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            “What about the two of you?”

“We’ll catch up.” He kisses me quickly and runs off toward Bethina.

I have no choice but to run for the barrier. Through the pelting rain, I search for any sign of weakness in the dome, but there’s only an unbroken line. Behind me, the air churns but nothing strikes me. Beck and Bethina must be incredibly strong to hold off the crush of witches.

When I near the tree line, a nagging feeling chews at me.

I abruptly stop my full-speed run.

Beck needs to escape Summer Hill. If he’s left behind, Eamon may kill him.

Panic and anger tear at me. I won’t let him sacrifice himself for me, if that’s what he has planned. I whip around so I’m facing the battle head on. Hundreds of whizzing lights illuminate Bethina and Beck. The attack comes from all directions. But they seem untouched
—
for now.

As I watch their choreographed movements, the anger builds until lightning rips the sky apart. If I can hold off the witches long enough, Beck can run. He’ll be with me.

A bolt touches down and a line of fire spreads from the hit, unhindered by the rain.

Beck turns to flee, but Bethina holds his arm and points toward something I can’t see. Beck begins spell-casting again.

I need another strike. Something bigger to give him more time. I focus my thoughts and call on every feeling of anger and hatred I’ve ever had.

These witches want to kill Beck. I narrow my eyes and…

An ear-piercing screech drowns out the roar of battle. The dome shakes and collapses. Snow pours in from all directions, mingling with the rain, and brings an icy chill with it. Dark witches pour through the opening, aiming their magic at the advancing Light witches.

Terrified, I spin back toward Bethina and Beck
—
away from the edges of the dome and into the thick of the battle. Bright pulses of energy whiz past me in all directions. Unsure where to go, I stand in place, frozen. I’m trapped.

A rough yank on my arm brings me back to my senses.

“Lark, c’mon! You need to get out of here!” Kyra shouts over the thunder. I blink at my friend, trying to figure out how she came to be standing next to me.

“You have to move! They’re going to hurt you!” She pulls on my arm harder.

I’m torn. I want to run and save myself. I want to take the chance my mother and her group won’t destroy whatever small part of goodness exists in me. But Beck’s here and I can’t leave him to face this on his own. Not when I know what happened to my father. I can’t let history repeat itself.

Through the pounding rain and snow, I see Eamon and his group closing in on Beck. He and Bethina are grossly outnumbered. I can’t let this happen. I need to keep Beck safe.

I fling my hand out before me and another bolt scars the sky before striking the ground near the house. I squint into the rain, trying to see how close the bolt hit.

Bethina’s body lies crumpled on the ground. Beck cradles her in his lap. The air around me shakes and twitches.

A ring of fire slowly spreads around Beck and Bethina.

My scream pierces the air. “No!”

I did this. My out-of-control magic hit Bethina. I did this, not Eamon, not the Dark witches. Me. Rage fills me and shakes every nerve ending.

How could I let this happen? How?

Lightning strikes again, this time closer to the house. The fire snakes near the front porch, its hungry tongue searching for a meal.

“Lark!” Annalise’s icy voice is urgent. Frantic even. “You need to come with us.”

The scene in front of me holds me captive. Beck presses Bethina’s limp form close to his heart and sways back and forth. Dark witches swarm past him, ignoring him and laying waste to Summer Hill. An explosion from deep inside the house rocks me back on my heels. Orange flames engulf the upper floor and screams fill the air as Light witches run from the advancing Dark army.

This is all my fault.

Without warning, Beck’s eyes land on me. Two glowing orbs full of horror. A thousand knives pierce me and rip at my heart. Beck’s emotions overtake my own.

He knew what I was capable of. He knew, but he didn’t believe.

Our eyes lock, and in my head, I hear his trembling voice.
It isn’t your fault. It isn’t your fault.
He cries over and over again.

With concentration, I shut my mind to him. His distraught wails fade to silence. For the first time in my life, I force Beck out. The gold in his eyes glows brighter, daring me to look away. They show the hurt his words won’t.

I fall to my knees, sobbing. The rain stings my face but I don’t care
—
the physical pain is nothing but a nuisance compared to the ache in my heart. I pitch myself onto my hands and scream. The storm swallows the sound and lashes me harder.

Two feet appear near my head and a hand extends down toward me. Kyra.

“Don’t touch me. I don’t want you manipulating me,” I shriek.

She recoils. “I can’t manipulate you, Lark. No one can, except him.”

Him. Beck. My Dark heart, a vibrating mass of destruction, whirls under the strain of the relentless stabbing pressure.

“I can’t leave Beck.” I scream. “They’ll kill him.”

Annalise grabs my arm and jerks me to my feet. She peers into my eyes. “What did you two do?”

“We bound ourselves.”

Annalise shakes her head and a rush of air passes through her lips. “I can’t worry about him right now. Only you.”

“But
–
”

“Stop arguing and do as you’re told.”

I hesitate. Henry said I had to go with them. Bethina said it. But, every fiber of my body screams at me to run as fast as I can.

And yet I don’t.

Kyra stands in front of me, hands on her hips. “If he’s near you, you’re going to kill him. And who knows what Malin will do now that you’re permanently bound. At least this way he has a chance. We have orders to kill Eamon. Beck will be safer here.”

They want me to leave Beck. My heart fractures. How will it beat without him? I can’t leave him. I can’t walk away from him like this.

But I can’t be with him. I’m too dangerous.

The one thing no one has ever questioned is that I will try to kill him. My love isn’t enough to protect Beck. Just like love wasn’t enough for my mother to protect my father. Just like it wasn’t enough to protect Bethina. Beck will die if he’s near me.

If my mother’s army succeeds and kills Eamon, Beck’s safer with the Light witches, among his own people, far
a
way from me. They may not harm him, but I will.

Lark
? Beck’s voice overruns my control.
Wait for me.

Tears mix with the snow and rain, and roll down my face.
I don’t want to hurt you.
I try to sound firm
—
I want the hard edge of my voice to hold him from me. I need him to stay away.

Wait,
he pleads.

I blink. Bethina’s body lies motionless on the ground. Beck is no longer cradling her. He’s running toward me.

Yes. This is what we need to do. We need to fix this together. If I can just feel his arms around me, this will all be better. Mother is going to have Eamon killed and he’ll no longer be a threat to us. Everything will be better.

The rain slows to a drizzle and the snow stops.

I can see clearly now
—
Eamon and the advancing witches, Beck running toward Kyra, Annalise, and me. Toward the girl who will kill him. Toward the one person who will, without a doubt, destroy him.

Toward me.

My heart seizes. I’ve known this all along. He can’t come with me. I’ll never feel his arms again. I can’t be with him. The only thing we have is hope
that
his own people will forgive him.

I clutch my pendant and allow my heart to fill with love. I need him to feel how I love him. My words tangle with my sobs.
I love you. I will never stop loving you.

The pendant falls to the ground as my wet hand slides into Annalise’s. Kyra stands next to me and links her arm through my empty one. She beams at me.

Lark
—
No. Don’t do this. Wait. You don’t need to do this.

I whip my head to gaze back over my shoulder. Beck has stopped running and is only twenty feet away from us.
You can’t save me from myself.

Kyra holds my hand tightly. “We have to go. Please, Lark. We’re running out of time.”

But my eyes are trained on Beck. His chest heaves with each breath, his fists clenched at his side, but he doesn’t step any closer to us. Rain streams over his forehead and down his cheeks
—
I can’t see his tears, but I know they’re there.

“You have to leave him. Unless you
want
Malin to kill him.” Annalise hisses into my ear. I begin to protest, but Annalise stops me. “Then leave him. His own parents would never allow harm to come to him.”

A slight shake of my head sends Beck’s emotions coursing through me, as his face crumples with despair.

“Let’s go.” My voice quivers as I turn away from him. I need to do this fast, before I fall apart. Before I make a decision that goes against everything I’ve been fighting for
—
staying me. Not completely Dark, not Light either. Just Lark, a girl worth fighting for.

Without a glance back, I feel Beck’s distraught eyes pierce through me.

I love you. I love you. I love you.
His voice ricochets through my mind
.

Annalise’s fingers curl around mine and I spin into a black void.

My heart shreds. The pieces scatter to the wind.

I’m Dark.

But Beck’s light still shines.
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