounds of branches and twigs snapping. I couldn't see them in the dark expanse of trees, but the noise told me they were trying to surround us. These guys had a plan.

"They'll kill me," Bibi said as she broke into a sweat, which I felt on her arm. "I'm not useful to them anymore. I'm just a problem. They'll kill everyone but you." She looked at me like she wanted to protect me, and I knew my best friend was fully back.

The Society had told her about me, then.

"I can fight now," I said as the distant crackling moved quickly around us. The growing monster inside couldn't wait to feed on the Society's suffering.

Bibi just nodded as if she'd heard about me already. "Ali, I never would have thought—"

"They're coming," Noel said, pushing close to me. "I estimate they'll appear behind us in about twenty seconds."

I turned, releasing Bibi and brushing against Noel, and our skin briefly contacted.

He was full of Dark Corruption and about to turn.

But as I went to seize Noel, he pulled away, and our gazes met as Byron lifted his hand beside me.

"It's okay. I know what's going to happen." Relief gushed through Noel's voice.

I had no time to respond. Noel was right. Crashing sounded where we had our backs turned before, and three dark figures rushed out of the trees and into our small clearing.

I didn't need to borrow Noel's Corruption.

It surged out of me as the three figures stopped forty feet away, raising weapons. Beside me, Noel muttered to himself like he was making crazy calculations, as if his brain had kicked into overdrive. Still, he faded into the background as the purplish darkness surged along the ground, faster than before, spreading out from me as it rushed toward the gunmen.

A weapon cocked.

And then it exploded in a flash of dark purple, blowing up in the assassin's face, and the man screamed and flew backward, crashing into the underbrush. Byron held his hand beside me, and the two others flew back as his magic filled the air.

"More are appearing to the left in fifteen seconds at the speed they're traveling," Noel said. He muttered faster and faster, and I lost track of his words as he calculated. I'd never heard him do this before.

I whirled, and so did Byron, and Byron's magic again flared, this time as angry prickles as he threw back the two men advancing exactly on Noel's schedule. Lance cried out as they dropped their guns, but Byron held out his hand as Lance rushed to retrieve the weapons.

"You're not going anywhere," Byron said, pulling him back with his magic.

"We need weapons," Lance said. "Their tactic is to surround. They're all around us now."

"Noel?" Kristelle asked.

He looked back and forth. "My intelligence… it's surging."

"There are more of them. Eight more, that way," Bibi said, pressing closer to me. "I hear them."

I turned to where she was facing—to the woods opposite the newest men we'd just held off—but I heard nothing. Noel stopped muttering, and he looked around like he was calculating. He appeared no different, but the look in his eyes had changed. Pure intelligence lurked there as he glanced at me, but so did something unstable.

He was going the way of Mrs. Morgan. And it was too late for me to try a cure.

But we couldn't stop now.

"Ali. Byron. Get me out of these. They're silver," Bibi said, holding up her cuffs and glaring like she wanted to defend me. "And back off. Get towards the school."

"What?" I asked as an ominous silence filled the surrounding woods. The Society had figured out that we could hear them. They'd heard their comrades getting attacked. Then, one of the fallen men groaned—probably the one whose gun exploded in his face. I couldn't see if that first trio had gotten infected or if they dared to move.

"Get them off," Byron said in shock. "I think I know what happened."

His desperation infected me as I seized the chain between Bibi's cuffs, heart pounding as confusion filled my head. I let the Dark Corruption infect the metal, urging it to stay away from Bibi, but then a thought invaded, and I understood.

She's already infected.


CHAPTER TWENTY

Igulped as the chain turned dark in the pale moonlight, and the darkness spread to Bibi's cuffs, weakening the metal. The metal crumbled as more men shouted back by the driveway, and a radio crackled somewhere.

"Hurry," Bibi said. She stared at me, and something wild filled her eyes, something that was still Bibi but more intense.

The cuffs crumbled, falling away and dissipating near Bibi's feet, and then a growl emerged from her throat.

And I understood why the Society had her locked up and what she meant by wishing she could join me.

The lab.

I summoned the Corruption while Mrs. Morgan tried to attack me, and Bibi was standing right there.

"Over there!" a man shouted from the driveway.

But it must have been a trick to distract us because Bibi whirled away from us and crouched as her bones and flesh began to pop. Her form rippled on the clearing's other side, growing and sprouting fur that was brown, and Noel and Byron both seized my arms and pulled me back. Clothes tore away as the growing werewolf took Bibi's place.

"No," I shouted, as the guilt raged inside of me.

"She's going to help us," Byron said, speaking like he had already figured out what happened. "We need to run."

"We can reach the fence in twenty minutes if we hurry and leave now," Noel said, rattling off numbers. "But our friends are closing the gap again."

"Come on!" Kristelle hissed, careful not to raise her voice.

I didn't want to leave Bibi, but already, a huge, loping form bounded into the trees, turning and running between us and where the reserve waited, and men screamed there that I hadn't detected. They had cut us off…until now.

Branches cracked. Growls filled the air, and then a man screamed as a gross crunching sound followed.

Bibi wasn't holding back on these guys.

And I'd done this to her.

"We can get through this opening now," Noel said, motioning us into the dark.

Byron ran in the lead towards the reserve as men scattered, crunching underbrush. I could barely tell where I was going, and we jumped over two fallen men who slowly rolled over, stunned by their impact on the trees. To the right, more crunching sounds followed as the werewolf—as Bibi—mauled a Society guy. Tears flew into my eyes, but as I ran, they dissipated in the cold air.

A gunshot went off, and the world behind us flashed briefly, illuminating tree trunks, bare shrubs, and gentle, sloping land. Two men standing ahead raised guns to the left as the darkness returned, and I pulled Kristelle to the side.

The werewolf yelped and then growled, crashing through the forest in search of the shooter. Another man's scream followed, and my chest burned as I ran not just from the scene but from myself.

"This way," Lance shouted from somewhere up ahead. He had already fled the scene, like the coward he was, but unlike us, he'd had time to learn the layout of the woods.

"She'll be okay unless they have silver bullets," Byron said, slapping his hand on my back and pushing me forward as we ran to Lance's voice. Dark trees towered over us as we slowly left the growling and the mauling behind. My brain kept going back to Ms. Benson's attempt on our lives. "And she won't be like that all night. No full moon."

But more Society men yelled behind us. "That way!" Despite Bibi helping us, footfalls sounded from behind us as twigs cracked. She couldn't get them all.

The Society was still giving chase.

This time, they had brought in more men.

They weren't going to let me go, and already, my sides burned. How were we supposed to make it to the fence in time? These guys were more athletic than us.

The Corruption flooded me, even without seizing Noel or Kristelle, and I looked over my shoulder as afterimages flashed. Byron seized my sleeve, guiding me as his magic filled the air and sputtered. He couldn't hold back so many people for long.

"Over here," Lance repeated. We were closer to him now. His form appeared in the moonlight as we cleared a cluster of trees, and he panted for breath. Or was it terror?

And someone stood with him.

"What is going on here?" Vee asked as we almost crashed into her. "Where did you all go, and why is Lance here?"

She was holding Byron's robe. Vee had followed us away from town after the Truth Powder incident. Had she stashed herself in Byron's trunk and then followed?

Was that what we heard on the trail behind us?

"Vee, run," I said, slowing only enough to shove her past Lance. "The Society. They're hunting us."

"The Society?" she raised her voice.

Underbrush crashed behind us, and while the sounds of mauling had faded well behind us, Bibi couldn't stop all the men. I wished I could help her, but werewolves could change their targets at any moment, and it was best to stay away until it was over.

I had doomed her.

"They're taking a trajectory up this way on either side," Noel said, holding his hands out as his enhanced brain calculated. "We have thirty seconds to clear this spot."

"Come on," Lance said, tugging on Vee's sleeve.

"You brought them here," Vee said to Lance, reaching into her pocket and pulling out a vial.

"We just need to go," Kristelle said.

Noel changed his tune as Byron held his hand high, trying to hold back the advancing men behind us. My nerd friend nodded at Vee, getting between her and Lance. "Throw that right there. The powder will fan out equally." Noel pointed at a tree trunk as Vee looked between him and Lance, determining who she should attack.

"Just do it!" Kristelle shouted as the crashing footfalls peaked and guns cocked.

Vee threw the vial—and I caught a flash of a gently glowing green substance—right at the tree trunk that Noel suggested. The glass exploded, and a sparkling green powder spread on either side of the tree, engulfing two small groups of black-uniformed men who burst around it and stopped.

The guys coughed on the thick, swampy-looking cloud, and Vee, still confused, got between us and the men. "That powder will make you sprout warts everywhere," Vee warned, looking back at us. "And I mean everywhere." An evil grin split her face, and Lance shifted and backed off as we followed. Vee ran after us.

Vee had meant that powder for him.

No. Vee meant it for me before Lance and the Society showed up.

"We need to reach the fence," Lance said. The growling sound returned as Bibi ran closer to us, though I still couldn't see her, and the men continued to cough on the green fumes, which refused to dissipate. I let the Dark Corruption fall out of me, and though I only made out a few purple flecks as it raced back at the coughing men, I knew it was there.

Then screams joined the coughing, and I knew the force I commanded had reached the men.

But more shouts and growling echoed behind the green cloud, which rolled with moving figures inside. Vee and Noel had saved our lives, but only for seconds.

The other men—and Bibi—were catching up.

Weakness filled my body, and I grabbed Byron's hand as he helped to keep me steady. We kept running together as a disjointed group. Vee panted beside us. I was running out of magic, and sure Noel had turned by now. That left Kristelle and Lance as Corruption supplies, who were both ahead of me as they ran.

"Go!" a man yelled from behind us. "It's right behind—"

His voice was cut off with a growl and a crashing sound.

The fleeing Society happened to be heading the same way we were. Bibi must have cut off access to their cars, and she was driving them deeper into the woods, unintentionally putting us in danger.

But she wasn't my best friend right now and wouldn't be until she burned off her rage. Bibi was like Ms. Benson.

"Ali. Keep going. I'm doing my best," Byron said as his voice and magic sputtered. "We can get them to the swamp village. They'll keep each other distracted."

I could barely get air into my lungs as I moved my shaking legs over the rolling ground. Noel muttered some more, and Lance slowed his pace, allowing me to catch up to him.

"Ali," Lance said, his voice filled with terror.

He wanted my help, and I knew why.

Lance stared at me with eyes that were rapidly darkening, and his run turned into a fast stumble as he reached out with odd-looking hands. His hand brushed my arm—and the Dark Corruption within him flashed as I blinked.

His hand now sprouted webbing.

My former coach was also turning.

"Ali!" he shouted, stumbling and grabbing a tree.

He deserves this.

I reached out, determined to be helpful, as I had been trained—

"Come on!" Kristelle shouted. Sheer panic filled her voice, and I rushed to catch up.

Lance lunged at me, shaking as the darkness filled his eyes, and his face shifted into something vile and fish-like.

Kristelle needed my help.

Lance was only out for himself.

I shoved him away with a single hand, and in his weakened, trembling state, Lance fell to the ground and cried out in anguish, falling victim to the very force he vowed to fight.

Then I allowed Byron to pull me along and joined him in running after the others, who had gone ahead. The men behind us kept shouting, staying together from the sounds of their voices, and Bibi growled again, remaining in pursuit.

Was she chasing them for fun?

"There's a body!" a man shouted as he reached Lance behind us.

As the group slowed, finding a transforming Lance who was going from human to swamp monster before their eyes, I kept going. More cries of terror arose, and I dodged another tree as pine needles slapped at me.

Then, a horrifying thought hit me.

"We need those wire cutters!"

Lance had them.

Byron pumped his legs faster. "We'll manage."

The men shouted over Lance behind us, slowing down, but more of them kept coming, and the plodding footfalls of the werewolf followed them. The panic filled the air, and I bumped into Vee, who ran beside us.

"There's a hole in the fence," Vee said. "I found it earlier."

She'd gone to extreme lengths for her revenge and saved our lives. I let her cut ahead. Vee shoved Kristelle as Noel muttered, and Kristelle was still out of my reach as the Corruption slowly rebuilt inside me. Ahead, I could feel the low-level darkness that infected the reserve, even without seeing the fence through the thick woods, and I knew we were close.

And then, a line of razor wire stood against the silvery night sky, waiting between the trees.

"There," I shouted.

Behind the barrier, there was more danger—but also safety.

Two gunshots went off behind us as the men tried to fight Bibi, and then five more followed. The woods sounded like a war zone.

We reached the fence, which towered over our heads and dared us to brave the razor wire. Byron released me and beat against it, looking up and down for the hole, but I didn't see it when I followed his gaze.

"It's down here," Noel shouted from our left. "We came back up on a trajectory about a hundred feet to the right of where we—"

"Nerd!" Kristelle said, running towards him.

"And I just leveled up," Noel said as Byron and Vee followed me over to him. "Honestly, this isn't that bad."

"Great job," Vee said to Noel as we reached the hole Lance had cut earlier. It waited, and already, I could smell the swamp on the other side.

More gunshots went off, and then the growling grew louder.

Bibi was cutting past the men and rushing toward us.

"In!" Byron shouted as his magic flared to life like he'd suddenly found the strength to protect me.

Vee ducked inside first, followed by Kristelle and Noel. I stood beside Byron for a second as a huge, loping figure appeared a hundred feet away, moving between the trees, and the figures of men scattered, shouting and shooting, but nothing stopped the werewolf.

These men hadn't expected us to rescue Bibi.

I ducked through the opening, standing on the other side as Kristelle helped me to stand.

"That's your best friend?" she asked.

"I thought she was still a Regular," I said.

You did this.

Bibi got infected when the Corruption exploded those test tubes in Mrs. Morgan's lab.

You gave her what she wanted.

But why didn't the sorcerers know? Why hadn't Bibi gotten a scroll with her name, as I had?

"Obviously, she's not," Kristelle said. "But she's badass!"

"Back!" Noel shouted. "She can likely jump this fence—"

Byron crawled through the hole last, and I helped him to stand now that most of my strength had returned. "Yeah. Back!"

Several men pushed up against the fence, blocking our view of the werewolf, but Vee broke into my stunned silence. "We must go around the village and watch for those trees."

The swamp monster village.

Two men pushed against each other, trying to crawl through the hole, and even in the semi-dark, I spotted their black uniforms and winter hats. The Society men looked like the thugs they were, and they slid their rifles ahead of them as they pushed through the hole. Noel chucked a rock at them but missed, as his strength was still that of a Regular's.

"Come on!" Vee repeated. "I'll yell at you all later."

We bolted away from the fence, and the pines slowly morphed into those huge, terrifying swamp trees that looked ready to walk with their exposed roots. A few closer ones trembled as we passed, and the men behind us shouted obscenities.

"That's Ali! We can't leave without her."

The sound of my name made a jolt of terror rip through me, and I gasped for air as I ran beside Byron. The green lights of the village waited ahead, and the Society's shouting increased as we closed the distance between us and whatever terrifying settlement waited.

"This way," Noel said, turning left to head downhill to the village.

We all followed.

"What are you doing?" Vee screeched.

The ground sloped downward and turned increasingly mushy as Noel led the way like he had another plan. The trees turned into swampy shrubs and then cleared, and we burst into the reek of swamp water and stopped on the shore of a lake, now bathed in an eerie green glow.

The swamp village was fuller than I thought.

Crooked wooden houses on stilts waited in the middle of a huge, scum-covered expanse. There must be two dozen of them, and various swamp monsters stood on the raised docks between the homes, lit by eerie green lanterns that flickered with captured will-o-the-wisps. Black eyes turned to face us, and a sea of grunts rose from three dozen creatures as they jumped the railing, diving into the water without effort.

"Okay. We've got that part," I said, facing Byron. He stared at me, uncertain, while Kristelle and Noel backed off from the muddy shore. Vee just glared at us like we were stupid.

"Those things will kill us in a very horrifying manner," Vee said, jabbing her finger at us. "We need to—"

"They're going into the water," a man shouted from uphill.

Noel looked back and forth at some huge cattails. "Move to the side. Any side."

We scattered, and Byron and Kristelle remained beside me as Vee and Noel circled the pond in the opposite direction. Byron pushed me into a cluster of reeds and other swamp weeds, and we moved uphill, away from the water. Kristelle joined us, and I hoped Noel and Vee were doing the same.

And just then, the Society men burst down the hill toward the lake. They shouted, and their feet thudded as they failed to detect us in our hiding spots. I ducked into the cluster of cattails, letting them swallow us as the men's stomping feet reached the shore.

They stopped as Kristelle ducked beside me, and Byron squeezed my hand. I prayed that Noel and Vee had gotten to safety. I didn't even want Vee to get hurt.

But these child abusers—

The darkness laughed inside of me.

"Did they swim over there?" one asked.

"This looks like a hideout," another said, probably into a crackling radio. "And it's empty. I don't see a soul."

I smiled because I knew where the inhabitants were.

A third man spoke, out of breath and nervous. "I don't see any wake in the water. At least we're away from the wolf. But we're on the reserve. We can't stay here for—"

That was when the giant pond exploded, and the algae smell wafted over us as the men screamed again, some of them hoarse. Another gunshot went off, but the bullet seemed to have gone into the air. The grunts of at least a dozen swamp monsters followed, and the terrifying splashing of our enemies intensified.

The swamp monsters were dragging them into the pond, and I knew the Society men would drown there.

And then, I had an idea of what would happen to them.

No remorse or horror came over me, and that would terrify me later, but I thought of how the Society destroyed my parents, locked up Bibi, and destroyed Byron's brother. I thought of all the lives they had ruined, both Regular and monster, and instead of getting up to help any of those men, I stayed where I was and let nature take its course.

But all I could do as the village did its worst was remain crouched beside Byron and allow the Dark Corruption to do its little happy dance. And when I looked, I could see that Byron was also smiling.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The swamp monsters made swift work of the Society men. The guys didn't last long, having expended most of their bullets on the werewolf. Soon, the grunting stopped, and so did the terrified splashing as they fell victim to the water.

The three of us crouched in the reeds together, hidden by the tall stalks, as the noise finally quieted. I allowed myself to breathe again. The Dark Corruption waited for use, but I wouldn't have to deploy it as long as we quietly returned to Byron's car.

"Those guys were the lucky victims," Byron said, "unless female swamp monsters were in that crowd."

"Oh, yuck," Kristelle said beside me, not daring to move. We exchanged a glance of horror.

Noel and Vee appeared as they parted the reeds and joined us. They'd hidden somewhere else, probably in another patch of tall weeds, and both seemed unhurt. I exhaled, relieved.

"Yes. The longer we linger out here, the greater the probability we'll get discovered by the monsters," Noel said. "Wow. I can calculate just about anything in my head. Including the chance that your friend Bibi's shift has expired by now. Werewolves only average fifteen minutes in beast form if they shift outside of a full moon. The chance she's back to human form is about ninety-eight percent."

"You're going to be insufferable," Kristelle said as we slowly got up, Byron first.

"Bibi?" Vee asked. "Who's Bibi?"

"Please, just be quiet," Byron said to her, which drew an immediate look of hurt from Vee. "You were out here trying to get revenge on Ali. And I bet you hid in the trunk of my car and followed us from there."

Vee said nothing to that, and we all knew that her green powder was meant for me. She might have even stolen it from the magic shop after that silver stuff made her spill the truth about why she hated my guts. Then, the two of us stared at each other, and Vee worked her features, which were bathed in the faint green village light. I couldn't tell what she was thinking.

"Hey," I said. "Vee saved us, and we have someone to go and get."

She looked at me as if shocked that I'd say anything positive about her. Then, she swallowed and said, "There might be more guys with those guns out there, and we have to be careful because I had only one bottle of that stuff. Plus, it wasn't easy to follow all of you. I saw Byron's robe on that tree and waited for you to return."

Vee didn't sound proud of that last part. She knew we'd left the reserve and would have to return.

Thumps sounded from the village. The swamp monsters were dragging bodies onto the catwalks.

Were they going to eat those drowned guys?

I didn't want to think about it, so I followed Byron out of the weeds and back uphill to where it was fully dark again, and my back prickled until we were well away from the village and out of the swamp smell. Nobody said a word as we walked back to the fence.

And I didn't ask my question until I reached Byron.

"If Bibi got infected, why didn't the sorcerers know?" They could have saved her from the Society.

Byron looked at me. "Our tracking magic wouldn't have worked if she got infected inside the Reserve. It's designed to pick up on when Corruption appears in someone outside of the border. In here," he said, pointing at the ground, "there's too much magical noise for the spell to pick one infection. That's why Lance entered the reserve, so the sorcerers couldn't find him."

"Ah," I said. Byron had explained just that before, and I'd forgotten until now. "That means that I did this. I ruined Bibi's life. It was when Mrs. Morgan tried cutting off my ear, and I made Corruption explode everywhere."

Byron wrapped his arm around me as we gave the giant trees a wide berth, and I leaned on him even though he was shaking. What would I even say to Bibi? Did she know that this was my fault?

Had she accidentally hurt anyone? There must have been a reason she got put in silver handcuffs and locked away like that.

We reached the razor-wire fence a few minutes later. Vee crawled through the hole first. "Watch out. Lance is out here, and he's not cute anymore. I'm sure he'll crawl into that village to hang his head in shame."

"You shoved him away," Byron told me.

I swallowed over a lump in my throat. "I was mad. The Society…they abuse kids, and sometimes they even kill them, just so they can have their power fantasy. He deserved it. He only helped us so he could help himself."

I couldn't believe the words spilling from me, but I was beyond angry for Byron and his brother, who was probably still suffering.

"And you did the right thing," Byron said, tapping my arm with the hand he had wrapped around me. "Lance was the same piece of slime he was before. He didn't change. If he had, maybe he would have deserved some help."

Warmth filled me. For the first time, no guilt came with realizing what I'd done to Lance.

But Bibi?

Byron and I crawled through the fence after Kristelle and Noel.

Two of my friends had turned, and on Monday, Noel would be in the classes meant for evil science, with the other kids going on to have secret labs full of insane experiments. I wondered if Noel would splice creatures together or if he'd find some other branch of crazy science. He wouldn't think his new abilities were cool for long.

But at least he was still human.

We found Bibi's curled-up, bare form not far from the fence, and Vee stood over her, pulling off her black robe to cover her since Byron's robe had fallen somewhere. Vee was wearing a regular T-shirt and jeans under her robe, and aside from the feathers, she looked ordinary now.

Byron stood guard, looking around the silent woods for any surviving Society fighters. Some were lying out there, injured or infected, and maybe the others had done a tactical retreat.

"Bibi," I said, kneeling over her draped form. "Hey." I would swallow my guilt for her because she'd roll her eyes if I cried.

"Ali?" she asked, unmoving. "Did I hold them off?"

"Mostly," I said, glad that she was conscious. "I'm sorry I didn't come and get you sooner."

Bibi sighed. She sounded annoyed and not as terrified as she should have been. "They were screening my letters. They made me rip up twenty drafts before the one got sent to you, and I don't even know if you got it," she said. "I didn't know the Corruption in the lab got me. I thought I just felt weird due to stress. It hit its tipping point three weeks ago. They were doing a meeting about me once they found out my ear implant was gone, and I couldn't take it anymore. And they locked me up after I turned and went after Marleen."

"You went after Marleen?" I asked. I imagined Bibi suddenly becoming a werewolf during a Society meeting and freaking them all out, and I smiled because Bibi sounded happy about it. It was something Bibi would do.

"I hope she bit a few of them," Byron said.

Bibi opened one eye and looked up at me. She was shaking from weakness. Byron looked down at us and smiled, although he maintained watch with Noel, Kristelle, and Vee.

Was my best friend okay with this?

"But the Society employs werewolf and vampire hunters, and they have silver equipment for emergencies," Bibi said. "They all escaped. Marleen wanted me locked up, and they did that after I turned back. It all happened so fast that I couldn't even process it." My best friend looked up at me as her joy shifted into horror. "Did that mad scientist infect me? Or can you really make Corruption explode around you? Why aren't you a monster yet? You still smell human."

Bibi had enhanced senses now. "No. Mrs. Morgan didn't infect you. She was just trying to help. We must get you off the ground and inside before explaining everything. They locked you up because they wanted to bait me in later."

Vee was listening to all of this.

I couldn't just say that Bibi's state was my fault.

My throat locked up as Bibi shifted underneath the black fabric.

"You can wear that. It's a walk back to the school. We need to get her to Monstreuse right away," Vee said with real concern. "It's the safest place for her right now."

I was shocked at the caring in Vee's voice, but then she looked at me, lifting an eyebrow. She'd pieced it together, and at any moment, Vee could get her revenge by telling Bibi that this was all my fault, and she'd do it in an abrasive manner. If I didn't beat her to it, Vee would make a crappy experience even worse.

"Yes. Bibi needs to get to the school," Byron said. "Are you strong enough to dress? Werewolves get weak after they shift, but it gets better the more you do it."

"Yeah," Bibi said. She didn't even flinch from Byron's bluntness. "I can dress. And I think I can walk. I don't remember a lot of what I just did. I think I took a few bullets fighting those guys, but I feel fine."

"They didn't think we'd come after you," I said. Had those men known we planned to get Bibi, they would have packed silver bullets.

And then I would have lost my friend completely. My heart thumped at the thought of it.

I wouldn't tell her how many guys she'd taken out unless she asked. Bibi hadn't just bitten and infected those Society fighters. She'd ended them, just as I might have ended the one whose gun blew up in his face.

We turned away as she slid on Vee's robe, and Kristelle and I helped her stand. Kristelle looked at me. She still appeared okay, but that wouldn't last long.

Once again, I never got the chance to try a permanent cure. I couldn't try to cure Kristelle with Bibi standing here like this, shaking in our grasp.

And as we all passed through the hole in the fence again, I wondered if I would ever get to help anyone.

[image: ]


It was almost dawn when we returned to Byron's car, still parked by the badminton court. A faint gray teased the horizon as we piled in the best we could, but as there were six of us, it was a tight squeeze.

Vee hadn't told Bibi about me on the trip back, mainly because Byron was with us and she was outnumbered, but that wouldn't take long.

"Byron, you should fix your trunk lock," I said. "And we'll need to explain to Mr. Landsson why several weapons are missing." We'd left them in the woods before our ride arrived.

"I know," he said, staring at Vee, who sat in the back with Kristelle and Noel. "There's only one way she followed us so closely."

Vee didn't refute it. I remained seated in the front, beside Bibi and Byron, and I didn't dare to say another word as Byron drove us through the neighborhood and back towards the school. Everything looked quiet, and the charming pumpkins, glowing lanterns, and other decorations caught Bibi's attention as Byron navigated the winding streets. This was the better part of the reserve and not the dangerous wilderness full of true horror.

"Wow," Bibi said. "It's Society repellent everywhere you go."

I snapped my gaze at her. How did she feel about this? Bibi was thrilled to be here, but what about the rest? We sat beside each other, crammed together, and then Bibi smiled at me.

"Ali. Thanks for coming after me."

I nodded. Bibi's parents sure hadn't intervened while she was locked up. The Society might have lied to them, or they might not have.

"It is," I said, leaving it there.

Soon, she'd have bad experiences like Ms. Benson, and reality would hit. Noel would have to deal with it, too, but differently, but maybe with his heightened intelligence, he could crack the code on my file because Vee wasn't giving up on hating my guts and wouldn't offer any more answers freely. There must have been more that Mrs. Morgan was hiding from even her.

Why make an entire file on me to say I might be possessed by the power of Echidna?

There was more going on. A lot more, considering Mrs. Morgan ordered more weapons to hold my magic.

"We get to go to school together again," Bibi said. "And I get to tell you to stand up for yourself some more. Unless they teach you how to do that here?"

We rolled up the hill towards the massive house that held our dorms and classes, and the green mist rolled around the car as the suspension clunked. Byron grinned again and said, "Ali can hold her own."

"No way," Bibi said. "I'm the one who stands up for her. I've been trying to teach her. Say, you two haven't been doing tutoring sessions or something?" Her voice rose with curiosity, and she stared at me like I was to tell all the second Byron was out of earshot.

I didn't know how to feel as we pulled up to the front of the school.

Bibi didn't hesitate to exit the car, which helped me to feel better, and she ran under Matilda and through the eerie green light. I followed and found my friend in the front lobby, which was empty.

"Well, I'm going to bed," Vee said, entering the vaulted, dark wood room behind us. She glared at me but didn't say a word. "I never want to get wrapped up in something like that again. It's illegal to use our abilities outside of the reserve. But if I go down, you do, too."

"Understood," I said. I had broken the law as well. "Vee. Thanks."

She just nodded before she swept away, leaving us all in the empty lobby. The bead curtain rattled in her wake.

"She seemed nice," Bibi said, dripping with sarcasm. "Well, she was to me, but not to you." Her look demanded that I tell her about that particular drama, too.

"You know, Vee's right," Kristelle said, plopping down on a red couch.

Noel just frowned. He didn't have to run any calculations because we all knew the laws about the reserves.

The Regular authorities could legally do anything they wanted to us for attacking people while outside of the fence. And I was sure there had been some survivors of the fight to report to them what we'd done.

However, Regular laws didn't exist inside the reserves. If the Society entered, we could legally do anything to them. And that was the only way that the laws were fair.

"Once Preston gets to the front desk, we need to enroll Bibi. We should probably hang out here and wait because he usually does a quick check for new students on Saturdays," Byron said, sitting on a red couch and patting it. "Ali?"

He was asking how I was doing without alerting Bibi. Bibi walked around, checking out the grandfather clocks, cobwebs, glowing pumpkins, and other decorations. She did not look distressed now, and I hoped she didn't remember what she'd done to the Society men.

Noel now snored on the other couch, and Kristelle leaned back on another, nodding off from exhaustion.

"She's going to be okay," Byron whispered.

"Do you think so?" I asked.

He said, "Bibi is better off here, and she'll get the education she needs to deal with her condition. You might have done her a favor."

"Not entirely."

Then Byron frowned, just inches from my face. "Yeah, not entirely. She'll have to deal with some problems, but she has dealt with some problems before. That's just life."

I sighed because I still didn't feel like it. "Something is changing in me, Byron. And it's not my species."

"Change can be good," he said as Bibi turned and peeked at us over her shoulder. She smiled at me before turning away. Yeah, she'd demand that I spill about Byron the first second she could.

You want revenge.

I gulped. "Maybe. Byron, I'm worried. I wanted to hurt people tonight."

He tightened his fists. "Those guys would have shot everyone but you and then you. The Society doesn't care who it hurts, so long as they keep their power."

The hatred in his voice was clear.

And the darkness within me loved it.

Like Noel and Bibi, I was going through my own changes and wasn't sure what I'd be like at the end. And that terrified me.

Byron hugged me from the side again, and he pulled me closer.

"You did the right thing. Darkness isn't always bad."

"Are you sure?" I asked as our faces drew closer together, almost as if we'd lost control of our bodies.

Byron flinched, but then he put his mask back up and smiled. "I'm almost sure." And before I could say another word, he pulled me in for a kiss as Bibi watched, crossing her arms and smiling.
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