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      MAEVE

      

      The rain batters the bedroom window, and as I stare at the water pouring down the glass, images flicker across my mind. Panic seizes hold and my chest constricts, but these aren't visions of the future. The images are yesterday’s memories.

      I squeeze my eyes closed to push away the thoughts, then check my phone as I wait for Amelia to wake. There are messages from Tessa, including the one I waited for last night that reassured me she arrived home safely. I’m relieved she sent the message, but I stopped worrying about Tessa’s safety once I knew she was never the target.

      After half an hour curled up in a chair listening to Amelia's gentle snoring, I give up waiting and grab my raincoat and boots, ready to brave the weather for a walk. The rain slowed, but dark clouds cover the November sky.

      We arranged to meet Jamie and Ash later, and also need to talk to Andrei, but until Amelia wakes, I’m taking time to clear my head. After scribbling a note to her, I leave the room.

      My walk takes me along the academy’s fenced perimeter to the edge of the woods behind the buildings. Students sometimes hold parties in a nearby clearing, and I’m told one is planned for later in the week to celebrate Guy Fawkes Night. Seems strange that a bunch of supernatural kids choose to celebrate a strange, human tradition. Any excuse for a party, I guess. I skirt around the woods because I’d rather avoid walking anywhere I don't know.

      Passing the sports hall towards the rugby pitches, I make my way back to the academy. I never thought I'd become intimate with the game’s rules, but the more I watch Ash play, the more I ask questions and learn. I’m a true rugby team groupie now, often watching the team with pride as they win against the local schools. Is it wrong that they have an unfair advantage since the other teams aren't shifters and witches? Probably.

      I once asked Ash whether the team plays the other Nightworld academies, and Ash told me rarely. The Confederacy keeps the schools separate, which makes little sense to me. Shouldn't the academies be unified? Apparently, the Confederacy avoids grouping too many of us together as we’re all potential targets for the Dominion. Occasionally, teams meet for friendly matches, although judging by Ash’s stern face, they’re never ‘friendly’.

      The drizzle becomes large splotches of rain, and I hurry across the fields back to the academy. I'd hoped to stay out walking longer in case Katherine is lurking to talk to me again. Or in case Tobias calls me in for another dressing down.

      Has he told Theodora yet? Surely Tobias can't keep all this hidden.

      A figure sits on the ground close to the rugby goal posts, his broad back hunched over and chin on his knees. Ash. He's jacketless—I can see his bare arms from where I pause to look. Why is he sitting alone in the rain?

      "Hey, Maeve," he says before I reach him, and he doesn’t move.

      "You're getting wet."

      He turns his head, his face glistens with rain and hair flattened against his head. "I don't mind."

      "You must've been here a while."

      "I lost track of time.” He wipes his face with an arm. “Why are you wandering the academy grounds in the rain?"

      "Clearing my head."

      Ash looks to the ground and nods. "Same."

      I crouch down beside him. "I don't often see you alone. Are you sure you're alright?"

      Water shines on his lips as Ash turns back to me, and he pushes his hand through damp hair. I want to ask if not caring about the weather is a 'shifter thing' but am uncomfortable mentioning his shifter side after last night.

      "Are you alright?" He's intense again, the dark eyes staring into my soul the way others try to stare into my mind.

      Heat spreads through as I remember how close we stood last night, and his scent is stronger in the rain. My legs hurt from crouching, so I stand again.

      "Last night—" I begin.

      "There's a lot of crap to sort through." Ash stands too. "I've never found myself in that position before, Maeve. It was kinda scary."

      I glance at his wrists where red lines mark his skin. “I bet. They tied your hands.”

      "Not what they did to me, but because I totally lost my shit."

      "Yeah, you did get a bit Hulk on them."

      "Not funny."

      I sigh and take Ash’s hand. His fingers are damp but unnaturally warm, and he looks down in surprise. “I heard you skip the classes that would help you control your shifter nature, Ash."

      “I skip them because I don’t want to change what I am. If someone is under threat, I don’t want to stop and think, because that costs time. I can’t worry who’ll get hurt.”

      But I worry, I almost say. I worry his brother’s death influences him too much.

      Rain trickles from my hair onto my nose and drips off. Another drop rolls and Ash reaches out to wipe my face the way he wiped the flour away that day in the cottage. My heart thrums. The physical attraction I have to Ash is unlike anything I've come across.

      At first, I thought I was attracted to his raw power and killer looks—which undeniably is a big reason—but I’m falling for something more. He's gentle and thoughtful and, like many others, I thrive on the sunshine that Ash’s nature brings to this gloomy place. Ash’s other side is dark and stormy, which scares me."I wish I understood," I tell him.

      He gives me a rueful smile and drops his hand. "I worry about a lot of things. I spend time overthinking and then the indecision stops me. Or I miss the moment. That's annoying too."

      “What kind of things?”

      His gaze drops to my mouth before his dark eyes meet mine again. “I can’t decide whether to tell you, sorry. Indecision sucks, huh?”

      I push him in the arm and pout. “Funny.”

      Sighing, Ash winds an arm around my shoulders and hugs me close. "Come on."

      I allow him to guide me across the fields towards the main building. Ash confuses the hell out of me. The friendly arm around my shoulders and hugs are the same as those he gives others. He's tactile by nature but stops people growing too close to him by not singling out anybody for his affection.

      Is the indecision he's talking about linked to me? The possibility feels greater after last night, but both thrills and scares me. What girl wouldn't want to be the centre of Ash's world?

      As we reach the steps to the building, I spot Katherine. She stands at the top and glares at the rain as if the weather is a personal insult, and shakes open a large pink umbrella. I duck away from Ash's friendly embrace, but I'm too late. Katherine pauses, umbrella half open, and turns her glare from the rain to me.

      Ash keeps striding forward. Do I follow him or hang back?

      "Katherine," he says in greeting as he walks by.

      I hurry up the steps behind him and Katherine finishes opening her umbrella. A metal spoke almost pokes me in the eye, and I rub my cheek where the metal touched me.

      "Sorry, Maeve," she says sweetly.

      I narrow my eyes and keep walking, tense against another snide comment or sneaky poke from her umbrella. Katherine says nothing, but the weight of her displeasure rests on my shoulders as I hurry inside.
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      MAEVE

      

      The four of us arrange to meet in the cafeteria, the most neutral place we kind find. I sit with Jamie and Amelia while Ash searches for Andrei. Early evening, post-dinner, means most other students have left, but a small group of girls from Gilgamesh sit at a table towards the back of the room, chatting. Our group have a lot to talk about too—so much that we don't know where to start. Hopefully the girls won’t hear our conversation.

      Amelia left her usual exuberance behind today. She’s jittery, tapping a coffee stirrer on the table. Irritated by the noise, I take the plastic stick from her.

      "Do you think Tobias told Theodora yet?" she asks me.

      “Tobias told me he wouldn't," I reply.

      "I don't believe that," says Jamie. "He's a professor and we broke academy rules."

      I cast my eyes down. He's right, but I have to hope not.

      Jamie wears the academy uniform white shirt, sleeves rolled up, and his lean, sun-browned forearms rest on the table. His blazer is hung over the chair behind him. Jamie is calmer than I expected today, but he’s focused on his hands, spinning the signet ring around his finger. His hair dips into his eyes, hiding his expression.

      Has he put on a front for us? Jamie ran to me when I cried outside Walcott house last night and asked why. We agreed no more secrets, and I told him. Jamie hugged me, said not to worry, and assured me he would cope.

      Like me, he wanted to believe Halloween was the vision I had of his future. That I’d changed events and saved his life. But if we’re honest, Jamie and I both knew there were too many inconsistencies between my original vision and what occurred.

      The closeness to Jamie that I’d lost snuck back in that moment, and I sit beside him now, fighting against taking his hand and sharing comfort.

      I'm struggling to keep the truth from the others, also worried I might blurt something by accident. Theodora needs to let me tell them, because sharing the secret would share the burden.

      Amelia sips her coffee with wide eyes. "I've never been in serious trouble before. What do you think Theodora will do?"

      I shake my head. How can any of us guess?

      "I think Andrei has the most to be worried about," says Jamie. "He almost killed somebody last night.”

      "So did Ash," I put in. “They both injured a hunter.”

      "Are you defending Andrei?" Jamie frowns at me. "Him and Ash are nothing alike."

      "Everybody here is capable of killing someone." I'm aware I echo Andrei's words. "He helped us."

      "Don't argue. Please," says Amelia.

      "I'll take the blame." I curl my hands around the cup filled with hot chocolate.

      "We've had this conversation. Me and Ash chose to go with you, Maeve. You didn't force anybody."

      The situation is a tangled mess and I am the one to blame.

      Ash and Andrei appear and sit at opposite ends of the table. Ash is dressed for class, but Andrei wears his personalised version of the academy uniform—top shirt buttons unfastened, never wears a tie, and his blazer always unbuttoned. I’m sure heavy black boots don't count as uniform shoes either.

      But the stony expression in his pale face matches Ash’s. He meets my eyes a moment longer than comfortable and triggers the hairs on the back of my neck. With a half-smile at me, he turns his attention to the others.

      “We need to discuss how to deal with last night, as a group,” says Ash gruffly. “Not only the shit we’re in at the academy, but because people were hurt.”

      “Whoa. Is injuring a human the key to a place in your gang?" Andrei asks with a smile. I glare at him. "Like I said to Maeve last night, you guys need to pay me for my bodyguard services."

      Ash tenses and opens his mouth to say something, but I interrupt. "Lose the cockiness, Andrei. This is serious."

      He slumps back and takes out his phone, which I snatch off him before he can distract himself. "Hey!"

      I place the phone under my hands. “I don't care if you want to stay away from us after this, but we're in serious trouble and need to straighten our story. Pay attention."

      His mouth drops open. “Our story?"

      Jamie lowers his voice. "There weren't any bodies. Two of the hunters ran and I think Tobias took the third to hospital. We can take the punishment for leaving academy grounds without permission, but we don't need to mention the attack."

      "Unless Tobias does," adds Amelia, voice rising.

      "He won't." Andrei kicks a chair into a position to rest his feet on it. “Tobias is cool with this shit.”

      Curiously, Andrei avoids my eyes. Has Tobias covered up for Andrei’s attack again?

      “With you maybe, because you’re Petrescu. I always suspected Tobias looked after his own," says Ash, scowling. "Are the rumours true? Does he let a certain hemia kid feed and then covers his tracks?"

      Andrei sneers. “Do you think he'd risk losing his position here by doing that?"

      He still won't look at me. I'd never considered how dangerous helping Andrei could be for Tobias.

      Amelia taps the table. "Don't start arguing. Please. Listen, we straighten our story to what we originally planned—we went to Maeve's hometown to visit her friend, Tobias discovered we'd left, he found us and brought us back to the academy. The end.”

      I nod. "If that story is okay with you guys."

      “Nothing else happened, did it, Andrei?” asks Jamie.

      “Huh?” asks Andrei.

      “He means, can we be sure you didn't touch a human at the dance,” Ash adds.

      His face sours. "Give me some credit, shifter. I had an offer, but I turned it down."

      "An offer to do what?" Jamie's response is sharp; suspicious.

      "What can I say? My natural good looks drew attention. A girl wanted alone time with me." He chuckles.

      "Omigod," half-shrieks Amelia. "Who?"

      "I don't remember. What was her name, Maeve?"

      Jamie looks at me in confusion. "You were there? What did he do?"

      I tighten my mouth at Andrei. “Nothing."

      I feel Jamie's scrutiny and he shifts away from me. Only a little, but enough to hurt. Does he think I hid something from him? Andrei's behaviour isn't relevant here—nothing happened.

      Ash sighs. “Ignore him. Amelia’s right. We have our story. Can you stick to it, Andrei?"

      "Yes. Don't embellish," says Jamie tersely.

      Andrei takes his boots from the chair and leans across the table. "Do you honestly think I would? If the shifter keeps quiet about what I did, I won't mention that I saw him this close to breaking the guy's neck." He holds his thumb and finger a few centimetres apart, then snaps them.

      "I wrestled one to take the gun from him," Ash retorts.

      "Not the one with the gun. After the shots were fired, and before Tobias walked over, you had hold of a guy.” Andrei holds his hands around his neck. “You only stopped because Tobias yelled out to us to ‘calm down’.”

      In the confusing aftermath, I didn't see anything through the dark and only heard a mix of shouts and screams. Who else at the academy heard? When I accompanied Tessa to the front of academy, we encountered a worried-looking teacher who asked if we’d seen or heard anything. Tobias had one of his 'special talks' with the middle-aged man, who walked away again.

      But my stomach is sick, because the situation is bigger than I thought. I fooled myself we were a group of kids sneaking out of the academy, but I couldn’t see beyond myself. I put more people in danger by trying to help one.

      Ash avoids my eyes, which answers my question: he lost more control than he admitted to me earlier.

      The cafeteria doors swing open and a loud group walks in. I look over my shoulder. Katherine. Is this girl stalking me? She’s dressed in her uniform and blazer, looking every inch the model student, right down to the Petrescu-red ribbon in her hair. She carries a pink folder and sweeps past us before sitting at table with her three girlfriends. Katherine takes sheets of paper from inside the folder and spreads them on the table, a small smile on her face.

      Andrei cranes his neck. "Are you actually working, Katherine?"

      She delves into her small bag and pulls out a shiny purple pen. "Don't be silly. This is more important. Can I add your name, Andrei?”

      "To what?" he asks.

      "The dance committee. Winter Ball."

      "Are you freaking kidding me?" asks Andrei. "I don't attend your stupid dances. I'm not getting involved."

      She gives a small shrug and hovers her pen over the paper. "Ashley?"

      "Nope. Too many matches coming up."

      She sighs. "No point asking Jamie, he'll be too busy. Amelia? You said you were interested in helping out.”

      Amelia rubs her forehead. "Maybe. Can we talk later?"

      "Sweetie, you promised you'd organise decorations for the ball, and help us decide on a colour scheme. You have so much artistic talent." Amelia blinks at the compliment, something rare from Katherine’s mouth. "I won't be happy if you've changed your mind."

      “I’m not saying ‘no’, but I’m busy with my friends right now.”

      Katherine tips her head. “Oh, are you having an interesting little meeting here? Planning anything fun? Maybe another sneaky night away from campus?”

      Amelia's flushed cheeks and wide-eyes give us away before anybody can deny anything.

      "I saw you.” She waves the pen at me. “Well, I saw Maeve. We had a chat." The confusion in the room grows and Katherine gives me a saccharin smile before switching her scrutiny to Andrei. “Tut, tut, are you defecting, Andrei? Is the witch blood luring you? You’d better be careful because that could really screw your life up.”

      "Shut the hell up, Katherine,” he snaps back.

      I'm right. This isn't a coincidence that Katherine decided to hold her Winter Ball committee meeting near us.

      "Well, excuse me. I have important things to discuss. Do carry on.” She clears her throat and turns back to her silent companions. Do they need permission to speak or something?

      My heart beats rapidly as I watch her tell the other girls what to do. She hasn’t created a committee, more like a dictatorship.

      And I didn't miss Katherine’s deliberate snub, not asking me to join in. I don't care—the only thing that bothers me is that she knows all of us left campus, not only me. I watch Katherine. If Tobias chooses not to tell Theodora, I'm damn sure someone else will.
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      Sunday passes, and nobody is summoned to Theodora's office. Tobias doesn’t contact us either. Admittedly, I don’t leave my room to avoid bumping into either of them. Amelia’s happy to bunker down in our room with ice-cream, crisps, and a Netflix binge of old movies for the day. As we watch, the hours pass, and the few who were allowed to leave for half-term trickle back into Walcott house. The building fills with life again after the quiet of last week.

      We don't see Jamie or Ash all day either—Ash has rugby practice, and Jamie retreats to the library. I'd say my life’s headed back to normal, but I don't have a definition of normal anymore.

      Monday brings lessons and a greater chance I’ll see Tobias again, although there’s no Mental Magic lesson until Tuesday. Why didn't he seek us out yesterday? Surely Tobias won't drop the issue and put this behind us without a word. My anxiety follows me around the academy as I wait for Theodora’s wrath.

      The day begins with Magic Studies for all in Walcott house. The day I attended me first lesson, I imagined what magic I might learn, excited by the possibilities. Instead, like Potions, I found myself bogged down with books and theory again. Hopefully that changes now.

      I'm surprised to discover I can learn other magic besides divination. All witches have a basic affinity with the elements and spirit, but each witch connects more strongly to one over the other. Jamie's natural empathy draws him towards spirit-based magic, and Amelia's family holds centuries-old skills in elemental magic—especially earth and water.

      When will I meet my aunt for her to explain to me my lineage? Or anything.

      The spell books confuse me—what if I mix the wrong ingredients? Pronounce the incantations wrong? I could damage property or hurt people. But I have to involve myself, because Professor Kendal’s stern demeanour scares me as she interprets my hesitancy as slacking.

      I’m relieved Katherine doesn’t attend the witch-only class, although I face some rudeness from other witches. Some in Walcott remain suspicious of me and my gift, but that's understandable. I count myself lucky every day that I have a small circle of friends.

      Amelia and two other witches head into the courtyard to practice their water spells, and I'm sent to the library with spirit witches. Jamie leads me and two others—Kailey and Dane—into the back of the vast room. We head down a level, past rows of bookshelves, and he takes a key from his pocket. I look around in confusion.  The floor is packed with bookshelves, with no tables or chairs, let alone a door.

      Or so I thought. Jamie ducks behind a set of shelves and we approach a scratched oak door with a curved black metal handle. He pulls out a ring with different sized and shaped keys attached and selects a large black one from between two small silver.

      The key slides easily in the lock.

      Intrigued, I follow Jamie down a small flight of grey stone steps into a cool, dark space. I adjust my eyes as he lights oil lamps on the walls and find myself in a narrow brick-walled hallway, standing on a floor tiled in teal and white.

      Jamie shakes the flame from the long match.

      "I know there's no electricity down here, but has the academy heard of LED lights? Battery-operated? Something less flammable or dangerous,” I say.

      “Nothing like that works here," says Dane. "Magic interferes. Look at your phone."

      I pull mine from my pocket. I'm unsurprised there's no signal, but the screen is blank. I never walk around without a fully-charged phone, so I switch it off and on. Nothing. "Oh."

      Kailey pats my arm. "Don't look worried. We can survive without modern technology for an hour."

      The two witches are friendly to me, at least. I’ve seen the muscular brown-haired guy and his curvy girlfriend together everywhere. They’re intense and rarely spend time interacting with others.

      Jamie leads us along the hallway to another room, which he unlocks with the same key. This one resembles one of the professor's offices with comfortable chairs in burgundy leather and rows of bookshelves. A large rectangular table surrounded by four high-backed chairs takes up the majority of the room. I peer at scenic pictures framed on the walls. I don't recognise the views, apart from a local village nestled in the Yorkshire Dales.

      Kailey lights the lantern this time and Jamie busies himself searching for a book.

      "Why is this part of the academy locked?" I ask.

      "Witches only," replies Dane. "We can't trust the other houses not to interfere."

      "Oh. Okay."

      "Don't sound shocked—each race has secret places within the academy,” he replies.

      I immediately picture dungeons beneath Petrescu house, with victims shackled to the walls, but shake the image away.

      Jamie studies a card Professor Kendal handed him, then selects a thick, leather-bound black book from one of the shelves spanning the wall opposite the window. He drops the book on the table and opens the pages to a place bookmarked by a leather strip. "This magic seems advanced for our year,” he says.

      Dane cranes his head to look. "Yeah, but you're the star pupil. I'm sure you can translate the text."

      "Translate?" I move to Jamie's side. The pages are thick parchment and inked with words I don't recognise. "Is this Latin?"

      Kailey shakes her head. "A coded language once used by witches when they had to keep their secrets. The language looks Latin, and most witches lived amongst the uneducated, so this never aroused suspicion. The problem is, the ability to read the text was lost after the Trials when most books were burned, and those who knew the language were too.”

      “This is one of five that still exist," explains Jamie. "The incantations are powerful but difficult to master."

      I groan. "Please don't tell me we need to sit and copy what's written in the book."

      Dane chuckles. "No, we practice the spells until we've memorised them. Jamie already learned a few, but most of us still struggle."

      "That's because some of us spend their time down here doing other things and not studying." Jamie gives Dane and Kailey a pointed look.

      Kailey gives Dane a coy smile. "I don't know what you mean."

      Jamie shakes his head. "Let's just say the sofa in the other study room is for sitting on. Not lying on.”

      Dane grins. "I have no idea what you mean, either.”

      I do. I fumble in my bag for a pen and paper.

      "Come on, dude. There aren't many private places in the academy. We don't all have access to cottages. Man, you waste that opportunity,” Dane continues.

      Jamie pulls a face. "Just go into the other room and ‘study’, but if you don't practice at least one spell, you'll fall behind and fail the end-of-term exams."

      Dane salutes Jamie. “Sir.” The pair head out the door and the bang as it closes echoes in the stone hallway.

      I startle, reminded of the gun shot two days ago. "Are you okay?" asks Jamie.

      "Sure.” I force a smile. “Now fill me in on this secret spell book."

      “This one isn’t a secret, Maeve. Everybody knows the academy has these, and all witches have access."

      "No dangerous spells?" My mind fills with TV shows and movies yet again; something I need to stop using as a comparison.

      "All spells are dangerous if used incorrectly. That's why we have magic studies. To learn to wield magic sensibly."

      "Right. And these lessons are for everybody?"

      "Every witch."

      I lower my voice. "But there must be Dominion witches who have books like these and possess powerful spells. The guy who threw fireballs at me, for instance.”

      Jamie leans over the book. “Yes. Of course, they have some of the ancient spell books, but not all. Which means the academy must teach us to be more powerful to stay safe.”

      "Dane and Kailey don't seem to take this seriously." I incline my head to the door.

      "Not everybody likes studying, Maeve.” He returns to his book. “Let me find something simple to show you in here.”

      I sit too as he pores over the book, tracing his finger across the page and mouthing the words to himself. He's lost in concentration, fringe flopping into his eyes, and I stare at his profile, thinking about the couple in the next room. How do I feel about Jamie?

      Confused.

      I want to imagine my attraction to him is one linked to our spirit affinity, but as I watch him, I’m drawn to more than one thing about him. Like all of us, especially me, he has his faults, but I’m attracted to the package that makes up Jamie—his looks, his intuition, the kindness to others even if they’re unkind to him. When I’m alone with Jamie, the attraction intensifies and explains why his rejection a few weeks ago affected me as badly.

      We're alone now. Do all couples who study down here alone spend time on more activities than reading books?

      "Why are you staring at me?" Jamie lifts his head. "You're not having another vision, are you?"

      “No. Don't mention the visions, in case—" I wave a hand. "You know."

      "Sorry." He drags hair from his face. “I hope you’re not worrying about me again.”

      I shake my head rather than lie.

      “I told you, I can cope. We’ll fix this. I won’t die.”

      I swallow hard at his word and the implications. “I know. I just wish Halloween had fixed the future.”

      “I believe in you, Maeve.” He pauses then adds quietly. “I have to.”

      I’m on the verge of reaching out and hugging Jamie again, but part of me worries how he’d interpret this as we’re in a place used by witch couples hooking up.

      “Do you find it strange that Tobias hasn’t told anybody about Halloween yet?"

      I relax at him changing the subject. "A little. Theodora was away this weekend, apparently. Perhaps Tobias hasn’t spoken to her yet.”

      Jamie pulls on his bottom lip and nods. “What did Tobias want from you at the end of the evening?” His look grows intense, almost suspicious even though his tone is light. “We thought that was weird, when he took you away."

      I blink. "He gave me another dressing down about my attitude.”

      "Yes. But the others snuck out too. Why did he want to see you alone?”

      "Maybe because I'm popular with the teachers. Y’know, my special gifts and everything," I joke.

      "That's what worries me—his interest in you."

      "I don't think he's interested in me, Jamie. He's a professor and—" I pause at his confused look and my cheeks heat. "Oh. You mean my gift?"

      "Maeve," he whispers. "Don't go there. Don't get involved with a professor, especially not someone like him."

      “Don’t be ridiculous. That isn’t what I meant, Jamie. You have this all wrong." The words come out quickly—too big a protest.

      "Have I?" His mouth turns down. "You're not the first girl I've seen Tobias charm."

      "You make him sound like a sleaze. That’s unfair. Tobias helped me.”

      "Mmm." He chews on his lip and returns to the book.

      "Jamie?"

      He snaps the book closed. “If Tobias’s interest isn’t his attraction to you, then he must be attracted to your potential magic abilities. I don't trust vampires."

      "I never expected you to be prejudiced, Jamie."

      He doesn't reply. We lapse into silence for a few moments, where I grasp at what to say if he continues this conversation. The longer he goes without speaking, the more I squirm.

      Jamie takes a deep breath. “We need to work. You have a lot to catch up on.”

      “About nineteen years, apparently.”

      He gives a small smile. “There's a particular type of vellum in the drawer over there." He points to a small chest of drawers in the corner of the windowless room. “For this lesson, we write out a spell we'd like to practice, write down what happened, and take the results to class."

      Like a science experiment. I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear as I stare at the indecipherable words in the book. "But I don't know what any of the spells do."

      Jamie smiles. “Don’t worry. I’ll teach you how to be a witch.”
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      Jamie wanders over to the drawer and pulls out stiff, yellowing paper. "You missed out on an earlier magic education, which puts you at a disadvantage. Witches are taught this old language almost from the day they begin pre-school."

      "Great," I mumble.

      "Don't worry, you'll always have me to help out." Jamie speaks the words to the book, and I wish I could see his expression.

      I sit beside him. “I appreciate everything you do for me."

      "As long as you're not upset with me for last night. I didn’t mean for Tobias to find out you’d all left campus.”

      “I don't understand why you worry what people think so much. You're always apologising when you’ve done nothing wrong.”

      "But I want us to stay close." Jamie chews his lip. "I mean, the close connection that helps us with divination. We almost lost that," he adds hastily.

      "Well, stop apologising to me all the time." I push the book back to him. "Recommend an easy spell."

      He flicks through the pages. "What kind? A basic protection spell? Or maybe something to keep you healthy. They're they easiest."

      "Huh. No love or money-making spells?" I joke.

      Jamie stares at me in shock. "You want to cast a spell to make someone love you?”

      "No. No, I was kidding. I can't help thinking witch clichés sometimes.” I cringe.

      "You need to dance naked around a fire for the love spells," he says nonchalantly.

      "Pardon?"

      "Yes, and summon Cupid with flowers and chocolates."

      I narrow my eyes as I spot him fighting a smile. "Ha ha."

      He flinches as I lightly punch his arm. "But seriously, don't dabble in that kind of magic, however tempted you are in the future. You complained about mental magic, but love spells have consent issues. That’s as bad, if not worse."

      My joke fell flatter than I expected, and I'm embarrassed by my stupidity.

      "Plus, spells using darker magic are beyond the capabilities of most witches." He flicks through the book. "I think you should try a simple protection spell. Write the words on this page onto the vellum, and I'll help teach you some pronunciations."

      "Will the spell protect me from blonde vampires whose names begin with K?" I ask.

      "Has she bothered you again?" Jamie straightens. "Report her to Tobias."

      "I'm avoiding them both." I take a pen from my bag and scratch an eyebrow as I attempt to read the cursive writing in the book. The spell is four lines long and shorter than most written, but I struggle to imitate the letters as if I were a child learning to write.

      Jamie sits opposite me, writing too. I'm lost in concentration, which he breaks by chuckling at me. "That's cute, Maeve."

      "What?" I ask.

      "You're sticking your tongue out a little. Does that help you concentrate?" His eyes shine with amusement, and the stress of recent days drops from him.

      I poke my tongue out further. "I didn't realise. I'm stuck—I’ve tried to write this word five times and it still looks wrong.”

      "Why didn't you ask?" He pushes his work away and moves to look over my shoulder.

      My pulse picks up at his proximity and I'm distracted from Jamie's instructions by his subtle woody scent as he bends over to look at the book. He leans closer to read the small script and his arm touches mine. I tense, anticipating a vision, but instead my reaction is what I'd expect. My closeness to Jamie, alone in a strange and secret room, sends a shiver through.

      Is he as aware as I am?

      I swallow. "How long do we have?"

      "What do you mean?" I turn my head and he looks down at me.

      "To finish. I need to leave the book here once I copy the words, right?” I stare at his mouth as I speak. How many witches sneak down here to make out?

      "Once Dane and Kailey have..." He trails off. "Finished. Then we’ll leave.”

      The charge between us intensifies as every word we say ramps up an intensity we struggle to break. "Won't they be in trouble for not studying?”

      "Nobody finds out, normally."

      He doesn't move, as if frozen into the moment with me. One palm rests on the table beside the book still, but he's angled more towards me.

      "And you'd know this because...?" I arch a brow.

      He lowers his voice. "Are you suggesting I've made out with girls down here?"

      Oh hell, this gets worse. I'm digging myself into a Jamie-sized hole and if he doesn't move away from me, I’ll fall into it.

      "You?" I say with a light laugh. "I can't imagine you'd do anything but read the books."

      Hastily, I stand, in a desperate attempt to break away from the spell we’ve involuntarily created, our physical attraction winding around and pulling us together.

      “Maeve,” he says hesitantly and his eyes fill with more than affection.

      This spell isn't breaking any time soon.

      "Don't say anything else, Jamie," I whisper. “I don’t want to be the cliché couple making out down here.”

      “Couple?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Touching him and giving in to the moment would be so easy, but in the midst of the confusion swirling around our lives, this wouldn’t be sensible.

      I could kiss him. All I'd need to do is move until the small space between us disappears. Jamie looks at me as if I'm precious to him, and I could never doubt how close we could become if I let him.

      I shake away the direction my imagination is leading and dip my head. "I'm sorry."

      "Why apologise?" he asks as he drops his hand. "That's my thing."

      I look up from beneath my lashes at his wry smile, but there's disappointment in his eyes. "I care about you, Jamie, but I'm confused. By life. The academy—"

      "Ash?" The smile disappears. "It's okay, I get it."

      "No. Yes. Both of you." And Andrei. The words jump into my mind and I'm shocked at my subconscious's betrayal.

      "No need to look so horrified, I might take that personally." Jamie laughs and steps back.

      "I'm not horrified by you and me. I was thinking about something else?"

      "A vision?"

      "No.” I reach out for the parchment with my badly copied words on, trying to control my breathing. "Should I practice this?"

      Jamie moves back and looks down at the spell, blinking as if he'd forgotten that's why we're here. "Sure. You might need to practice a few more times before the incantation works, but we can try."

      He walks to the drawers that hold the vellum and pulls out long matchsticks and a white candle. He then takes a candlestick from the top and pushes the candle inside. “You need to read the spell. Then you need to burn the scroll."

      I frown as he lights the candle. "Isn’t that a fire risk in a room filled with dusty books?"

      He shakes the flame from the match. "You're a pragmatic girl, Maeve.”

      "I once saw a house fire in a vision," I blurt. "I never managed to stop the blaze happening because the vision was one of the first I ever had. I’ve never forgotten.”

      “I’m sorry.” Concern fills his eyes. “But you’re right. Paper and uncontrolled fire don't go well together. You use this.” He points at a silver bowl, similar to the one Sofia uses, but smaller and etched with writing that looks the same language as in the book. "The flames can't leave the bowl."

      I chew a nail. “How will we know the spell worked?"

      He scans the words I wrote. "This is a barrier spell. If you don't want somebody to touch you, they won't be able to."

      “Ever?” I ask.

      "No. Just once—this is weak magic. Normally we test whether we can feel something by dropping hot wax on our skin. The advanced version of the spell creates a psychic barrier that protects from physical attacks, and only the strongest magic can penetrate."

      "We should learn that one." Jamie casts his eyes down at my suggestion. "Oh. Right. Strong magic is dangerous if not performed correctly."

      Looking up, he rubs his chin and I catch something in his eye. Why isn't he agreeing with me?

      "Read the vellum."

      "But what if I don't pronounce the words properly?" I'm genuinely concerned that if I mess up, I'll summon a demon. That’s ridiculous, Maeve. The likely outcome is nothing happens.

      "Then we practice again. The spell is four lines long. I bet we succeed by the end of the hour."

      I'm doubtful, but Jamie's confidence spurs me on. Clearing my throat, I focus on the words and begin to read. Jamie listens with his lips pursed in concentration.

      "Anything?" he asks.

      "I don't feel anything. Should I?"

      "Your skin would tingle. Did it?"

      "No. Okay, again." I stumble over the incantation and jump in alarm as Jamie shouts at me to stop.

      "What?" My hand shakes.

      "Wrong pronunciation. I don't want you turning me into a toad."

      My stomach lurches. "Could I?" Again, a sly smile crosses his lips. "Jamie!"

      "Seriously though, a few wrong words and you could conjure a completely different result.”

      I drop the vellum onto the table. "I can't do this.”

      Jamie picks it up and thrusts it at me. "You can. I believe in you. Don’t stress.”

      A witch stands in front of me and tells me to cast a spell and not stress about the outcome? Right.

      I take the vellum, clear my throat, and begin my third attempt. I avoid Jamie's eyes and focus harder, feeling weird like the times I had to read aloud in French class.

      As I stumble over the final word, my hands tingle as if filled with pins and needles and I drop the vellum. "I think it worked," I whisper.

      He blinks. "Tear the vellum. Burn it. Quick"

      I do as he says, with the same urgency. He looks between the flames and my face, eyes bright. “Did you sense something?"

      I nod. "Definitely. Test me.”

      Instead of taking the candle, Jamie wrinkles his nose and holds out a hand. With two fingers beneath my chin, he tips my face and his eyes search mine. I moisten my lips, scared that we're back to the moments from before, convinced he's about to kiss me.

      This time, I’m sorely tempted. He traces a finger along my cheek and sighs. "The spell didn't work, then?"

      "What?" I scramble to pull myself away from my daydreams.

      "The protection spell. You didn't want me to touch you earlier, so I shouldn’t be able to touch you now.” Jamie steps back and digs his hands into his back pockets. "Never mind. We can try again next time."

      "Interesting way to check," I say in a hoarse voice as he turns away to pack his belongings.

      "I guess I wanted to be sure,” he says softly.

      Should I tell Jamie the spell didn’t fail, because I was happy for him to touch me? I take a deep breath and place my hand over his. “Jamie."

      A loud noise roars through the hallway outside, and we're snapped away from the moment. A girl screams and something crashes, like bulldozed stone, and the ground shakes. Jamie grabs my arm and steadies himself on the wall. Seconds later, everything stills and the shaking drops away as quickly as it started.

      "What was that?" I say and dash to the door.

      Jamie moves in front of me and I can't see past his figure. Pushing by, I step into the dimly lit hallway and adjust my eyes. Dane and Kailey stand outside the room they snuck off to, staring in confusion. He buckles his belt and she buttons her shirt.

      The hallway is clear with no change to the walls or floors since we last passed. The noise sounded like a wall had crashed down, and I worried I'd step out into a collapsed roof. But there’s no damage anywhere.

      "What happened?" asks Dane. "Did a spell backfire?" I'm annoyed when he looks at me in blame.

      "We haven't cast any spell that could misfire." Jamie strides towards the end of the hallway in the opposite direction to the steps we walked down. "Where did the noise come from? Further along here?"

      "I thought the rumbling came from underneath us," says Kailey.

      "There isn't anything underneath us." Jamie chews his lip. "I know the whole campus and there's no level lower than this in the building. Was it you guys?"

      "Us? No. We weren't incanting spells,” retorts Dane.

      I laugh softly. That’s evident.

      We all drop into silence. Jamie feels his way along the exposed brick wall and presses his hand in places, head tipped to one side. He looks into the room Dane and Kailey walked out of too, then returns to us.

      Dragging both hands through his hair, Jamie stands with his arms above his head, elbows at right angles. "I don't like this. We leave."

      I hadn't worried too much until Jamie's confidence cracked. Now, I want out of here. Quickly.

      "Good plan," says Dane and strides towards the steps.

      Jamie ducks into the study room and emerges a minute later with our bags. As we rush up the steps, I glance back expecting to see someone or something in the hallway below.

      There's nothing but the glow from the lanterns casting patterns across the walls and floors. The witches' sanctum is still and quiet.
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      Jamie persuades the other two witches not to say anything to Professor Kendal because he wants to talk to Sofia first. They agree. I’m due to meet Sofia after magic class, and Jamie insists he joins me at her office.

      I’m wary—unsure if Tobias has spoken to Sofia about us. There’s no hint she knows in her usual warm smile, as she gestures for us to enter. Her hair shines along with her jewellery, adding an extra brightness to the room. Today she wears a tight black dress that wraps around her curves and stops just above the knee, which is odd considering she’s usually in flowing skirts.

      The door clicks as she pushes it closed. "Please, sit."

      Sofia gestures at the sofa and armchairs that me and Jamie occupy when attending for extra practice or meetings. We sit on the sofa and Sofia in an armchair. Does she know something but is lulling us?

      “I was only expecting Maeve today,” Sofia says and peers at Jamie. “Is something the matter?” She switches her focus to me. “Another vision?”

      “No. I hoped we could work on one today. We’re keen to find more about Jamie’s future.”

      He clenches a fist on his knee and Sofia’s eyes widen in surprise as I give his hand a gentle squeeze. “Did something happen over half-term?” she asks.

      My heart skips. “What do you mean?”

      “The pair of you look closer.”

      “Oh!” I move my hand away. “No. Not really. We had a quiet half-term.”

      Sofia picks up a half-empty teacup and saucer, then sips. Although she smiles, I swear she knows something more.

      Jamie shifts and clears his throat. "Maeve and I were in the witches' sanctum this afternoon and we heard something we can't explain. Because of recent issues with the Dominion, I decided it was best to talk to you about this, as the Walcott head professor.”

      She sets the cup and saucer down and her brow creases. "I don't understand. What did you hear? People?"

      "No. There was a crash as if someone hit the side of the building, and the floor shook."

      “And you were alone?”

      “Two other witches from our magic class were with us,” I put in. “They were studying in a different room to us. “

      “Then, perhaps this was a prank?"

      "No. This was real, Sofia,” urges Jamie. “Something doesn't feel right. I know there's nothing beneath that part of the academy, but I’ve always had a weird feeling when I go into the sanctum.”

      Sofia taps her lips and I watch the crystals above her head as they catch the light and throw soft colours around the room. "Perhaps this was a ghost."

      “I knew it,” I exclaim. “The academy is haunted.”

      She and Jamie laugh as if I’d suggested the queen had visited, and the tension breaks. I grit my teeth. Okay. Not a ghost.

      "This isn't funny," I say cautiously. "Have you any idea what the sound could be? Is there something beneath that part of the building we don’t know about?”

      “I’ve worked here for a number of years and never heard of such an event. I’m unaware of anything—secret or otherwise—below there.” She waves a hand. “I'll ask the faculty if anybody else experienced events such as this in the past, and I’ll inform Theodora, but I’m sure it’s nothing."

      "You're not suspicious of anything?" I ask Sofia. “What if this is Dominion related?"

      She snaps her head back. "Dear girl, the academy is locked down with wards tighter than ever and all staff are screened. I don't know of any who could burrow beneath the academy and make strange noises." I dip my head. I need to watch my tongue. "The academy is extremely old—water pipes run beneath the building, and I suspect this is what you heard."

      Jamie sucks his lips together. He wants to say more too, but sensibly doesn't.

      Sofia’s lack of concern about the incident puts things into perspective. This was one strange noise with no injury or damage to the building. Did we overreact?

      “I’d hoped to speak to Maeve alone today.” Sofia stands and stares down at Jamie.

      He takes her unsubtle hint and gets to his feet. “Is something wrong?”

      “No.”

      I share a panicked look with him. Does Sofia know something?

      She picks up a leather-bound diary from her desk. Licking a finger, she then flicks over a page. “I’d like to see you both anther time. How about before classes start tomorrow? Say, 4:00 p.m.?"

      “Is something wrong?”

      “For a practice session. Why? Do you think there’s something wrong?”

      Crap. I sit on my hands and shake my head.

      “I’ll wait for you outside,” Jamie tells me.

      Sofia watches Jamie closely and doesn’t speak. The door thuds closed, and she snaps out of her thoughts to re-focus on me. “He’s such a sweet boy, don’t you think?”

      “He’s helped me a lot since I arrived.”

      “I’m happy to hear that.”

      Usually when I visit Sofia, she has items lain on the table for practice—sometimes the different shaped stones, at other times cards or crystals. Today, the table is clear of everything but her cup and saucer. Not even a scrying bowl.

      “I wanted to chat to you about your first few weeks,” she says. “I understand from speaking to other staff members that you’ve struggled to settle.”

      Is she about to give me a dressing down too? She’s my house head and it would be her role. “I’ve made mistakes, yes.”

      “Nobody at the academy has encountered this situation before—a witch who thinks she’s human accepted into the academy. It’s unfair of people to expect you to accept and trust us immediately.” I look away. “But we’re disappointed in your aunt’s behaviour.”

      I snap my head back around. “Why? What did she do?”

      Sofia sighs. “Nothing. That is the whole point. The first we heard about you was when she contacted us two weeks before you arrived.”

      “I don’t think she was aware of my gifts until recently. My mother and her are estranged.”

      “Hmm.” Sofia smoothes her dress. “Marie made things difficult for us all. Now she’s disappeared again precisely when we need her.”

      “Disappeared? Do you think she’s alright?” I don’t know my aunt but have more than enough reasons to want to meet her.

      Sofia rolls her eyes. “Marie travels a lot, alone. Refuses to carry a phone or use email. I suspect this is to deliberately keep others from bothering her.”

      My stomach leadens. I’ve waited for Sofia or Theodora to tell me my aunt will visit, to explain everything and help me understand what my gift truly means. “Oh.”

      Bracelets jingle as Sofia places a hand on my arm. “I’m positive she’ll visit soon.”

      “I thought she’d want to see me,” I mumble.

      “Oh, I’m sure she does. Marie gets a little distracted by things. I’m positive we’ll hear from her soon.”

      But why would she? Sofia’s right, the woman never bothered with me before now.

      “Is there another future-sighted witch I could speak to instead?” I ask flatly.

      “The witches council are keen to meet you; I’m sure something will be arranged.”

      My chest constricts with fear. A council? “And is one of them future-sighted?”

      Sofia pulls a sympathetic face. “No. But they could explain more than myself or others at the academy can. I’m a professor here, but not important enough to be on the council.”

      There’s a bitter hint to her tone, which surprises me because she’s rarely anything but upbeat and accepting. “Are the council coming here?”

      She gives a tight smile. “I don’t know. They will no doubt speak to Theodora and not me.”

      Okay. Definitely some tension there.

      “Don’t look so concerned, Maeve. They have your best interests at heart. I’m positive the council can help you.”

      I swipe a hand down my cheek. Another day filled with challenges. “Can we leave tonight’s practice until tomorrow? I’m tired.”

      She pats my arm. “Of course. We should try working with Jamie again, as it seems you’ve worked out some of your differences.”

      Somebody raps on the door and startles me. Sofia glides over and opens the door.

      Tobias stands outside and my heart stutters. Partly because I’m constantly worried he’ll tell another professor about our excursion, and partly because... Tobias. He’s in his more formal professor clothes today, the dark suit pants and shirt neatly pressed and hair swept from his beautiful face. I blink and he rubs his chin, eyes widening for a moment.

      "Ah, Tobias. On time as always."

      "Is there a problem?" he asks.

      "No. What sort of problem?” Sofia’s words are spoken sweetly but there's suspicion as she looks between us.

      I pull my face into a neutral expression. Why is Tobias here? With a nod, he sweeps past us and into the room. The door almost slams in my face.

      “Weird, don’t you think?” asks Jamie. He sits on a small bench between Sofia and another professor’s room with his bag by his feet. "Do you think he's here to tell Sofia about us?"

      "I don't know. Maybe." I chew on my lip and move back to the door.

      "What are you doing?" he whispers.

      "Listening." I press an ear against the smooth wood, but I'm pulled away as Jamie grabs my arm.

      "You can't do that."

      “The solid wood stops me anyway. I wish I could hear something, though."

      “Tobias could be taking Sofia on a date?" Jamie suggests.

      I splutter a laugh at the idea, but why not? They’re both professors and single, presumably. Attractive. I despair at myself as jealousy creeps under my skin. "Maybe. Or perhaps Tobias really is here to talk about us.”

      A silence bigger than the ones that punctuated our meeting with Sofia takes over as we both stare at the closed door. Hell, no.

      All we can do is leave and hope we’re not called back again.
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      The lesson I've dreaded.

      The runes in Tobias's doorway glow as I step over them, and I keep my head down as I make my way to the desk beside Amelia. As I sit, I glance up—Tobias isn't here yet, but the slow footsteps sounding on the tiled floor behind me are his. My stomach flutters as he passes, and I push down my stupid mix of attraction and fear around him.

      Two days since we saw him walk into Sofia’s office, and two days without any word from him or Sofia. I saw Theodora walking the grounds yesterday and freaked out when she trained her gaze on me. She merely smiled and passed by.

      Has Tobias kept his word and not told anybody?

      Andrei sits across the room, silent and with his shoulders hunched. His phone is never visible in the Mental Magic class. Tobias is one teacher Andrei doesn't cheek—the reason why is obvious. Beside me, Amelia's stress glows on her face, and Jamie raps his fingers on the edge of his laptop.

      Tobias perches on the corner of his desk at the end of the room, long legs stretched ahead, and hands clasped together in his lap. He surveys the room, which drops into silence. Nobody messes with this guy's authority.

      “Welcome back to Mental Magic,” he says.

      "Did you enjoy half-term, Tobias?" asks Katherine sweetly.

      Well, almost nobody.

      He lays his eyes on her, expressionless. "I did, thank you. How about you? You spent your time completing your missing assignments for me, I presume?"

      “I’m a little behind still.” She waves around a pen around. "But I'm catching up with help."

      Beside me, Jamie snorts quietly.

      Katherine places her elbows on the table and hands beneath her chin. “Do you think you could help me out sometime, Tobias?” she purrs.

      “My door is always open to help students.”

      “Oh, yes, we’d keep the door open. I wouldn't want anybody coming to the wrong conclusion if I spend time alone with you."

      I choke back surprise at her impertinence. Tobias's expression darkens and Katherine dips her head. Was this a sly dig at me over Tobias?

      "You are a vacuous girl, Katherine,” he says, voice low in warning. She whispers something to a friend next to her, who shrugs. Tobias sighs. “Perhaps borrow a dictionary or work harder on your English studies, if you've no idea what the word means."

      Katherine’s mouth thins and she meets his eyes in challenge. Wow, this girl doesn’t know when to give up. Their stand-off remains long enough for a murmur to travel around the room, before she shakes her hair over a shoulder and looks away.

      "What the hell was that about?" whispers Jamie.

      “Katherine saw me with Tobias on Halloween.”

      I watch as Katherine whispers to her friend and looks between me and Tobias.

      "Crap."

      An irritated Tobias launches into his lesson, ending our conversation.

      I keep my head down and don't say a word as the class discusses correct and incorrect uses for mental magic. I can't help the word 'brainwashing' jumping into my head, but after the events the other night, I’ve let go of prejudice.

      All I want is for the lesson to end, but I’ve a heart-thumping worry he’ll ask me to stay behind to talk to him again.

      "Maeve." I snap my head up as he addresses me. "Could you give an example of a situation you feel is appropriate to influence a human's mind?"

      "Uh." I clear my throat. "Um. If the person sees an event they can't explain?"

      "Such as?"

      My palms slick as other eyes in the room turn to me. "Like someone shifting. Or a vampire attack."

      He coughs a laugh. "Well, they are obvious reasons, Maeve. I meant something less extreme."

      "The unexplained," puts in Jamie. "Something that doesn't 'feel' right to a human.”

      “Such as when humans stop working at the academy," puts in Andrei. "We wipe their minds so they can't spread rumours."

      Tobias gestures at him. "Exactly, Andrei. Maeve, I'd love for you to practice for the next lesson, and a compliant human who works at the academy would make a good subject."

      A protest catches in my throat, but he knows I'm beaten. I can’t deny these things are a normal part of my life now.

      "I don't know if I'm capable yet,” I blurt. “What if I screw up?”

      "You could give Maeve some extra tuition," says Katherine in a sly voice. "I mean, Maeve needs a lot more practice, and I think she’d be happy in your hands.” I tense and look to Tobias. How does Katherine get away with talking to a professor in this way? “I’m not implying she’s special, of course. There’s Andrei, for instance. You help with his struggles too.”

      "I help those I feel deserve my time,” he says.

      Andrei glowers at his desk.

      Please don't agree to help. Don't put me in that position with you.

      "I had an issue the other day," pipes up Amelia, and Tobias looks to her in confusion. "With my uh... rain. I was practicing a spell—conjuring clouds behind the Walcott building—and a human guy carrying boxes to a storage shed saw me. I stopped casting as soon as he appeared, but the guy looked at me oddly. I think he saw the cloud suddenly disappear.”

      “And what happened?” asks Tobias warily.

      “I’m not sure. I think I managed to talk him away from the memory, but influencing human minds is something we all struggle with.”

      “Not all of us, sweetie. Maybe Amelia needs extra tuition too?" suggests Katherine to Tobias. "Both her and Maeve together, after class.”

      Wow, this girl walks a thin line.

      "Katherine Edelston. Report to my office at Petrescu tomorrow afternoon. I will not put up with your insolence. I don’t care who your family are—you do not speak to me in this way."

      Katherine chews her lip and throws me a smug smile. She achieved what she wanted—his control slipped and left others in the room guessing why.
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      Poor Amelia. Her large eyes are wide open and face pale as Tobias asks to see her after class. Should I feel guilty that I'm glad he asked her and not me? I hope Amelia isn’t in trouble over the incident with the human staff member and her cloud.

      I whisper that I'll wait outside, and Jamie waits with me.

      The hallway empties as other students leave for their next class. I'd arranged to meet Ash outside too, after the shifter meditation class he's agreed to attend now. Finally, Ash's distinctive figure strides along the hallway. He's sour-faced, so I don't dare ask how his class was.

      "What are we waiting here for? Where's Amelia?" he asks gruffly.

      "Tobias wanted to talk to her."

      "Huh?"

      I explain what happened in class to Ash but am interrupted when the door opens. Tobias stands with crossed arms and looks at us.

      “Aha. You're all here." He looks up and down the hallway. "Have the other students left?” I nod.  “Good. Please, come in. It's time we all had a chat."

      Silently, we file into the classroom, and I feel as if I’m walking into court. Instead of taking the three of us into his small office, Tobias gestures at us to take our places at the desks.

      I exchange glances with an ashen Amelia, who’s already seated.

      The door opens again and Andrei lopes in. He sits at a desk close by and shifts away from us. I stare up at the strange runic symbols lined around the wall and the pictures depicting... I don't know. Demons? I slowly catch up to the fact this is reality, but sometimes I struggle.

      "I asked Amelia to stay back because I knew you'd all wait for her. I’m cautious about arousing suspicion, particularly after Katherine’s words today.” I look down at the desk. “I've spoken to Andrei about Halloween, but I need to be clear on a few things with the rest of you before the matter is dropped.”

      “Are we in trouble?” blurts Amelia, voice thick with anxiety.

      “No. As promised, I haven’t spoken to your house heads, or Theodora, but there is an issue that is out of my control." He looks to me, our eyes meeting for the first time since Halloween. “Maeve, the Confederacy watch hunters’ movements, to determine if they’ll draw attention or pose danger. Mostly, the hunters to find supernaturals. However, Confederacy and Dominion both eliminate hunters, but only on rare occasions and if sanctioned by their commanders.”

      I blink at the word ‘eliminate’ but say nothing.

      “If the Confederacy discover somebody attacked hunters without proper authority, the assailants will be found and punished,” he finishes.

      “Shit,” mutters Ash. “Confederacy found out, didn’t they?”

      “We are fortunate that nobody died, and that the hunters’ spur of the moment decision to follow Ash means they weren’t directly under surveillance by Confederacy troops. However, they are aware hunters were attacked.”

      I swear under my breath.

      "You look worried, Maeve," he says.

      "This is my fault."

      "Can you do anything?" asks Ash. "You told us you're watching Maeve on behalf of the Confederacy."

      "I have some influence, but not much. I can work out how to deflect attention from the incident, but the attack on them was clearly supernatural. I managed to wipe the mind of the injured man when I left him near the hospital, but two escaped, as you know. We need to find the two hunters and wipe their minds."

      He says his last words looking directly at me.

      I expected Tobias to say we need to kill the hunters—informing us we need to wipe their minds is a relief.

      "How do we find the hunters?” asks Jamie. “Where do we go?”

      Tobias shakes his head. “I’m unsure yet, Jamie. But if what I'm sensing from Maeve is true, you can't join us."

      Jamie takes a sharp breath and looks away.

      "Why can't Jamie help?" asks Ash, eyes narrowing.

      “He’s in danger,” Tobias replies.

      I shake my head at Tobias. No. We’ve strict instructions from Theodora not to say anything about Jamie.

      “I knew something weird was going on,” Ash exclaims. “Tell us."

      “Why are you saying this?” I ask Tobias.

      “The longer you wait to tell your friends, the worse the consequences will be to your unity.”

      I rub my head. “Jamie?" I ask.

      He shrugs and looks at the black-draped window.

      “What’s happening?” asks Amelia. “I don’t understand.”

      I force the words I’ve wanted to say to her, but dreaded the day I would. "I've seen Jamie die," I say softly.

      Amelia's whole body tenses and Ash stares at me, speechless.

      “Whoa! I thought so,” says Andrei. "I caught something from you the times I helped stop your visions."

      Jamie snaps his head around. "What do you mean, stopped them? Maeve? I thought you were helping me. You need to see more, not less!”

      “Andrei helped stop the random visions before I collapsed, Jamie. That's all. I’ve tried to see more in every session with Sofia.”

      Ash breaks his silence, his face drawn by shock. “What do you mean, you ‘saw Jamie die’?”

      “In a vision. In the future.”

      Amelia stands and her chair clatters to the floor behind. “And you knew, Jamie, but didn’t tell me? How long have we been friends?"

      "I—" He reaches out to her and she jerks away.

      "And you, Maeve. I've done everything I possibly can to help you settle here.” Her voice rises in pitch and my stomach knots as tears spring in her eyes. “And in return you hide something this big from me."

      Jamie again reaches out to Amelia, but she steps back. "Theodora told us we had to keep this secret, Amelia. We shouldn't tell any of you."

      I glare at an impassive Tobias. How dare he do this to us?

      "I don't care! I’d never tell anybody that I knew.” She jabs a finger at me, still fixated on Jamie. “Is this because you're with Maeve now? You can’t just abandon our friendship because you want to get close to another girl.”

      "Amelia, calm down," says Ash.

      "No! I won't. I can't believe this." She rakes both hands through her short hair. "I could've helped you, Jamie. We all could."

      "How?" asks Tobias in an even tone. "Look at how upset you are. You're an emotional girl, Amelia, and I doubt you could hide secrets."

      "I'm hiding the one about Halloween, aren't I?" she snaps at him.

      “We all are, because we have no choice. We're in this together."

      I blink. Did Tobias say "we"?  But this situation is all of us, however much we dislike it.

      "How does Jamie die?" asks Andrei, laconically.

      Jamie shoots him a look. "My heart stops beating. You know, like normal people."

      "Ha ha. I mean, what happens to you?” Jamie doesn’t respond and Andrei turns his head to me. “Maeve?"

      I glower at him. “Don’t make things worse by being a dickhead about this, Andrei.”

      “I want to know too,” says Amelia in a wavering voice.

      “I don't know yet. The vision isn’t clear.”

      "She sees me bleeding from the chest," says Jamie flatly.

      The room drops into intense silence, and I'm swamped with guilt and fear. I wait for a vision triggered by the emotional situation.

      Nothing happens.

      I hate random visions, but I’d welcome one right now. Since Halloween, the visions stopped altogether.

      I blink away frustrated tears and Jamie reaches out to squeeze my fingers. "Don't worry. Everything will be okay."

      His stalwart response to the situation lessens the tension, but how much is Jamie’s cool-headed front a defence against the horror he could face?

      Jamie looks to Tobias. "Do you still have the bullet from the hunters’ attack?"

      "Of course. I saved the bullet for you—once I dug the thing from my arm.” He gives a small smile and the genuine friendliness strikes me. There's something more to Tobias. Is his uptight attitude saved for people like me?

      Tobias walks to his study at the back of the classroom. I attempt to catch Amelia's eye, but she's focused on her hands, face a mess of anger and confusion. Ash stares at me, mouth a thin line. I've only ever seen him look at Petrescu students in the way he’s looking at me now.

      What have I done to the group?

      "Ash," I start, but Tobias strides back into the room before we can speak.

      Bullets and guns are as alien to me as vampires and shifters—I’d never seen one until a few days ago. Tobias places the bullet in front of Jamie, who takes it in the palm of his hand and closes his eyes. A minute seems like an age before he sets the object on the table and purses his lips.

      "I can't see much different to the lighter we found on Halloween—bullets aren't handled long. I can see the three men in a small room, in a house, I think. They’re discussing whether your family are shifters and how to investigate without getting hurt. But that's all."

      "My parents have control over their abilities," says Ash. "They've lived for years in the village and not revealed themselves or hurt anybody. Why target them?”

      "I know. Perhaps they were involved in Vincent’s disappearance and are back to claim another shifter.” Tobias says the words gently, but the undertone is there—Ash's actions on Halloween revealed he's definitely a shifter.

      Ash rubs the back of his neck and stands. "Shit. I've put my family under the spotlight. I have to go home. We need to find these people as soon as we can. I'll go tonight."

      Amelia finally looks up. "No, Ash. Don't make rash decisions. That's what led us to this situation."

      "She's right," says Jamie.

      He pouts. "Maybe, but I'm due to work next weekend. I'm going."

      Tobias walks over and places a hand on Ash’s shoulder, the gesture like a friend and not a superior. "I will alert someone at Confederacy HQ about the new threat and ask them to watch your parents' pub in case the hunters return to the area. Without mentioning why, or how I know, of course."

      Ash snorts. "Like that helped last time. My brother still died."

      "The circumstances were very different, Ash."

      My heart leaps as Ash looks at me with the dark expression again. Why? Ash said he was scared of me once, but this isn’t fear. Is Ash’s anger towards me due to more than my not telling him about Jamie?

      Tobias straightens his sleeves. "We have two issues to deal with here. The hunters, and Ash's family's safety.”

      "And our actions on Halloween," I say cautiously.

      Tobias runs his tongue along his teeth. "I have already explained, Maeve. I've said nothing to Theodora, and I won’t.”

      He glances at Andrei, who withdrew from the conversation once I accused him of being a dickhead.

      I don't think Tobias is keeping this from Theodora for our benefit.

      This is about Andrei.

      I shiver. Did the hunter survive?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      MAEVE

      

      Losing Amelia's friendship would be a disaster. We've grown close from sharing a room, but I never had a sister to share with, so this is a new experience for me. I worried about living with somebody early on, but Amelia extended a bigger welcome to me than I deserved. Despite my prejudices and resistance to the world I’m thrust into, Amelia stayed patient and supportive.

      I need her on my side. I’ve known Amelia a short time, but she already means the world to me.

      Several times, mine and Jamie’s secret almost slipped from my lips, but torn between loyalty to her and to Jamie, and my instructions from Theodora, I kept quiet.

      Will I regret this betrayal?

      I attempt to talk to Amelia when we leave Tobias and return to our room, but she refuses and tells me she's too tired. I’m exhausted myself, and I leave the issue. No good will come from talking about this with emotions running high for both of us.

      The next morning, Amelia isn't in bed, and has left for breakfast alone. We always go together.

      I’m relieved to find her in the bright cafeteria, sitting at our usual table close to the serving area. The place is half-full with people chattering over their meals, mostly witches and shifters since few vamps walk around in the daytime.

      "Amelia," I say as I sit. "Can we talk?"

      She picks at the edge of a large breakfast muffin and purses her lips. "I don't know who I'm most angry with—you or Jamie."

      At least she hasn’t walked away, or told me to get lost. "I don’t know what to say, apart from I’m really sorry and hope you understand why I didn’t say anything to you.”

      I'm sick of the silences; not just between me and Amelia now, but every time we're together as a group. Are we scared of talking? Hiding things? The bond the four of us formed in the early days when Ash and Jamie watched over me has now become more. We're tied into the events from Halloween, and now Andrei is growing to be part of us too.

      Will the events we face keep us closer or pull us apart?

      She looks up at me and tucks a strand of bobbed hair behind her ear. "If I forgive you, will you promise never to keep a secret from me again? Even something you shouldn't tell me?"

      I swallow, relieved she’s not furious still. “I will, but only something that affects us all. I can't share secrets that are personal to people, unless I’m worried about their safety. I won't gossip. You have to understand that."

      "Of course. I'd hate to think you'd tell others personal things about me. I meant things like the vision about Jamie." She gives a small smile.

      “Then I promise." My heart swells with relief. I couldn't imagine someone like Amelia holding a grudge.

      She sips her coffee. “You’re lucky Jamie spoke to me first this morning. I took out my anger on him and feel better now.”

      “You’re welcome to shout at me too. I deserve it.”

      “I know.” She bites into her muffin and chews. “Although I'm sorry for saying things about you and Jamie. I was angry. He helped me a lot when Matt left, and I don’t want to lose him. The fact he didn’t tell me hurts more than you hiding from me. Like our friendship didn’t mean as much to him.”

      “He’s frightened, Amelia,” I say. “Jamie refuses to talk about what might happen and Theodora demanded we keep this to ourselves. It’s not personal. I almost told you, so many times.”

      “How did Tobias know, if you didn’t tell him?”

      “He caught something from my mind once and pieced things together. I’m annoyed he made me say something, but also glad it’s out in the open now.”

      She brushes crumbs from her top. “He confuses me.”

      “I can’t figure out his motivations either.”

      “Maybe he likes helping people?”

      I bite my lip and nod but don’t think Tobias’s motives are altruistic. “No more secrets, I promise.”

      “Then we should move on. There’re enough people to fight with, I don’t want another,” says Amelia, and my spirits lift at the warm friendliness back in her eyes.

      Along with a glint I recognise—Amelia has a plan.

      "I will totally forgive you if you promise to do one tiny thing for me."

      "Judging by your grin, I don't think this request is tiny,” I say cautiously.

      She tidies her plate onto her tray. “I want you to join the committee and help organise the Winter Ball."

      Images of Katherine lording it over me and bullying us into her whims flash across my mind. "Amelia. No."

      She mock pouts. "But if you want me to forgive you."

      "Is this punishment?"

      "Maybe." I slap her on the arm. Ugh. What do I say? "I think it would help you integrate with the girls a little more. You spend too much time around the guys."

      "So do you!"

      "How many other girlfriends do you have here? Look at this as an opportunity to prove you accept your new life here.”

      I drag a hand down my face. "Fine. But if Katherine is a bitch to me, I'm not hanging around."

      Amelia's smile spreads across her face. "Perfect, because we have a committee meeting today."
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        * * *

      

      The number of times I've been involved in organising a school function? Zero.

      The number of times I've been involved in organising a school function for vampires, shifters, and witches? Apparently, one.

      The meeting is arranged in one of the spare study rooms in the main building. I’d pictured Katherine summoning everybody to the Petrescu common room, to emphasise her importance, but somewhere neutral helps my nerves.

      Amelia walks into the room first. Katherine sits at a desk with a girl either side. One stocky girl with curly brown hair I recognise as a Gilgamesh student and the other is the opposite build, willowy and sleek, is Petrescu. Looks like we’re the Walcott contingent.

      The table is spread with pictures and floor plans, and they pore over a laptop, while the Gilgamesh girl makes notes.

      Katherine looks up. "Hey, Amelia. Did you bring the paper stock to choose from for the invites?”

      Amelia rummages around in her bag and pulls out an envelope. "One printing firm got back to me. I'm waiting on the others."

      Katherine purses her lips before sweeping a look up and down me in her usual disdainful way. "We're having a meeting, sweetie."

      "Oh, I brought Maeve to help with organising. She's keen to join in,” says Amelia brightly.

      Judging by Katherine's expression, she wants me involved as much as I want to be: not at all.

      I'm not backing away from this. Amelia's right—I need to involve myself in the academy.

      "What skills do you have?" she asks in a haughty voice. "I mean, apart from the future-sight."

      This is a good question. "I'm happy for Amelia to show me what I need to do."

      "Maeve grew up in the human world," puts in the Gilgamesh girl. "She might have contacts who could help."

      Katherine frowns. "Contacts for what, exactly?"

      "I don't know." She retreats at Katherine’s unimpressed look. "I was just saying. We don’t have to involve Maeve if you don’t want to.”

      Amelia's eyes brighten. "No, Lucy is right. Do you know caterers, Maeve? Maybe a band or singer?"

      "Uh." I rub my head. Not really. "Surely you have witches or shifters who work in those roles? I'm told supernatural are employed everywhere.”

      Katherine nods. "Exactly. Thank you, Maeve."

      "She could still co-ordinate catering or something," suggests Amelia. "You know, the jobs you don't like."

      Katherine runs her tongue across her teeth. "What do you think, Maeve? Would you like to assist me?"

      "I'd like to be involved, yes," I lie. Damn Amelia and her bargaining.

      "Maybe she can look into the future and see who will be Winter King and Queen?" suggests the Petrescu girl with a giggle.

      I blink rapidly. "What?"

      Amelia bounces over to the table. "That was my idea. Like a prom king or queen.” I sigh inwardly. Amelia is determined to incorporate her fantasies about the human world into her life. “Don't you think that’s an awesome idea?”

      "I thought we were choosing ‘best-dressed couple’ as the competition for the evening?" Lucy's brow dips. "That was my idea. We agreed.”

      "Honestly, it doesn't matter to me. Decide between yourselves,” says Katherine with a smile that says, 'I'll win either way.'

      "We could combine the two?" I suggest. "Best dressed are king and queen of the dance?"

      "Good idea," says Amelia looking at Lucy. "Sorry, I forgot that you suggested the best-dressed competition. I was excited after I went to Maeve's dance because it reminded me of a movie I watched and—"

      Katherine tips her head. "Maeve's what?"

      Shit. I'd shush Amelia, but that would make things worse. "I showed Amelia video clips of my school dance last year."

      Katherine taps her fingernails on the table. "No. You clearly said went to, Amelia."

      "The clips were so vivid I felt like I was there.” Amelia pulls out a chair to sit.  "Now tell me how we should organise the vote for the king and queen.”

      “Really, Amelia? Do you think I'm stupid?" retorts Katherine. She switches her attention to me. "This is interesting news, Maeve. I'd love to hear all about your adventures off campus. Is that where you went with Tobias before I saw you together? How very strange.”

      I attempt a straight face, but I'm not fooling her, or engaging in conversation about Tobias. "Can I join the committee or not, Katherine?”

      As she leans in to consult the other members and they whisper, I stand like I'm at a job interview. Good grief.

      Finally, Katherine sits back and smiles up at me, as if about to offer me the job of my dreams.

      "You may join us, Maeve. I hope your human-ness will prove useful for once."

      And I hope to hell I don't regret this.
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      November the fifth. Guy Fawkes Night. Bonfires.

      The supernatural world ignores most human traditions, but students at the academy embrace this bizarre English one. When Amelia told me about the bonfire party, I laughed at her joke. Until I realised she wasn’t kidding.

      I stand at the edge of the woods with my friends as voices and laughter drift towards us. Clouds cover the moon and stars, but they don't threaten us with rain for once. I'm wrapped in my warmest coat and scarf, hands snug inside gloves. I hate winter weather and the season just started—I prefer long evenings and days filled with sunshine, and the summer is too short in this part of the world.

      "Do you celebrate Bonfire Night because you like burning a human effigy?" I ask Ash. “Like revenge or something?”

      He shakes his head at me. "Funny, Maeve."

      Jamie shrugs his jacket closer, his face half covered. "Yeah, Guy Fawkes Night proves humans enjoy burning people who aren’t witches too.”

      I shake my head as if to dislodge the new weirdness I’m encountering.

      Amelia walks ahead. She chattered with excitement on the way over and showed me the small bottle of white rum she hid inside her coat. I expected this would be an alcohol-filled night, but never expected Amelia to drink. "It’s just an excuse to party,” she calls. “Come on!"

      I look at Ash's thin hoodie that stretches across his muscular back. “Aren't you cold?"

      He wraps an arm around my shoulders and hugs me close. "I'm never cold, Maeve."

      His shifter body heats mine like the best kind of hot water bottle and I catch the scent of pine from his cologne. Sometimes I wish he wasn't naturally tactile, because I'm unsure what signals he's sending me. When he marches us to Amelia and slings an arm around her shoulders too, I’m aware I’m nothing more than his friend. The best part of this situation is he’s not holding onto the fact I lied to him about Jamie.

      The ease with which Amelia and Ash forgave me surprises me, but I sense Ash’s forgiveness isn’t complete. However ready he is with an arm around my shoulder, his eyes are guarded.

      Jamie catches up and side glances us but says nothing.

      The crackling heat from the fire fills a clearing a few hundred metres into the trees. The bonfire is built in a dip in the ground far enough from trees to not cause a bigger fire—something that worried me. People sit beneath trees, drinking and chatting; others stand close to the blaze. As we approach and pass people, something strikes me.

      "I don't see any Petrescu here. I'd expect Katherine ensuring she’s front and centre of festivities."

      Ash pulls a whiskey bottle from his coat and sits at the top of the dip. We’re close enough to feel the warmth, but far enough not to be overwhelmed by heat. I pause before joining him. Drier weather and no more leaves make the ground cold and hard. At least I won't get a wet backside.

      "Vamps hate fire," he says "That and the sun are the only things that can kill them."

      “Or cutting their heads off,” remarks Jamie.

      “Well, to be honest, decapitation would kill anybody.” I smile at my joke.

      Jamie places himself the other side and draws his knees to his chest. "Some of the folklore is true. They're probably holding their own party.”

      The students can’t hide tonight’s gathering from the academy staff, who turn a blind eye. Drinking isn't illegal at our age but frowned upon on the academy grounds.

      Then Andrei won’t be here tonight.

      We haven't spoken properly since the meeting at Tobias’s class, or afterwards. Is he avoiding me? Or has he withdrawn again? His reaction to Jamie’s secret was unpleasant, but not unexpected.

      Since Halloween, I watch him more closely when we're around academy. He's part of Katherine's group but hovers at the edges, rarely speaking. He doesn't take crap from Katherine either, and she rarely tells him what to do. Few in the Petrescu group pay attention to him, but he remains around them as if they're his camouflage. If he stands with them, he can blend in behind the big personalities.

      Amelia stands in front of us and takes a large gulp from her bottle before offering to me. I shake my head. “I’m not a drinker."

      "Oh?"

      I forget she wasn't at Ash's party and is unaware what a disappointment to teenage-kind I am.

      Instead, she passes the bottle to Jamie who drinks then wipes his mouth with the back of a hand.

      "You're quiet tonight," I say.

      He shrugs. "Still thinking about the hunter situation. Plus...” He points at Ash, who’s barely spoken to Jamie. Maybe his forgiveness isn’t absolute yet.

      Jamie stands and holds his hand out to Amelia. She pouts at him. "Didn't you bring your own bottle?”

      "I didn’t intend to drink, but I changed my mind."

      “Find someone else’s.” Amelia holds the bottle in the air and dances out of Jamie's reach. He sighs and lunges at her. I watch the amusing spectacle of the tall guy chasing the small girl around the trees as she skilfully dodges him.

      "If she were several feet taller and wider, Amelia would make an excellent rugby player." Ash chuckles to himself and drinks again.

      At Ash's party in the Gilgamesh common room, I felt under a spotlight. Here, most people's faces are hidden in shadows, apart from those by the fire where the flames flicker over their happy expressions. Nobody has the impossibly perfect Petrescu features—all these kids could be human.

      A witch nearby flicks green flames onto his fingers and launches them upwards where they streak across the sky like a firework. He grins and conjures another. The girl beside him joins in and creates blue sparks.

      Well, there goes the ‘could be human’ idea.

      "Pretty cool, huh?" says Ash.

      “Yep. Free firework display."

      We lapse into silence and I stare at the flames. The bonfire is smaller than the huge blaze we'd hold on the sport fields in my town, when I was a kid. There's no stuffed effigy in the shape of a guy burning on top, which would be too uncomfortable for the witches and their past. A couple of shifters close by throw small branches, and I tense as they push and shove each other too close to the bonfire.

      “The flames won't hurt them much."

      I look at Ash in surprise. "I'm sure if they landed in the middle of a bonfire, it would do more than tickle."

      He chuckles. "True. Although, a bonfire would never hurt the phoenix shifters."

      "There are phoenix shifters?" I ask in awe.

      He snorts. "No. That’s insane."

      "But there are dragon shifters. Also insane."

      Ash places the bottle on the ground. "Who told you that?”

      "About dragon shifters? Tobias mentioned they existed, and then someone told me you might be one."

      He stares ahead and a muscle ticks in his jaw. "People shouldn't talk about things that might not be true."

      "Sorry, I didn't realise you were upset by the idea."

      "They're rare, Maeve. My brother was one—a second dragon in the family would be unusual. There's only one before him, and he was four generations ago."

      "What happened to your brother?" I ask as gently as I can.

      Ash continues to focus on the fire. "He died."

      "I know, but I want to understand what happened.”

      “I’m sorry, I'm not talking to a witch about this." He's terse and his sudden judgement surprises me.

      "Whoa. Okay. Did a witch kill him?"

      Ash turns to me, his face a mask of shock. "You're blunt."

      "You were a little rude."

      “Excuse me for still being annoyed with you about not telling me something.” I look away. Fair comment. “No, a witch didn’t kill Vincent, but she was partly responsible. Let's just say future-sighted witches can get things wrong. Badly." My stomach twists at his words and I look up. "How would you feel if your vision didn’t only predict Jamie’s death but caused him to die too?”

      The intense anger in his eyes scares me, and now I have an answer for his distance. "I worry about that happening, Ash."

      Pushing him for the whole story no longer seems a good idea, and this time the silence we lapse into is uncomfortable.

      "Hey, Ash!" Remi and others I recognise from Ash's team call out to him. "Come and settle an argument. Who's the best player?"

      "Easy. Me," he calls back.

      "Apart from you. C'mon captain, tell us."

      Ash hauls himself to his feet and walks away, leaving me rejected and with a sick stomach. I poked at the rawness from his brother's death, and his pain was sudden and intense. Ash’s prejudice about witches has a basis—do Amelia or Jamie know the whole story?

      The bonfire flames mesmerise me and I watch as shapes flicker through them. Scared I'll trigger a vision, I turn my head away, but the crackling attempts to lure me back. Tearing my eyes away, I watch the strange sparks the witches throw into the air and fight the hollowness growing in my soul.

      I refuse to allow a vision in.

      Since the horrific images of Jamie, I've not had another flash of the future. My one session with Jamie and Sofia led to nothing. Is this because Halloween is over and my mind has nothing to show me?

      No, because I’m too scared to subject myself to the waking nightmare.

      For Jamie's sake, I need to let that fear go, and soon.
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      I stand and scan the area, searching for the others; I don’t want to sit alone. Jamie is with Amelia and a couple of girls, and he laughs at their exuberant dancing to the music blaring from small speakers close by. Amelia can’t resist music and often dances around our room singing. I love that she feels free of expectations—Amelia lives her life to the best of her abilities, and if she makes mistakes, shrugs and moves on.

      I could learn a lot from Amelia’s attitude to life.

      Brushing dirt from my coat and jeans, I move to stand beneath a tree. I could join the others, but I’m not in a dancing mood. I’m still learning about my place here, and I prefer to watch and learn.

      A guy looms from the dark, brandishing a bottle. Judging by the size of him, he's Gilgamesh. The hand around the small whiskey bottle is twice the size of mine, and he matches Ash in bulk and height.

      "Hey, new girl," he slurs.

      I cringe. I've been here weeks; how long will I be the new girl for?

      "Hi." I wrap my arms around myself.

      "You liking it here?" he continues then takes a slug from the bottle.

      "Yes. Thank you."

      Drunk people are one of my pet hates, and drunk guys scare me. I edge away.

      "I see Ash is busy with some chicks." He stumbles slightly as he gestures around.

      He's correct. But Ash surrounded by girls isn't anything unusual. They're not the only ones hanging on his every word because the guys with him laugh and lap up his attention too.

      "You're future-sighted," he informs me. "That's cool."

      "Uh huh. It's not something I talk about really."

      He moves closer and I edge away.

      The nameless guy laughs. “There’s no point in you chasing Ash. He's not a fan of witches."

      "He seems to like Amelia and Jamie okay."

      The guy drinks again. Slowly, eyes on mine, and unease lifts the hairs on my neck. "Nah. He's okay with ordinary witches. Not you. A future-sighted witch killed his brother."

      His words are a slap to the face. Ash said that’s not true. “What?"

      “The witch was friends with Vincent. Hunters had threatened his mates and the witch chick told him she saw two hunters in a vision, and where they’d be. Vincent and his mates went after them." The guy hiccups. “Nobody returned.”

      "She didn't actually kill him, then?"

      "May as well've done," he slurs. “Ash hated her for what happened, and she had to go into hiding from shifters who blamed her. Maybe he’s waiting to plan his revenge against witches.”

      "Ash isn’t like that," I reply. I've seen him though—angry and out of control. What if I upset him one day?

      The guy takes a swig from his bottle. “Forget about that shit. Can you see me in your future?”

      Omigod. Is that supposed to be a line? I edge further away. The last thing I want is a drunk guy from Gilgamesh hitting on me.

      "You're in my English and History of Magic class. It's likely I will see you."

      "No, I mean in your future."

      Pulling a tight smile, I make to walk past him. He steps in my way. Crap. I scan around for Ash, who's deep in conversation, back turned to me.

      "You're cute," he says. "You wanna go out somewhere?"

      "Uh. Like where? We're not allowed off campus. And no, thanks."

      He leans forward with his finger on his lips and fails to keep his voice down. "We go off campus all the time. Local town. There's a club there."

      "Thank you, but not my scene." I grit my teeth. Please go away, before I need to be rude. The one thing I've tried hard to avoid is upsetting the balance here and drawing attention to myself.

      "What do you do for fun, then?" He scrunches his face up, genuinely confused.

      Since I arrived here? Very little. "Hang out with friends. Excuse me."

      I make one final effort to pass him, and he finally does what I expected. The nameless guy grabs my hand. "Go on, one evening with me. I’ll make sure you have fun.”

      "Let go of my hand," I say through gritted teeth.

      His fingers tighten and I pull my hand away, so he's left with a black woollen glove in his hand. The guy chuckles. Bloody hell, Ash, would you just turn around.

      I gasp as the shifter grabs me around the waist with one arm and draws me closer. If he doesn’t take his hands off me, this guy will discover how effective my right hook is. Somehow, I don't think they'll expel me from this school.

      “Have a drink.” He waves the bottle at me. “Relax.”

      I dig my nails into his hand and shove at his chest, but he’s immobile. His eyes are hidden beneath the mass of curls and his breath stinks of whiskey.

      “Get the fuck off me,” I shout, hoping somebody hears.

      “How about a dance?” He sways from side to side, pulling me with him.

      Someone steps out from the tree behind me, a figure with his hoodie pulled low across his face. “Didn’t you hear what she said, dickhead? Let Maeve go.”

      My heart leaps into my mouth. Andrei.

      The guy peers at him through the dark. "Petrescu boy? What are you doing here? There’s a big scary fire over there, y'know."

      Andrei pulls the hood from his face. “I’m looking out for a friend.”

      "Katherine isn't here. Nor Clive."

      “Not them. Let Maeve go,” he repeats.

      The shifter huffs and drops his grip on me. The two guys stand head to head and the guy flicks a look at me. "Were you waiting for him?" He gawks. "This all makes sense now."

      "What? That I didn't fall for your charms?" I scoff.

      "A witch and a blood-sucker, huh? Good luck surviving a night with him, sweetheart." The guy looks to Andrei like he's a dog crap he almost stood in. "Don't mess with her."

      "Ooh, I'm scared of the puppy dog," mocks Andrei.

      "She's one of Ash's girls. Watch your back.”

      I splutter. One of?

      "I think you'll find Maeve is a little more than that to him." Andrei rubs his head and his hair musses. “And if Ash knew you had your paws on her when she’d said ‘no’, he’d knock you into next week.”

      The guy mutters something about my bad taste in guys and shakes his head. My shoulders sink as he walks away. The shifter’s size and what he might do scared me, even though we're in public. I'm definitely working on that barrier spell Jamie showed me the other day, if it can help repel shifters.

      I turn to Andrei. "What are you doing here? I was told Petrescu never come to this night.”

      His bright eyes shine in his pale face. "Would it sound creepy if I said I'm watching you?"

      "Yes, Andrei, it would."

      He smiles. "I'm watching you."

      "Creeper."

      Andrei laughs. He's relaxed and amused. Not trying to rile me for once.

      "Good thing I am watching, if the shifter apes are hitting on you. Although, I’m impressed he knew words with more than one syllable.” Andrei smirks. “But, seriously. I've waited to talk to you, but I can't get you alone. Are you avoiding me again?"

      "No. I thought you were avoiding me." God, how childish do I sound?

      He moves closer and I tense, remembering how he behaved in the hallway at the dance on Halloween. “I also need to talk to you about Tobias.”

      I straighten. “Has he spoken to Theodora? But he said—”

      "No.” He lowers his voice. "I think Tobias took the blame for the attack."

      "Why would he do that?”

      "Like he said, the Confederacy branch who watch the hunters’ activities are aware a hunter was attacked by a vampire. Rumours and stories spread, and questions have been asked. No vampires live near your town, so fingers point to the academy since we’re close. Theodora is instructed to find the culprit, and Tobias went to see the Confederacy leaders today.”

      I reel at his words. “Because they suspect you?”

      "Partly. I have a reputation, don’t I?” He looks annoyed. “He’s doing this for you. All of us. Tobias is happy to keep our secret, Maeve."

      The noises continue to drift our way from the bonfire, the smoke circling us, "Why?"

      "Who cares? He is, that's what matters."

      "You think it's that the simple? He must have reason. How would he explain his behaviour?" I straighten.

      His mouth turns down. “What a fucking mess.”

      I stare back at the bonfire. My mess. Tobias can’t blame himself for something that’s my fault.

      “What will the Confederacy do if he told them and they believe him?”

      “No idea. He won’t tell me any more than what I told you, but Theodora spoke to me and said I was no longer under suspicion. Maybe you should talk to him and ask why." Andrei brushes hair from his eyes. "He seems to have a soft spot for you."

      My cheeks heat. "And you."

      "I think you know what I mean. Personally, I think his motivation is to keep you closer to him."

      "That's ridiculous. How can you possibly think that?”

      Andrei sniffs. "I watch and listen, as you've seen," he says.

      "By following me and my friends?"

      "No. By hanging around Katherine to keep ahead of the game. I heard that she saw the two of you together.” He pauses. “You don't honestly think I like her, do you?"

      Do I? I'd lumped the group together. Bad guys vs. good guys at the academy. Another example of the naivety Tobias talked down to me about. “I did.”

      "You're quick to judge, aren't you? I have a complicated history, Maeve. I'm surprised nobody told you about me—those who know, anyway. If you want answers about why I'm a moody bastard, they can enlighten you."

      Talking with this Andrei is like I'm speaking to a different person. He's open and acts as if he's genuinely friendly. But can I trust his words?

      "I will."

      He nods. "Good."

      We stand facing each other, but for once he's keeping a distance that doesn't trigger my usual, annoying reaction to him. Hands buried in his pockets; he studies me with bright eyes. Andrei's respectful space between us makes no difference; the mixture of fear and attraction to him still affects me. I look away—I can't let him notice and feed his ego further.

      Andrei steps down the slope towards the bonfire. A couple sits on the ground beside us with a blanket wrapped around their shoulders. They look up in surprise when Andrei's shoes crunch dead leaves on the ground. The guy mutters something before pulling the blanket tighter across his girlfriend's shoulders, and they returning to their quiet conversation.

      We're close enough for the fire to warm us, but a safe distance from the flames. "Doesn't the fire scare you?" I ask Andrei as he stares at the blaze, the light flickering across his face. "The others told me what fire means to vamps."

      "I play with fire every day, Maeve." He turns to me. "I expect to die in one before I reach full strength. Nobody wants to deal with the problems I'll cause."

      Andrei says the words with no emotion, as if it's a fate he needs to accept, but the idea of anybody burning horrifies me. "Because you can't control the blood lust?"

      "Ha. No. That's the least of my problems. I'm happy I have at least one person on my side."

      Tobias?

      Uncomfortable, I glance over to where Jamie and Ash are still busy talking, and to Amelia who now dances closer to the fire, her face lit with happiness.

      "Why did you come here tonight?" I ask him again.

      "I said: to see you," he says softly. "I needed to know how you're coping after Halloween's... events."

      "Thanks for the concern, but I'm fine."

      I pull my scarf tighter around my nose as the wind picks up. Who is this Andrei? Where's the suggestiveness? The scorn? I glance around at the others again, ready to make my excuses to leave before things become weirder.

      Andrei gives a rueful smile when I look back to him. "Don't let me keep you from your friends. I'm glad you're okay."

      "I'm as okay as I can be."

      He nods. "Aren't we all?"

      I flinch as he closes the space between us and untangles my hair with his long fingers. My scalp tingles where he pulls and I catch the subtle mint scent from his breath. "I hear you joined Katherine's Winter Ball committee. You're smarter than I thought."

      "Why?" His eyes burn my skin hotter than the nearby fire, and I hope he can't sense how much faster my pulse races.

      "You're keeping your enemies close." Andrei steps back and smooths my hair. "All of them."

      With one last smile, he turns and walks away.

      I watch his tall figure blend into the dark. Of everybody who I've met here, Andrei is the strangest—and also the one I'm most frightened of.
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      “Sore head?" I ask my group of friends as we sit at a dinner. Thanks to their partying last night, I haven’t seen them all day, and I’m amused how rough they all look.

      Amelia rests hers on the cafeteria table, eyes half closed. Jamie's skin would match Andrei's colour if he were here, because he ended the night vomiting. Only Ash happily eats burger and chips, pausing occasionally to swill coffee.

      "Shh." Amelia waves her hand at me. “My head hurts.”

      "I thought you were going to trip into the fire at one point, Amelia,” I say with a laugh, but at the time I was genuinely concerned. "Talk about a crazy dancer."

      Ash grins and I hold out a paper napkin and point at his chin. "You have sauce here."

      He leans across the table to move his face closer, indicating I should wipe it off. Remembering the dickhead shifter’s words that I’m 'one of Ash’s girls’, I hand the napkin to him instead. Ash wipes away the sauce with a confused look on his face.

      If Andrei hadn’t appeared, there would’ve been a huge scene when I kicked the guy in the balls for putting his hands on me. I play the conversation we had over and over in my mind since last night.

      “Maeve.” I look around. Lucille, the Walcott head girl, looks between us all. “Theodora and Sofia would like to see you in Theodora’s office.”

      Anxiety spikes. “Okay. Do you know why?”

      She shrugs. “I’m just the messenger.”

      “Just Maeve?” asks Jamie cautiously.

      “As far as I know. Why? What have you all done?” She’s joking, but her news has rattled me. “Don’t be too long.”

      Lucille turns and walks away, her messenger duties finished.

      “Shit,” says Ash. “Has she found out about Halloween? Who told her?”

      “This could be about something else,” I say, trying to convince myself. Was this Katherine?

      “I bet Tobias said something,” grumbles Ash. “I bet they’re talking to each of us alone for our stories, to see if they match.”

      Amelia sits staring ahead, face pale, but doesn’t speak.

      “No. Tobias promised he wouldn’t,” I reply. “Andrei told me he won’t.”

      “When?” asks Ash sharply.

      “At the bonfire.”

      The stunned silence returns. “Andrei was at the bonfire? I never saw him,” says Ash.

      “Nor for long.” I fidget. I don’t want this conversation now. I stand. “I don’t want to keep them waiting. I hope we have our stories straight for when they call the rest of us.”
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        * * *

      

      I’d fooled myself that we could get away with breaching academy rules. Tobias told us he wouldn’t say anything, and Andrei told me he’d approached the Confederacy. What if Tobias changed his mind and didn’t tell Andrei? If Tobias’s neck is on the line, he couldn’t protect us at cost to his life. He’s a professor. His loyalty isn’t to us.

      Sofia and Theodora sit on armchairs in her office. I’m encouraged—Theodora usually sits behind her desk if students are reprimanded. But there’s something that makes this more than our occasional meet up to discuss my progress: Sofia sits stiffer than usual and Theodora’s smile is too big.

      “Ah, Maeve. I’m happy Lucille found you quickly. We have a surprise for you.”

      I blink. “Surprise? A good one, I hope,” I joke.

      Theodora sits and smooths her skirts, holding herself straight as if posing for a portrait.  "Maeve. As you know, we very much want you to meet your aunt, and I understand that Sofia told you we were having problems locating her. I’m pleased to say, we’ve caught Marie.”

      Caught? “What do you mean?”

      Sofia laughs lightly. “I told you, she’s a hard woman to pin down. Marie is back in England for a few days and finally responded to my calls.”

      I leap to my feet. “Is she here?” Stupidly, I imagine she’s hidden behind an invisibility spell, about to emerge as if I’m in one of those dumb family reunion shows.

      Sofia pats the seat. “Please, sit. She’s in my office, but Theodora and I wanted to talk to you first. We're concerned you may find her... confronting."

      I drop back onto the seat as my chest tightens. Marie is here? "I know she's eccentric—Mum told me."

      Theodora’s warm smile doesn’t fool me. What are they hinting at?

      “Your aunt is one of few future-sighted witches in the world. Although she can help you come to terms your gift, she is also difficult to understand.”

      “Marie walks the line between the present and future." Sofia touches my hand and I stare down at her attempt at a reassuring gesture.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Nobody taught Marie how to control the visions." Sofia pauses. “They’ve started to control her."

      My heart skips a beat. "Control?"

      “Don’t worry, Maeve,” puts in Theodora. “With some intensive training, I’m confident we can stop this happening to you."

      "What are you saying? Are you telling me she's unstable?"

      Mad?

      My stomach lurches. I'm reminded of the day doctors spoke to my parents about my 'issues'. Their whispered opinion I’d never be able to control my condition if I refused medication. How they doubted I could live a normal life.

      "I need to speak to her," I say, and Sofia looks at Theodora in concern at my demanding tone. “Where is she? I need to see what I'll become."

      Theodora sits back. "Please don't be concerned, Maeve. Your aunt didn't have the same support you do, and her condition didn't deteriorate until a few years ago. When she attended the academy, she was a perfectly normal teenager."

      Deteriorate? "Nobody here is a normal teenager."

      She laughs lightly. "Of course, you're correct.”

      “Theodora,” says Sofia. “I think, rather than frighten Maeve, we should allow her to meet her aunt now.”

      I moisten my dry lips. If they needed to speak to me before I met my aunt, what the hell am I facing when I walk into that room?
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      Beads of perspiration run down my back as I follow Sofia along the hallway. She steps into the room and I hesitate in the doorway. A woman sits in the chair I use for divination tuition, drinking tea from a china cup and saucer, and nibbling on shortbread biscuits.

      "Marie,” Sofia gestures and introduces us as the strangers we are. “This is Maeve. Maeve, this is Marie.”

      How is this person my aunt? The Marie I remember had auburn curls and long skirts. Dad muttered about her being a hippy and implied she took drugs. As I grew older, I presumed my aunt’s drug-fuelled lifestyle is another reason our family kept away.

      This woman has pixie-cut hair, bleached white with pink tips, and is dressed in tight black trousers and a sleeveless tank top, revealing arms covered in colourful tattoos. For a woman in her late forties, she stands out more than any supernatural creature I've met so far.

      "Are you sure?" I blurt. "She looks very different."

      My aunt stands and holds her arms out in greeting as she steps towards me. Omigod, I don't want a hug. I hastily sit on the spare chair and smile. "Sorry if I sounded rude."

      "No, no. I'm not what people expect a witch to look like." My aunt is softly spoken with an Irish burr to her voice.

      "Witches come in all flavours, Marie," says Sofia. "You know that."

      "Oh yes, some tastier than others, I find. Don’t you agree, Maeve?”

      I blink at her inappropriate comment.

      “I’m so happy Sofia caught me. I’ve just returned from a trip to Germany. Such a beautiful part of the world. I met a lovely gentleman there. Shifter. What a shame I had to come home again. I could've stayed for weeks!"

      "I thought you were in France?" asks Sofia. "We emailed you a few weeks ago."

      "Oh?" Marie wrinkles her nose. "Maybe Germany is next month. Ah, well, something to look forward to. I do like a shifter. Who doesn't like a man with primal urges?"

      Oh. My. God. I look in horror at Sofia, who gives a watery smile.

      "I met your dragon last term. He's a sweet boy, isn't he?" she continues, then takes a drink from her cup. “Darling, Sofia. Is this a new tea?”

      “Do you mean Ash?"

      “He’s a beautiful colour, although rather frightening when he's angry. If I were his lover, I'd worry he'd accidentally tear me apart.” She sets the cup down. “Don’t worry, I could tell he just loves you to bits!"

      Marie's face is the picture of joy.

      My insides are the picture of horror.

      She can't possibly have met Ash in dragon form—if she has, she’s talking about the future.

      "Anyway," interjects Sofia. "Enough about your love for shifters. Maeve has waited to talk to you for weeks."

      "Years, actually," I say.

      "Oh yes, same, same, but my sister was rather distant to me. We only saw each other at family occasions, as I’m ten years older and have a different father."

      "I never knew." But did I know anything about her?

      "Our mother decided to marry a human after my father died. I kept my dad's name—Willowbrook—but she changed hers."

      "Is mum a witch too?" I whisper.

      Marie laughs as if I asked her whether dogs talk. "Not at all. Disappointing, really. I suspected you were, the time we met when you were a child. But your mother wouldn’t let me near you. The whole family were happy to pretend I don’t exist.”

      Sofia stands and busies herself finding more biscuits. I have a million questions I've rehearsed, but half left as soon as my aunt started talking.

      I’m glad Sofia and Theodora warned me, but I’m not prepared for how weird she is.

      "Why didn't you tell me?" I whisper. "Didn't you know about the trips to the doctors? The confusion?”

      “Maeve.  I asked your mother many times if you had any strange traits, but she never told me. I wish she had, as I could’ve intervened sooner. I think she was ashamed.”

      “Of me?” Her words tear at my heart.

      “No, that she couldn’t help you. Fix you. She blamed herself for not dealing with the situation. I only discovered the truth at our mother’s funeral. From then on, I watched you for a chance to help. I knew you’d come to the academy eventually, but I had to find the right time to offer my help.”

      “I wish you’d been here when I arrived,” I say, annoyed my voice cracks. “I wish you’d spoken to me before.”

      Marie’s effervescence drops for a few moments as she stares at her hands in her lap. My skin prickles when she doesn’t explain why.

      Sofia places a fresh plate of biscuits on the table. Why won’t she leave us alone to talk? “Maeve has experienced disturbing visions recently.”

      I’m annoyed when Marie laughs. “That’s the life of a future-sighted witch. Did you see the academy burning down?”

      I choke on the biscuit in my mouth. “No.” “

      “Is the academy going to burn down?” asks Sofia in alarm. “When?”

      She scratches her nose. “Maybe that’s a different academy. Actually, yes. The South American one, I think. Perhaps we should warn them, Sofia?”

      The fact Sofia’s face is filled with the same shock as mine isn’t helping this situation at all. “Yes. That would be wise.”

      “Well, isn’t that good news, Maeve? The academy is safe!” enthuses Marie.

      “I—"

      “Oh! I know. Did you see somebody die?” She takes a fresh biscuit. “Those truly are the most irritating. I mean, how do you tell people such shocking news? I hope this person isn’t anybody important to you.”

      “Irritating?” I whisper. “Sickening, you mean. I’ve stopped one death, and I will stop others.”

      My aunt’s face pulls into dismay. “Darling girl, stop all the deaths you want, but the more you interfere, the more bonded to the spirits you become. Believe me, that’s a problem.”

      I look to Sofia and she nods. “The energy in this world is delicately balanced and if you upset that energy, you become locked into that imbalance.”

      “I live by myself now, Maeve,” says Marie. “People don’t cope with my topsy-turvy view of time. To be honest, life is easier on my own.”

      But I don’t want to be alone. I’ve only just found the people I belong with.

      “Are you telling me if I interfere with the future I see, I’ll lose touch with reality?” I ask in a hoarse voice.

      She nods and takes a bite of her biscuit. “These are rather lovely, Sofia.”

      “But I can’t let people die. My friends. Family,” I press.

      “Ah, so you’ve seen someone special die. Well, you could save him or her, but each person you save will push you closer to where I am.” She wipes a crumb from the corner of her mouth. “Maybe wait to save somebody special. You’re young. Life moves on. People leave and aren’t important anymore.”

      “Are you serious?” I choke out. “Are you suggesting I let Jamie die?”

      She frowns and taps her lips thoughtfully. “Jamie... Jamie. No. I don’t know him. Is he special?”

      “He’s a close friend,” I retort.

      Marie leans forward. “Maeve. Believe me, you do not want to live my half-life. I once saved everybody I saw die in my visions—a lot of people. Now I can’t function properly. Sometimes, like now, I can be lucid and then—” She clicks her fingers. “I’m away with the fairies again, drifting around the world.”

      “Then what is the point?” I protest. “Why be future-sighted if all it leads to is unhappiness?”

      “Who said witch powers made you happy, Maeve? Your powers are a gift to those around you, but to you, your abilities are still a curse.”

      Each word she says pushes up my desire to run from the room. I’ve waited to hear from somebody who knows what I am, who understands what I got through. Who can reassure me. Instead, I’m faced with an explanation I can’t handle.

      “Can I be excused?” I ask Sofia, standing. “I’m not feeling well.”

      Marie stands too and reaches out to me, clasping my hand before I can withdraw. The tears prick at my eyes as the answers I wanted are too much for me to cope with all at once. She leans in to me and her strong floral scent joins her soft cheek against mine.

      “Stop Jamie. He’s the one trying to change the future, and the fates won’t be as kind to him.”

      She moves away and touches my cheek. “I’ll see you again, before the summer. I remember last time, when you brought...” She pauses. “Oh, no. Silly me. We only just met again. Well, I look forward to meeting you both. The strangest thing, I met him once before, but I can’t remember when. Quite an unusual pair, aren’t you?”

      “Please don’t tell me his name,” I blurt. “I can’t handle this.”

      “Of course, sorry.” She waves a hand. “Congratulations on becoming Winter Queen. I hope you win again this year.”

      Her changes in direction, jumps between the present and future, confuse me and judging my Sofia’s expression, they do her too.

      “I wasn’t here last year, Aunt Marie.”

      She frowns. “Weren’t you? Oh. That explains why you’re confused.”

      I look to Sofia, pleadingly. “Can I go?”

      Sofia nods and her eyes are filled with concern. “Please come and see me later, so we can talk. I’d love to talk to you about our ancestors.”

      “I will. I just need some air. It was lovely to meet you, Aunt Marie. I’ll be back to say goodbye before you leave.”

      Head filled with fear and confusion; I rush from the room before I break down.
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      I will not hyperventilate until I collapse.

      I will not make an idiot of myself.

      The clock in the centre of the academy’s entrance hall ticks around to 6:00 p.m.—lessons have already begun. I can’t face walking into a class with red eyes to field questions from my friends, but what choice do I have? If I don’t go to class, they’ll fuss more.

      Since I arrived at the academy, I’ve overreacted to a lot and I need to start coping better, but moments like this pull me backwards. I climb the stairs and walk along the hallway towards the Maths classroom, reaching in my bag for my laptop as I do.

      I focus my mind away from the meeting with my aunt, but an annoying tear slips down a cheek.

      “Maeve?”

      Shit.

      Tobias appears in my line of sight and tips his head as he studies me. His usual impassive expression is transformed by the worried crease to his brow. I take a deep breath. “Hello, Tobias.”

      “Why are you crying?”

      His blunt words squeeze more tears from my eyes, and I sniff. “I’m fine. I need to go to class.”

      “Come with me.” I don’t move as he gestures in the opposite direction to where I’m walking. “Please.”

      Nobody else is around, everybody in lessons. “I should be in class. I have Maths.”

      “But you are not. If you are free, perhaps we can discuss your recent mental magic performance.”

      My shoulders slump. “Tobias. I’m not in the mood for lectures and judgement from you.”

      “And nor am I, from you, Miss Foster.” He bends slightly and looks down. “You are distressed, and I’d like to help.”

      “Thank you, but I’ll cope.”

      “Maeve, you can speak to me.” His tone becomes gentler. “Or I can find Sofia to help.”

      “I just saw her. And my aunt,” I blurt.

      “Right.” He smiles in understanding. “That meeting must’ve been difficult.”

      The stupid lump rises in my throat again. “Yes.”

      “Come to my office until you feel ready to cope with your next lesson. Compose yourself.”

      He gestures again, and I walk beside his tall figure on the short trip to his classroom. Tobias unlocks the door and we step inside. The room is eerier with no students in and my upset is replaced by discomfort.

      But he wants to help.

      After leading me to his small office, Tobias tells me to sit and I watch in disbelief as he makes me a drink. My stomach is sick after my meeting, but I can’t decline. Placing a mug down, he sits close by and leans forward, hands on his thighs.

      “I worry about you, Maeve.”

      His open face and gentler words make him seem younger again, as if he could be a man just a few years older than his pupils.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Stop lying to me. I know about your aunt’s condition, and I have seen this with future-sighted witches before. Of course, you’re frightened.”

      I swallow. “I’ll cope. I’m learning to accept my world. This is a setback.”

      “I’m happy to see you’re no longer fighting us, but this meeting with your aunt will hit you hard.”

      I rub my head. “I need to throw myself into my studies. I have to practice everything. Learn. I need control.”

      “And you will,” he says softly.

      “But that’s the problem, Tobias. I’m not sure my skills would work.” My eyes fill with tears again and his eyes widen.

      “Maeve. Please don’t cry. I hate people crying.”

      “Sorry for making you uncomfortable,” I mutter.

      “I don’t cope with others’ emotions very well.” He sinks back in his chair and his beautiful mouth purses as he looks at the ceiling. “In fact, I don’t cope with mine either. Life can be difficult for everybody, Maeve. Remember you’re not the only one who struggles.”

      His candidness shocks me away from my tears. “But you knew I was upset and asked me to come here.”

      “I have a certain place in my life for those who struggle the most.” He looks back at me. “Andrei usually takes that place, but he’s sharing with you now.”

      “I’ve noticed. I’d ask why, but I’m not sure I want to know.”

      “He’s a good person with a difficult life. A little like you.”

      I want to protest that there’s no comparison between us, but I’m aware how rude I’d sound. And how wrong, because me and Andrei are similar; I sense how lost he is too. I sip from my mug, wishing the contents were cooler so I could leave quicker.

      “Andrei told me you spoke to the Confederacy about the hunters.”

      He pulls himself straighter. “Did he?”

      “Yes.” I wait for him to elaborate. Nothing. “Thank you for helping us.”

      “The matter is closed,” he says stiffly.

      Tobias cleared away my tears with his calming tones and absorbed my upset, but this act has triggered the desire for his attention. Desire I can’t allow to grow.

      Standing, I place the drink on the table. “I should leave. Thanks for using your powers on me; you’ve helped me feel better.”

      “I’m confused. I haven’t used any power on you, Maeve.” He stands too and his office shrinks further in size. “I merely spoke to you.”

      “Oh.”

      “Perhaps you’re more relaxed around me when I’m kinder?” he suggests. “Talking to people can help with problems.”

      We share a smile and the space between us constricts further.

      “You fascinate me,” he says out of the blue. “I haven’t met somebody like you before.”

      In my past, this would’ve come across as a cheesy pickup line, but the earnestness in his face strikes me. A kind and open Tobias freaks me out as much as the stern one—I don’t need another reason to like him.

      “Same. I mean, you. Uh. Everybody, really.”

      He digs his hands into his back pockets and more of his aloofness slips. “I think we have a lot to learn about each other. Neither of us are what we seem, Maeve. Few people in this academy are, remember that.”

      I look in confusion.

      His gaze intensifies. “You are an old soul, Maeve. I feel that strongly. Perhaps too strongly.”

      I lick my dry lips. This evening has been a nightmare and now I’m confronted by Tobias’s strange behaviour.

      “What does that mean?”

      He turns the other way and picks up a book. “Now you’re calmer, I suggest you go to class.” Whoa. And he’s back to normal. “I’m sorry your meeting with your aunt didn’t go well, but at least you have some answers now.”

      And a hundred more questions.
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      ASH

      

      Maeve sits beside me in potions class, head bowed while Amelia speaks quietly to her. Since she met her aunt yesterday, Maeve has withdrawn. Her and Amelia weren’t at breakfast this morning and when I asked Maeve how she was, Amelia shook her head at me to indicate I shouldn’t pry.

      But I care—more than I want to. Some see Maeve as stubborn for not accepting her life at the academy straightaway, but I sense fear. All the time. As a shifter, I detect subtle chemical changes in people’s bodies: the adrenaline or arousal. Some of us use that for empathy, others use the ability to their advantage, and to calculate whether someone is strong or weak. To attack.

      Maeve accepts more about her life since Halloween, which is a relief, but she has much more to learn—and not just the potion we’re making today.

      Jamie leans in to Maeve too, and jealousy bites as I see her respond, her pale face transformed by a small smile. Of course, she’ll speak to him and Amelia about her aunt. They’re witches. They understand.

      But what the hell happened yesterday?

      Professor Turlington skilfully makes one of the academy’s most interesting lessons into the most boring by droning about safety measures and the consequences of abusing potions. I’m aware how much some kids here create and abuse them. A couple of ingredient switches here and there, and a Potion of Alertness becomes an Elixir of Euphoria. Personally, I couldn’t deal with the side effects, or the trouble if caught using the wrong one.

      Maeve perks up a little when the professor informs us that we’re putting some theory into practice, and we’re offered a selection of recipes to choose from. I use this as an excuse to pull my chair around and away from the edge, allowing myself closer to Maeve.

      She chews on her lip as she runs a finger along the list on the page. “I feel like I’m choosing a cocktail.”

      “That’s one thing to avoid,” says Jamie. “Don’t mix potions.”

      “I won’t. I doubt I’ll manage to concoct the right ingredients for a potion—I can’t bake a cake without burning it.”

      Amelia chuckles. “This is a bit different to baking.”

      “Same principle,” I put in. “And don’t worry; we can help. Jamie and Amelia have made potions since they were at primary school.”

      She widens her eyes. “Isn’t that dangerous for little kids?”

      “Oh, it was only mixing colours and tastes. Like human kids who use fake tools and pretend to build houses.” Amelia smiles.

      “Right.” Maeve pushes hair from her face and straightens. “Do I get to choose which potion?”

      “Sure.” I wave a hand.

      Lips pursed, she runs a finger along the list. “I want to try this one. I’d like some peace in my life.”

      She points at the recipe for the Tranquility Potion, one which calms people’s nerves and sharpens their focus. I’ve used this on nights I can’t concentrate on studies because I’m fired up from rugby matches.

      “We definitely need to get those ingredients right.” Jamie turns the book and notes down what’s needed. “If we get this wrong, the opposite will happen.”

      “Such as?” asks Maeve.

      “You’ll be a little over-exuberant.” Amelia smiles at me. “I know what you’re going to say—more exuberant than me.”

      “High?” asks Maeve.

      “Not quite. Enthusiastic. Unable to settle. Students deliberately mess with this potion to make something to keep themselves awake. Like a caffeine boost multiplied by a thousand.” Jamie eyes me.

      And what does it matter if I’ve done this?

      “This practical lesson counts towards our term’s grades,” puts in Amelia. “Nobody can mess this up.”

      “Yeah,” I add. “I’m useless at the theory exams. I need to do well in the practical.”

      Groups approach the high wooden benches and Maeve makes a teasing comment about cauldrons as we join them but looks disappointed by the Bunsen burners. Jamie pulls out small dishes, pestle and mortar, and clear glass bottles, clean and ready for potions.

      “That’s to heat up herbs we need to infuse, or items we need to melt. Measuring and mixing is the fun part.”

      “Apart from when the catalyst explodes.” I smirk and Amelia pouts at me. “Sorry, I’m sure that won’t happen again.”

      “We all make mistakes, Ash,” says Jamie tersely. “I’ll find the wyrmroot.”

      Amelia sucks her lips together as she watches him go. “He worries me. Now I know what he’s facing, I don’t think he’s coping.”

      I’ve sensed this too. He’s thrown himself into studying—even more than usual. He loves the library, but recently the place has become his second home. Jamie also doesn’t want us with him at the library and tells us he can’t concentrate. The guy needs to find something else to do.

      “We’ll keep an eye on him. All of us,” I say, watching him walk back over.

      Jamie places a handful of dried herbs on the table. “I think this is enough.”

      Maeve picks an empty bottle up and studies it, avoiding my eyes. Then she places it down and pokes at the mortar and pestle. “It’s cool to finally make potions.”

      I scratch my ear. “Maeve, what happened with your aunt?”

      She mashes herbs in the pestle. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Fine,” I grumble and sink back, crossing my arms.

      “Ash, I don’t mean never. I mean now.” She leans across and her cheek almost brushes mine. “Meet for a drink before the next class. I have something I need to talk to you about.”

      My heart speeds at her words and her closeness. The thought she might’ve seen me die too crosses my mind and I shiver. “Have you had any visions recently?”

      She shakes her head. “Not for a week.”

      “Maybe you’re fighting them?” I suggest.

      “I don’t know, but I feel useless. This is supposed to be my gift, and I’m failing.”

      I rub her arm. “You’ve had a lot of change to cope with. Maybe your brain needs a rest.”

      “I wish that were true.” She smiles at me. “Thanks for caring. It helps that I have people around who do.”

      “Of course,” I say and fight moving closer. Each day I’m with Maeve, every minute I spend growing closer intensifies my deep need to protect. I’ve never felt this before, even though it’s part of my shifter nature—protect those I’m close to.

      My instincts and desires will take over for one person: a girl who’ll burrow into my heart and soul. One I can’t live without. I never expected this, because I can’t shift yet. How can I feel a bond?

      I also never expected the girl I link with to be a witch. I tell myself I’m making a bigger deal about how I feel than I should, but I can’t deny that the reaction I have to Maeve is more than my usual teen lust. This isn’t kids’ stuff.

      I’m bonding to a witch.
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      MAEVE

      

      I’m awed as the whole class focuses on creating potions, from the quiet mingling of liquids and weird-sounding ingredients to the lightning flashes inside glass vials, and the silver liquids that pour thick and solidify.

      The Tranquility potion is easy enough—just three ingredients. Wyrmroot, moonleaf powder, and witches' tincture added to water. The rare moonleaf must be left to mature for five months once collected from Alpine peaks and powdered, and my hand shakes as I measure the correct amount. Professor Turlington’s warning about wasting a precious commodity rings in my ears, and I panic when some sprinkles next to the bowl.

      Jamie takes it from me and squeezes my fingers. “Don’t stress.”

      “I’m scared I’ll screw up my first potion.”

      “You’re fine.” He directs me what to do next, and I carefully follow his instructions. Then he passes the vial to Amelia. “Can you agitate the water’s energy? It’ll save time.”

      She chews her lip. “I would, but last time I tried, I screwed up. I had green stains on my uniform for a week. I couldn’t get them out until my mum sent vanishing liquid, which finally worked.”

      “I have confidence in you.” Ash claps her on the back.

      We all stare at Amelia in anticipation; Jamie won’t allow her to avoid this and she finally relents.

      Amelia cups the bottle in the palm of her hands, half-obscuring the cloudy contents. She closes her eyes and her shoulders relax as she focuses on the spell. People chatter around us, some concentrating like Amelia, and others conjuring sparks inside their vials.

      Amelia’s fingers tremble as the water inside agitates. Jamie told me he’s often frustrated with Amelia’s lack of confidence, which holds her back from her full potential. I don’t know the whole story about Matt, or her sister, but does that have an effect?

      I’m nervous for Amelia as the water swirls, changing from clear to bright blue as the moonleaf powder blends in. She snaps her eyes open, and a huge smile spreads across her face. “It worked!” she says breathlessly.

      Jamie smiles too. “Told you.” He takes the vial and peers inside. “The potion looks the right shade of blue, and the vial is warm. I reckon this is perfect.”

      Amelia’s face glows, and I’m as happy as if I’d created the potion myself.

      “Can I see?” I ask.

      Jamie hands the potion to me and I stare at how ordinary it looks. Does this weird set of ingredients really create something magical?

      A loud pop across the room pulls me from my curiosity. Someone swears loudly, and Andrei stands over his desk glowering at the mess on the table. A thick silver liquid creeps across the wood, spreading slowly and glowing. Professor Turlington rushes over in alarm.

      The liquid continues its movement towards the edge of the table, and Andrei doesn’t touch the broken glass. He swears again and glances around the room from beneath his hair.

      “That’s what happens when you don’t study the theory properly, Mr. Tepes,” retorts the professor. “What potion were you attempting?”

      He mumbles something I can’t hear, and Nikolai, who sits beside Andrei, nudges him in the ribs.

      “Why would you want to create that?” asks Professor Turlington.

      “Yes.” Katherine smirks. “Who were you going to use that on?”

      “Shut the hell up,” he growls. “I’m practicing the easiest potion. Or, I thought I was.”

      The class stops their activities to watch the exchange, and I’m mad with Katherine for her mocking Andrei. She strikes me as the sort of person who ignores her own failings by highlighting other peoples’. I’d lay bets she’s an insecure person under all her perfection.

      “Clear it up, Nik,” says Andrei, and he heads to the door.

      “What the hell?” protests Nikolai, as the professor calls for Andrei to stop and return to the classroom.

      The door slams behind Andrei.

      The silence in the room continues as everybody waits for the next event in today’s performance. Jamie huffs. “Andrei needs to sort his attitude out.”

      “Do you know what he was making?” I ask.

      “If it’s silver, I’d hazard a guess a Potion of Silence or Potion of Wealth.”

      “Wealth?” I ask. “Isn’t Andrei’s family loaded?”

      Ash shrugs. “Those potions have side effects, anyway. He’s an idiot if he tries that. The Silence can backfire the same as the Tranquility, and you spill your deepest secrets.”

      “And they’re difficult to make.” Jamie waves a hand. “No idea why he said he’d chosen the easiest.”

      “Omigod!” shrieks Katherine, and again the class enjoys a spectacle to distract them from class. “Andrei splashed me with his failed potion! Look at my hair!”

      She holds a fistful, pointing at the lower couple of inches. “He dyed my hair lime green.”

      “I’d say that was more fluorescent green,” says Ash, and she throws a filthy look across the room at him.

      “Will this wash out?” she asks the professor, face thunderous. “It better bloody had! I have nothing to wear that matches this.”

      I choke a laugh.

      Professor Turlington pulls spectacles from his inside jacket pocket and places them over his nose. He peers at Katherine’s hair. “I’m afraid this will take a few days to fade. If you’d followed procedure and tied your hair up, this wouldn’t have occurred.”

      “If Andrei wasn’t incompetent, you mean.”

      “At least only the ends are coloured,” offers the girl beside her.

      Katherine bites down on a nail, eyes flashing, and doesn’t reply.

      Jamie shakes his head with a laugh. “Come on, your turn, Maeve.”

      “Me?” I stare down, picturing my desk matching Andrei’s if my potion explodes too.

      “Jamie,” says Ash in warning. “This is a group project.”

      “Don’t you want to try making your first potion?” he asks me.

      I chew my lip and look over at where Nikolai gathers glass and throws it in the bin, muttering. The whole class stares at him.

      If I do the same, the whole class will focus on me. Again.

      “I helped measure out the ingredients. Maybe next time.” I give Jamie a hopeful smile. “I can test the potion if you like. How do we do that?”

      I uncork the bottle and sniff. The potion smells sweet—of violets and sugary sweets.

      “Professor Turlington has extraordinary senses,” Amelia says, still glowing with pride. “He can tell from the colours and density.”

      “Huh. I’d hoped we could try them out,” I say.

      “You can take them with you,” says Jamie. “Try them later. They’re innocuous. When we make advanced potions next year, we can’t.”

      “What type of potions are advanced?”

      Ash and Amelia look at each other. “Potions and elixirs with greater effect. Such as Illusionary—something that makes the imbiber a ‘blank canvas’. Whoever sees the person then projects who they expect to see onto the person who drank the potion.”

      I scratch my face in confusion. “So, they transform into a different person?”

      “Only in somebody else’s eyes. You don’t actually change yourself.”

      “How about invisibility?” I ask hopefully. “That would be cool.”

      Jamie shakes his head. “That’s a spell.”

      “I’m looking forward to making some of these,” I say, and wave a hand at the potion recipe book.

      Ash chuckles. “Finally, a class Maeve enjoys.”

      I shove his shoulder. “Ha ha.”

      We busy ourselves clearing up the equipment as Amelia takes her potion to the professor for grading. She returns and hands the vial to me. “Here. Try this later, but don’t drink a lot.”

      I stare down at the glassful of blue liquid. At my old school, we’d take home food we cooked in home economics class. I guess we cook different things to cakes here.
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      We leave class, but Ash hangs back to ask the professor a question.

      “I need to talk to Ash about something,” I say to Jamie and Amelia. “I’ll catch up with you later.”

      “We’re headed to the common room before bed,” says Jamie. “Meet us there?”

      “What do you want to talk to Ash about?” asks Amelia. “Remember your promise about secrets.”

      “I do, but this is personal. Between me and him. Don’t worry, I’m not hiding anything that affects you or the group.”

      “I hope not.” She pouts.

      I give her a hug. “I promise. This is something that’s Ash’s decision if he tells you.”

      Ash appears in the doorway and immediately looks to me. “Ready to talk to me about your aunt yet?”

      I blink at his abruptness. “I said I would.”

      “Good.”

      Potion carefully tucked into my bag, and goodbyes given to my other friends, I wander along the hallway with Ash. “Where should we go to talk?”

      “Too cold outside.”

      “I don’t want to talk about this too publicly,” I say. “I’d rather not go to a common room or the cafeteria.”

      Ash looks up and down the hallway where a few stragglers wander by, deep in conversation. Most students were eager to leave the academy building and return to their houses for socialising before bed.

      “Here?” I sit on a spare desk between two classrooms. My other concern is Katherine seeing me, or anybody else who wants to spread rumours about Ash and me. She was out of the building in seconds after class, no doubt to fix her hair. “There’s nobody around.”

      “Sure.” He stands opposite me, hands in pockets. “I haven’t spoken to you since you saw your aunt yesterday. I began to think you were avoiding me. Obviously, Jamie and Amelia know everything.”

      “I only saw her yesterday,” I protest. “And I was upset afterwards, so I wanted time to myself. I only told the others because it’s hard to hide from friends in my own house.”

      “Oh.” He straightens. “Are you alright now? Did somebody help?”

      Tobias. “Yes. Amelia was helpful.”

      “What’s she like? Your aunt.”

      I take a deep breath. “Unusual. She can’t tell the difference between the future and the present sometimes. I came away confused—and worried in case I became like her.”

      “I’m sure you won’t,” says Ash gently.

      “But how can you know that?”

      “There must be ways to stop you heading the same way.”

      I swallow. By letting people die. Leaving the future intact. “I’m sure Sofia and Theodora will have ideas,” I say weakly. “Being a future-sighted witch isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

      Ash rubs his lips together. “Yeah. So is being a shifter.”

      I tip my head. “One day you need to explain to me about your brother and the witch connection.”

      “One day,” he says dismissively. “Tell me what you know about your past now.”

      I blink at his abrupt manner again. “To be honest, this situation completely puts me off the idea of children.”

      Ash cocks a brow. “You’re a bit young to talk about having children.”

      “But I wouldn’t want to create somebody like me.”

      “You mean an intelligent, caring person? No, I can see why that’s bad.” He pokes me.

      I purse my lips at his sarcasm. “You know what I mean.”

      “We could all say that, couldn’t we? My kids will be shifters. Sometimes I think that’s a curse too.”

      “But that’s just who you are—your race.”

      “I know, but we have our own issues. What’s most important to me is I can achieve what I want—join the confederacy army.” His eyes brighten, jaw set in determination. “I don’t think a family and kids would match that lifestyle.”

      I laugh. “You’ve thought about kids too.”

      He rubs a hand across the top of his head, changing the subject again. “Did your aunt see anything in your future?”

      “She was vague.” I give a half-smile. “Apparently, I’ll become Winter Queen.”

      Ash makes a mock gasp. “Now that’s a dangerous prediction. Don’t let Katherine know.”

      “That’s a future I feel like changing.” I push hair from my face. “Maybe I won’t go to the ball.”

      “What? You have to go.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re on the committee.” He looks at me intently, his gaze stroking my features. “You should come with me. I’ll be your date.”

      Have my cheeks turned as red as the heat I feel? We’ve barely mentioned the Winter Ball with everything else happening around us, and I never expected this.

      “I—uh. Um. Probably can’t.”

      I flinch at his crestfallen face. “Why not? Are you going with Jamie?”

      “He hasn’t asked me.”

      “Well, I asked first, so I guess I win.” He gives a cheeky grin and I’m a heartbeat away from saying yes.

      “Why are you asking me?” I whisper.

      He moves closer and his leg touches my knee. “Because I want to be your date for the night.”

      I want Ash close almost as much as I don’t. I’ve played over the moment his body curved around mine outside the school hall, on Halloween. I’ve tried not to think about how his presence digs deep into a part of me willing to let go of the last piece of control I feel I have—over myself and my life. As he runs a hand across the top of his head, I picture that hand on me.

      He may not be a pneuma vampire, but Ash’s powerful presence drags people into his thrall.

      “Ash.” I look back at his hopeful face. The stomach-flipping excitement that Ash asks me to be his date is pushed away by a memory of my aunt’s words. “Marie told me something about you.”

      His hopeful look drops, and he shifts slightly until he’s not touching me anymore. “Am I going to die too?”

      “No, Ash,” I say in alarm. “But Marie has seen us together. My aunt thought she saw us in the past, but it was the future. She knew things about you.”

      His body tenses. “What things?”

      “She saw me with who she called my ‘shifter friend’.” I pause. Do I say this? “My dragon shifter friend.”

      Ash doesn’t reply, and I look up at him. He stares at a spot on the wall behind me, face impassive. “How does she know this friend was me?”

      “Who else could it be? I don’t know other shifters, and most want to stay away from me.” I almost add that we’re in a relationship in her vision, but decide not to.

      He puts both hands on his head, elbows at right angles, and turns away. “No. Fuck, no. This can’t be true. I can’t be.”

      His powerful shoulders stretch his academy uniform shirt with the movement, and I reach out to touch him, but change my mind. “You thought there’d be a chance, though,” I say gently.

      “I know, but I mean I can’t be. I don’t want to be.” His voice cracks and my heart goes out to him.

      Jumping down from the table, I place a hand on his shoulder. Tension tightens his thick muscle. Should I have said something? But after keeping my visions of Jamie’s future secret, and the issues that caused, I can’t keep another.

      “I don’t understand,” I say. “Explain to me why.”

      He turns and takes my hand in his, his skin soft but heated. I think he’s about to push me away when he holds his other over the top. Am I about to get another lesson about this new world?

      “You’re a future-sighted witch. You’re rare and in demand by the Confederacy and Dominion. Once you have full control over your powers, you could become more powerful than those instructing you. You become too dangerous to others.”

      I wrinkle my brow in confusion. “I think I understand that, but why is this relevant?”

      “A dragon shifter is similar, Maeve. They’re rare and hold powers other shifters don’t have. Dragon’s lives are more dangerous because shifting in sight of humans isn’t easily hidden. Imagine how much damage a bloody dragon can do. Sometimes they’re exiled, and not only due to their size and strength. Dragon shifters behave differently to normal shifters while they’re shifted.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t understand.”

      He links his fingers with mine. “They’ve more control over the primal instinct all shifters share when they transform. Instead, dragon shifters' human emotions are heightened and thought processes still happen when shifted. The problem is, those thoughts happen inside a mind without logic. They’re driven by emotion, and once the dragon takes hold, there’s no turning back.”

      “But powerful is good for a soldier?” I suggest.

      He gives me a sympathetic smile. “Nobody can tell a dragon shifter what to do. They’re almost impossible to influence magically. This, their power, and their intelligence places them at the top of the shifter world.”

      “And why’s that a problem?”

      He sighs. “I don’t want to be at the top. Sure, in the academy I’m treated as if I am, but this is school. I’m working towards a career goal—and that goal isn’t a place as a high-ranking shifter on the Confederacy council.”

      I blink. “You can say no, surely.”

      Again, the wry smile. “Can you say no to your destiny? Can any of us?”

      My stomach drops into my shoes. This is the lack of control I fought when I arrived, and I’ve learned that fight is impossible. “We can’t, but we can still stay true to who we are, Ash.”

      “You lose who you are when you have visions, Maeve. I will when I shift. Everybody here is controlled by their powers, which is bullshit. The stronger the power someone has, the less control they have over their life.” Ash looks up at the ceiling and grips my hand as if I’m grounding him. “Shit. This can’t be true.”

      His voice is quiet, his angry tension taken over by vulnerability. “I’m sorry. I should’ve kept my mouth shut.”

      “No.” He looks down again. “I’m happy you said something. Well, not happy, but pleased you never hid this from me.”

      “I’m not hiding what I see anymore,” I say. “That was a huge mistake.”

      “Your telling me means a lot, Maeve.”

      In this moment, I’ve pushed through something with Ash, but I’m unsure what. He told me he’s fearful of witches and blames them for his brother’s death. Has this conversation helped?

      “I want to give you a hug. Is that okay?” I ask.

      “Maeve, we’re always hugging. Why wouldn’t it be?”

      Because this is different. Ash said he wanted to be my date, which makes this different. I never meant for my words to bring us closer; I expected them to pull us apart.

      I wind my arms around Ash’s waist and press my cheek to his chest. His heart beats slow and steady, and I squeeze, wanting to hold him together. Ash holds me tighter than he’s done before, more intimate than the friendly hugs we all greet or say goodbye with.

      His arm slips around my waist and my insides liquify as his warm breath ruffles my hair. Is he holding onto me for comfort, or is this something else? I move my head to look up at him and there’s a hesitancy in his eyes, as if he wants to do or say something, but won’t.

      The brief hugs never had this effect, his hard body lingering against mine, the large hand in the small of my back, and his heat running through me from where we touch. My mouth parches with worry—worry that he’ll kiss me and concern he won’t. What if I make an idiot of myself? Our lips move closer and we pause again, as if unsure we should step over this line.

      A door nearby closes and footsteps tap towards us. I’m barely aware until someone clears their throat. I turn my face and meet Andrei’s eyes, where he stands a few feet away from us. Something flickers across his face as he studies the situation in front of him—not his usual sneer, but he’s unimpressed.

      “Is this a shifter thing?” he asks and tips his head. “Sneaking away for sordid sessions in quiet corners?”

      Ash drops his arm from my waist. “We’re not in a corner, and this isn’t sordid.”

      “Uh huh.” He bites his lip and studies me closer.

      I glare, pissed off because I don’t know what he interrupted, and embarrassed that I’m seen like this.

      “I thought you’d left classes for today after screwing up in potions,” retorts Ash.

      “I had a meeting with my house professor.” He jerks his head towards Tobias’s room.

      “Oh?” I ask.

      “Yes. Professor Turlington complained about my behaviour.”

      “Because you were rude to him.”

      He scoffs at my words. “I have no use for his class.”

      “What Andrei means is he sucks at potions,” says Ash, eyes hard as he looks back at him.

      “Whatever, dude.” Andrei hitches his bag up his shoulder and trains his gaze on me. “How did your potion-making go? Badly, I guess?”

      I straighten. “Why badly?”

      “You needed Ash to comfort you.” He looks between us. “You’d make a beautiful couple.”

      Andrei emphasises the word beautiful before chuckling to himself and heading away. I wait for him to call back something sarcastic, but the only sound is his soft footsteps.

      The moment between me and Ash shattered, I’m left unaware which direction we’d headed. Ash takes my head in both hands and presses his lips against the centre of my forehead. My breath hitches as they linger there a second before he sighs and moves away.

      “You’re special to me, Maeve.” He says the words as if there’s a ‘but’. “I need to deal with what you told me.”

      Ash steps back and my stomach clenches when I see the wariness in his eyes. Words from a different day echo, ones he doesn’t repeat but I’m sure he’s thinking: he can’t get close to a witch. Ash doesn’t trust them.
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      Amelia decides I need time away from the academy to take my mind off the meeting with my aunt. Students are permitted to leave the academy in the day time, as I saw when I first arrived, but with strictly enforced departure and return times.

      I never attended the formal dance at my old school, which means I’ve never had a friend involved in and excited about organising one. Amelia begged me to accompany her to choose a dress a week ago, and I half-heartedly agreed.

      Now, after my aunt’s visit, I’m keen to forget about the academy and what that life means for a few hours.

      I voiced surprise to Amelia they’d let me visit the nearby town, and she explained Dominion rarely, if ever, attack others in the daytime. Their plans to control the human world involve blindsiding the authorities. The Dominion work hard on concealing themselves—attacking in public would threaten that.

      We’re allowed to leave until sundown, but I plan to return much earlier than that.

      In the cab, Amelia chatters about her favourite shops, and the cafe she always visits as if she’s headed on an exotic holiday. Mostly she talks about the ideal dress she’s searching for today.

      We’re barely out of the cab when Amelia dashes along the cobbled pavements to the small shopping centre crammed into the town centre. We’ve chosen a quiet weekday, which puts me more at ease. I don’t know why, but I still expect the hunters to follow us, even though Tobias told us the matter is closed.

      I’m on my guard still.

      “Katherine must struggle to find a dress if she can’t shop in the daytime,” I comment as we stroll across the tiled floor between the indoor shops.

      “Strictly speaking, as a lamia, Katherine’s fine in the day as long as she restricts her time spent in the sun. Only the hemia struggle with the sun instantly burning them.”

      Weird.

      “I usually shop online,” I say, and Amelia stares at me as if I told her I wear rags. “I presumed vampires do that.”

      “But this is part of the whole experience!” She links her arm through mine. “I love touching and trying on dresses. Taking in the atmosphere. Don’t you?”

      I blow air into my cheeks. “I did, but Tessa wanted to try on everything she saw when we went to the shops together. After four hours, I wanted to poke my eyes out, and most of the time she never bought anything.” Amelia chuckles and I side glance her. “Please don’t tell me you do that.”

      “Not today, I guess.” She nudges me and we walk onwards.

      She lies.

      I should’ve guessed when Amelia made a beeline for the department store, and the second floor crammed with rows and rows of clothes racks. More dresses than I’ve seen in my life are displayed beneath the silver and blue Christmas decorations hung across the store.

      As Amelia wears the petite range, we spend time in an area with dresses that wouldn’t fit me.

      I’m happy to indulge Amelia—right now, I need to spend time with people filled with positive energy. Amelia doesn’t realise, but her unusual love of normality helps me. She shows that it’s possible to meld the human and supernatural, which makes accepting my new life easier.

      I change in the small cubicle next to Amelia as she tries on her fifth dress.

      “I can see why Jamie and Ash didn’t want to come,” I call as I wriggle out of my jeans.

      She laughs loudly. “Oh, man. They escaped this time, but next time they’re coming. They need style advice.”

      I shake my head and imagine Amelia dragging the pair around shops and telling them what not to wear, like a TV fashion guru.

      It’s ironic that Jamie is permitted to leave the campus during the day, but he doesn’t want to. He’s withdrawn more since Halloween. How much is his worry about the future affecting him?

      I step into the sky-blue dress and struggle with the zip. The dress falls to just below my knees, and the short sleeves and sweetheart neckline flatter. I smooth the silky material and turn to look at the back of the dress in the mirror. If I pick this, I’ll need something warm and winter-themed. I saw a small bolero jacket with a faux fur trim, which would give my outfit a perfect winter look for Katherine’s wonderland.

      “Ready?” calls an impatient Amelia from outside the door.

      I step out onto the carpeted floor that’s rough against my bare feet and stand awkwardly in front of Amelia. She’s chosen a deep scarlet that contrasts with her dark hair and eyes. The dress is a similar shape to mine and between us we’d look perfect in matching jackets and accessories.

      I smile. Listen to me, Amelia’s influence is rubbing off.

      “You should be the one in blue,” I tell her. Her forehead creases with confusion. I look around the changing room, but the other cubicles’ wooden doors are open. “Water witch,” I whisper.

      "Blue suits you better, and I don’t think we should wear the same dress.” She rubs the material between her thumb and forefinger. “I probably won’t buy this anyway.”

      “What? This dress is perfect. It fits as if someone made this for you.”

      Amelia sighs and adjusts the top. “I know, but there are others more in my price range. I can never help myself; I always try dresses I can’t afford.”

      I’d presumed all kids at the academy were wealthy, although I know Ash’s background isn’t as privileged as many. Amelia mentioned her childhood in Scotland on a small estate. Isn’t it the home set in large grounds that I imagined?

      “You’re on the organising committee; you should have the dress you want. Besides, I want you to have this one. I can help?”

      Amelia frowns. “Please don’t.” I open my mouth. “Maeve. I don’t want charity.”

      This is awkward. Why did Amelia put herself in the situation? I nod and end the conversation.

      Amelia perks up again once we reach the accessories department and the pre-Christmas sales. Bouncing around with delight, she holds sparkly snowflake earrings to her ears and tries glittering metal headbands inset with fake gems.

      With a basket full of accessories, and our dresses looped over our arms, we head towards the checkouts.

      As we do, we pass a sales rack hung with dresses and blouses. The thrifty person in me pauses to search through the clothes.

      “Amelia, you worked in the costume department for the academy production, right?”

      She scratches her nose. “A couple of years ago. Last time I was backstage management. Until Katherine...did something.”

      “You’re good with a needle and thread, then?”

      “Why the sudden interest in my costume-making skills?”

      I take a red dress on a hanger and hold the item out to her. “This is similar to the dress you tried on, apart from the label says the zip is broken and it’s marked down. The dress is the same price as that one.”

      I point to the black chiffon dress that Amelia settled on—once she’d tried on three more.

      She takes the new dress from me and examines the defect. “Well. I do like a bargain...” She turns her brighter eyes to mine. “Do you mind if I head back to check this fits me?”

      “Of course not. Do you want me to come with you?”

      “All good. I’ll be quick.” Amelia skips away into the clothes racks, leaving me with our basket.

      I loiter close to the tills and a little girl dressed as a fairy wanders by, wide-eyed as she stares at the store's Christmas display. I’m close to a huge Christmas tree and the metal woven reindeers adorned with lights that surround the base.

      “Mummy, Mummy,” she tugs on her mum’s coat sleeve. “Can we have a reindeer for our house?”

      The mum crouches down and they sort through the smaller decorative reindeer until the girl finds the one she wants, which amuses me as they all look exactly the same.

      A few minutes later, I see them walk through the exit doors, the girl holding the reindeer by the neck.

      I glance back in the direction Amelia went. My stomach growls, and I’d love her to show me the cafe next.

      The screech of tyres outside and a scream drowns out the Christmas music playing in the store. Nobody else reacts, and I dash to the doorway, stomach heaving.

      A siren sounds in the distance, but I don’t see anything.

      I look up and down the street for the accident, but the few shoppers ambling around with coats and scarves wrapped tightly around themselves, are unhurt.

      What the hell?

      I close my eyes and rub my temples before walking back into the store. Weird.

      The vision hits like a rock to the head and I stumble towards a nearby shelf. The metal is cool beneath my hands and I fight the nausea. I can’t have a vision now. Not in public again.

      But the first image is enough for me to want to follow where my vision leads. A girl in a fairy costume, holding a silver reindeer around the neck, walks along the street holding her mother’s hand. Dread floods through me as they pause at the edge of the road.

      Sofia recently taught me to plunge further into my surroundings in visions, and to picture myself there. I take in the names of the shops around as I attempt to pinpoint the locations. The sign above a building over the road is blurred and sharpens into focus the harder I focus.

      A shop: ‘The Music Man’.

      I’ve lost sight of the girl and her mother and I shift my concentration back to them. The girl jumps up and down as she waits for the green signal to cross the road, and they step out as the traffic stops.

      Why am I seeing this if they’re safe?

      I turn a hundred and eight degrees and scrutinise faces around. Is somebody else in danger? Will something else happen?

      A repeat of several minutes ago sounds in my head—tyres screeching, a scream. But louder. People around me stop talking and all stare into the road behind, some with hands to their mouths.

      I spin back around. A metal reindeer lies in the middle of the road, beside a child’s body.

      “Maeve!”

      Amelia’s voice and cool hand on my forehead pull me from the horrific scene. Two staff members stand beside her, their name badges covered in Christmas glitter.

      I struggle to sit and take deep breaths. “I saw something. Amelia. We need to go,” I croak.

      “Is she okay?” asks the balding, middle-aged man whose badge reads ‘Ken’.

      “We need to call an ambulance,” says the young girl behind him. Her tinsel crown slips as she crouches down. “You look terrible.”

      “No. Amelia.” I stagger to my feet. “I don’t know how long I have.”

      The basket containing our shopping rests on the floor and an ashen Amelia watches warily.

      “Wait!” she calls as I stumble out of the shop.

      My head still spins, black dots dancing in front of my eyes, but I focus on putting one foot in front of the other. Amelia catches up to my slow pace.

      “Where’s ‘The Music Man’?” I ask.

      “What?”

      “The shop. Where?” My voice comes out half-hysterical and she takes my arm. “Someone’s about to get hurt. Please.”

      Spurred by my words, Amelia takes my hand and she runs through the street, pulling me behind. I stumble a few times as I navigate the people around, looking out for the small girl.

      I pull back on Amelia’s arm as we reach the crossing. I recognise the girl’s fairy costume and her mum’s blonde hair sticking from beneath a woollen hat. The light flashes green and the girl and her mother walk across at a slow pace.

      “The girl,” I breathe out to a panicked Amelia. “The reindeer.”

      But they reach the other side. Safely.

      “The child?” she asks.

      I nod, dizzy head now filled with confusion.

      Then I see the reindeer in the middle of the crossing. The girl cries out to her mum that she dropped it. She steps into the road as the traffic begins moving.

      “No!” I scream out. “Stop.”

      Tyres screech. A speeding car pays no attention to traffic, music blaring inside.

      “Stop!” I scream again, at the car that has no hope of hearing me.

      My mind blackens again and I’m somewhere else. A song plays—a classic from the 1980s assaulting my ears. I glance at the surroundings: a car, one male hand on the wheel, the other typing a text on his phone. No, I yell in my mind. Look up. I lift my eyes and catch a glimpse of a figure metres away in front of the car. Stop, stop, stop. I drop the phone, grip the wheel and slam my foot on the brakes.

      I’m torn back to the world as Amelia screams, and I’m standing beside her again. In a split second, the car veers to one side and hits a lamppost with a sickening crunch, and the bonnet crumples. Smoke rises from the tarmac where the tyres burnt, and the silence is broken by another scream.

      Some people rush to the door, others to the sobbing mother. The little girl stands in the road crying, with her reindeer back in her arms.

      How? In my vision, the car hit her.

      A blond man in a grey suit staggers from the car, shaking. “I don’t know what happened.”

      “You weren’t paying attention,” another man shouts and the atmosphere around him sours.

      “You almost hit the girl,” cries out a woman. “I’m calling the police.”

      He stares at his car, eyes black with shock.

      “It’s a bloody good job you stopped,” growls another man who stands with his speechless wife.

      I stumble over, my head banging.

      “I didn’t stop,” he mumbles. “I didn’t see anything. I blacked out the minute I reached the lights.”

      “Oh really? Nice excuse,” someone’s voice sneers.

      I peer into the car. The airbag has triggered, and the name of the song I heard is on the screen that’s still visible on the dashboard. There’s a mobile phone in the footwell where somebody dropped it.

      I turn back to Amelia, no longer hearing what’s happening around me.

      A siren sounds across the town, distant but growing closer.

      The bizarre and shocking reality hits me like a sledgehammer to the had.

      “Amelia,” I whisper, clutching her hand tighter. “I was him. I stopped the car.”
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      JAMIE

      

      I’m sick and tired of being ‘poor Jamie who might die’. The thought lurches my stomach, but also spikes anger. Everybody avoids the topic, dancing around the issue as if I can’t cope.

      I want to trust Maeve’s predictions, but I can’t put my life on hold because an uninitiated witch has a half-hearted prediction about me.

      I need a solution.

      Everybody knows that nerdy Jamie studies in his spare time, even if a large proportion of that is spent writing Katherine’s assignments. I stare down at one now, cringing as I make deliberate mistakes. Her work can’t be perfect, or we’d arouse suspicion—something I think we already have.

      Tobias expressed surprise at her improved vocabulary, so I’ve reduced the number of educated words in her essays. Rubbing my eyes, I attempt to focus on the blurring pages as fatigue takes over. At least writing her papers when I’m half asleep helps dumb them down.

      I save the file on my laptop and sink back in the chair. There’s a strange vibe in the witches’s sanctum. Once over, I thought the room’s location deep beneath the academy gave the place a spooky feel. As my abilities grew, I realised the books influenced how I felt.

      Most days I’m unaffected, but sometimes I’m dizzied by the strength of emotions radiating from the books. This sounds ridiculous, but I ‘feel’ them. In recent times, as my link to objects has grown stronger, I’ve seen flashes of faces and rooms from years ago.

      One book in particular draws me, and I’ve obsessed about the grimoire since Maeve told me she hadn’t stopped my death on Halloween.

      The book is one that Matt used to conjure magic he shouldn’t. Magic that was the final nail in the troublemaker’s coffin. One last mistake led Matt to Ravenhold, where he’s under lock and key, stuck on an island with other kids who need ‘rehabilitating’. Few Ravenhold inmates see the mainland again—the Confederacy who run the place are paranoid they’ll aid the Dominion if allowed back into society.

      I’m unsure what happens there and how this rehabilitation happens. Personally, I think locking the kids up is more likely to push them to rebellion, not help.

      At the time, I argued with Matt and told him not to take and use the grimoire. Sure, he’s the most skilled witch of our generation, but he didn’t have enough power to control the magic. The magic controlled him, and he couldn’t stop.

      But that’s because he kept the book too long—I’m only interested in one spell, which I can handle, and then I’ll return the grimoire to its hiding place.

      I bite my lip and look to the high shelf where the simple magic books are kept. The magic we’d learned in primary school—turning water to ice in a click of the fingers or mixing potions that changed food from sweet to sour. Simple. Nothing dangerous. Nobody touches the childish spell books these days, and I have no idea why they’re held at the academy.

      Hidden amongst them is the Blackwood grimoire.

      I set down my pen and locate a stepladder from the corner of the room before climbing to the top step. I run my finger along thin-spined kids' books and smile as I remember using these years ago. Two are numbered out of sequence, giving me the clue I need. I pull out several books and find what I’m looking for tucked behind.

      The grimoire is the size of a small notepad, with a black cover, and thick with yellowing pages. I saw the book when Matt had it, so I know what’s contained inside. He wanted the elemental spells. I’m interested in the protection ones.

      Hugging the book to my chest, I carefully walk back down the steps. As I do, my chest constricts. Where the book touches my body, it seems to heat up. In my mind, I catch the sound of people talking. Images intrude—a family sitting around a long dining table, far apart as they eat from china plates in a vast wood-panelled room. A man and woman argue, but I can’t hear what they say. A girl around my age with raven hair and bright blue eyes eats while staring ahead and ignoring them.

      On her lap, she holds this book.

      The images flicker away again and my damp palm sticks to the book. The grimoire’s past. Did she own the book or, like me, steal it?

      No, not steal. Borrow.

      On alert for any sound, I sit with my back to the door in case somebody walks into the study room. Nobody is likely to—few come into the sanctum unless they’re attending a lesson or revising for exams.

      The archaic language confuses me at first as I leaf through, but my mastery of the secret, almost-forgotten spell language helps. Fingers shaking, I tear a corner from my notepad and mark the place as I close the book.

      I’ve located the spell.

      Now I need to find the Blackwood family pendant I hid close by.

      Matt once had one which he gave to me for safe-keeping before he left. He knew I’d never use Blackwood magic, because Jamie Greenwood would never do anything to land himself in serious trouble.

      The difference between him and me is nobody will know if I use a Blackwood spell—most don’t know what the spells are unless an obvious one is cast, like Matt’s destructive fire spell.

      Belongings gathered, and the books neatly rearranged to hide the now-empty space behind, I place a hand on my bag, feeling the book’s outline beneath as I walk out the room. The key slides smoothly in the well-worn lock, and I breathe out relief that I found what I was looking for.

      Pausing in the dark hallway, I strain to listen for sounds beneath the sanctum. The strange noise and movement played on my mind since the day I was here with Maeve. This is something I need to find time to look into—is this a coincidence that the strange event happened when Maeve was here for the first time?

      I don’t think it is a coincidence. I’ve spent hours down here over the last year and heard nothing.

      But that’s not my concern right now. I extinguish the lamps one by one, then I head back from the gloomy hallway to the library’s bright homeliness with an extra spring to my step.

      Nobody can kill me if I’m protected by Blackwood magic.
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      MAEVE

      

      Theodora and Sofia listen calmly as I stammer out my story, not-so-calmly. Theodora sits behind her desk, and her flawless face remains impassive. Sofia’s eyes widen and her mouth parts further as the story continues.

      Amelia stands beside me, arms by her sides, almost to attention she stands that straight.

      As I recount the story, I wince with embarrassment at what happened after I left the accident. I hate returning to places where I fainted, especially ones when I burbled like a madwoman before passing out. I’m a coward—I sent Amelia back into the shop to find our purchases and bring them out. As I waited, the cold wind whipped me back into the world and blew away the last fuzziness.

      Still in shock, we made our way back to the academy.

      Once my story is told, I drop back into a chair in Theodora’s office, feeling like someone who’s just given a recital.

      Moments tick by before anybody speaks.

      “I have not heard about such things,” says Theodora as she crosses her hands onto the desk. The rings on her fingers shine. “Is this written anywhere in witch history, Sofia?”

      I’m unnerved by the strength of Sofia's scrutiny. “There are instances where spirit-attuned witches can influence people’s actions, but this is a power separate to future-sight. This is a vampire power and rare amongst witches.”

      “Maeve has two powers?” Theodora finally shows surprise. “If so, these are a strong combination.”

      “Do you think I influenced the driver's actions?” I ask.

      “You saw yourself inside the car, therefore you were inside his mind.” Theodora says the words matter of fact, while I’m still trembling with the shock, hours later.

      Sofia tips her head. “Amelia? Do you have anything to add?”

      “I don’t think so.” Her tiny voice is inaudible, so she clears her throat and repeats her reply.

      “Nothing untoward happened to you?” asks Theodora.

      “Not really.”

      “Which suggests something did,” says Sofia.

      Amelia chews her bottom lip. “I felt connected to Maeve’s magic when we held hands, the way I did with Matt.” At the mention of his name, Amelia’s eyes shift downwards, and an awkwardness fills the room. “Not exactly the same as Matt, but a connection.”

      “This is fascinating,” says Sofia. “You used Amelia's magic to strengthen yours.”

      Did I? “After my first vision, I struggled to walk as if I were in a dream,” I look at Amelia. “Her magic energy definitely strengthened me, but I think physically too.”

      “Interesting,” says Theodora.

      “She has a connection to Amelia and Jamie,” whispers an awed Sofia. “The three of them. Attuned witches.”

      Theodora purses her lips. “Again, I have never heard of this situation. Yes, two attuned witches, but not three.”

      “I’ve lost the connection to Jamie,” I remind them. “He’s unable to step outside his own head currently.”

      Theodora's brow pinches. “Yes. I wish that we could solve this issue surrounding his possible death.”

      Amelia makes a small sound in her throat.

      “And for me to stop his death,” I remind Amelia and squeeze her hand.

      But my aunt’s words come back to me: I can’t keep saving lives.

      Yet I can't let anybody die, either—not if I could stop the events as I did today. Marie's fate is something I need to accept will be mine.

      Theodora and Sofia look at each other. Are they echoing my thoughts?

      “Yes. Exactly. Maeve will solve Jamie's situation, Amelia,” says Theodora.

      “I have considered why Maeve is struggling,” says Sofia. “Her thoughts are jumbled. She had a vision of her friend on Halloween, but nothing happened to harm this friend.” She side glances me and something in her eyes triggers the hairs on the back of my neck. Has Tobias told her? “Each time Maeve sees Jamie, things are contradictory. The location, especially.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Once, you told me he was walking along a path close to brick buildings. Another, you said he was in the middle of a street. A third time, you saw him standing in the woods.”

      What? “I never said that.”

      Sofia’s mouth thins. “You don’t always remember the things you mumble when you’re inside the vision.”

      I shake my head. “No, I don’t remember seeing all that.”

      She gives a sympathetic smile. “Yes, which is why there is much work to be done for you to gain control of your powers.”

      I rub my head. This makes no sense. Do I really not remember everything I say?

      My natural suspicion about people in my new world slips in, and this time are my fears true? Why hasn’t Sofia mentioned this before?

      “You look doubtful, Maeve. I have notes, if you'd like to see,” she says tersely.

      “Do you think Maeve could be linked to anybody else? If three are attuned, why not four?” interrupts Theodora. “Ash seems to spend more time with her than he needs.”

      “I think that’s for other reasons,” says Sofia with a light laugh. “Besides, he isn’t a witch.”

      “Oh? But isn’t Jamie her...” Theodora trails off and waves a hand. “No matter. If this connection is closeness, we can add in Andrei.”

      Amelia meets my eyes in surprise and mouths 'Andrei?'

      “Add in Andrei for what?” I ask.

      Theodora chuckles. “As a lamia, I sense certain connections between people, and not only a magical one.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” retorts Sofia. “Andrei is hemia. They’re completely incompatible. He could kill her and probably would.”

      Whoa. Since when did this become a conversation about the guys in my life? I pull a face at Amelia, who's trying not to laugh.

      “Sofia, as you know, I refuse to judge the boy based on his family history. I have asked you many times to do the same.”

      “What family history?” I ask.

      But neither reply. Amelia rubs her nose. Does she know?

      “Do you understand how much time I waste supervising hemia and witches to ensure they keep their hands off each other?” she retorts. “Tobias is not helpful in this matter. He refuses to see the danger.”

      Wow, someone poked her sore spot. “I’m not concerned Andrei will hurt me,” I say. “Honestly, that’s one of the last things I have to worry about, don’t you think?”

      My cheek doesn’t go unnoticed, and I cringe at myself. Hunters. Dominion. They may be quiet now, but quiet enemies can be the most dangerous. Those are the ones watching and waiting. Planning.

      “Should we develop this connection between Amelia and Maeve?” Theodora asks Sofia. "Teach Maeve to utilise Amelia's spell power to strengthen hers, perhaps."

      Sofia shakes her head. “I’m wary.”

      “Why?”

      “Amelia’s magic is already weak.” Amelia stiffens. “I’m sorry, but that’s the truth. You need to keep your reserves to use for your own magic development.”

      Her shoulders droop. “I know.”

      “Perhaps in the future,” suggests Theodora.

      I feel for Amelia and her struggles and hate that the two professors are spelling out her weakness like this.

      “Then how do we practice this new ability of Maeve’s?” Theodora asks Sofia.

      Sofia shakes her head. “Her control over the car driver's mind seems triggered by an emotional reaction. This reaction will need working on until Maeve can deliberately use the power. I think we have a long way to go before Maeve gains control over either ability.”

      Theodora straightens. “Professor Whitlock could help.”

      “Tobias?” asks Sofia in surprise.

      “He has the greatest skill in influencing people’s minds. Perhaps Tobias could teach Maeve how to focus this power.”

      I snort to myself at the irony. Me, the girl who argued with Tobias about the morality of mind control, needs to visit him for extra tuition. The magic I disagreed with using is now as important to me as divination.

      Tobias will love this.

      Sofia’s doubt rears its head again. “A vampire teaching a witch?”

      Theodora arches a shaped brow. “He teaches witches already.”

      “At a deeper level, I mean.”

      Their discussion continues but my thoughts have drifted elsewhere. A deeper level. With Tobias. Private lessons.

      Oh, hell.
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      MAEVE

      

      Jamie wasn’t around yesterday evening, so we never had a chance to tell him what happened in town. He isn’t around at breakfast either, and when I text him, Jamie replies he’s in the library. I joke with Amelia that his studying obsession has reached new heights, but his constant burying himself in assignments and study concerns me.  I reply with a text suggesting we meet in the library for a proper debrief. That way we can update Ash and Jamie on the crazy events that happened to me and Amelia yesterday.

      I’m keen to chat to him first, since Jamie would have the greatest knowledge of witch history, and might be able to locate books containing information about those with mind-control abilities. I find him sitting at the small desk in the quiet corner he favours, with his laptop and text books around him, but they’re closed. He stares at the desk, face stern. Why isn't he studying?

      “Hey, Jamie.”

      Jamie looks up and smiles, but he’s hesitant as he moves to look behind me. “Are the others coming?”

      “Soon. Amelia went to find Ash. I wanted to catch up with you first because you weren’t around last night. Is everything okay?”

      He twists the pen around in his hand. “Are you? I heard something happened to you in town yesterday.”

      “Wow, new travels fast.”

      He smiles. “From Sofia, about half an hour ago. I saw her leaving the library as I came in this morning, and she asked me if you were okay after the incident yesterday. I didn’t understand what she meant. Told me to ask you. So?”

      I wrinkle my nose. “I did try to find you yesterday evening, but we couldn’t. Amelia’s disappointed because she wanted to show you her dress.” I nudge him but his grave face doesn’t crack.

      Jamie listens intently as I tell him the story, and doodles on a notepad. He blinks up at me as I finish. “Holy crap. I’m with Sofia—I’ve never heard of that type of witch before. Not one with both powers, anyway.”

      “But this could be good for your situation, right?” He dips his head again. “No?”

      “Yeah, I guess.” His fringe sweeps forward, covering his eyes.

      I told Jamie and Amelia all the details about Marie's condition and how she reached the unhinged stage. I didn't want to tell Jamie, and his response at the time the reason why I almost didn’t: he doesn't want me to help if using my magic to save him would have an effect on me.

      “Theodora suggested private lessons with Tobias, huh?” he asks.

      I frown at his subject change. “Yes. Like I have private tuition with Sofia.”

      “Sure. Exactly the same,” he says with a laugh.

      I huff. What is it about him not trusting Tobias? “Do you think you could find books with more information about my powers?”

      “If any exist, Maeve. I’ve studied most witch history.”

      “Are there any books in the witches' sanctum you haven’t read? Maybe there's something written in one of those?”

      “No, but I do have a book from there that I want to show you.” He pulls his rucksack from under the table. "I found something to help me.”

      Jamie opens his bag and shows me the contents, looking at the narrow space between the bookshelves as if someone might charge in while he’s showing me a drug haul.

      I look in confusion at an old book with loose pages peeking out. The black leather is embossed with a crest I don’t recognise. "Is that a spell book from the witches' sanctum?”

      "Yes." He pulls out the leather-bound grimoire.

      I'm not au fait with all the academy rules yet, but secret books locked away in witches' sanctums must be out of bounds. “You’re not allowed to take books out of there, Jamie. You shouldn't have this.” I trace a finger around the crest, which depicts a moon and thorns and shines in embossed silver.

      "I need to borrow this particular grimoire. There’s a spell to help me—us—in here."

      "We’ll work this out, without spells. Especially now I have a new skill to work on.” I smile encouragingly, although I have my doubts. “If I see the whole event, I’ll be able to stop whatever happens to you by controlling someone’s mind.”

      “No. Your aunt explained what would happen if you kept interfering, and I refuse to make you sick. This is my issue, Maeve. I need something more to defend myself with. I refuse to rely on others."

      “Why take the book from the sanctum and then hide it? Didn't you ask Sofia or Professor Kendal if you could borrow the book?”

      Jamie runs his tongue along his teeth. "They'd say no even if they knew, because books like this contain dangerous spells we're not allowed to learn."

      "Are you intending to use dangerous magic?” I whisper in horror.

      "No." He's firm. "I'm not interested in using harmful spells. I doubt I’m advanced enough, even if I wanted to.”

      I rub my temples. "Jamie. Someone will know the book is missing."

      He grips the book. “I’m the only one who knows the Blackwood grimoire is hidden in the academy.”

      “Why? What’s wrong with the book?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Then why is it hidden?” I narrow my eyes when he looks away. “Jamie?”

      “Because the magic is powerful, I told you. But I’m not stupid like Matt was. I’ll use one spell and then return the book.”

      Jamie doesn't take risks. He avoids trouble and toes the line—Theodora’s star pupil and the ideal student. Why would he do this?

      He strokes the top of the book and closes his eyes, before taking a deep breath. "Can you feel anything from the book's history?" I ask him.

      "More than I'd like to. That's why I’ll be careful which spell I'd use."

      Someone snatches the book from Jamie’s hands. “What the fuck?” Amelia stands over us, Ash behind. Her face reddens as she stares down at the book cover. “What the actual fuck?”

      I gape at Amelia’s outburst. I swear this small, angry whirlwind of a girl is about to attack Jamie.

      “Amelia,” he begins.

      “No!” She slams the book on the table. “Why do you have the Blackwood grimoire? How do you have this?”

      “Amelia, shush, we’re in the library,” I say.

      “You have a short memory, you bloody idiot,” she whispers to Jamie in a harsh voice as anger trembles through her. “After all the lecturing you gave Matt. After what this book did to him.”

      “My situation is different.”

      “Bullshit.”

      I’ve heard stories about Matt and the illegal magic that landed him in the Ravenhold institute. What I didn’t know until recently is the magic stopped being a choice for him. He used a powerful spell book that turned his desire to excel at magic into an addiction. Then the magic unleashed in a frightening way that cost him his place at the academy.

      This book.

      The red-faced, furious Amelia is unrecognisable, and I understand why. The girl beside me pictures losing her best friend the way she lost her boyfriend.

      “How long have you had this?” she snaps, her whole body shaking.

      “Since yesterday. I’m not Matt, Amelia. I only need the book for another day, and I’ll return the grimoire to where I found it.”

      Amelia tenses further. “Matt told me that exact thing several times, Jamie, and the book took hold of him. Please, please don’t cast any Blackwood spells.”

      "All I’ll do is copy out the spell we need." We. "Don't all look at me like that. We need to find ways to protect ourselves and not rely on the academy.”

      Ash breaks his silence and gestures at Amelia. “Listen to Amelia. Look what happened when Matt used a powerful spell. He almost burnt the academy down and was expelled."

      "I don't want to lose you too, Jamie," she says meekly.

      "Or get hurt," I add.

      He shakes his fringe from his eyes. "We agreed, no more secrets, so I’m telling you all my plans. You can help me or not. I'm doing this either way. I'm not summoning anything or creating spells to kill. Nobody will discover what I’m doing because it's not a big deal."

      If that were true, why is the book locked away in a room only accessed by witches with a key?

      “Of course, it’s a big deal, Jamie,” Amelia protests. “Give the book to me now. I should bloody burn the thing.”

      Jamie holds up the book, but his fingers grip tight. The book's edges are singed. “Somebody already tried that. This is Blackwood—nothing destroys their magic easily, which is exactly why I’ve chosen this book.”

      Amelia’s trembling intensifies and tears spring to her eyes. “Jamie. Think about Ravenhold.”

      “I’m going to the cottage this afternoon. You can come with me or not, your choice.” He reaches out to Amelia with his other hand, but she snatches it back. “I’ll give you the book after I perform the spell. I don’t want to keep hold of the book, anyway.”
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      I've no choice.

      Jamie can't do this alone.

      Amelia comes with me to the cottage, but Ash refuses. He has practice today and agrees to meet us afterwards, but the real reason is he doesn’t want to show an ounce of support

      The cottage is snug and warm, like last time we were here, but the atmosphere charged differently this time. We find Jamie in the kitchen, book open on a square table, with a bowl and candles either side. His small rucksack he uses to carry books between classes is set on the floor.

      He looks up and breaks into a wide smile. "Great. I'd hoped somebody would be here."

      "We had no choice," says Amelia stiffly. "Which spell did you choose?"

      He scratches his nose before pulling out a folder and the grimoire. This could be one for an academy project—blue with space to slip printed paper inside. Instead, the folder contains vellum he's written on.

      “This one.”

      He reaches inside the bag again and pulls out a small bottle and a jar that looks as if it contains herbs or spices. Amelia immediately takes hold. She opens the bottle and sniffs.

      "Viridium? Where did you find this?"

      "Professor Turlington's supplies."

      "Jamie! We don't use viridium in anything until final year—all students need a license."

      He glowers. "Not all students might die soon."

      She stares back thin-lipped before setting the bottle down and taking the jar. As she pokes at the contents, her annoyed look doesn't change. "Good thing we're here if you're stupid enough to mix viridium with goldbane."

      I look between them. "Is this dangerous?"

      "Yes," she says.

      "If in the wrong hands," protest Jamie.

      "Like a Lower Sixth student?" Amelia looks at him pointedly.

      He ignores her. "I've been through the book, and there's a spell similar to the one we tried in the sanctum a few days ago, Maeve, but this protection lasts longer."

      “How much longer?" I ask.

      “As long as I carry this."

      He pulls a silver pendant attached to a leather cord from his pocket. A symbol similar to a pentagram is carved in black in the centre, and smaller black symbols overlay the points.

      "No!" Amelia snatches the pendant from him. "You told me you wouldn't touch dangerous magic."

      "Give me that back," he demands.

      I look between them. "What is it?"

      "This is one of the Blackwood family pendants," Amelia explains. "The family are powerful witches who were ostracised from witch society over a hundred years ago. Few people know what the family did, but everybody is frightened of their magic."

      As she speaks, she waves the necklace around.

      "No, this is just an heirloom from before the Trials," he protests. "Other witches have used Blackwood charms. Don't be ridiculous."

      "Me?" she retorts. "You're the one about to hex yourself."

      "This is not a hex. It's a spell."

      "Wait a minute? Jamie is about to curse himself?" I stare at him. "Why?"

      Jamie succeeds in snatching back the pendant. "I am not. This spell is for protection. If somebody tries to harm me, whatever damage they intend will reflect back and injure them instead."

      Amelia sucks in a breath. "You can't use Blackwood magic. Do you want to join Matt at Ravenhold? Because if you're caught using illegal spells, that's what will happen."

      "Matt wasn't expelled just for using Blackwood magic. He'd done a lot of other things wrong, Amelia."

      She glares at him. "But this is a slippery slope, Jamie. If you don't hand the book over, I'm telling somebody."

      Scowling, Jamie gathers together the other spell ingredients and holds his arms around them. "Don't judge me, Amelia. Is your life under threat? No. But if it were, I bet you'd do whatever it took to protect yourself."

      "Jamie. Don't do this." Her voice switches from anger to pleading. "Don't curse yourself with magic that attaches to your soul. You don't know what this could do to you."

      Jamie grips the pendant tightly in his palm. "This could save my life."

      "Whoa. What?" I interrupt. "Okay. I agree with Amelia. Stop this."

      "No."

      "Jamie, please." I sit and place a hand over his where he grips the pendant. "This isn't like you."

      "How do you know what I'm like? You've known me weeks."

      I withdraw my hand as his words sting. "Wow. Okay."

      He drags his other hand through his hair. "Sorry. I didn't mean to be rude, but I hate that you're both making decision about my life. My body. What does this matter if I won't hurt anybody else?"

      "Then I hope you fail." Amelia drags out a wooden kitchen chair and sits. "I wish I was spirit-attuned so I could influence the magic energy in the room and stop you.”

      The sun shines on the cottage today, but the atmosphere is unpleasant. If only I knew how to use my mind control on Jamie.

      The warmth in the room becomes stifling as I scramble to keep up with what's happening.

      Jamie shakes his sleeve out as he carefully mixes the herbs and tincture into the bowl. I watch with a mixture of curiosity and apprehension as he holds the pendant above, takes the parchment, and speaks the words.

      His eyes shine, the secret witch code spoken with intensity, and fear trickles down my spine as if someone dropped ice into my shirt. Amelia's pale and tense, coiled ready to step in.

      She closes her eyes in despair as he finishes the incantation, and I'm wary about watching as he drops the pendant inside. Purple sparks spit from the bowl, and a sickly smell fills the room as they do. Jamie hastily tears the scroll and sets the pieces alight before dropping them into the bowl. The green sparks switch to flames which roar upwards, and my face heats as if I'm standing by the bonfire again.

      Amelia swears and holds her head in her hands as the flames fizzle out, and I'm transfixed as he pulls the pendant from the bowl. The silver shines brightly with a tinge of purple. The leather is intact, and Jamie ties it around his neck, fingers shaking as he does.

      "Do you feel any different?" I whisper.

      Jamie hides the pendant beneath his T-shirt and touches. "Calmer."

      "For now," mutters Amelia. “If you cast any more spells from this book, I’m going to intervene, Jamie."

      But how? Even though she threatened to, Amelia can’t tell Theodora and risk the consequences for Jamie. This is something we need to deal with—and that means taking the book away

      Jamie stands and points at his face. “Prove this works."

      "What?" she asks.

      "Slap me. I know you want to."

      She grits her teeth. "Don't tempt me."

      "No," he urges. "I want to see if you feel the slap instead."

      Amelia snaps her head back. "Are you serious?"

      He shrugs and turns to me. "Maeve?"

      I widen my eyes. "Me? I won't hit you."

      "Ask Ash. I'm sure he will." Amelia holds her hand out. "Give me that bloody book before you get any stupid ideas about other spells and corrupt yourself completely."

      "I have not corrupted myself." Jamie allows her to take the book and gathers up the other items. He tips the ash from the bowl into a small plastic bag. How nice that he tidies up after himself when he performs dangerous magic.

      The front door to the cottage bangs closed and I rush into the lounge. Through the window, I spot Amelia sprinting across the academy grounds with her bag over one shoulder, gripping hard. Jamie joins me in looking out.

      "I guess she really wanted to take that book from me." He chuckles.

      "I don't think it's funny. Amelia is worried about you. We both are."

      The Jamie with me is again the guy I met when I arrived at the academy, before he discovered the secret I'd kept. His eyes are filled with hope and the worry no longer ghosts his face. He seizes my hands. "But I'm safe now, Maeve."

      Jamie's touch often triggers a subtle energy I don't feel with others, but this time a pain surges through as if I touched an electric fence.

      My brain buzzes and eyesight blackens. I take a deep breath, convinced I'm about to have a vision, before stumbling back and holding my head. I drop onto the sofa before I collapse to the floor, holding my head in my hands.

      Taking a couple of calming breaths, I look up and the room sharpens again. The cottage is cooler.

      Empty.

      Where did Jamie go?
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      I stumble to my feet. "Jamie?"

      The front door is open, and I walk outside and into the dusk.

      Did I pass out and the afternoon pass by? Jamie wouldn't leave me unconscious, surely. The evening air is warmer too, which is odd. Today was sunnier than the recent dull weather, but still held a November chill.

      My head feels as if I've spun around on a roundabout at a children’s playground, and the world isn’t entirely upright. I make my way across the lawn towards the main academy building.

      Where the hell is Jamie?

      Close by, I hear voices and cheering, and I turn my head. The world lurches again. Floodlights shine down onto the sports pitch, and the number of voices sounds like a crowd watching a match and not a practice.

      Apart from the voices, the grounds are quiet. I don’t pass anybody as I make my way across the neat lawns towards Walcott house to catch up with Jamie and Amelia.

      A figure waits in the shadows to the left of the entrance and I pause, wary who this might be. I recognise Andrei before I fully see him, as if something inside instantly reaches out. He always stands in a certain way—his body wound tight; chin tipped to watch people from beneath his hair but not far enough that they can see his eyes.

      His clothes are a giveaway too—I’m unsure the guy possesses anything apart from his uniform, black jeans, T-shirts and the hoodies he occasionally hides his face behind.

      Andrei moves from his half-hidden spot when he sees me. I'm in no physical or mental state to deal with him right now, and as he strides over, I ready myself to deal with his onslaught.

      "I thought you'd never arrive," Andrei says and strokes my hair from my eyes. “Is everything okay?”

      I startle at his hand on me as I stare into his concerned eyes.

      Is he smiling at me?

      "I don’t understand what—"

      I’m interrupted as Andrei's mouth touches mine. He cups the back of my head and presses his other hand into the small of my back as he draws me to him. I've seconds to register the warmth from lips and the instant desire to kiss him back, before I regain my senses and pull away. I shove Andrei hard in the chest.

      "What the hell do you think you're doing?" My lips tingle and heat rushes through my body. Once, I daydreamed what kissing Andrei would feel like and imagined his lips would be cold and harsh. This kiss held a tenderness that lingers on my lips.

      His brows dip with consternation. "Kissing you? You don't usually mind."

      I cross my arms and edge backwards in case he tries again. "Very funny, Andrei. Touching me without permission is assault."

      He chokes a laugh, and I narrow my eyes. "Whoa. You're serious, aren't you? What's got into you?"

      "Me? What about you?" He steps forward and I move back. "Don't you dare touch me again."

      “Wow, Maeve." He drags a hand down his face. "Fine. I’m only showing you I've missed you. You’re so bloody confusing.”

      “I’m confusing?”

      Andrei shakes his head. “Forget it. But we need to find Theodora."

      The ground below my feet undulates, but Andrei doesn't appear to notice. "What for?"

      He blinks. "Has somebody mind-controlled you, Maeve? To talk to her about Vincent. Come on."

      Andrei strides away and his image blurs as if someone scrubbed him with an eraser. My stomach lurches and I twist my head around looking for something to grasp onto as the ground moves again.

      I'm too far from the building and walking feels like wading through cement. The world swirls around me, and I collapse backwards as my legs buckle.
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      I storm through the door to the cottage with Amelia at my heels. Maeve lies on the sofa with Jamie kneeling beside her, his face ashen.

      "What the hell happened?" I shout and drop on my knees beside her. "Maeve?"

      I touch Maeve's face. She's warm and breathing, but motionless.

      "Jamie?" I demand.

      He glances behind me where Amelia stands. "She collapsed. Maybe she's having a vision?"

      "Or maybe she doesn't like your magic?" Amelia retorts. “Did you touch her?”

      I sit back on my heels. Magic? He didn't. "No bloody way. Did you use the book? Amelia, why didn’t you stop him?"

      "I said I would and that nobody could stop me.” He’s only half paying attention as he drags a hand down his face.

      "I should knock some sense into you!" I snarl.

      Witches and out-of-control magic screwed up my life once, and now I spend my time around Walcott in an attempt to keep an eye on this shit. Sure, me and Jamie are friends, but that friendship can end pretty damn soon if he's a dumb bastard, like Matt.

      "Go ahead." He looks up. “Because you won’t hurt me.”

      "Stop that! We need to help Maeve." Amelia hovers close by, chewing on a nail.

      The longer Maeve doesn't move, the more anxious I am. I'm serious, if Maeve’s badly injured, I’ll smack Jamie in the face. Hard.

      "Explain." I hold the back of my hand against Maeve's cool cheek.

      My anger grows as Amelia describes this afternoon's spell casting, and we both look to Jamie to finish the story. He looks worse than he did earlier— so much for magic helping him.

      "When Amelia left, I took Maeve’s hands to tell her everything was okay, and she collapsed. That's all that happened. I swear. Maeve passes out when she has visions, remember."

      "Usually for seconds, not minutes. How long has Maeve been unconscious?" I demand.

      "Just before I called you." Jamie's gestures at his phone and trembles. "Ten minutes?"

      “Stop arguing, you two. Something’s very wrong." Amelia's eyes tear up. "We need to get Maeve to the infirmary."

      Jamie pushes his hands into his hair again and swears. "I didn't do anything to her, honestly."

      I take Maeve's hand and enclose it between mine. She looks vulnerable and her face is colourless. Amelia's right—we can't deal with this.

      I ready myself to gather Maeve in my arms. She'll bloody hate me marching into the academy carrying her like a damsel in distress, but right now, she is one.

      Maeve stirs as my arms slide beneath her back, and my heart surges with relief, until she pulls herself away and jumps from the sofa. She stares around, eyes filled with confusion and fear, then drops back down.

      "When did I come back here?" she asks.

      I can barely hear her. "You collapsed. Jamie called us because you wouldn't regain consciousness."

      "I saw...” She trails off and looks out of the window. "Isn’t it the evening?”

      "No. Afternoon. Did you have a vision?" Amelia asks gently and sits beside her.

      "No. Yes. I don't know." She meets Jamie's eyes. "When did I come back here?"

      His fingers go to the pendant beneath his shirt. "You haven't left."

      Maeve groans and bends her head to her knees with arms wrapped around her head. "I was there."

      "Where, Maeve?" Amelia touches her shoulder. "What happened?"

      She sits back and drags her hands down her face. "I walked out of the cottage and back to the academy. Only it was dusk and I spoke to Andrei and... omigod.” Maeve puts a trembling hand over her mouth. “Everything seemed real. I could feel everything."

      Amelia takes her hand. “You must've had a vision. Did you see something bad happen? Do we need to tell Theodora?”

      “No. Normally I only see things, and I'm aware I'm on the edge of reality. This time... I felt like I was physically there.” Her voice rises. "What if my visions become like this now?”

      She doesn't say the words, but they echo in my head: what if she loses touch with reality like her aunt?

      I force a reassuring smile. No. That won't happen. Not to Maeve.
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      Theodora stands over the bed in the small infirmary room, arms crossed, and lips pursed. Since Ash and the others brought me here, I've asked to leave. Partly because I’m embarrassed, and partly because I want to assure my friends that I'm okay. Ash, Jamie, and Amelia were sent away to allow me quiet, and I promised I'd catch up with them later. The academy nurse, an elderly woman with white hair and a gentle nature, insisted I wait until Theodora is informed.

      Hopefully now she’s here I can leave soon.

      Sofia stands beside her. How many students receive personal visits by professors when they pass out? Not many. She runs her index finger along her lips as I explain what happened—the vision and how real everything seemed.

      Not Jamie’s actions.

      Concern crosses Theodora's face too, and their reassurances I’ll be fine don't help. We all know what happens to future-sighted witches, and this incident happened the day after I saved a life.

      "Can I leave soon?" I ask. "I'm absolutely fine now."

      "What month is it, Maeve?” asks Sofia.

      "November," I say with a confused frown.

      "Did you have class today?"

      What is this? "Not yet. It's early afternoon. I have History of Magic with you later, Theodora."

      Sofia nods at Theodora, who smiles hesitantly. "I'm glad that you're with us again."

      "I only passed out."

      "For approximately ten minutes, I hear. I'm concerned what triggered this fainting spell. I'd like to see you later to talk about what happened, when you lost connection to the present. I understand you were with Jamie." Sofia peers at me. "What were you doing together at the cottage?"

      “Oh my!" Theodora claps her hands together. "Don't intrude into the poor girl's personal affairs while she's feeling unwell."

      I fight the heat flooding my cheeks at their suggestion, but I’d rather they thought that than knew the truth.

      Jamie is a whole other issue. I can’t say anything about the book, but I’ve made a pact with Amelia that if Jamie does one more thing with Blackwood magic, we’ll tell somebody. At least Amelia has the grimoire now, not Jamie.

      "Maeve, this isn't confirmation you'll become like your aunt. Please don't think that." Sofia hands me a glass.

      I take a sip of water. I'm tempted to feel that way but remind myself that I'm different. My aunt doesn't have the same powers as me.

      But is that enough of a difference?

      No. I refuse to hide from my powers any longer. I have to harness them and become who I should be. They don’t get to control me.

      "This is only the first time," I say. "Besides, I knew instantly that I wasn’t in the present, but experiencing a more vivid look at the future than usual.”

      A future where I kiss Andrei. Is that true?

      "You begin tuition with Professor Whitlock tomorrow," says Theodora. "How about we focus on that and not random visions?"

      I stare as she pats my hand. Everything is always simple and straightforward, according to Theodora.

      “I don’t understand why Andrei said I needed to talk to you about Vincent,” I say. “Do you have any idea why?”

      Theodora wrinkles her nose. “No, but the good thing is nothing untoward happened. You and Sofia could explore what you saw today in your next session, perhaps delve deeper and see where you go with Andrei.”

      "I agree. Rest today. I'm positive that we can teach you to keep control of your reality," says Sofia. I know she's trying to reassure me, but I'm not encouraged.

      "I'm sure Tobias will help," I say and smile.

      Sofia humphs.

      They leave me in the uncomfortable bed, and I immediately seek out my shoes. My hair sweeps forward as I put them on. Are they right? Can they stop me losing touch with reality permanently? Everything felt real, but I wasn't walking around hallucinating. Yet.

      The nurse is busy tending to a Gilgamesh kid who's arrived from sports practice with an ankle injury. The infirmary is small with just four beds and curtain dividers, a desk opposite the doorway, and a small treatment room to the right. I'm lost in my thoughts as I make my way to the exit and bump into somebody as they step out of the room.

      His scent hits me at the same time—the sharp spice and sweetness combined. One that reminds me of Halloween, the last time we were close. The scent from my vision. I lift my eyes to meet Andrei's, which are half-covered by his hair. My gaze drops to his lips as my pulse hikes. Every sense was immersed in my clairvoyant dream, including the subtle mint taste in his soft kiss.

      "Are you alright? I heard you passed out again." He frowns. "Why are you looking at me like that?”

      I rub my eyes. "No reason. Are you okay?”

      He reaches behind and closes the door. As he does, I notice a red spot on his arm which fades before my eyes. Andrei closes a hand over it.

      Why would he be here? Tobias told me vamps can't be injured.

      "I'm fine. Visiting a friend. I hope you feel better soon, blondie. You look like crap." He drags the door open, and I step after him.

      I'm amused when he doesn't hold the door open for me, but not surprised. With a sigh, I yank on the handle and step out after Andrei.

      He’s gone.
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      Sofia suggests I postpone my first session with Tobias, due to the effect this recent vision had on me, but I tell her I want to go.

      I have two reasons not to delay: firstly, to gauge if Tobias can help me at all, and secondly, because I have questions he may be able to answer.

      With every new experience, the more determined I am to grow into my potential and gain control over this power—before it controls me. Yesterday was another wake-up call. Is it a coincidence that the present and future merged the day after I save somebody’s life? I don’t think so.

      Trepidation fizzes in my stomach when I rap on the door to Tobias's classroom. He’s the only professor who doesn’t own a study in the main building, where academy administration is run from. Tobias reminds me of Andrei a little—he stays away from his peers; on the edge but close enough that nobody notices.

      How many other similarities are between them?

      Tobias doesn’t answer the door and I knock louder, listening for footsteps. A second later, the door opens.

      “You’re impatient today, Maeve.”

      He’s barefoot and out of his teaching uniform of formal shirt and trousers. Instead he wears slim-fitting jeans and a grey T-shirt that stretches across his toned chest. His usually slicked-back hair is free from control today, framing his face and accentuating the pneuma vampire features.

      Tobias looks younger than usual. More human.

      This is not good.

      “Sorry,” I manage to mumble, continuing to stare.

      He looks away. Is Tobias aware the effect his eyes have on me? Oh crap, I hope he can’t read my physical reaction to him. My mind’s blank, so at least he can’t read any thoughts. I shake my head at the garbled thoughts in my head.

      “Excuse the lack of formality,” he says in his smooth voice and gestures at himself.

      “No need.” I gesture at my ordinary clothes. “No uniform today.”

      He blinks. “Indeed.”

      I trail after him as he walks into his office and as I sit on a seat, I’m aware this is my ‘usual’ seat. The place is becoming as familiar as Sofia’s room.

      “Sofia explained a little about what’s happening. I heard about the incident in town and your strange experience yesterday.” Tobias lowers himself into the worn armchair opposite. “Are you alright?’

      His concern stuns me as much as his appearance does. “Confused. As usual.”

      He nods. “You cope well, Maeve. You’re a strong girl.”

      “That adjective makes a nice change from ‘immature’, Tobias.”

      He pushes a hair from his face and sits back, one ankle crossed over his knee, the way Jamie or Andrei would. “Everybody needs to grow up. I wouldn’t expect a nineteen-year-old to be fully mature. I wasn’t. Now, explain to me in detail what happened, when you saw yourself inside the car.”

      My stuttered explanation doesn’t satisfy him, and he pushes me to examine more about the situation. The sensations. The sounds. Whether I could feel the objects, or the thoughts and feelings of my host.

      Host. I grimace.

      “Is there a problem?”

      “I feel like I’m an evil demon in a movie who possessed someone.”

      He chuckles. “Nothing demonic about this at all. Few people can possess a body, and those who can struggle to control the person for long.”

      Waving a hand, Tobias asks me to continue. By the end of my explanation, my chest is tight with anxiety.

      Tobias touches my hand. “Maeve. You’re coping well in a difficult time. Please don’t panic.”

      I look to where his slender fingers rest on mine, and the cool metal ring warming on my skin. The energy drains from my body, and I pull my hand away to tuck them beneath my arms. "Are you feeding on me?"

      “Just your fear, Maeve. I don’t feed on people in the way you think.”

      “I know I shouldn't judge, and you're trying to help, but this creeps me out.”

      “I’m a vampire, Maeve. It is what it is. I don’t need to prey on people, if that worries you. I can satisfy myself through soaking unwanted emotions—fear, upset, distress.” He shakes his head at my confusion and chuckles. “Teaching classes of eighteen- and nineteen-year-old kids means I'm never short of sustenance. The emotional overload that hums around students is detrimental to their studies—I help remove this. So, no, I don’t feed, but I absorb.”

      “Some pneuma must feed on people.”

      “Yes, unfortunately, and with unpleasant effects. This is my equivalent of the cows' blood solution the hemia have.” He laughs. “If you catch my meaning.”

      “You mean you don't harm humans because you use a safer feeding method?”

      “Exactly.” He rubs his hands on his jeans. “I don’t have all evening to discuss my diet, so let’s move on.”

      I nod. “Sorry.”

      He steeples his fingers beneath his chin. “People’s minds are difficult to climb inside. In my classes, we learn to break down mental barriers and see thoughts. Influence them. Mind control is a step further. You have to burrow deeper and tune into the decision-making part of somebody's mind.”

      “Okay.”

      He pauses and bites his lip. “I’m wary about teaching this ability to anybody. I'm sure you can imagine the power that harnessing this talent would give you. Maeve, promise me never to use the power on anybody unless another’s life is threatened.”

      “I don’t intend to. You know my thoughts on mind control.”

      He breaks into the biggest smile I’ve seen from him, tugging the corner of his eyes and humanising him further. “Indeed, I do, Maeve.”

      My name always rolls from his tongue to sound different to most people's pronunciations. European? Irish? I noticed this the first day, and I love the way he says 'Maeve'.

      To be honest, Tobias could read the menu at a restaurant, and I’d be hungry for more than food.

      Omigod. Maeve. My mind gets stuck on this stupid loop whenever I’m with Tobias. I have two amazing guys interested in me, and still I drool over a professor.

      “Maeve?”

      “Sorry. I drifted for a minute there.” I swear he knows where because he purses his lips at me. I’ve engaged in Tobias's lessons, pushing at mental barriers, but is delving deeper possible? “How do I practice? I doubt I could have an effect on you, Tobias.”

      His eyes meet mine a moment longer than is comfortable. “I would need to open my mind to you, which again is something I’m reluctant to do.”

      “I understand. Do you think another student could help me instead? Maybe Jamie?”

      He shakes his head. “This academy likes to keep secrets. This new one— your other power—needs to be kept quiet for now.”

      "But my friends already know."

      "I'm glad they do. You need to look after each other."

      “I don’t think Sofia wanted you to know or help.”

      His eyes narrow. “Is that so?” Whoa, big mouth, Maeve. “Don’t worry, I’m aware she doesn’t like me. I don’t trust her either.”

      He’s confirming what I already suspect; the academy is a place of conflict that the Dominion could take advantage of.

      “To start with, I want to teach you how to reach into the decision-making part of my brain. Only something minor, like picking up a glass.” He gestures at an empty one on the table beside him. “Nothing deeper than that. You could spend a lifetime learning to control my actions but could never influence me to do much more than simple tasks.”

      I clasp my hands in my lap as I stare at the glass.

      “We rarely think about actions like picking up a glass to drink, if we’re distracted by other things. Much the same way somebody would hit the brakes on a car in reflex to seeing a child in the road. Your vic... man was distracted by his phone— you took over and saw what he missed. The swerving was a reflex action.”

      I nod. His explanation makes sense, but what he’s asking amuses me. Make the vampire pick up a glass.

      “Do you think I can make you do something?” I ask.

      “Only because I’ll let you.” He pauses. “I’m trusting you here, and I’m warning you not to pry anywhere else in my mind or memories, at any time. The consequences to you would be greater than an academy detention.”

      The aura around him shifts to warning and my mouth parches. As if I’d be stupid enough to upset a professor who’s a vampire with secrets.

      I nod, his veiled threat ringing in my ears.

      Tobias checks his wristwatch, focusing my attention on his defined forearms and the fingers he placed on my skin. “I have half an hour. Let’s begin.”

      He shuffles further back in his seat and places his hand on the table beside the glass. “I will bring the thought to the front of my mind, and you can choose the moment I take hold of the glass. This sounds basic, but if you manage, you’ll achieve a lot.”

      We lapse into silence and close our eyes. I picture Tobias in my mind, twisting my thoughts so I’m him, sitting opposite.

      How do I do this? My mind reaches out into the air around me, grasping for another’s thoughts as if I could net them like fish. A faded picture comes into view. A glass. Seizing hold of the image, I focus. My face heats as I picture Tobias’s hand as mine—how lucky I spent time studying him moments ago. Concentrate, Maeve.

      I snap my eyes open and the world around is mute, the only sound is blood swooshing in my ears. The hand in front of my eyes has long fingers and a silver ring and I painfully turn my head to look down at the glass on the table.

      The hand shakes as I reach down; the movement jerky. The male fingers close around the glass tumbler and my heart speeds as I lift it.

      I can’t resist peeking at the room around. At the girl opposite. Her eyes are closed, and mouth parted slightly in concentration. The flushed cheeks accentuate her delicate features. How smooth does her blonde hair feel where strands touch her neck? Is her skin as soft as I imagine? This girl is as mesmerising to me as I am to her. She moistens her lips and my pulse races as a familiar, unwanted sensation surges inside.

      A glass shatters and I jump back into my own skin. That was louder than somebody dropping the glass, as if someone threw it. Snapping my eyes open, I meet Tobias’s darkened eyes and barely hidden anger. The glass has shattered into pieces on the floor between us.

      My heart thunders. What did I do? “Did you drop the glass?” I ask meekly.

      “Yes,” he growls. “You were distracted and let go of your concentration. Which means I let go too.”

      “Oh.” Embarrassed that I screwed up, I lean down and take the larger shards in my hands.

      “Leave that,” he snaps. “You’ll cut yourself.”

      “Maybe we should’ve chosen a pen, or something less breakable,” I say, attempting to lighten the blanketing heaviness in the room.

      He stares at me, unblinking. “I chose something I could break if necessary.”

      “Why? What happened?” He doesn’t answer so I set the glass shards down and reach for others. In my flustered state, I take too sharp a piece and the tip pierces my finger. “Shit.”

      He rises. “Stand up. I told you you’d cut yourself. Why do you never listen?”

      I do as Tobias says as he grabs tissues from inside a nearby drawer. I stare down at the blood pooling on my finger. Swearing, he grabs my hand and wraps a white tissue around the wound, and a second when the blood seeps through.

      “I told you to keep out of my head,” he says, roughly pushing my hand at me. “Get out of here and attend to your wound. You’re lucky I’m not hemia.”

      His reaction is a slap to the face. “I didn’t look into your head, Tobias,” I say. “I just glanced around the room through your eyes. I like to locate myself whenever I’m in visions.”

      “I’d prefer you call me Professor Whitlock,” he says harshly. “And Sofia was right. This tuition is a bad idea.”

      He escorts me from his office and the classroom, muttering something about how he’ll be late for a meeting, if I don’t leave now. The door closes in my face and I stare in disbelief at the wood.

      I only looked around the room. Why react this harshly? Because I broke the glass?

      No. This is more. I saw myself through Tobias’s eyes, and he looked at his student in a way that a professor never should. My breath catches at the undeniable truth. Tobias is attracted to me.
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      JAMIE

      

      Physical Education is my least favourite class, and I’m relieved I only attend once a week. This term, the faculty put Walcott and Gilgamesh in the same class—witches head to head with shifters—which is bloody stupid since they’re physically stronger. This term we play hockey which is supposed to be a non-contact sport, but Gilgamesh kids like nothing better than to remind us we’re weaker with a slip of the hockey stick. We’re at a disadvantage unless spells are used, and that’s not allowed.

      Today, I’m counting on somebody 'accidentally' hitting me, so I can test my new magic defences.

      I’m not sorry about casting the spell on myself, whatever the others think. How can they understand what it’s like to have a death threat hanging over your head, like a constant black cloud following you everywhere? I bet they’d use any method available to stay safe. Sure, I took a risk casting the spell, but I’m okay. I don’t feel any different.

      No, I do feel different—safer.

      I feel awful about what happened to Maeve afterwards, but I don’t believe this was connected. Amelia says I’m fooling myself if I think that’s true. Maeve’s still freaked out by the blur between the present and the future, but she’s coping better than I thought she would and there’s no ill effects. So no harm done.

      Professor O’Reilly stands with arms crossed tight across his barrel chest, the sports shirt straining against his biceps as he watches us file into the sports hall from the rain. This ex-military guy is one of few teachers who'll discipline you for using his first name. He demands respect from us all—he’s bloody scary.

      Maeve passes then half-hides on Ash’s right-hand side, her eyes wide as she looks round at us all. She voiced her worry about competing against the other houses, but Amelia assured her she'll survive.

      Survive was the wrong word to use, since Maeve turned pale.

      We stand against the wall and Professor O’Reilly walks along to inspect us. Every class I have with him, I feel as if I’m thirteen again, because he looks down at us as if we’re dumb kids. He’s overly strict on sports uniform too—thanks to his military background, everything has to be perfect.

      His slight limp is the only clue to the professor's disability. His career fighting for the Confederacy ended abruptly following a loss against hunters. He can still shift into a huge wolf that I wouldn’t tangle with, even with three legs, but his physical prowess isn’t enough for a combat role. Instead of taking a desk job, the professor decided to train others in the hope he’ll find strong candidates for military leadership.

      He has his eye on Ash.

      Professor O’Reilly stops in front of Maeve and appraises her. His gaze rests on her shoes long enough for the rest of us to fall quiet. He fixes her with his amber eyes.

      “You do not have the correct shoes, Miss Foster.”

      She straightens but doesn’t look down at the black and white Vans. “Sorry. I didn’t know I needed specific shoes until today. These are the only trainers I have.”

      His nostrils flare. “Trainers? These are some kind of tennis shoe. Totally unsuitable for my class.”

      “Maeve wasn't told everything about sports uniform,” puts in Amelia. “She joined the academy after the information was sent to her parents.”

      “Is that so? Why aren't her parents concerned enough to supply her the correct uniform, once she started here? This academy has rules. You are all different, but the uniform makes you equal. I do not care for individuality.”

      Maeve’s cheeks are bright red, and I feel for her. Nobody likes to be on the receiving end of Professor O’Reilly’s ire. “I'll organise something for next week,” she says meekly.

      He throws his hands up. “Who taught my class while I was away the last half-term? He or she should’ve enforced my rules.”

      “Professor Richards.” The shifter Maths teacher has the correct skills, but no interest in teaching sports. The lessons became unruly—half the students loitered at the edge of the class and did nothing during each hour he taught.

      “I should’ve guessed he'd be incompetent.” He gestures at Maeve again. “What are your fitness levels like?”

      She glances at Amelia in desperation then back at him. “Not great.”

      “Was physical education compulsory at your human school?”

      I straighten. This is the true issue here—prejudice. Maeve shakes her head. "Not in my year."

      The professor bends forward, arms behind his back. “Then, we will fix that, Miss Foster.”

      As he continues his march along the line of students, Maeve looks at the door and for a moment I think she’s about to run.

      He criticises other students for wearing the wrong colour socks before he moves to the centre of the room.

      “The weather prevents you playing outside, but you can still play indoor hockey.” The professor gestures around the vast hall where two makeshift goals are placed at either end. “I trust you’ll play nicely today, Remi.”

      Ash’s shifter friend chuckles. “Sure thing, Professor. Always.”

      He makes a humph noise and directs people to the large cupboard containing hockey sticks.

      “I can’t play hockey,” whispers Maeve. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “Just hang at the sides,” I say. “Defend the goal, which will be pointless since most shifters easily pass witches, and score.”

      Amelia grumbles in agreement.

      There’s no need to hand out bibs to differentiate the opposite races as blue team and red team, but the professor does anyway. We're split into smaller groups, and my stomach drops into my correct trainers when we’re pitted against shifters.

      Including Ash and Clive.

      Amelia and Maeve are assigned defence roles. Witches are given the usual strict instructions not to use our magic, and shifters not to use their superior physical skills.

      The key reason for physical education sessions is to practice how we’d cope in situations we couldn’t access our powers. Personally, I don’t think we’ll have hockey sticks, neither would we repel people with our excellent ball skills. Amelia told me not to be sarcastic, and that we hone skills like running, dodging, or climbing.

      Amelia's right, but I’d rather train without lengths of wood wielded by shifters smacking my ankles.

      The burly Gilgamesh players have physical strength, but not agility. As a player in an attack position, I’m able to use my dexterity to dodge. Not as well as a vamp could if they took part in this class, but physically, I’m on the ball. Ash meets me head on a couple of times and his eyes narrow, as his competitive nature takes over.

      The game is fast-paced as we swerve around each other, shoes squeaking on the polished floor and cries echoing around the room. I grow hotter with exertion, but my disadvantage against shifters comes through.

      Their stamina.

      I never expected our team to win, but 10-0 is a worse score than I imagined. Maeve and Amelia apologise profusely at half time for their poor performance, but the team doesn't care about winning. Most of us want the lesson over and to leave in one piece.

      The match resumes and the opposing team switch from triumph to goading us “how shit” we are. Once again, someone hits the ball away from me and passes it to his team mate, Clive. Clive heads towards Maeve and Amelia, and my heart leaps into my mouth as Maeve steps in front of him. He calls out something to her and she forges forward, stick positioned in an attempt to stop the ball.

      I stare in disbelief as he slams Maeve with a shoulder and knocks her backwards, to the floor. Maeve skids across the ground and her stick flies from her hand. Immediate anger seethes inside and I step forward to confront him. A figure beats me to it as Ash shoves the guy hard in the chest.

      “What the hell, man?” he growls.

      “She was in the way, dude. Hit me on the ankles too. Just retaliating.” Clive shoves Ash’s hand to one side.

      The match halts as everybody stares at the scene. Maeve silently gets to her feet and winces. Hair has fallen from her ponytail during the match, and she wipes her perspiring face with a hand.

      “Professor?” I call out.

      He watches impassively. “Yes?”

      “That should be a foul.”

      “What should?” He scratches an eyebrow. “Miss Foster, please resume the game. The rest of you—in position.”

      Clive smirks and steps back from Ash.

      “Professor,” puts in Amelia. “Clive deliberately knocked Maeve and he's hurt her.”

      “I’m fine,” Maeve says in a small voice. “Let’s finish.”

      “Someone twice your size sent you flying across the sports hall. That’s not fine.” Ash steps forward again and Clive raises a disdainful eyebrow.

      Professor O'Reilly raises his voice. “I said, resume positions and continue the match. I saw nothing.”

      Ash’s mouth opens as if to say something, then closes it and glowers.

      “She tripped,” says Clive. “Didn’t you, sweetheart?”

      Nose to nose with Clive, Ash says something through clenched teeth, who laughs back at him.

      Nobody hit or touched me yet, but I can change that. As we return to our positions, I walk past Clive and whack his ankles. "Oops, sorry."

      He winces and scowls at me.

      “You’ll regret what you did to Maeve,” I mutter. “I’ll see you later.”

      Clive scoffs. “Yeah? And how are you going to make me regret it, little witch boy?”

      I smile slowly. “You won’t know what’s hit you.”
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      JAMIE

      

      The shifter camaraderie leads to loud celebrations in the changing rooms, while the majority of witches change and leave as quickly as they can. How will we fare as a house in the academy games next term, if we can hardly take on the others in a hockey match?

      I take my time changing and talking down a wound-up Ash, telling him to change and leave, to check if Maeve is okay. If Clive bruised Maeve, Ash is sure to give Clive a larger one.

      The volume of voices drops as people leave, until only stragglers remain in the room. I sit on the slatted bench with my bag between my legs, stomach filled with apprehension and some fear. If the spell doesn’t work, my face won’t look great in a few minutes.

      Clive keeps an eye on me as we change, his look hard and he mouths threats in my direction. The guy has an attitude problem—worse than most shifters. The stars know what the academy would be like if he were top dog above Ash. Plenty feel the same as me, and this is one reason Ash is held in high esteem. He has equal power to Clive but isn’t an arsehole.

      Ash never uses violence to keep people in check.

      Clive waves off the last of his mates with a shout out they’ll enjoy a few beers later.

      I don’t fight people. I’ve spent my life avoiding confrontation with guys bigger than me, but I’m confident I can easily push Clive’s buttons. He turns away to zip up his bag before slinging it over a shoulder and heading towards the door.

      “I thought we were having a chat about what happened in the sports hall earlier?” I call after him.

      Clive slowly turns and looks down at me with an amused quirk to his lips. “Dude, I’m giving you a second chance. Don’t mess with me.”

      “You hurt Maeve.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. She tripped over my hockey stick.”

      “That’s bullshit and you know it.” I stride over to him and pull myself tall, but he’s still half a foot taller than me.

      “What is it with the witch girl? Has she charmed you and Ash? Katherine’s right, you’re both her puppy dogs." He pats me on the head. "Puppy dogs don’t make good guard dogs.”

      “You dickhead,” I snarl and step back.

      “Watch your mouth.”

      “Why? I’m sick of being pushed around by arseholes like you. You need someone to teach you a lesson.” Perspiration slicks my palms. Please let the spell work.

      Clive’s barked laugh rings round the changing rooms. “You want me to slam your head into this?” He smacks his fist into a locker door, the sound echoing along with his laugh.

      “You’d need to explain my injuries to your house professor,” I retort. “Professor O’Reilly won’t be happy.”

      Clive leans forward, hot breath in my face. “He won’t give a crap.”

      I step back. “Go ahead, you wanker. I’m not scared of you.”

      “Because you have Ash on your side? You know he hates witches, really? Ash only tolerates you in order to win all the houses over to his side.”

      “Think what you like.” I take a deep breath. He has one sore spot I know guarantees me a beating if I scratch hard enough. “At least my girlfriend isn’t a lamia. You really think she saves herself just for you?”

      I cringe internally at talking about a girl in this way. Sorry, Katherine.

      A fist appears in front of my eyes and collides with my nose. As the knuckles touch my skin, I brace myself for the pain, but all I feel is the sensation a pillow hit my face.

      Clive yells out and his hands go to his face. I touch my uninjured nose as he holds a palm over his. A string of expletives spills from his mouth, half-muffled.

      “How the hell did you do that?” he snarls and stares down at the blood streaking his hand. He grabs at my jacket and yanks me forward. “What magic are you using?”

      Triumph floods into me. The spell worked. It fucking worked.

      “I wouldn’t hit me again, if I were you,” I sneer.

      “I don’t intend to. How the fuck did you deflect like that? I never felt you touch me.”

      I shrug, smirking.

      He looks down and delves his fingers inside my shirt to pull out the pendant. “I’m not the dumb fucker you think I am. I read History of Magic and I know what to watch out for on a witch. Talismans. I don’t know what the fuck you did to me, but you’re busted.”

      The door creaks and bangs closed as somebody walks into the change rooms.

      “Clive?” Katherine creeps around the lockers. “Are we alone?” She halts and covers her mouth. “Omigod. What happened?”

      Clive attempts to pull away my pendant but the chain I now wear it on remains intact. As it cuts into my skin, a red mark appears on his neck instead. I’m impressed—it seems that any and all injury to me is deflected.

      Katherine’s eyes widen. “Jamie. Is that Blackwood?” She steps forward and takes the pendant from her boyfriend’s fingers.

      “Let it go,” I snap, irritation with her rising too.

      “Where did you get this?” she whispers.

      “None of your business.”

      “Really?” She drops the pendant and steps back.

      “Never mind that—look at my face.” Clive moves his hand from where he’s covering his mouth and nose. “The witch used a spell on me.”

      Katherine pulls a disgusted face at the blood smeared across his features, then refocuses on me. “A Blackwood spell, Jamie?”

      “We need to report him.”

      “Pinch the bridge of your nose, honey,” says Katherine as she pulls tissues from her bag. “Let’s clean you up.”

      Clive does as she says but continues to glare at me. “Bloody witches. I bet he’s meddling with the same crap Matt did. Well you can say goodbye to your charity place here!”

      My chest tightens. How many people know about this? Katherine suspects because she pays me to help with assignments, but I’ve never told anybody outright.

      She turns Clive’s face, gentle fingers against his cheek, forcing him to look from me to her. “Clive. Honey. Look at me.” He blinks down at her sultry tones. “We don’t need to report Jamie for anything. He didn’t hit you.”

      “I know, but he—"

      “I mean, telling people would make you look a bit... well...” She scrunches her face up. “Weak. That would be awful.”

      Katherine runs a finger across Clive’s lips, big eyes focused on his, her mouth parted. I expect a retort from Clive, or for him to tell her to back off, but his stance slackens.

      “Did Jamie hit me?” he asks.

      "No, silly. How could he? Look, you clean yourself up and we can meet at—" she glances at me, "—the usual place.”

      Clive’s confused expression is replaced by one of understanding and his hand sneaks around to her backside. If I weren’t shocked by her defending me, I’d back right away.

      Pulling another tissue from her bag, Katherine dabs at his face before examining the tissue. “You have a bad nosebleed.”

      “Huh?” Eyes still fixed on Katherine’s, Clive touches his nose. “Wow, that hurts.”

      “Did someone knock into you hard when you were celebrating your victory? Remi can be over exuberant.” As she speaks, she throws me a pointed look. “It’s a good thing your body heals quickly.”

      I look on, speechless as Katherine uses her mental magic on Clive. How? Few can change other supernaturals’ memories, and those who can are usually pneuma vampires like Tobias. Katherine’s lamia qualities often help others do what she wants, but direct memory changes? Nope.

      Katherine is using mental magic on another student, and that's against the rules.

      I turn my back and pick at the door of a nearby locker, as if I’m not here, while I wait for their now-whispered conversation to finish.

      Clive’s heavy footsteps sound along the tiles before the exit door slams closed.

      “What the hell, Jamie?” exclaims Katherine the moment silence drops.

      I turn to her sour face. “What did you do to Clive?”

      “What did I do? Tell me why you’re wearing that.” She jabs a finger at my neck, where the pendant now warms my skin. “Is that how you injured him?”

      “No, this is for protection. Did you just influence Clive’s mind?”

      “Pfft.” She taps the side of her head with an index finger. “Doesn’t take much to influence his mind.”

      “But you’re not supposed to do that to other students.”

      “And you’re not supposed to sell your soul to Blackwood magic.”

      “I have not,” I retort. “Why does everybody tell bullshit stories about the Blackwoods?”

      Katherine places a hand on her brow and massages. “If you were anybody else, I’d report you, but after what happened to Matt, I won’t.”

      “Why?”

      She tips her head. “Not for altruistic reasons, Jamie. I need you at the academy. I can’t have you expelled when I rely on you for help.”

      The assignments? Surely someone else would accept money and offer Katherine the same kind of help. Her look says it all: she has a greater hold now. Not only am I helping her cheat her way through her schooling, but she knows a secret that would cost me a lot more than she pays.

      “Right,” I say stiffly.

      “I think my help today is worth a discount for my next paper,” she informs me and pulls out her phone. Lips pursed, she scrolls across the screen. “Ugh. English. I need that assignment back by Thursday. Have you started yet?”

      I clench my jaw. Until now, we were equal—I couldn’t tell anybody I wrote her papers, and she couldn’t tell anybody that she paid me for help. Now Katherine has the upper hand.

      “I’ll finish by tomorrow,” I say flatly.

      Katherine scrunches up the bloodied tissues and drops them into the nearby bin. “Good to hear.”

      Tucking her phone away, Katherine fastens her bag. “I need to see Clive. We have a little tête-à-tête organised.”

      “I can imagine.”

      Katherine chews her lip and lifts her startling blue eyes to mine. “Be careful, Jamie.”

      Her earnest tone almost makes me believe she’s genuinely concerned. “I intend to be.”

      She gives me one of her falsely sweet smiles before her heels click away across the floor. But with that sweet smile, I see the concern.

      If Katherine is worried about my safety, life has changed.
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      MAEVE

      

      I sit curled up on the large blue sofa beside Amelia, and Jamie and Ash sit on the sofa opposite. Half-drunk cups of coffee and a packet of chocolate biscuits were left behind on the table between us. Ash helps himself without asking, and I exchange an eye roll with Amelia.

      Another group sit on a set of chairs and sofas in a different corner, a third in the seats Ash favoured at the party. Closest to the TV and the newest, these seats are the most sought after—apart from the quiet ones in the corner.

      On Friday night, the Gilgamesh common room becomes an unofficial meeting place. Partly because they have the biggest and best furnished space, and partly because there’s a weird tradition that Fridays are Gilgamesh days.

      With everything happening, it feels like days since we spent time together as a group, apart from chatting after class.

      “Did Tobias say anything else about the hunters?” Ash asks her. “Did they return to my town?”

      I take a biscuit, guilty that I never asked. I’d intended to at the end of the tuition session, but because our meeting ended abruptly, I never had a chance. “No. He never mentioned anything.”

      He huffs. “I’ve warned my parents to watch out. If they’ve moved on, how are we supposed to catch them?”

      I feel guiltier still that I’ve been lost in my own issues with my aunt and the incident in town. “Perhaps Tobias has everything under control?”

      “Yeah.” Ash sounds doubtful as he sinks back and places his feet on the table, ankles crossed. “I hope so since he’s never spoken about the situation again.”

      “That means everything must be sorted,” I suggest. Ash doesn’t look convinced.

      “How are you, Jamie?” asks Amelia pointedly.

      “Fine. Why?”

      She narrows her eyes. “Don’t give me that innocent look. I heard about Clive’s accident with a locker door after hockey.”

      “Really? I though Remi accidentally elbowed him in the face.” He mirrors Ash in placing his feet on the table.

      “You’re stupider than I thought if you’re using the magic on campus. I don’t know how you persuaded Clive to keep quiet, but if this happens again, somebody will know you’ve used a spell. No student is allowed to use magic that hurt others.”

      “Save the lecture, Amelia,” says Jamie with a sigh. “How did your lesson with Tobias go, Maeve?”

      Nice deflection, Jamie. “Not brilliantly, but a start.” I clamp my mouth shut. Amelia asked the same question after I returned, flustered. I didn’t say a word about my suspicions. Tobias never behaved inappropriately to me, so there’s no secret to keep. “I’ve more tuition with Sofia on Monday, I’ll take things from there.”

      “Stop changing the subject, Jamie. We’re talking about you, not Maeve,” puts in Amelia. “I need to know how you’re feeling.”

      “Fine,” he snaps. “You took the book, so how can Blackwood magic corrupt me? Leave me alone.”

      I frown at Jamie’s new attitude. What’s with him? We’ve agreed to watch him closely, and this new aggressive manner isn’t right.

      “Where is the book?” Ash asks her.

      “Safe.” She pauses. “I snuck into Theodora’s office and left the grimoire on her desk.”

      “What?” exclaims Jamie. “What if somebody else took the book?”

      “You mean another stupid witch who wants a one-way trip to Ravenhold?”

      “Hell, Amelia, you’re a broken record. One spell. One time. I am not Matt!”

      People close by pause their conversation and pay attention to ours.

      “Shush,” I say. “Look, the grimoire is gone. Jamie did what he did, we move on.”

      Amelia tips her chin. “But no more fighting with people, Jamie.”

      “I don’t pick fights, do I? That was a test to see if the spell works.”

      Her hard look doesn’t drop. “If I see one sign that the Blackwood magic has hold of you, I’m headed straight to Sofia.”

      “Fine,” he snaps.

      Amelia pouts and pulls out her phone. The tension rises but Amelia knows that division would make things worse. Jamie could hide from us the way Matt hid from her, and lead to a disaster.

      I crane my neck to look over Amelia's shoulder. She’s intent on images—rooms decorated in different styles and colours. School formals. “When are we making a final decision on the Winter Ball theme?”

      She flicks onto a different image. “I’m narrowing down to three and Katherine chooses.”

      “Of course, she does.” I backed away from the important decisions, and we’re both aware if I suggested something, Katherine would choose the opposite. This already happened when we tried to make the decision between a DJ and a live band.

      “Katherine wants real snow,” says Amelia.

      Ash chuckles. “Next she’ll want us all on ice skates.”

      “And she thinks I should conjure snow and ice.” Amelia focuses back on her screen, her voice hesitant. “Create ice sculptures.”

      “Oh, wow. That would be amazing. Do you think you could?” I ask.

      Amelia screws her face up. “Maybe. There’s another elemental witch—Jade—she said we could work together.”

      “Wow,” I repeat. “I wish I could do something like that.”

      “Your skills are more important,” says Jamie, and Amelia whacks him on the arm. “You know what I mean. Controlling the elements is useful too.”

      Loud voices join the quieter ones in the room. I look over to the door. A group I recognise as Petrescu kids loiter in the doorway. Ash mutters something about how Petrescu should keep the hell away from Gilgamesh, and then stands. “Does anybody want a beer?”

      “Sure.” Jamie eagerly accepts but me and Amelia decline. She refocuses on her phone and Jamie reaches out to touch my hand where it rests on the sofa arm. “Has your aunt contacted you again?”

      “No, and I don’t think there’s a lot of point talking to her. Have you found anything in your research?”

      “A little, but because future-sighted witches are rare, especially those who mind control, there isn’t much information available.”

      “Did all the other future-sighted witches go mad?”

      “Maeve, don’t say that,” puts in Amelia.

      Jamie blows air into his cheeks. “Madness is a subjective term.”

      A raucous laugh comes from behind, and I turn. A group of three Petrescu guys stand head to head with Ash, Remi, and a third Gilgamesh kid.

      “Oh, great,” mutters Amelia. “I knew he wasn’t getting a beer.”

      I’ve seen the guys around. They’re not troublemakers, but they’re not friendly either. They belong to the side of Petrescu who believe they deserve more privilege in the school and that the other races are inferior.

      They’re watched for signs they’re Dominion sympathisers, and Tobias has a challenge on his hands keeping them under control since they enjoy picking fights with the other houses. If trouble starts, they’re smart and carefully twist things so there’s no proof the group were to blame.

      They’re wealthy too—at Katherine’s level—but don’t have the ambition to take charge the way she does. The trio rarely come to lessons and are waiting out the time until they can leave. They’ll walk into wealthy jobs; school is a distraction.

      They’re a distraction—a pneuma and two lamias with the accompanying magnetism and looks. The tallest, Oliver, looks as though he could be Katherine’s brother, but isn't. This guy with the cherubic blond curly hair and blue eyes already has his lamia powers turned on full, and he has a different girl with him every day.

      Katherine may be a bully, but at least she’s powerful enough to keep these guys in check. The academy would be a different place if they took over. They tried once, and Katherine ended their attempt. Originally, I was surprised Andrei isn’t part of their gang. I can’t figure out if they don’t like him or vice versa.

      “What’s happening?” I whisper as my stomach knots at Ash’s agitation.

      “There’s an unspoken ban on Petrescu coming up here, and sometimes a few of them decide to try their luck,” Jamie explains. “They want trouble.”

      Judging by the laconic smiles on the Petrescu faces and the way Gilgamesh square up to them, they might succeed.

      “I’ll back Ash up,” says Jamie.

      “No!” Amelia grabs his sleeve. “You can’t get into a fight. If something happens, you’ll reveal your magic. Don’t be an idiot.”

      I’m relieved when he sits back down. “Fine,” he mutters.

      The Petrescu group achieve their aim, as the whole common room focuses on the loud exchange happening between the two groups. Ash becomes more agitated, and I’m on the verge of walking over to calm him when Professor O’Reilly appears in the doorway.

      He has a not-so-quiet word with the six guys and Petrescu slink away, mouthing insults behind the professor’s back. The professor pulls Ash to one side and speaks to him alone, before gesturing at us.

      I watch the squat man limp away as Ash approaches. His cheeks are flushed from what I think is anger at the Petrescu kids until he speaks.

      “Theodora wants to see us. And Andrei.”

      My stomach lurches. “All of us?”

      He nods.

      “Shit,” says Jamie and his mind leaps to the same conclusion as mine. “Has she found out about Halloween? Who told her?”

      “This could be about something else,” I say, trying to convince myself.

      “Really?” asks Jamie and frowns at me. “What else could concern the five of us? We don’t usually spend time together—only our trip to Maeve’s old school.”

      I shush him.

      “I bet Tobias said something,” grumbles Ash.

      Amelia sits staring ahead, face pale, but doesn’t speak.
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      MAEVE

      

      Tobias stands beside Theodora, face grave and hands behind his back. I immediately look at Andrei, who’s already in the room, and mouth “what the hell?”

      Andrei’s horrified look tells me my answer: Tobias betrayed us after all, because he’s standing with Theodora. Not with us.

      The five of us sit on a row of wooden chairs in front of Theodora’s desk—no comfy sofas or kind smiles today. I’m used to stern looks from teachers, but this woman’s shadowed expression reaches from her tight lips to her dark eyes as she looks from one of us to the other. Each time, her gaze remains long enough to make us squirm in our seats.

      Perspiration breaks out along my back when it’s my turn for the frightening stare. She looks away, and I glare at Tobias, pissed off by his impassive expression.

      “Professor Whitlock has informed me about a serious situation that must be dealt with.”

      Omigod. I stare ahead, mind racing. Ash and Andrei must be terrified—what if they’re accused of injuring the humans?

      “Confederacy representatives have contacted Tobias regarding problems with hunters.” She looks at Ash. “Did anything unusual happen over half-term?”

      My chest tightens, and I attempt to meet Tobias’s eyes, to read what’s in them and to challenge him. What the hell has he done? Is this because I upset him?

      “I’m not sure what you mean,” Ash says, and I’m impressed how steady his voice is. “I was at my parents’ pub, working.”

      “Yes. I know. That’s what I’m asking about —did anything unusual happen when you were home?”

      Ash shakes his head.

      “We believe there are hunters around your village currently. Were you aware of that?” Theodora stares at him and I look at the ceiling.

      “I was not,” he says, sitting straight and to attention. “Or I would’ve informed somebody.”

      Finally, I relax back. Tobias has a different motive here, but what?

      Theodora takes her place in the high-backed leather chair behind her desk. “Following rumours that hunters are in the area, the Confederacy have your town under surveillance by soldiers, in order to establish whether these men are hunters or not. We now believe they are.”

      “My parents have lived in the town for over twenty years,” Ash says. “They’ve kept themselves well hidden. Why are they being targeted?”

      “We’re unsure. This could be connected to Vincent’s death, or could be completely unrelated.”

      Ash’s expression sours at Theodora’s theory. “Related, I’ll bet.”

      “I’m unsure if you know, but there was also an incident around Halloween involving an unsanctioned attack on hunters,” she says.

      Even though my heart races with fear what might come next, I focus on maintaining a neutral expression. There’s an undertone here—is Theodora fishing?

      “An attack?” I ask feigning surprise. “What happened?”

      “The incident has been investigated and we’ve concluded that the attack was by rogue Dominion. We’ve no indication this was anybody linked to the Confederacy,” says Tobias.

      I can’t help but glance at Andrei, who’s struggling to keep his expression impassive. Tobias didn’t take the blame?

      “There’s a possibility the hunters who were attacked are the same people seen around your home, Ash. The two towns are close together, and they wouldn’t know if their attackers were Dominion or Confederacy—we all look the same.”

      “With all due respect,” puts in Jamie, “I understand why you need to speak to Ash about this, but I’m unclear how this involves us.”

      Her quiet gaze unnerves me, and I stare at my shoes.

      “Tobias will explain. In the meantime, I’ve spoken to the shifter council,” says Theodora. “They have agreed to remove your parents from the situation while we deal with the hunters.”

      Tobias clears his throat. “I have asked Theodora for permission to take some students on a field trip.”

      My head spins at Tobias’s words. “A what?”

      Field trips at my old school involved visits to museums, or stays at camps, all designed to further our education. Not hunt humans.

      “Some lessons need a practical element, Maeve,” explains Tobias. “There’s a finite number of humans working at the academy for students to practice mental magic on. On occasion, I take students from the academy to use their mental magic skills ‘in the field’.”

      Every time I feel I have a handle on how this academy works, something else comes from the blue and knocks me sideways.

      “Tobias mentioned that he struggled with you when you met him for tuition with mind control,” says Theodora. I try to catch his eye again. He’s focused on Theodora, but a muscle twitches in his jaw. “Human minds are weaker, and he believes that you may be able to practice controlling them.”

      “A hunter?” I half-squeak.

      “With my help,” says Tobias, and he finally looks at me. “I will be on hand to ensure nothing untoward happens. We believe your new power needs working on. I want to see what happens if something triggers it.”

      Omigod. I think I’m going to be sick.

      “This is part of the term’s assessment for you all,” he continues.

      “I have my doubts about allowing this,” says Theodora, “But as Tobias believes you have the requisite skills, he has requested three of you accompany him.”

      “Three?” I ask.

      “Any more would arouse suspicion,” Tobias explains. “Ash naturally accompanies me, and I would like Andrei and Maeve to come too.”

      “What about me?” blurts Jamie.

      Theodora sighs and rests her arms on the table. “I will not discuss this situation with you again, Jamie. You are not to leave the academy at night until we have full details from Maeve’s vision."

      I duck my head. The day Theodora discovered we’d told the others about my vision, she was unhappy, but not surprised.

      Jamie scowls. “This is unfair.”

      “Amelia will remain too. Much as I trust Tobias, it appears your group are loose cannons. We’re aware how unpredictable your magic can be, Amelia.”

      Amelia’s face falls and she looks down.

      I want to ask ‘why me?’ as fear and relief mingle inside. I can fix my mistake from Halloween if we use mental magic on the hunters, but what if I fail?

      Tobias nods. “I persuaded Theodora this will solve two problems—the hunters, and the immersion in our society that Maeve needs. I think all professors agree she still hasn’t wholly accepted her position here.”

      “I am trying,” I protest.

      “Do you think she’s sufficiently advanced to be included in this activity?” asks Theodora. “You know I have my concerns.”

      Tobias stares at her for a moment. “I understand, but you also know that Maeve will be safe with me. It is not in my interest to let anything happen to her, is it?”

      His pointed comment confuses me. Tobias mentioned his instructions from the Confederacy to watch over me, something he still needs to explain. But this suggests more.

      Theodora nods but doubt remains in her eyes. “Jamie, I suggest you forego any temptation to follow. If you leave, I will attach a tracker spell to you, and every movement you make will be followed. Including inside the academy.”

      His mouth turns down. Jamie won’t take well to this threat, but I hope he listens.
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      MAEVE

      

      We stand at a quiet end of the cloisters away from the doors to the dorm rooms, minutes after leaving Theodora’s room.

      “What the hell was that?” mutters Ash. “What is Tobias doing?”

      Andrei pulls up his hoodie against the wind whistling through the space. He remained silent through the meeting, as he often is around Tobias, but now finds his voice. “Saving our backsides.”

      I pull my blazer sleeves over my hands as I try to keep them warm. “How?” I ask.

      “Maeve knows. Suspicion was headed my way, which would’ve opened the whole can of worms,” he says. “Tobias deflected, as I said he would.”

      “Does he really have that much power?” I ask Andrei. “I know he’s keeping an eye on me and has links to the Confederacy, but what else? Do you know anything?”

      Andrei shrugs, his noncommittal ‘I’m not telling you’. He knows something, but what? “He’s arranged for us to deal with the hunters who escaped and to end the matter. Isn’t that enough?”

      I rub my forehead. A lot doesn’t add up here. Surely Theodora can see this too. “If these people are the same hunters,” I say.

      “I’ll recognise them,” growls Ash.

      “Yeah, me too,” adds Andrei.

      “I’m worried I’ll fail,” I admit.

      Ash rubs my arm. “If you stumble, I’m sure Tobias will help. He said he would.”

      Andrei chuckles. “I’m sure he will.”

      I glower at him as Jamie makes a noise of agreement.

      “I’m happy I don’t need to go,” says Amelia. “I wouldn’t want to confront hunters unless I had no choice.”

      Jamie takes a deep breath and sighs loudly. “Better than not being ‘allowed’ to go, like I’m a stupid kid who can’t be trusted.”

      “Jamie,” I say softly. “It’s for your protection.”

      “I don’t bloody need protecting,” he snaps. “You all know that.”

      I cringe at his immature comeback, but I’m unsurprised by his response to the situation. When we planned Halloween, he was annoyed he wasn’t included. Now, he’s excluded a second time.  Theodora’s threat about tracking spells at least gives a reason for him to obey the rules.

      “You can’t exactly tell Theodora why you don’t need protecting,” retorts Amelia.

      He huffs. “I guess I’ll spend the time in the library. As usual, I’m the one who takes on the majority of work for group projects.”

      I bristle at his pointed comment. “I spent all afternoon working on our History of Magic assignment.” To prove a point, I dig around in my bag looking for my notebook. “Crap.”

      “What’s wrong?” Andrei’s eyes widen as if I’ve found a small demon in my bag.

      “I left my notes in the room after my latest dumb committee meeting with Katherine.” Jamie arches a brow. “It’s true! I wrote the whole introduction to our presentation.”

      Annoyed at his doubt, I fasten my bag and straighten my shoulders. In the midst of everything happening, a few class notes shouldn’t bother me, but Jamie’s disbelief does. “I’ll bring them to your room, should I?”

      “Ha!” Andrei pushes Jamie in the shoulder. “Nice work, dude. How many girls do you invite to your room with notes to show you?” Andrei makes inverted commas with his fingers around the word ‘notes’ then adds, “Such as Katherine?”

      We all look to Jamie, who shakes his head. “You’re such a stirrer, Andrei. You’re worse than a girl.”

      “Ahem!” retorts Amelia, smacking him hard in the chest. “We all know Jamie helps Katherine with her assignments.”

      Ash blinks. “I didn’t. Dude, why?”

      Jamie hoists his bag further up his shoulder. “I’ll catch you all later.”

      He strides away and we fall silent. Ash looks between Jamie and Andrei, who pulls on an innocent look. “What?”

      “Leave him alone, Andrei,” I snap.

      Andrei shakes his head. “You guys. No sense of humour. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.” He runs his tongue along his teeth before adding, “Unless you want to also show me your notes later, Maeve?”

      Honestly, I wish the Andrei I met by the fire would return. His sarcasm is draining—he’d better leave it at the academy when we head out on our field trip.

      I laugh to myself. Field trip.
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        * * *

      

      I head back to the History of Magic classroom to retrieve my notes. I’m annoyed with myself for forgetting—I wish my brain would allow me to remember everyday things instead of obsessing over the other events happening around me.

      The hallway is quiet, and I half-expect Katherine to spring from nowhere and question me about Ash’s and my relationship. I find the notes in a folder beside the book I was studying. Relieved they’re still there, I gather both and tuck them into my bag.

      I pass a cleaner in the hallway, a middle-aged man with a mop and a bored look. He eyes me with curiosity then lowers his gaze before stepping into the English classroom. My shoes leave footprints in his freshly mopped floor, and I apologise as I pass. He grumbles and swipes his mop back over.

      The scent of disinfectant is normal amongst the mingling herb scents that usually fill the academy hallways. What do the human staff think about this strange place? According to Amelia, nothing, once they’ve left. A combination of potions and mental magic clouds their memories and wipes their minds of the time working here. The academy has a large staff turnover in order to limit curiosity.

      Nearby, a door clicks, and I pause as I see Tobias opening his classroom door with his phone pressed to one ear. I don’t want to speak to him almost as much as I want to grill him about his motivations, so I turn. I pretend to read a poster for the Winter Ball pinned to the magnolia-painted wall.

      This academy is the weirdest mix of supernatural and normal. I understand that the kids also need to learn to blend in with humans, but winter dances and sports teams? Odd.

      “I’m sick of this bullshit,” growls Tobias’s voice and I widen my eyes in shock at his tone. “I don’t have time to deal with hunters, so I don’t understand why you’ve told me to take these kids to some bloody shifter town. Andrei is fine.” He huffs at the person’s next words then continues, “I already fixed this by persuading investigators that the attack was Dominion—if anybody found out that I’d planted those thoughts, I’d be bloody strung up again.”

      I steal a look. He rests against the wall with his legs outstretched in front of him, eyes to the floor as the person he’s talking to responds.

      “What do you expect me to do? Kill the hunters?” He pauses as somebody responds. “Are you serious?” I can’t see his face, but Tobias’s usual slicked-back hair falls into his face as his head stays down. “Look, I always do what you instruct, but I won’t be a fucking assassin.”

      He drags a hand through his hair, and I wish to hell I could hear what the person on the other end of the conversation is saying.

      “You know I’m taking a future-sighted witch, don’t you?” he snaps. “I’m not supposed to touch her mind, and I don’t want to screw things up.”

      Crap. This is one conversation I shouldn’t listen to—and don’t want to. I already wish I could forget half of what he’s said. Slowly, I back away. There’s an exit into the library from the other end of the hallway. If I’m quiet, I can sneak down there and out the building that way. Tobias’s intense conversation has him fully focused and unaware of his surroundings.

      Move, Maeve, before he sees you.

      I hurry back along the hallway and through the freshly mopped floor. This time, I don’t stop to apologise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      ASH

      

      Tobias isn’t happy I wanted to stop at the pub, but I can’t come back to my town and not visit the place. My parents are away; it’s my duty to check on everything. He relented and said we could visit for an hour. I argued that if the hunters do appear, I’ve saved us time.

      The cosiness of the small brick building I grew up in always fills me with a warm glow. Little has changed over the years in the small bar and lounge area. The upholstered stools and round wooden tables are marked by years of use, re-polished many times. Dad’s proud of the collection of memorabilia on the walls—pictures of the town through the decades and old horse brasses shined to perfection. I sometimes tease Amelia about her love of the human world, but my parents have fully embraced theirs.

      They blend in, but still the real world catches up with them.

      Tobias surveys the room, scrutinising every face, but few others are in the pub tonight – a couple of old guys who’re regulars sitting in their corner with drinks, playing dominoes; a family dressed in walking gear, and some younger kids. Not many for a Saturday night, which isn’t good for business.

      Andrei pulls out a stool and sits while Maeve stands uncertainly in the doorway. “Wait here,” I tell them and move to the back of the bar area, where a room behind leads to stairs up to the flat—my home.

      The small living area above the pub smells of the fruity oils Mum puts in her fancy diffuser. I smile—the one I bought Mum for her birthday last year. When I was younger, the flat filled with the stench of stale cigarette smoke that clouded up from the bar area. With smoking now banned in the pub, the stench has gone. Thank god.

      The burgundy and gold carpets are worn, but the garish floral pattern hides their age. The walls were painted a few years ago, but that’s all the improvements I’ve seen since I was a kid. We’ve no money for much else. The compensation for Vincent’s death paid my parents’ debts and the fees for my schooling and left little for spending.

      I drop my bag in my sparse bedroom, and on the way back peek into my brother’s old room. Mum keeps everything as Vincent left it—almost. She tidied up his discarded clothes, then arranged all his favourite possessions on the dresser and shelves. His trophies for sporting excellence—he was gifted in everything from rugby to athletics—take pride of place beneath a family photo. I avoid walking in; the room is filled with pain. Pain that accompanies Mum each time she walks out in tears.

      Mum, who could be under the same threat.

      I’m pissed off about a lot right now—on the drive over, Tobias explained little. He wouldn’t expand on Theodora’s news that the attacks had been blamed on Dominion. We’re either lucky, or somebody intervened. But does Tobias have that kind of authority? Never trust a vamp. Why would a professor lie like that for a bunch of us? The answer boils down to one reason: Andrei.

      I’m equally pissed off Andrei is with us. Seriously? Two vamps in the town, one with uncontrolled blood cravings? Perfect. What if Andrei’s attack on the hunters and taste of human blood means he’s less controlled than usual?

      If Andrei touches anybody in my town, I’ll break his bloody neck.

      Taking a ragged breath, I walk back downstairs.

      Tobias sits at a table with Maeve and Andrei, upright, hands folded in his lap. He’s focused wholly on his surroundings, disconnected from those at the table with him. Andrei hunches down, staring at his phone, and Maeve glances around uncomfortably.

      Diane, the middle-aged woman who manages the pub when my family isn’t around, serves early evening customers.

      “Ashley,” she says with a smile on her rounded face as she pulls a pint—a perfect glass of beer with a perfect head of foam, thanks to years of practice.

      Diane isn’t the hugging type, even though she’s known me since I was a kid, so a smile is my only greeting. Out of habit, I join her at the bar to serve the man grumbling about slow service.

      “Your parents' decision to take a trip was sudden. Where’ve they gone?” she asks and sets the pint glass on the bar.

      “France. They’ll be back in a couple of days. Thanks for stepping in to help out. I’ll try to take over but—” I gesture. “School duties.”

      “No problem, love. I told you I was happy to stay and run the pub while your parents were away.” She nods at the table where the others sit. “I haven’t met anybody from your fancy school since that skinny kid came with you for a weekend a few years back.”

      “Jamie?”  I chuckle. “He’s not so skinny anymore.”

      “Oh? Is he a big lad like you now?”

      “He isn’t quite as big as me.” I pat her curly brown hair and she swats at me.

      Here, with Diane, I relax. Tonight is likely to be stressful, but I need to stop the hunters furthering their plans. My parents lead an ordinary life and they aren’t a threat to anybody. Why are the evil bastards targeting them? Mum and Dad haven’t shifted for over ten years, as far as I know. How are they on the hunters’ hit list?

      I swallow. Vincent. A dark part of me hates that we can’t kill the hunters, because the desire for revenge runs like acid through my veins. But I need to ignore that side of myself, otherwise I’m no better than a murderous vamp.

      Maeve’s quiet since we packed up and left the academy this evening. Like me, she never expected the field trip to take place this suddenly. Although Maeve says she doesn’t care, I know she wants Amelia here. Amelia joked that she had to stay and supervise Jamie, but we could all tell she’s happier to stay. Besides, Jamie knows what the hunters look like, and if they try to infiltrate the academy instead, he can pick them out.

      They’d be dumb to try, but we can’t ignore the possibility.

      I don’t recognise the man I serve and, as I take his money, I take a sly glance at his table. Looks like he’s with his wife and kids, the three sitting at the table in hiking gear.

      “Are you staying long?” I ask him, pulling on my official barman role.

      He shakes his head as he tucks his wallet into his waterproof jacket. “No. We’re staying in Halifax and stopping here for a meal before we drive back. You have a reputation for good food.”

      Mum would love to hear this, and I glow with pride for her. “Cheers.”

      As he walks away with a beer and soft drinks on a tray, I turn to Diana. “Are many tourists still visiting?”

      She shrugs. “A few. Business is slow.”

      “That’s not good,” I murmur to myself.

      “Things will pick up around Christmas. They usually do.” She pats my hand.

      Leaving her distracted by a new customer, I head back to the table. Maeve looks up as I sit. “Everything alright?”

      “All good.”

      Tobias’s distraction remains as he taps his fingers on the table. “It’s possible they’ve done this to lure Ash home,” say Tobias. “We shouldn’t stay here.”

      “They’re dumb bastards if they think they can attack and get away with it,” I mutter.

      Tobias frowns. “This is a lesson in the correct way to deal with hunters, Ash.”

      I glance at where a quiet Andrei ignores us and focuses on his phone. “Is there someone important you’re always texting?” I ask. “You never put the thing down.”

      He looks up from beneath his fringe. “No. Anything is more interesting than banal conversation.”

      Maeve cranes her neck. “He watches movies, mostly.”

      Andrei scowls at her. “How do you know?”

      “Movies, huh? Is vampire porn a thing?” I ask him with a snide smirk. “Like, is it sex or feeding? Both?”

      “That’s enough, Ash,” Tobias interrupts curtly.

      Andrei leans across the table. “How about you shifters? Any bestiality involved in your porn?”

      “Omigod! You’re disgusting, both of you. Grow up,” Maeve snaps.

      Tobias bites away a smile at her outburst as he looks the other way, and Maeve switches focus to the glass of coke I gave her when we arrived.

      “We need to work together,” says Tobias. “Stop your ridiculous sniping.”

      His chastising silences me. I can’t help how I respond to Andrei, even though I’m in debt to him for helping me on Halloween. My years of prejudice to vamps won’t be wiped away by one incident.

      Andrei is around us more, and this is becoming normal. Watching Maeve. Helping. I’m certain that some of the ‘Maeve watching’ is because he’s attracted to her, which irritates and worries me. Attracted to her, or her blood? As if she’d be interested in him. I snort. Still, if his feelings mean he’s protective of her, I’ll accept the situation.

      Ha. Like that’s my decision to make. I blow hot and cold with Maeve too. I was instructed to watch her at first, then became intrigued—and more. Now she has others on her side in the academy, my task is done and I don’t need to stay around.

      Every time I consider backing off, I picture myself without Maeve and something nags at me. I don’t want to be sucked into trusting or caring for a future-sighted witch, but the bond I suspected grows.

      If only she could be like Amelia and Jamie with a safer power, then I could give in to whatever’s growing between us. Instead, I need to back away.

      I’m fooling myself if I think I can. We’re a group—the gang Andrei teases us we are and that he’s becoming part of. The warm glow the pub gives me grows because I’m here with her.

      I’m so damn confused.
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      I agree with Tobias on this issue—I don’t want to stay in public. I sit between Ash and Andrei, our stools close together as we’re crammed in the corner of the pub. Ash’s unnatural heat and Andrei’s strange warmth surround me. I expected Andrei to be cold like vampires in stories I read. One day soon, I’ll need to stop making these comparisons. The nervous fluttering about tonight grows in my chest, added with more from the butterflies in my stomach caused by my closeness to the two guys.

      In the weird moment where my vision seemed real, Andrei’s lips were warm and soft— his body too. The blurring between the present and the future scared me and I try to forget, but Andrei’s kiss stays lodged in my memories.

      I shift slightly but I can’t avoid our legs touching in the confined space. The movement presses me closer to Ash and triggers memories of him touching me too.

      Ash reaches out and holds my hand. “Don’t be nervous.”

      I look down at where his fingers surround mine. Each touch and smile since we almost kissed holds a greater meaning to me. Does it to Ash? “I’m fine. We’ll be fine.”

      “Hey, what if I need someone to hold my hand?” asks Andrei with a mock protest.

      I meet his eyes, which glitter with amusement. He holds out a hand and I stare at his slender fingers. Is he serious? With an exaggerated sigh, he drops his hand and shifts to angle his body more towards Tobias.

      I don’t know why his reaction bothers me, but I pull my hand from Ash’s.

      Tobias watches, silently.

      Since the strange tuition from him, he’s retreated from me and I’m annoyed he now treats me the way he does Katherine: aloof and guarded. I’m freaked out by what I heard Tobias discuss yesterday, but what could I do? I don’t know who to speak to, or if I misinterpreted what I heard.

      Tobias is a skilled pneuma vampire who could easily challenge me or persuade others I’m a silly girl making up stories. This guy convinced Confederacy leaders a Dominion member attacked hunters; I can’t compete with that. People like Tobias come unstuck eventually, and I’ll wait for that to happen. If I step in, I could risk my life.

      “You look nervous, Maeve.” Tobias smooth voice snaps me out of my thoughts. “Everything will work out just fine.”

      “I’m sure.”

      Although Andrei chose to wear his usual ensemble today, Tobias has switched to more ordinary clothes similar to the other night. His plain grey t-shirt beneath an open navy hoodie and blue jeans are finished with black combat boots. His flawless skin and angular features mean telling his original age is impossible. I thought Tobias was in his mid-twenties the day I first saw him. How old was he when he became immortal?

      “Do you know where we need to go?” I ask.

      Tobias scratches his cheek. “The Confederacy militia who tracked the hunters’ movements say they’re staying in a small cottage on the outskirts of town, confirming what Jamie saw when he touched the bullet.”

      “Why didn’t the militia do something?” I ask.

      “Like what?” asks Andrei. “All supernaturals are told to keep away from hunters unless instructed to approach them.”

      “But mental magic?” I suggest. “Surely militia must be trained in that.”

      Tobias gives a tight smile. “I requested we deal with this personally, and you know why, Maeve.”

      Because someone told you to kill them? “Because the hunters have information about Halloween. I know.”

      “Then what’s the plan?” asks Andrei. “We’d better get this over with, because I don’t want to stay for the weekend.”

      “We intend to end this situation tonight,” Tobias says. “I also have more interesting ways to spend my weekend than supervising kids.”

      “Then why did you want to take us on a field trip?” asks Ash.

      “I didn’t want to. We are doing this out of necessity,” replies Tobias, sharply enough to raise my curiosity. “And I suggest you stop complaining. You were involved and you need to fix your mess too.”

      “Fine, I’ll tell Diane we’re leaving,” mutters Ash, his expression hardening.

      Ash heads away to the bar. We lapse into silence, and the music plays around me, the sound accompanied by squabbling kids and their mother shushing them.

      I yawn as our stressful day catches up and stare into my glass. The coke should help me stay awake for the long night ahead. The bubbles fizz to the top of the glass, joining the fizzing anxiety in my stomach. As I stare, the world blackens for a second, and I blink.

      The blackness strikes again and sounds around me dull.

      Crap. No. I suck in a breath and grip the glass, but I can't feel it in my hand anymore.

      The room morphs until I'm sitting in a bubble where I can't see outside of my immediate surroundings. I'm close to the bar now, where Ash pours two pints of beer and chats to the tall man he serves. Ash can't see me, and the echoing voices and blurring at the fringes of the world tell me this is a vision, not reality.

      With a broad smile, Ash thanks the guy for buying him a drink too, before he turns away from the bar to grab the guy a packet of crisps from a box behind.

      In the few seconds Ash's back is turned, the guy holds his palm over the top of a glass before swapping the drinks around. If he didn't glance around the pub as he does, my suspicion wouldn't be as high. I take a mental note of his face. He's ordinary looking with no distinguishing features. How would I remember him? I focus on his clothes instead. There's a tear on the green jacket sleeve.

      Ash lifts his glass to the guy, and they toast before Ash takes a sneaky drink and pushes the glass to one side. He looks towards our group; no doubt concerned he'll be reprimanded.

      I'm locked in the vision and unable to shake myself out—I want to hit reality again and stop this. But what happens next? In my mind, I reach into the darkness, picturing time as a line I can walk along.

      Hoping I don't walk too far.

      My mind jumps, and I'm still in my dark bubble. Ash walks through the pub's kitchen with a bag filled with rubbish. He seems happy for a guy who complains he hates working at his family's pub but wary as he watches around him in the yard.

      I tense in case people spring from nowhere, and I'm ready to memorise their faces too. Nothing and nobody. Forcing my vision to sharpen, I look around. There's nothing but the recent snow melted on the ground; no sounds but that echoing voices and music from the pub, and a car driving along the street.

      Ash staggers and drops the bag in his hand, the contents spewing from the bag and across the ground. I try to turn my head to look for an assailant but see nobody. Ash falls to his knees, then onto his hands too, retching. His back heaves as he struggles for breath, and he chokes.

      What the hell is happening?

      Ash's arms giveaway and his whole body slackens as his massive frame hits the floor.

      Panic bubbles through me as I begin to lose sight of the scene. Ash's prone body fades from view as I'm pulled back to reality, mentally clawing at the images, trying to hang onto the vision. As the scene blackens from my mind, a male figure steps towards Ash.

      I don't have a chance to see who as I snap my eyes open to someone shaking my shoulders.

      Andrei stares at me, wide-eyed. "What's wrong?"

      I dart a look around the pub, at the elderly couple staring too.

      I blink away the black dots clouding my visions and focus on Ash.

      Ash who's toasting a guy with a glass of beer.
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      Maeve charges across the room like a hellion and grabs the glass from my hand. The beer sloshes onto my skin and over the carpet.

      "Don't drink that," she says in panic.

      "Tobias can see me drinking, and I'll only have one. It's no big deal."

      She grips the glass and looks to one side. Then over her shoulder. Her hand shakes and the beer almost spills again "Where is he?"

      "Who? Maeve, calm down."

      Diane looks on in shock, unsurprisingly since Maeve's voice is edging towards hysteria.

      "Him."

      I look to the doorway where a figure slips from the pub.

      "Follow him!" she calls to Andrei and Tobias.

      Wow. I walk to the other side of the bar and place my arms on Maeve's shoulders. "What's wrong? Calm down."

      But I've seen this before. She's trembling, her pupils dilated and face pale. Crap.

      "Are you about to faint?" I whisper.

      Tobias appears and touches her arm. "Maeve?"

      "I said, follow that guy! Now!"

      Whoa. Way to talk to a professor, Maeve.

      "Is he a hunter?" I ask as quietly as possible.

      She bites her lip and nods.

      I'm impressed when Tobias manages to keep his strides from the pub at a human speed. Andrei's vanished already—through the door too, I hope.

      Maeve stares at me, continuing to tremble. "Did you drink the beer?"

      I wind an arm around Maeve's shoulders and guide her behind the bar, away from the amused onlookers.

      "Is everything okay, love?" asks Diane glancing between Maeve and me.

      What do I say? I give a weak smile and walk Maeve into the kitchen.

      Our customers don't see many out of control drunks; let's hope that's what they think she is.

      I pull a chair from beneath the table and gently push her shoulders, so she sits. What do I do if she collapses?

      My hand itches and I rub the skin. "Tell me what happened. Did you have a vision?"

      "He tried to poison you. I think. Can shifters be poisoned?"

      "Only by wolfsbane and it's one of the only ways to kill a shifter. Why? What did you see?" I urge.

      She tells me the story, and as she does, I continue to scratch at my hand. No way did the guy have time to add something to my drink.

      "He can't. I poured the beer." But the answer is in front of me. My skin burns as if scalded, and when I look down, I know her vision is real. My skin weeps, red as if someone poured boiling water on me. The pain spreads through my hand to my fingers, intensifying by the second. Shit.

      "He dropped something in the glass when you turned your back. The guy only took a second. Doesn't wolfbane taste of anything?"

      I shake my head. "No. And if the herb is powdered, it dissolves in seconds."

      "At least I saw something and stopped you..." She pauses.

      "Dying? Yes, Maeve. The herb would've killed me." Her eyes well with tears. "You said that you saw me outside too?"

      "Yes, but we don’t need to worry about that. I’ve stopped what happened next because I interrupted you drinking the beer."

      I wrap my fingers around my sore hand. “But you saw someone nearby. He might still be there. I'm going out in case the guy still arrives, and is the hunter expecting to find me."

      I glance at where the bin overflows with food wrappers and vegetable peelings. I need to imitate Maeve's vision.

      "No, the guy in the pub ran, because he knows we're aware. Tobias and Andrei chased him. I doubt he’d come back.”

      “We’re looking for two hunters, Maeve, not one.”

      Her shaking starts again, and I hold her cheeks in both palms. "This could be a way to find them. To end this."

      Maeve attempts to shake her head. "No, Ash."

      The red spreading across my skin isn't the only thing growing angry. Someone tried to kill me. Could've killed my parents.

      These hunters could be the ones responsible for Vincent's death.

      I'm not discussing or thinking about this. Grabbing the top of the white bag, I drag the rubbish towards the back door.

      My hand throbs as I step into the cold. My boots leave footprints in the melting snow and my breath mists in front of my face as I wait.

      Come on out. I'm here.

      Nobody.

      I lift the lid on the small skip and drop the bag inside.

      No footsteps. Nobody arrives.

      Swearing, I rub my head.

      An idea strikes, and I drop to my hands and knees, head bowed. The hard tarmac is jarring, and I grit my teeth, but if someone is close by, he'll expect me to collapse. I'll force the hunter to reveal himself if he's here.

      With each breath, more fury courses through me, and eats up my logic. One day soon, I'll shift, and the fuckers will regret hurting anybody I care about.

      The tarmac is cold beneath my hands and knees as I wait, straining to hear and hoping Maeve stays seated inside.

      The wooden gate which is set into the high wall surrounding the pub's yard creaks. I deliberately labour my breathing, listening out for footsteps, trying to gauge the person's size. Male. Average build. Scared.

      Yeah, you should be bloody scared.

      Light footsteps tread towards me, and I jump to my feet. Without looking, I charge at the figure and knock him backwards with enough force that he hits the wall.

      I stare at him. Not the guy I served in the pub, but I know him.

      This bastard cable tied my arms. Did the hunter think he could poison me with wolfsbane and succeed in killing me?

      I slam my body into his and hold my forearm against his neck, fist clenched, as I meet the hunter's eyes terrified eyes.

      "What the hell?" he chokes out.

      "Where's the other hunter?" I snarl.

      He doesn't respond. I push my arm tighter against his neck.

      "I don't know," he rasps. "He was supposed to-"

      "To poison me and then you drag my body away?"

      His bulging eyes grow. "Who told you?"

      "I should snap your neck right here, right now."

      The power surges through me, blackening my thoughts until I'm overwhelmed by hatred and the need to destroy him. "Did you know Vincent?" I spit out.

      His pause is enough of an answer for me. I grab his jacket and hold him high against the wall, slamming his back until the air is pushed from him.

      "You can't kill a human," he chokes out.

      "And you can't kill a shifter," I snarl back.

      "Ash."

      The voice is distant as if behind a wall, as the blood swooshing in my ears dulls my hearing.

      "Ash!" repeats an urgent voice.

      Vincent. The man in my grasp killed Vincent. The anger engulfs me, and I yell, a guttural sound bouncing around me, and the guy struggles for the first time. I focus and see him more sharply - every small mark on his face, every strand of hair.

      "Ash!" A different voice.

      Hands tear mine from the guy's jacket, and somebody jumps on my back. An arm appears around my neck and squeezes until I drop the guy to the floor to pull at my assailant's tightening grip. Legs hook around my waist, and I stumble.

      I've fought vamps before, and the steel strength in this one's arms has to be a vamp. I stagger again and try to shake whoever this is off, but the legs around my waist clamp harder.

      I yell, the sound almost a roar and charge backwards. We fall to the ground, the stacked up crates behind crashing to the ground as I fall. My assailant lets go and rolls away from me, groaning.

      "Calm the fuck down, Ash," snarls Andrei from the ground. "Killing someone in your backyard isn't smart. Ravenhold, dude. Think about Ravenhold."

      I turn my head to look at him, and he shrinks back.

      "Whoa." Andrei's pale face fills with horror as he scrambles to his feet and backs off. I glimpse Maeve standing in the doorway arms wrapped around herself.

      Nearby, Tobias holds the man's cheeks in one hand, forcing him to look into his eyes as he speaks softly.

      My breath comes in ragged pants, as I will myself to calm down. Maeve watches but doesn't approach me, and the light from the kitchen highlights the mask of fear.

      Andrei's right. I can't kill. What the hell am I doing?

      "Shit." I walk over to Maeve, and she steps back as she covers her mouth with her hand.

      "Your eyes, Ash. They look... wrong." Her voice is muffled and eyes the size of saucers.

      "What do you mean?"

      "He means you have a dragon's eyes," says Andrei from behind me.

      I hold both palms against my closed eyes and a sickening feeling deep inside my soul consumes the fury.

      No.

      Hell, no.
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      Ash sits on a chair, leaning forward with his arms dangling between his legs as he stares at the floor.

      Walking outside to find Ash with a man in a death grip scared me, but when he approached with eyes bronzed and with his pupils slit like a reptile, I would've run screaming in terror if Andrei and Tobias hadn't been with me.

      Tobias rests against the kitchen counter, hands in his pockets, pale and quiet. Andrei still stands in the open doorway as if ready to run.

      "When is your nineteenth birthday?" Tobias asks Ash.

      "Spring," he mumbles.

      "You are likely to shift very soon after your birthday."

      "You think?" he asks sarcastically.

      Tobias pulls himself away from the counter. "This is serious, Ash. You cannot allow yourself to experience this level of anger until you're of age. Control yourself, or you'll end life as a Mid."

      "What's that?" Every day, something new, I swear.

      "Shifters can't change into their animal form until they're nineteen, but some children's genes begin to morph early. The problem is, they're too young to shift successfully, and end up midway between shifter and human. Stuck." Tobias nods at Ash. "Depending on how inhuman this form is, Mids are either killed or sent away from humans. It's impossible for Mids to return to normal and be part of the shifter community."

      My stomach lurches. "You can control your anger, can't you, Ash?"

      He puts his head in his hands. "I hope."

      "I did not realise you were at this point, or I would never have brought you with me." Tobias takes a deep breath and sighs. "I'm sorry."

      "He lost his shit on Halloween," puts in Andrei.

      "Someone tried to kill him," I say. "That's enough to piss anybody off."

      "That's simplistic of you, Maeve. But then I wouldn't expect any different," Tobias replies.

      "You patronising jerk," I snap.

      "Watch your mouth," he retorts.

      "Hey!" Andrei clicks his fingers at us. "We're all stressed here. Calm it down."

      I shake my head in amusement at Andrei taking control.

      Tobias drags a hand down his face and turns to look out the window. "You need to stay here, Ash."

      "Why? Where are we going?" asks Andrei.

      "I asked the hunter in the yard where he was staying and told him to return to the address. We will follow."

      "Why didn't you just wipe his mind?" I ask.

      Tobias turns and again looks at me with the disdain that pisses me off. "Because if I did, we wouldn't find the other hunter who poisoned Ash's drink. The hunter outside won’t remember the attack, and I’ve told him to go back to where he’s staying.”

      "Right," I mumble.

      Tobias moves to Ash. "I'm worried that your shifter energy is running too high for you to accompany us."

      He nods again, not looking up.

      "What happened to the guy who tried to poison Ash?" I asked.

      "We followed too late, and he drove away. Rather than follow, I memorised his licence plate. I'd rather find them both together than spend all night hunting for them.”

      "They're definitely connected?" asks Ash.

      "The hunter told me only two are in the area. Wait here. Help Diane in the bar. Whatever. Just stay occupied. We'll return when we've dealt with the hunters correctly."

      Nobody argues, but the way he says the word 'correctly' rings in my ears.
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      Tobias follows Andrei’s directions to the address the hunter gave him, while I sit silently in the back of his car. The farmhouse is positioned at the end of a dirt lane and the metal gate is open. A small sign attached to the fence indicates this is ‘Briary Farm’—an AirBNB, perfect for short term stays to kill shifters.

      We park by the side of the narrow road that runs through this part of the countryside, outside the gates, and Tobias kills the headlights.

      "What's the plan?" I ask.

      Tobias looks in the rear-view mirror, his face obscured in the car's darkness. What is his plan? “We wipe the hunters’ memories of Halloween. And tonight.”

      “And you’re sure these are the same people?” I ask.

      He meets my eyes. “I’m positive. Out of the car, both of you.”

      My stomach flutters with nerves as I climb out to join Tobias and Andrei as we huddle around the car bonnet. The two-storey farmhouse is surrounded by tall privet hedges and a barn with the door half open is set behind the building. They’ve parked a car in front of the barn.

      “That’s the correct car,” says Andrei.”

      “Good. I’ll scout out the cottage for the best way inside without being noticed, and we’ll go from there.” Tobias points at a nearby copse. “Wait by there.”

      We do as Tobias instructs, as he moves towards the house and blends into the shadows. A breeze interrupts the still night and I shiver, wishing there were leaves on the trees to give us cover.

      "Do you usually burst into houses and surprise people?" I ask Andrei teasingly.

      "What else do you expect us to do? Wait until we're invited into their home for a cup of tea and a slice of death?"

      I sigh. "I was teasing."

      He's hunched over and face half-hidden by his hood. "This isn't a funny situation."

      Andrei's tension worries me as much as what could happen in the cottage. An owl screeches further in the woods, and I startle and grab Andrei's arm. He smiles down at where I hold him. "Looking for my protection again, Maeve?"

      I pull my hand away and dig them both into my pockets. Andrei scuffs the dirt beneath the tree, complaining he's bored, but his snarky bravado hasn't fooled me. How does he feel? The night he hurt Sally, I watched as he and Tobias dealt with the situation and saw fear behind his cockiness.

      A few minutes later, Tobias startles me as he steps from the dark. "The two men are here. They're watching TV in the room at the front and there’re no other lights on in the house. We wait until one leaves the room and then step in."

      "If there are only two of them, we can walk in and take them now," protests Andrei.

      Tobias looks down at him. "You're the student. I'm the professor. You do as I say."

      Andrei drops into silence. The longer we're with him away from academy, the easier it is to forget the gap between us and Tobias. I tuck my cold nose into my coat and my feet numb as we wait behind a tree out of sight. What's Tobias's real plan here? The word 'assassin' won't leave me when I look at him.

      Time passes slowly and quietly, until a soft light appears behind a curtain in an upstairs window. Tobias straightens and nods in the direction. "Somebody's up there. Time to get this over with. Maeve—call at the house and tell the men that your car broke down. Andrei— hang behind Maeve for when they ask her in. I'll walk around the back and deal with the hunter upstairs."

      Tobias disappears again and I’m at the point I do want Andrei’s protection. Why don’t we burst in and take them on? I glance at the lit window on the second floor.

      Because Tobias wants time alone.

      “Okay?” whispers Andrei. Mouth dry, I nod. He sighs, takes my hand and squeezes. I don’t pull away—I’m glad for the comfort. “If you don’t feel confident in taking one on, I’ll take over.”

      And show failure in front of Tobias?

      “I’ll be fine,” I say with a weak smile

      He releases my hand and with my heart thumping in my ears I walk up the path, with Andrei retreating into the shadows away from the porch light. I lift my hand to rap on the wooden door. Voices and music from a TV show drown out the sound, so I knock louder.

      The door opens and I squint at the bright light. A man with a buzz cut, dressed in black trousers and a green combat jacket with boots to match Tobias's, stares at me.

      "Hi. Sorry to bother you but my car broke down and my phone is out of charge," I say, attempting a tone that doesn't sound like I'm terrified.

      On Halloween, I only saw the man whose arm I bandaged, and this isn't him. Even if it were him, the guy was delirious and semi-conscious, and Tobias already blanked his mind. The guy I bandaged isn’t one we’re looking for.

      "Where?" he asks, his sharp features drawn into suspicion.

      "Not far." I gesture vaguely to my right. "Could I borrow a phone? Just to call a breakdown service to pick up me and the car."

      With a curt nod, the guy opens the door wider and I sidle past him but remain close to the entrance. The door opens into a large room where a TV continues to blare in the corner. Beer bottles litter the table amongst half-eaten pizza and two packed rucksacks rest to the left of the door.

      I look at the sour-faced guy expectantly, waiting for him to hand me his phone.

      "I hope your magic skills are better than your acting," he says with a rough laugh.

      "I'm sorry? I don't understand?" Shit. Shit. Shit.

      "Are you following us, sweetheart? No way would you be on your own. Where are the others?”

      "Following?" I ask in a soft voice. "Nobody's following you."

      "Adam," calls the man. “You were right, they saw you. Now we’ve unwanted company. Get moving.”

      There's a thud upstairs and no response from Adam.

      "Maybe I should leave," I say.

      He rubs his lips together. "I've been looking for a blonde girl."

      "Pardon?" I edge backwards and his eyes shine, as his mouth tips into a smile. “He brought you straight to us, didn’t he?"

      For a split second, the idea Tobias's treachery reaches further than I realised, and that he’s about to get us killed, crosses my mind. In this split second I’m distracted, the hunter grabs my arm.

      I cry out for Andrei as the hunter pushes at me, and I trip before my backside lands on the armchair behind. A figure blurs into the room, and Andrei knocks the guy to the floor.

      “Deal with me, not her,” he snarls.  Andrei drags the man to his feet and slams him against the wall. He pulls his hood down and the man's eyes widen as they meet Andrei's.

      "Ha! Two for the price of one. You're the Tepes kid from the academy, right? You're top of our list." The hunter sneers.

      "You have no idea who I am." Andrei's terse tone has switched to the smooth cajoling I've heard from him and Tobias before. "You don't know who any of us are."

      “Yeah, I do, mate. You’re not smart if you leave a trail of corpses around the country, are you?"

      He swears and winces as Andrei shifts to hold the man tighter, gripping his shoulders. "I've enough shit to deal with. I might hurt you, but I don’t kill.”

      The man sneers. “Wrong. You killed my friend, vampire.”
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      Killed?

      Andrei doesn't reply, but his grip on the man drops, as does Andrei’s influence on his mind. The hunter laughs. "Not so cocky now, are you?"

      "I didn't kill anybody," says Andrei. He's speaking to himself, and not trying to influence the man's thoughts. "Maeve, he didn't die."

      "I don't know. Andrei, we need to deal with the hunter."

      But Andrei's retreated, and is locked in his own fear. Is he picturing his future? Because he's no longer in the present. Andrei drags a hand down his face. How the hell has he frozen like this?

      The hunter snatches his chance and lunges at Andrei. He knocks his legs from under him, and Andrei falls to the floor and smacks the back of his head on the edge of a stone fireplace.

      Andrei isn't the only one frozen. What the hell do I do? "Tobias," I yell. "Help us."

      "Do you like my open fire?" he chuckles at Andrei who woozily tries to sit. "Makes the place very cosy."

      The flames crackle in the fireplace and the hunter snatches Tobias's hand, dragging him towards the fire.

      "Tobias!" I scream again and break free of the shock rooting me to the carpet.

      I slam my shoulder into the guy, but he's broader and stronger than me, so barely moves. "Leave him alone," I plead. "Please."

      "Didn't you hear? He fucking killed my friend."

      Finally, the hunter's eyes meet mine, and I seize my moment. "He didn't." With everything I have, I project my mental energy in his direction, praying that he stays locked in my magic. "Tobias didn't kill your friend."

      The man's brows tug together, and he falters. "He did."

      "No, your friend had an accident. Don't you remember?"

      "Wrong. There were vamps. A shifter...." The hunter's voice trails off into doubt. "I think."

      My head aches as I channel the magic, the action sucking away my energy. "No. You didn't see anybody."

      I'm aware of somebody beside me as Andrei stumbles and grabs the guy by the throat. "Forget everything you know," he says in a hoarse voice. "Listen to her."

      The guy's eyes water as he tries to close them but can't. Blood cakes Andrei's ear—even injured, Andrei can use his power. I've underestimated how good these people are. "How many are with you?" asks Andrei.

      "Just me and Adam."

      "Tell Tobias," Andrei urges. "I'll deal with this."

      The man's slack-jawed concentration on Andrei would've horrified me in the past, but I'm impressed.

      And relieved.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Fine. Go.” Andrei’s eyes remain on the compliant hunter.

      With a nod, I walk to the stairs. The burgundy carpet is worn and muddy as I creep up.

      Where are they? I peek into darkened bedrooms, unable to hear voices until I reach the opposite end of the hallway.

      The door to a small room is open, inside piled with boxes as if used as a storage space. There’s a window with open curtains to my left and beneath it, Tobias stands over a guy lying on the floor, his foot on his chest and a gun in one hand.

      The guy I saw in the pub.

      My heart lurches into my mouth and I back into the hallway.

      "Adam. Take the gun," Tobias says softly. "The guy downstairs? He's planning to kill you. Strike first."

      Tobias knows his name. Did he deliberately let the hunter escape?

      I continue to peek around the door as the glazed-eyed guy gazes back. Tobias squats beside him and turns the gun handle to allow him to take hold. "I need you to tell me who you're working for. Is it Ezra?”

      The man examines the pistol in his hand, rubbing his eyes with the other. "Why does Lucas want to kill me?"

      "He knows you're working with the Dominion."

      "So is he!"

      Holy crap. I grip the door handle.

      “Lucas plans to kill you, Adam,” Tobias says, his voice mesmeric. “You need to kill him first.”

      The man looks between the gun and Tobias. “Why would he?”

      “Ezra told him to because you know too much.” Tobias curls his hand around the guy’s to ensure he keeps hold of the gun. “You can’t trust anybody but yourself in this job.”

      Adam squints at Tobias. "I know your face."

      "No, you don't know me."

      He blinks down at the gun again, brow furrowed. "Maybe, I don't. I can’t believe that bastard is about to double-cross me."

      Tobias tips his head. "You've had your suspicions, haven't you? Who've you seen Lucas talking to?"

      His fingers shake around the gun handle. "Nobody. Not apart from Ezra. Ezra’s human, isn't he?"

      “No.” Tobias whispers something. I can’t catch the whole conversation, but I swear I hear the words “kill yourself too.”

      Shit. I need to leave.

      Tobias looks up but not towards the doorway. "Maeve. Why don't you come inside?"

      "Are you persuading this man to kill his friend?" I whisper in horror. "You can't. That's not why we're here. This is a field trip to teach mental magic."

      I hold a palm to my forehead, momentarily aware how ridiculous that sounds.

      "Where's Andrei?" asks Tobias.

      "Wiping the other guy’s memory. Tobias, you can't do this."

      I wish he'd turn around and meet my eyes. I want to see the truth inside them—that he's willing to break the supernatural law in this way. Doesn’t he care about the penalty?

      "I'm not injuring anybody," he says softly.

      “No, but you’re forcing him to kill someone against his will. Aren’t you?”

      Adam looks up but doesn’t focus on me. He struggles to his feet. “Bastard,” he murmurs. “I’ll fucking kill him first.”

      Adam moves towards me, gun in hand, and I freeze in horror as he tries to push by. “You can’t kill! It’s illegal,” I protest to Tobias.

      “I’m not killing anybody,” he says, expression hard.

      “Who are you, Tobias?” I ask hoarsely.

      The man’s shoulder bumps me as he’s about to walk by and the reality someone else might die blinds and throws me into new place.

      I’m in a room, but I can’t figure out if I’m dreaming or not. There’s noise around me, but I can only hear one voice. A man’s voice, the one who told me my so-called friend will end my life. My body’s rigid with anger and I have a gun in my hand. Man, he’s going to regret double-crossing me.

      I’m in this room, but I’m not Maeve.

      My body jerks and I fling my arm to one side. I want to let go of the gun, but it’s as if the thing’s sealed to my palm. The urgent voice tells me to leave the room, now, quickly. Shoot Lucas. I hold my other hand to my head, trying to push the voice away.

      No. Don’t. This is a different voice. A girl’s. Urgent, as if I’m talking to myself.

      I lift the gun and stare at the barrel. What the fuck am I doing?

      I’m yanked forward by an invisible force as I move towards the window. With the gun, I smash the glass and shards cut my skin. I don’t care. I need to let go of this gun.

      I pause again. The same man’s voice. Telling me not to be stupid. Telling me I’ll die.

      No, Tobias, I yell in my mind, hold my arm back and throw the gun as hard as I can through the broken glass. Someone uppercuts me and knocks my head backwards, and I fall to the floor as I black out.

      My head spins and I snap my eyes open. I’m standing by the door again. Conscious.

      The room is the same, but Adam now lies on the floor. He’s unconscious, one arm outstretched. His hand bleeds from lacerations, but the gun has gone.

      I was him.

      Adam.

      Tobias is crouched beside Adam with his back to me. He places his palm on the guy's head before standing and turns back to me. Holding both hands to his temples, he mutters, “You stupid, stupid girl.”

      His tone is soft and low, as if talking to himself.

      I heave in a breath. I stopped this. I stopped two deaths tonight.

      My power worked to stop Tobias and save a human life. Now what do I do?

      "You were supposed to stay downstairs while Andrei showed you how to use mental magic. To practice in the field. That’s what a fucking field trip is."

      I moisten my dry lips. "While you convince humans to kill each other?" I rasp out.

      He moves towards me and I back up. The door slams shut. I'm trapped. Tobias may not have the bulk of some men, but I'm terrified what he could do to me after what I witnessed.

      "Maeve. You weren't supposed to see this."

      "I thought you’d kill the hunters yourself, but this is worse," I stammer.

      "What do you mean?"

      "I heard you on the phone. Somebody asked you to do this."

      A dark shadow crosses Tobias's face. "You eavesdropped on my conversations?"

      "Not deliberately."

      He moves closer and my limbs weaken as his shadowed expression intensifies. "You shouldn't have done that."

      I flinch as his hand cups my cheek, warm against my clammy skin. My chest aches, as my thumping heart slows and I continue to stare back at him.

      Amelia's explanation from my first lesson in Mental Magic rings in my ears. He's a pneuma vamp and he's drawing my energy as readily as Andrei could take my blood. My chest hurts as if I’m losing breath, and the oxygen stops pumping to my brain.

      "Tobias. Don't," I rasp out. "You’re hurting me."

      "Maeve, you don't understand what's happening here. You can’t know."

      Energy drains from my body into his fingertips and tears spring to my eyes. "Please. Don’t.”

      Tobias cups my other cheek and tips my head upwards. He strokes my cheeks with his thumbs, eyes searching mine with a strange sadness in them. The soothing stroke flows through as if he’s running cold water over a burn.

      "I don't have any choice. I have a chance to live a life I was denied, and I can't let you threaten that."

      But with his words and touch come something else, not from the energy he's stealing or the pain he's taking away, but a flash of something deep in my mind.

      I wanted my visions to return, but not like this. I see Tobias in a room with three men. A flag with a raven symbol hangs above their head as they sit together, talking. He sits upright. Terrified.

      My eyes refocus on Tobias as his fingers dig into my cheeks. "What did you see?"

      "Nothing, I—"

      "Don't lie. You zoned out. You were somewhere else." His hands drop from my face and he slips a hand into the back of my hair, fingers stroking the nape of my neck. My head aches as he draws more from me. “Tell me.”

      My mouth parts as his face moves closer to mine. Tobias isn't lamia. Is he? Because my body is alight at his touch, stomach liquifying at the thought his mouth could touch mine. The desire is overriding the terror.

      Tobias’s breath ruffles my hair as he moves his mouth closer to my ear.

      "I can't influence your thoughts, Maeve, but I can make you forget."

      He slides his other hand into the small of my back, supporting me. If it weren't for the energy pulsing from my skin into his where our bodies touch, we could be lovers embracing.

      Tobias supports me as the chattering voices in my mind lure me towards oblivion.

      In the moment before the world blackens, I see Andrei standing in the doorway, blood streaking his ear and cheek, face drawn into an expression of horror.
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      I snap my eyes open. An unfamiliar tassled nightshade dangles above me and the burgundy material shades a single bulb. Moving to sit, I fail and fall back onto the bed. My muscles ache as if I ran a marathon, and my head pounds as if I’ve banged it against a wall.

      A figure sits on a chair in the corner of the room and jumps to his feet when I mutter to myself. Andrei's face comes into view as he crosses the room.

      "Maeve. Are you alright?"

      I prop myself on my elbows and take in my surroundings. I'm in a semi-dark bedroom with sports posters on the wall and items neatly arranged on shelves.

      "What happened?"

      "You passed out when we were with the hunters." He reaches out to touch my hand and I look down in shock. "Do you remember?"

      My memories are fractured. A car journey. A house. Tobias and Andrei. Hunters.

      "No. Did somebody hurt me?" I hold my fingers against my aching temples.

      "I hope not." Andrei's fingers curl around mine. What's strangest here? The fact he's holding my hand again, or that I'm in an unfamiliar bedroom.

      The door opens and Ash's frame fills the doorways, blocking light from the hallway behind. "I heard voices."

      "Maeve woke up." Andrei looks over his shoulder. "I think she's okay."

      "She wants to know what's happening." I pull the covers from me. At least I'm only missing my shoes; thank god nobody undressed me. "What time is it?"

      "Eight,” says Ash. “P.M.,”

      "How? We left to find the hunters at eight. I'm pretty sure time travel isn't in anybody's magic arsenal."

      Andrei chuckles and lets my hand go. “8.00 p.m.. on Sunday."

      "I slept a whole day?"

      Ash sits on the bed beside me. "Yeah. I didn't think hunters could do that to someone." He side glances Andrei.

      "Don't look at me like that. I didn't do anything to her. Tobias would never let me."

      Tobias. Why didn't he stop whatever happened?

      "Where's Tobias?"

      "In the pub downstairs. He's waiting for you to wake up so we can leave."

      I stand unsteadily and Ash takes my arm. "Rest if you need to."

      "Dude, Maeve slept all day. I think she's rested. We need to get back to the academy."

      "Did we deal with the hunters?" I ask.

      Andrei sucks on his bottom lip. “Yeah. I found one unconscious beside you, and Tobias helping. The other was downstairs, slumped in his chair after I blanked his mind.”

      “They’re dealt with," says Ash. “They won’t remember us.”

      Why can't I remember more?

      "Good result, then," I say brightly. "Though I’ll lose marks for fainting."

      Andrei walks to the door. "I think Tobias will be kinder than that." With those stiff words, he strides through and his footsteps thud on the stairs.

      "Andrei's as weird as ever," I say to Ash and I'm interrupted as he seizes me in a bear hug. I gasp as he squashes air from my lungs.

      "Damn, I thought you were badly hurt. I didn't know what to think when you wouldn’t wake up. Did you see anything when you were unconscious?"

      His shifter heat warms my cheek, the arms around me as good as any blanket, and I resist the temptation to bury my face into his chest and inhale his comfort. I wouldn’t want to move.

      "I'm fine," I say, voice muffled by his body.

      He strokes my hair. "Magic attacks can be serious. Tobias told me he stopped the hunters’ magic, but wouldn't explain what they did. I'm pissed off that Tobias didn't keep a closer eye on you."

      "I'm sure he stopped something worse happening." I shift away to look into Ash’s face.

      Ash strokes my cheek with the back of his hand. "If anybody hurt you, they'd be fucking sorry."

      His breath comes quicker, face flushed, and I believe him. "But not anything that would get you into serious trouble," I warn him. “How do you feel after...what happened to you.”

      “Fine. I’ll be fine,” he says as if to himself. “The only change was my eyes, and then I snapped back to normal. No shift happened.”

      “But next time?” I whisper.

      He takes my hand between his. “There won’t be a next time. I’ll focus more on the meditation now I know the risks. Keep away from situations that upset me.”

      “Please do. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      “I feel the same, Maeve. It would kill me if somebody hurt you.”

      My shortness of breath matches Ash’s, but for a different reason. I'm safe with Ash; I've always sensed this. He hides from me, but that his affection for me is clear in this moment.

      His eyes drop to my mouth and I kick myself for looking away. I'm not in the right frame of mind for intense situations.

      I don't have the energy, for a start.

      "I’ll find out exactly what happened to you," he says and gently moves my face, so I have to look at him. "Nobody gets to hurt you. Ever."

      "I'm glad I have a shifter on my side."

      He takes a deep breath. "Yeah, if anybody hurts you, they'll have a fucking dragon to deal with. Soon."

      “Dragon,” I say and reach out to him. “This is all a million miles away from my old life."

      A distance that grows daily.
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        * * *

      

      Tobias sits at a table in the empty pub, with Andrei opposite. They break their intense conversation as Tobias looks over when we enter the room, but he doesn't speak.

      "Let's go," says Andrei and stands abruptly. "I'm sick of this place."

      Tobias runs two fingers across his lips and watches me. "How are you feeling, Maeve?"

      "Confused. Aching."

      "Perhaps we can explain what happened to Maeve later, Tobias." Andrei's voice and expression are harsh, bordering on insolent.

      "Sometimes encounters are best forgotten." Tobias’s lips thin into a hard line. "As you know, Andrei."

      Andrei drops his eyes, but his annoyance doesn't leave.

      "We can discuss events further once we return to the academy." Tobias gestures at the bag in my hand. "If we're all packed, we should go."

      I watch Tobias. Why isn't he looking at me? Did I screw up and he had to help? I need to remember.

      I follow Ash and Andrei into the frosty night and to the car. Andrei climbs into the backseat, and I walk around to hand my bag to Tobias.

      "I'm happy to hear you’re feeling okay," he says softly as he pushes the bag into the boot. "I was worried about you after the hunter attacked."

      Something behind the vampire’s expression sends a chill through me.

      He and Andrei were there, and they’re both evasive. “What happened?”

      Tobias closes the boot. “You’re safe.”

      I won't drop the subject until one of them tells me what happened to make me feel like crap and sleep for hours.

      Because I don’t think a hunter can do that.
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      I wake the following morning, exhausted. I shouldn’t be, after sleeping almost a whole day and then another night. On the way back to the academy, I voiced my concerns that hunters used magic on me—nobody knows. Tobias suspects that’s what happened; Andrei says nothing.

      Neither he nor Andrei spoke much on the journey home, and I was happy for Ash’s company and concern.

      Tobias was keen to leave us all once we returned to the academy. He agreed to report findings to Theodora straightaway, including my ‘accident’. Andrei slunk back to Petrescu with Tobias. I’m not dumb—he knows something and he’s avoiding me.

      Jamie waited up for us in the Walcott common room. I’m surprised he didn’t ask more questions—he seemed preoccupied. Is he still annoyed we went without him? Or worrying about his assignments again? Amelia fussed over us, wanting all the details. She pursed her lips when Ash explained what happened to me and grilled me about the situation.

      I wish I could remember.

      The next evening, I’m feeling closer to normal, but haven't seen any other professors to talk to. Has Tobias spoken to anybody yet? I’m put out that he hasn't checked on me, but now we’re back at the academy he’s no doubt back to his aloof self.

      I’ve lessons and my head is still fuzzy after yesterday. I expect Andrei to avoid me, as usual, but he’s outside the cafeteria when I leave after dinner.

      I glance at him as I walk out. The more I’m around Andrei, the more intrigued I am by him. His cocky attitude and sarcasm towards others amuses me too, and I notice the similarities between us the more time we’re together.

      There’s more to Andrei, and the last obstacle I have before I can look at him without judgement is the blood drinking. He can’t help who he is any more than I can, but some things are hard to get past.

      If my future prediction is correct, I get way past this attitude to him, and into his arms.

      Andrei wears his usual personalised version of the academy uniform—scruffy—but he’s more dishevelled than usual. His hair’s tousled and eyes duller. I’m surprised when he steps forward and greets me with an uncertain smile.

      “What’s the matter?” I ask him, pausing in surprise.

      “Are you feeling better today?” he asks.

      That’s another thing cute about Andrei—his concern when things go wrong for me.

      “Yes.”

      He cocks his head. “You sure?” I catch the spearmint scent on his breath, and I stare at his mouth. “Maeve?”

      Blinking, I smile instead. “We have class.” I resume my walk along the hallway, past the early professors’ portraits and noticeboards, with identically dressed students milling around.

      “I’ll walk with you?” Instead of a statement, he’s asking for permission, and I nod at him.

      “Do you want to talk to me about the hunters?” I ask quietly.

      “Kinda.”

      “Did you see what happened?”

      Andrei scrunches his face up and keeps walking.

      “Andrei?”

      He halts and a girl behind almost bumps into him. Andrei shoots her a look when she mutters, and the girl veers around him instead.

      “I’m in a really shitty position. I don’t know what to do.”

      “Tell me?” I suggest.

      His harsh laugh takes me aback. “You have no idea, Maeve.”

      “Clearly.” Annoyed, I stride away.

      “Maeve!” he urges. “Come here.”

      I glance over my shoulder. “Please don’t try to boss me around. I’m grateful that you helped me and Tobias with the hunter, but not grateful you’re dodging my question. Why look for me, say that you know something, and then refuse to tell me?”

      Raking his fingers through his fringe, Andrei reveals his eyes and the look punches me in the gut.

      Fear.

      Hesitantly, I approach him. “What’s happening, Andrei?”

      “Mr. Tepes, have you forgotten about our meeting?” I startle at Tobias who’s standing close behind.

      “I didn't know we planned one,” he replies.

      Tobias briefly looks at my face. “How are you today, Ms Foster?”

      “Very well, thank you, Professor Whitlock.” I mimic his formality and he looks at me impassively. Oh, so we’re back here again.

      “I have spoken to Sofia and Theodora about last night’s events, and Sofia would like to speak to you after class tonight.”

      “I don't have much to tell her,” I reply.

      “Yes, a shame you can't remember,” mutters Andrei.

      Tobias blinks but doesn't look at him. “Indeed.”

      “Maybe one day Maeve will,” Andrei continues.

      Stiffly, Tobias turns to him. “Maybe.”

      “Let’s hope so.”

      I frown at their exchange. What was Andrei about to tell me?

      “I’d like to see you in my office, Andrei. Now. I have something to discuss with you.”

      Students passing throw curious looks at the three of us together.

      But not as curious as the look on Sofia’s face, as she stands along the hallway, watching, arms folded. As I catch her eye, she crosses to us.

      “Is everything alright here?” she asks. The tall woman wears a floral skirt and flowing white shirt, her hair loose around her shoulders, the gentle image at odds with her expression.

      Sofia and Tobias lock gazes. “I’m enquiring about Maeve’s welfare,” he says.

      “Let’s be thankful you brought her home safely after your failed little field trip.”

      Hell, the tension between these two is tight. Andrei loiters with his hands in his pockets, looking down the hallway with his mouth turned down. Sofia teaches the vampires, but rarely speaks to any outside the classroom. Recently, she’s come down harder on them in class.

      “Indeed,” repeats Tobias.

      A muscle twitches in his jaw; Tobias is skilled at formality to the point he hides how he feels from everybody.

      “Andrei, come with me.” He jerks his head, and Andrei’s shoulders slump.

      As they walk away, Sofia makes a soft sound of disgust. “I don't appreciate my students exposed to danger off campus. That man has explaining to do.”

      I give a small smile. “I often pass out when I have visions.”

      Sofia’s eyes remain on the retreating figures. “Indeed.” She snorts to herself at mimicking Andrei’s words.
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      What the hell did I see last night?

      I slump down in the chair in Tobias’s room, legs outstretched, and arms crossed. I’ve waited here an hour—I swear the guy left me to squirm deliberately, because he has ‘something else to deal with first'. Sure, he does. This was all to keep me away from Maeve.

      But I’m not squirming. I’m not leaving until he tells me why he used his power on Maeve.

      How he could use his power on a future-sighted witch.

      I’m sick with nerves. Challenging the guy who helps me stay safe could lead to trouble, but if he’s attacking students, that’s a whole different matter.

      Did the hunter tell the truth? Did the man die from his injuries on Halloween? These questions cycle around and around in my head and have done since last night. What a fucking mess. I dropped concentration long enough for his retaliation—lucky for him I landed awkwardly and smacked my head.

      Not that an injury like that lasts long on a vampire.

      Maeve impressed me how she reached through her fear and worked her magic on the hunter, but I saw her faltering. She wasn’t prepared to use her powers alone. She isn’t strong enough.

      I’m preoccupied and don’t notice the door open until Tobias speaks.

      “I apologise for keeping you waiting.” Tobias pulls off his black jacket and slings it onto the chair next to me, face impassive. “Were you having an interesting conversation with Maeve?”

      I stay slumped down as I look at him. “Until I was interrupted, yes.”

      “You would be unwise to discuss last night's events with Maeve, wouldn’t you, Andrei?”

      “She needs to know that you wiped her mind. Why? What did she do?”

      I scrutinise his face for a reaction. One thing that’s always impressed me is how well Tobias can hide himself—he’s a bigger chameleon than I am.

      “Are you questioning what I did?” He lowers himself into an armchair opposite and rests his boots on the table.

      “Yes.”

      “Andrei, as I’ve always told you, I’m here to help you. That includes keeping secret that you killed somebody on Halloween.”

      “I did not,” I protest. “That was an accident.”

      “Accidentally ripping major arteries open? What did you expect to happen?”

      “You told me you took that hunter to hospital.” I swallow. “You never told me he died.”

      “I never knew until the Confederacy told me. The man lost too much blood.”

      “And you kept that to yourself, why? To use when you needed a hold over me?” My stomach is sicker than when I saw him wiping Maeve’s mind. I killed. If anybody discovers this, I’m dead.

      “I find secrets are always good bargaining tools.”

      “Yes. They are,” I retort. “Such as mind controlling a student to the point she forgets.”

      Tobias laughs. “Do you think you have any hold over me? You are unimportant.”

      “I saw something. Did you try to kill a hunter and Maeve saw you? He was injured, and I heard her shout at you not to kill.”

      “Don't be ridiculous. The hunters were both alive when we left, weren’t they?”

      “And now?”

      Tobias leans forward and pours himself a drink from a carafe set on the table beside two glasses. I wait, but he doesn’t offer me one.

      He sips then rubs his lips together. “They’re dead now, but not by my hand.”

      I pull myself upright in the chair.

      “Killing hunters—humans—is forbidden.”

      “As I said, I did not kill those men.”

      “I don't know what you're hiding, but I know it was bad enough that you had to wipe Maeve’s memories. Why let me see?”

      “I didn’t wipe your mind, Andrei, but I’m not telling you anything else.” He knocks back the contents of the glass and sets it on the table. “You’ve always known my methods are unorthodox, Andrei. Last night was a lesson for you. I need to teach you how powerful I am, and what you’re facing if you cross me.”

      “Is that a threat?” I growl.

      “The Confederacy asked me to watch you,” he continues. “To keep you under control. You are Gabriella Tepes’s son—your powers are greater than you know.”

      My mouth parts in realisation. “You didn’t wipe my mind because you can’t. Can you?”

      He fixes me with a steel gaze.

      Tobias stands and places the glass down. “Maeve made a mistake I needed to fix, in the same way you do on occasion. I can’t have her causing me problems.”

      “Promise you won't hurt her,” I blurt.

      Tobias’s eyes widen. “Is this concern for Maeve due to a bigger reason than wanting her blood?”

      The amusement in his voice pisses me off as much as him seeing through me. “We both know how special Maeve is, don't we, professor?”

      He runs his tongue across his teeth. “We do, which is why you’re going to stay away from her, aren't you? I don't want to see you with Maeve again and you are not to tell people what you saw. This subject is closed.”

      “And you?” I retort.

      He walks over to open his study door. “I can assure you that I want nothing to do with Maeve. I will not have any contact with her outside of my lessons. Goodbye, Andrei.”

      I pause. “You're under suspicion, aren't you? I saw how Sofia behaved towards you.”

      He leans forward. “Then we have something in common, don't we, Andrei? The difference is, I’ve never had a human’s blood on my hands.”

      As I step outside, I pause and rest against the wall. How stupid that I thought I could join Maeve’s world and help her. I don't belong amongst people like her.

      I’m a killer.

      I stare up at the wrought iron candelabra hanging from Tobias’s classroom ceiling where the melted candles flicker.

      And Tobias isn't the friend I thought.
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      I’m not surprised when I’m called to Sofia’s room after lessons finish. I expected the interrogation about what happened to me last night, and I’m unsurprised by her disgust that Tobias didn't bring me straight back to the academy.

      When Sofia resolves to ‘have words’ with him later, I’m genuinely scared. What happens when house professors clash?

      “I have something else I’d like to discuss with you,” she says once her anger subsides.

      A large brown book takes up much of the small table between us, and Sofia opens to the first page. Square photographs are mounted inside, attached by the corners like an old-style photo album. Names of people and places are written in tiny letters below the images.

      “Take a look.” Her silver charm bracelet jingles as she gestures. “Tell me what you think.”

      I tuck a strand of hair behind an ear. “I don’t normally sense anything from objects, the way Jamie does.”

      “No. That’s not what I’m interested in. I’d like you to study their faces. Touch the pages. See who the Dominion are. Our greatest fight is against the Dominion and you’re a secret weapon.”

      Weapon?

      Nice.

      I rub my lips together. Once when I sat here, I met my aunt. What did I expect from Marie? Answers. Reassurance. But the woman can’t see reality, let alone help her niece. Since that moment, every word she’s said has played around in my head. Is it possible to avoid the same fate? I already experienced the future and present blur when I saw Andrei outside that day.

      Some photos are recent, bright and sharply focused. Others are muted colours and the edges tattier. I slowly leaf through the book. Many Dominion members are vampires; that’s clear to me, as I’m becoming familiar with their look. Lamia, hemia, or pneuma, they share the same facial bone structure, but with different eye and hair colour.

      “Are all Dominion members vampires?” I ask.

      “Most. A few are witches, but only a handful are shifters, and only those who are prepared to accept that the vampires will reign over the world.”

      My chest tightens. The world—my world—conquered by vampires. Each page I turn, the tightness grows and my breath comes shorter. A surging mix of anxiety and acceptance runs across my mind as the vision prepares to take hold.

      A photograph on the page cuts dead my descent into the future.

      The woman looks the same as most vampires, her dark hair and blue eyes worthy of a model or a movie star. Like a star, she didn’t want her photo taken, because the anger in her eyes is clear.

      But that’s not what halts me in my tracks.

      I read out the name beneath. “Gabriella Tepes? Is this woman related to Andrei?”

      Sofia doesn’t answer for a second, then nods.

      “Who is she?”

      Again, the pause before she responds. “Gabriella Tepes is Andrei’s mother.”

      My mouth falls open. “Andrei’s mother is a member of the Dominion?”

      “She’s the founder, Maeve.”

      I reel at her words. At the meeting with Andrei’s grandfather, something about his mother was hinted at, but the conversation closed down.

      “That makes no sense. How can Andrei attend the academy if his family is an enemy?”

      “Not his whole family. Andrei’s mother walked away a number of years ago and took his older sister, Ione. His father is a staunch Confederacy supporter, and Andrei is schooled to oppose the Dominion. Life is precarious for them all.”

      I stare down at the hard-eyed woman who left her son, and who stands for everything this academy fights against. This explains part of Andrei’s isolation and the trouble he hints at, and my heart hurts for him.

      The reason he rejects those who judge him.

      “Do many people know?”

      She sighs. “The Tepes family are one of the most notable, along with Theodora’s. They originate from long before the Purge and know a world where we lived more openly. This is partly where the conflict comes from. So, yes, people know because this family would be royalty if such things existed in our world.”

      “Poor Andrei,” I mumble. “He has a lot of weight on his shoulders.”

      Sofia turns the page, away from Gabriella’s image. “I need you to stay away from him, Maeve. Andrei is trouble.”

      “I don’t think you should say this about your students,” I say, annoyed by her prejudice.

      “I’ve noticed you becoming close to the boy but be aware you don’t understand what you’re dealing with.” Sofia speaks softly. “I’m concerned by Andrei’s interest in you and believe it’s only a matter of time before he attacks a witch. Andrei Tepes has his sights set on you.”

      Now I understand the real reason behind our meeting. The way she behaved towards Andrei—she thinks I’m under threat.

      “I don't think he does. We’re friends, that’s all.”

      “I suggest you choose your friends more carefully.”

      I shake my head at her. “Do people think Andrei wants to join the Dominion? Do you think that?”

      She sighs and places a palm on the book. “He’s watched closely, but nobody can predict what the Dominion might do.”

      “But you think I can?”

      “The most we hope is that you can predict the near future, such as Dominion plans. We will work on a way to focus the randomness of your visions.”

      I touch the photograph as Andrei’s mother and Sofia’s words niggle. Is Andrei’s interest in me more? And how is Tobias connected? Andrei told me we left the hunters unconscious last night, but how can I be sure Tobias didn’t carry out his plan to kill them?

      I promised to myself I wouldn’t keep any more secrets. If I hear anybody has died, I will report him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      MAEVE

      

      The final dance preparations come around sooner than I expected as the term rushes on towards the Christmas holidays. The meetings have intensified and so have Katherine’s stress levels—which means she’s the ball-organising equivalent of a Bridezilla.

      I would not like to imagine what her wedding would be like.

      Life has been weird recently, although in a good way, as everything settled down. No more threats against me or the academy, harmony as we head towards the end of the academy term, and I’m feeling pumped about passing exams. These aren’t final year, but important enough to show the faculty that I’m progressing and accepting.

      Tobias has backed off, and we don’t speak outside of his lessons. Stupidly, this hurt at first; now I accept my place and his are at opposite ends of academy life.

      Andrei avoids me too—that does hurt, as I felt we’d made progress. He’s with Tobias a lot more. Tobias, who now treats me with the same distance as he does other students, and who now refuses to take part in the tuition Theodora asked him to give me.

      Sofia is happy about this, and instead, I practice with her. I don’t repeat the same mistake with her as I did with Tobias. I keep out of her mind, and instead I fixate on the task at hand rather than attempting to see or listen to anything else.

      Amelia allows me to practice on her too and she reacts with a mixture of awe and amusement as I make her eat and drink. Jamie once cautiously asked if I wanted to practice on him, but he obviously didn’t want me to. I didn’t.

      He’s different. Not in a good or a bad way, just different. More confident. Less ready to bow down to people. Strangely, Jamie spends more time with Katherine, and I’ve questioned why he allows Katherine to coerce him into writing her assignments.

      He won’t tell me, but she has a hold on him about something.

      Ash is busy with end of term rugby matches and around less too, and he’s more subdued since the night his body started to shift. I heard some of the team tease him about taking extra meditation classes, and I’ve also seen him with Tranquility potions. From what I hear, these are affecting his performance in the matches too. I once asked Ash how many he’s taking and he brushed me off, claiming they’re not addictive.

      I stay by his side at parties, or anywhere alcohol is involved in case that triggers him. The rumours about us grow as our focus on each other does. Truthfully, I’m scared to leave Ash alone and risk losing him to the fate Tobias warned him of.

      I bowed out of the committee—Amelia’s heart was in the right place over asking me to join, but I can’t with Katherine. I promised Amelia I’d become more involved next term, once the academy started team games. So far, Amelia is vague, telling me the competitions vary year to year but are a mixture of magical and physical.

      After a term here, I’m more accepting but still feeling my way through my new life. For now, I’ll deal with the weird social mix of magic and normality that’s the Winter Ball.

      Amelia spends an hour on my make-up, protesting she needs practice and I’m the perfect canvas. I’m impressed and a little shocked by how different I look once she’s finished covering my face with primer, concealer, and shading and goodness knows what, plus more eye make-up and lipstick than I’ve ever worn.

      Amelia insisted I didn't watch her, and I was apprehensive about looking at myself in the mirror after she finished.

      “Whoa,” I say. “That’s amazing. I don’t look like me.”

      “Who needs transformation potions?” Amelia winks at me as she applies the first layer of make-up to her cheeks.

      While she works on herself, I locate the dress I’ve not touched since the day I brought it here from the shops, on the day I learned my powers stretched further than I realised. The images haunted me for some time—imagining a child’s body on the road isn’t something that leaves the mind quickly. With Sofia’s help, I’ve learned what to look for and target in people’s minds. How will I react with people unaware I’m invading them?

      If I were a worse person, the damage I could choose to do to people is unthinkable.

      The dress fits as perfectly as the first time I wore it, and the silver earrings and necklace pick out the shine to the blue material. By the time I’ve slipped on my heels and pulled on the fur-fringed bolero jacket, I barely recognise the girl who usually wears a uniform or jeans.

      “Maeve, you look amazing,” enthuses Amelia. She takes hold of the silver headband encrusted with gems and carefully places it on my head. Amelia spent as much time turning my straight, flat hair into a style filled with volume and waves as she did transforming my face. Stepping back, she looks proudly at her finished masterpiece. “Wow. You’ll knock Katherine out of the water.”

      “I don’t want to,” I say in panic. “She needs to win best dressed.”

      Amelia snorts. “She’ll have the result rigged. Besides, that won’t stop you being the most stunning girl there.”

      I gesture at Amelia as she pulls on her red dress. Not only did she mend the zip, but she also added some touches of her own, as she embroidered the bodice in silver thread. “You look amazing too.”

      Her mouth turns down. “A shame I don’t have a date.”

      “Come on, the four of us are attending together,” I remind her. “We’re one big date.”

      She picks up a small clutch bag and plays with the catch. “I wish Matt were here.”

      What do I say? I struggle with the situation. My understanding is Amelia should forget Matt because he’ll never return, but once when she’d drunk too much, Amelia told me more of their story and how connected they were.

      Does that explain the whispered, one-sided conversations she has with herself sometimes? Is she connecting with and talking to Matt, but accidentally speaking out loud?

      “Jamie told me you picked out his suit,” I say.

      Her smile returns. “And Ash’s. Seriously, the guys have no clue.” She picks her phone up to place in the bag. “Ah, crap. I’m late. I need to finish tonight’s decorations.”

      “The snow?” I pull the jacket tighter and rub my nose against the faux fur. “I’m glad I’m wrapped up in this.”

      “Ice sculptures,” she says. “And maybe a little snow. I told Jamie to meet you here and then I’ll catch you both and Ash outside the hall later.”

      Amelia dashes away and I sigh. This girl always operates twice as fast as anyone else I know. Perhaps if she slowed down, her magic would improve.

      But who am I to judge?

      I’m staring at myself in the mirror when somebody knocks on the door and my stomach flutters. How will people react to me looking like this?

      Jamie stands outside looking down as he straightens his sleeves. Amelia succeeded in her task to make him presentable. He wears a dark blue suit and a shirt beneath that I can’t help notice matches the colour of my dress. Nice one Amelia. He’s clean-shaven and his hair tamed for once. This guy is attractive in an understated way in his everyday clothes, but put him in a suit and he jumps up several notches on the hotness scale.

      Jamie looks up and his eyes are a deeper colour, the cerulean blue accentuated by his shirt colour.

      He reflects my surprise.

      “What in the stars' name did Amelia do to you?” he asks, mouth remaining parted.

      Well that wasn’t what I expected. “Too much?” I pat my hair. Crap.

      “No, you look amazing. Wow, Maeve.” His eyes search my face and then unsubtly trail along my body before he blinks and looks back to me. He nods at my shoes. “You’ll break your neck in those.”

      I laugh and push his arm. “Ever practical, Jamie.”

      He tips his head. Jamie’s face looks strange without the fringe flopping into his eyes, sharpening the killer cheekbones and angular jaw.

      “You’re as tall as me in those,” he says.

      “I guess we’ll see eye to eye for the first time in a while.” I step towards him and we do.

      He immediately looks away. “What time are we meeting the others?”

      “Ten minutes.”

      The walk from the Walcott house to the dance hall takes us past couples holding hands, which leads to intense awkwardness between us. Eventually, Jamie loops his little finger around mine by our sides, and watches for my reaction. With a shake of my head, I move my hand into his.

      Our held hands attract attention as we walk through the main academy building towards the hall. My old school will be decorated in garish human Christmas decorations at this time of year; the academy has subtle bunches of mistletoe and holly, and the smell of cedar and allspice for the witches celebrating Yule. Although, Katherine’s dance posters cover more space than anything decorative.

      My grip on Jamie’s hand is partly due to lack of practice in heels, and his grip tightens as we move to a shiny floor in the academy hallway. I’m too busy watching my feet when we reach the open double doors to the dance and pay little attention to those around.

      “Maeve. What a marvellous effort you’ve made.” I meet Katherine’s eyes as I look up.

      Her make-up has transformed her lamia beauty into film star looks, including the hair extensions carefully woven into place. Her figure-hugging gold dress reaches her knees and her jewellery isn’t cheap snowflakes from a local shop. A diamond tiara sits in her hair, the most subtle thing about her, and the gems around her neck pick up the light. The rainbows thrown from the diamonds and sapphires match the colours she insisted on for the ball.

      Katherine is as big a decoration as anything else around us.

      “You look amazing,” I say with genuine awe, ignoring her using the word ‘effort’.

      Katherine waves a hand at me in mock humbleness. “Oh, this didn’t take long. But look at you! You must’ve taken a long time to make yourself look the way you do, but it does suit you.”

      I force a smile at her back-handed compliment. Her eyes slide to where Jamie’s hand is in mine.

      “I thought you didn’t have a date, Maeve? Amelia said you couldn’t choose.” Her laugh tinkles around us. “I always find that’s a nice problem to have. Where’s Ash?”

      Jamie drops my hand and shoves both into his trouser pockets. “What’s that?” he nods at a basket, held by a committee member in an understated black dress, naturally eclipsed by Katherine.

      “These? I thought everybody could pin one of the beautiful sprigs of holly to their outfits.”

      He picks one from the basket and examines it. “What have you added to the flower?”

      “Nothing,” she gasps. “I’m not a witch, I can’t create magic in nature, silly.”

      “Yes, but you know plenty of witches,” he mutters.

      She snatches the sprig from him. “You don’t need to wear one. I won’t force you.”

      “Good. Because I’m not.”

      She looks down at him. “Touchy tonight, aren’t we? Maybe don’t lose your temper, Jamie. We both know that won’t end well for you.”

      I blink my heavy eyelashes. Does Katherine know about Jamie?

      I’m distracted as Ash crosses the tiled floor towards us, and he stuns me as much as Jamie did. I’m amazed by what a well-cut suit does to a guy. He’s unshaven, as are other shifters milling around, and this small hint of the rough that’s hidden beneath the civilised sends a shiver through me.

      Now I know why I couldn’t pick one or the other as my date.

      I’d lied to myself that the reason was because I didn’t want to upset either of the two guys, but to be honest I want them both.

      Hell, lamia do it, why can’t I?

      Uh, Maeve, because the guys probably don’t want to.

      I’m amused when we share the same reaction to each other as me and Jamie. Ash runs a large hand across the top of his head, mussing his carefully styled hair. “Uh. Wow.”

      “You look good, Ash,” pipes up Katherine from beside me as she bites her lip coyly.

      “Thanks.”

      I cringe as Katherine waits for a compliment that doesn’t come. I widen my eyes at him and mouth her name.

      “Oh. Um. Looking good, Katherine.” He grabs a sprig from her basket and walks through the door. “Even for a lamia.”

      I follow him through the doorway with Jamie behind and immediately halt.

      Wow.
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      MAEVE

      

      The room is a literal winter wonderland. Ice sculptures, trees covered in snow and twinkling lights with more flakes falling around. In one section, Amelia stands with concentration on her face as she makes shapes in the air, creating sculptures of dragons and unicorns.

      A band stands on stage, performing loud songs that I don’t recognise. I’m impressed by the male singer’s voice and amused by the guitarist bouncing around on stage, oblivious to those around. I can’t remember the last time I watched live music.

      The lights above us hang in the air like multi-coloured jack o’ lanterns, and float around the room. Amelia’s human touches mingle in with the magic—tinsel garlands around doorways and multi-coloured fairy lights loop along the edge of the stage.

      “That’s not very festive.” I indicate the stage, where scorch marks cover the floor. “What happened?”

      “There was a fire,” says Jamie. “Don’t mention anything to Amelia. Matt started the blaze and damaged the school.”

      I nod and glance at Amelia, who’s drawing more patterns in the air to add decoration the sculptures.

      Round tables surrounded by chairs and decorated with blue and silver ribbons circle the hall. A group of Petrescu kids at one table gaze blankly, some with arms crossed and others with feet on chairs. They pass a bottle between each other. Okay, so professors don’t care about alcohol—or whatever they’re drinking.

      I peer into the shadowed corner to pick out Andrei, but he’s not with them.

      “They look excited to be here,” I say to Ash with a chuckle.

      “Nah, they’re probably forced here by Katherine for extra votes to be sure she wins.”

      I continue my wonderment as I look around the dance hall. The lights strobing across the band grow brighter, and the band stops playing, greeted with claps and cheers from dancers.

      Something else wondrous catches my eye, and I laugh. “Omigod has Katherine made thrones out of ice?”

      “I think that was Rachael.”

      Two glacial blue thrones, carved as if they were made from wood, are centre stage. The academy crests are visible across the high backs, and the arms appear inlaid with golds and blues. Colours to match Katherine tonight.

      “I definitely don't want to win as Winter Queen now. I’ll get a cold backside if I sit on those.” I rub my arms. Through the jacket I’m still cold, and the room won’t warm up when filled with snow and ice. Katherine has water witches on shifts to ensure everything remains frozen.

      Jamie laughs at me and links his arm with mine.

      The reason the band stopped playing steps onto stage. Katherine shimmies across to the band, takes the mic from the tall lead singer, and clears her throat.

      “Welcome to the Winter Ball. The king and queen will be announced at the end of the evening. Until then, enjoy.”

      Clapping is drowned out by the band playing again. Amelia appears from nowhere, dances in front of us and tugs Ash by the hand, straight into the throng. I look at a bemused Jamie.

      What did I expect a dance at a supernatural academy to be like? Truthfully, something resembling a Halloween ball.

      This? Like much at the academy, tonight is a bizarre mix between human and supernatural. One where girls wearing carefully chosen dresses dance with friends, passing tables where vampires sit with potions. A dance inside a hall decorated with banners welcoming attendees to the Winter Ball, beside real snow dusting ice sculptures created by witches.

      I stand in the midst of everything and try to comprehend that I’ve spent the last few months here. The academy finally feels like the place I belong.

      I head towards one of the tables and sit while Jamie heads away to find a drink. I smile at the silver confetti of stars and reindeers and pick some up to sprinkle through my fingers.

      Amelia and Katherine debated whether Amelia could place Christmas themed hats on the table. Amelia lost, naturally.

      Is there any supervision by staff? I scout the room and spot Sofia at a table with some Walcott girls. A glance to the opposite end of the room reveals Tobias, resting against the wall with his hands in his pockets. I can’t see his face, but I’d bet he’s bored.

      Jamie reappears and places two tall-stemmed glasses on the table. I sniff the swirling blue and yellow contents.

      “Don't worry, that’s just juice. Nothing magical or alcoholic.” Jamie sips his.

      “Are students allowed alcohol?” I ask and point at the Petrescu table.

      “Not really, but I expect the professors will ignore them. Unless they get out of hand, in which case they’ll be ejected.” He inclines his head. “Those guys are probably drinking Euphoria potions, not alcohol. That’s more potent for vampires.”

      I squint into the dark. “Is that the three guys who walked into the Gilgamesh common room?”

      Jamie nods. “Yes. They’d better not cause trouble.”

      “I’m sure Tobias can deal with them.”

      “I expect that’s why he’s forced to come—to keep an eye on his students.” He looks over his shoulder at the professor. “Tobias doesn’t look happy to be here.”

      “If I were a century-old vampire, I wouldn’t want to be either.”

      Jamie frowns. “Huh? Who told you that?”

      “Tobias. He told me he’s worked here seventy years, so I figured he must be close to a hundred.”

      “Um. No. He hasn’t. Tobias is a born vampire, like Andrei and Katherine. He’s the age he looks—twenty-five at the most, I think, but it’s hard to tell with vamps and their ‘perfect’ faces.”

      I barely hear his words as I stare back at Tobias through new eyes, my heart beating with a mixture of confusion and anger. Why did Tobias lie to me about his age?

      “Does everybody know?” I ask feeling stupid.

      “No. Katherine told me, because you know how she likes to hold all the information about the academy. Sometimes her big mouth leaks.”

      I snicker. “I’m sure.”

      He winks. “Being her slave has its uses sometimes.”

      “Jamie...”

      “Kidding. Theodora decided Tobias would struggle with authority in class, if students knew his age and length of time teaching. He’s taught at the academy two years, not seventy. This is a two-year study program—no current students know.”

      I’m speechless as I continue to stare at Tobias. I’ve tried to ignore and hide my suspicions of this new world and the people in it, but this adds another layer to him.

      “Do other staff members know?”

      He shrugs. “Probably. I’m not supposed to know, so I never asked them.”

      Tobias pulls himself from the wall and walks past our table towards the Petrescu kids. I watch his graceful movements, looking at the guy who sends my pulse haywire, but in a new light.

      One that blinds me so I can’t see the truth.

      Is he a danger to me?
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      ANDREI

      

      The Petrescu guys, who like to think they’re the ones at academy not to be messed with, have plans tonight. They long since stopped asking me to help their destructive, immature behaviour, although some think I associate with them.

      They’ve goaded Katherine about the Winter Ball for weeks—this trio are the only students in Petrescu who don’t look up to her, especially since she hooked up with a shifter. Most don’t know how she keeps the three guys in line, but I do.

      Money.

      Tonight, she either didn’t pay them enough, or their desire to fuck things up for everybody else overrides their love of wealth.

      I’ve no interest in some shitty dance either—most Petrescu aren’t. Petrescu students prefer to do their own thing, keeping ourselves in the house building away from the others.

      But I heard the guys’ plans to disrupt the dance. I’ve no great love for shifters or witches, but I’ve no time for people who try to destabilise the academy.

      Any hostility and injury between the races won’t stop here—the kids will graduate and take the prejudice with them. The finger points at me as a Dominion sympathiser, but my suspicion lies with this group.

      They spent this term quiet, heads down in the classrooms on the rare occasions they attended, and took a backseat in the academy’s student affairs.

      Until today.

      I sit outside the main building, listening to the music spilling from the hall and echoing towards me. There’s fresh snow on the ground: how beautiful for Katherine’s perfect winter night.

      I might be scornful, but I’m not a complete bastard. I warned Katherine about the gang’s rumoured plans, but she brushed me off, said she could handle it and that Clive would help.

      Which will lead to more disaster.

      I’ve seen the pneuma vampire, Saul, high on a huge hit of energy he’s pulled from fighting with a shifter and know he won’t hesitate to do this again.

      The gang know they’ll be caught and disciplined, but unless someone dies, this will stay contained in the academy. The three don't care—their parents could pay any compensation for damage to property, or people.

      Hands in my pockets, I watch as my breath mists. I remember the day the hemia vamps at prep school teased me for breathing. Andrei, the blood-born vampire and his weird family. Now I live with a tribe of blood-born, who are mostly arseholes.

      My internal battle over whether to get involved or not ends, and I stand to walk inside and warn Katherine. Tobias has them under watch, but he’s not strong enough to take them all. I told him about the situation too, but he didn't seem concerned.

      I’d rather not talk to him anyway—the snide, blackmailing bastard.

      I rub my face and the real reason I’m loitering outside, debating whether to walk in, flashes into my mind.

      Maeve. I told myself this is because I don’t want her hurt. I tried to speak to Ash before too, but he didn't have time for me. Jamie wasn’t concerned either. Who would dare mess with Katherine’s night?

      Three Petrescu dickheads.

      One thing I know about Maeve, even though I don’t understand her as much as I’d like, is that she won’t stand for people pulling stunts that hurt others. Plus, she doesn’t think about her actions sometimes.

      I cross beneath the academy shields and colours, hanging side by side in a proud symbol of unity, and walk across the polished hallway.

      I rub my nose as I stand close to the double doors leading into the Winter Ball. Others walk in ahead of me, overdressed in fancy suits or expensive dresses. Balls aren't solely for humans—my mother loved them before she left. Yeah, this ostentatious bullshit annoys me because it’s a reminder of someone who screwed up my life.

      There’s no written rule that I have to wear a suit for entry. So, I don’t. I’m only staying long enough to keep an eye on people. If shit kicks off, I’m leaving before I get implicated.

      Oliver, the lamia, and his two friends have stuck to the dress code, which helps them blend into the crowd. How long before they leave their corner table to start something?

      I blink at the ridiculousness of this over-the-top spectacle. Credit where it’s due, Katherine knows how to create an event filled with perfection. I blow air into my cheeks and look around the room for a professor. Mine and Tobias’s relationship went south after the incident with Maeve, but we still speak when we need.

      I spot him beneath the specially created lampposts covered in snow and lit with blue witchfire. He’s staring across the room, watching the dancers.

      Watching Maeve.

      The music assaults my sensitive hearing, and Maeve dances with Jamie and Ash, her back to me. Her short dress reaches her knees and the light picks out the shine in her hair. I’d smile at how relaxed she is, at how those around her smile too, but the sight leaves a hollowness inside. Is this because they’re together and I need to exclude myself as Tobias told me to? Or because Ash has his hands in hers as they move around the dance floor. Light strobes across them and I look at Ash focused on Maeve, a wide smile on his face.

      Tobias hasn't seen me, and when I look back to him, he’s still staring at the dance floor. Once, I suspected the guy was attracted to Maeve. Now I’m sure his motives are more sinister. I’m hamstrung—if I approach anybody about Maeve or him, I can kiss my life goodbye, as Ravenhold would welcome me with open arms.

      That or I’d walk to my death.

      The jealousy running through me changes to disgust at the predator who accuses me of wrongdoing. I’ve watched Tobias carefully and he’s not approached Maeve since that night, but if he does, I won't stand back.

      The band pauses in their set and Maeve turns in my direction. I tense and sidestep to slip away from the bright dance floor towards an empty table. I’m not here to interact; I’m here to watch.

      I shuffle down in my seat and do exactly that.

      Maeve approaches the table, but I stay slumped down as her face becomes clearer.

      She’s smiling at me.

      Please don't come any closer. Maeve doesn't know how much I struggle against my desire for witch blood. How I crave the attention she could never give to me, because if I ever touched her, everything would turn to shit.

      Because everything I touch in my life turns to shit.

      Maeve’s smile is torture to my aching, dark soul.

      “Andrei?” Maeve pulls out a chair beside me and sits close enough for her scent to wind around me.

      Shit.

      I fumble in my pocket and pull out gum. Maeve watches with a crease to her brow as I put a piece in my mouth and chew. Immediately, the mint overwhelms my senses and I can’t smell or taste anything else, especially her.

      “Hey, Maeve. Having fun?”

      “I am.” Her smile broadens.

      I trail a gaze down her neck to where her heart thumps below the lower neckline and snap my head the other way. She’s perspiring from dancing, which isn't helping.

      “You look nice,” I say as I stamp down the words ‘you’re fucking beautiful and breaking my cold heart’.

      She bursts a laugh. “Thank you. You look… the same.”

      I give a tight smile and look over Maeve’s shoulder. So much temptation in one place—no wonder most Petrescu stay away. I shouldn't have come here.

      “On your own?” she asks.

      “Yeah. Not staying long. Keeping an eye on them.” I jerk my head to the Petrescu gang.

      “I think the professors have their eye on the group.”

      “Don't underestimate them.”

      She pushes a stray strand of hair from her strangely transformed face. “I’ll get you a drink. It’s about time we had a chat.”

      I freeze and glance over her shoulder, where a stony-faced Ash stands a few feet away. “Alone?”

      “I think so. Don't you?”

      Maeve returns to her friends, and whispers something to Ash, placing a hand on his cheek as she does. As she walks away to find the drink she promised, Ash raises a warning eyebrow, but doesn't approach.
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      MAEVE

      

      Andrei doesn't get to escape this time, and if Tobias approaches, I’ll have an interesting conversation with him too.

      I don't know what I saw that day in my weird vision, but Andrei has a significance in my life at some point in the future. Tobias must be what’s holding him back.

      Since I discovered the shocking truth about Andrei’s family, I’ve wavered between speaking to and avoiding him. I remember his gentleness and concern by the bonfire that day. How he helped me when I was attacked by Dominion on the evening I took my house colours. If Andrei had evil intent, wouldn't I feel this? I moved past the disgust at his blood-drinking and now understand why: I see a broken guy beneath.

      Placing two drinks on the table, I sit beside Andrei. Why does he look nervous of me? Or am I imagining this?

      “Thanks.” Andrei stares at the non-alcoholic punch but doesn't drink.

      “Probably won’t taste nice with gum.” I point at his mouth.

      “Probably.” Andrei shifts away from me, angling his body in a different direction.

      The group he allegedly came to watch grow louder and Andrei glances over his shoulder. “I hope Tobias is watching them carefully. I told him they’re planning trouble tonight.”

      “Is that why you came?” I ask him.

      “Mostly.”

      I lean closer to ensure he hears my next sentence. “You haven’t spoken to me for weeks. Not since we went on our ‘field trip’. Why?”

      Andrei stares at Tobias close by.  “How have you been, Maeve?”

      “Me? Okay. I’m feeling more settled but looking forward to Christmas.”

      “Mmm.”

      “Do vampires have Christmas?”

      He looks at me as if I’m insane. “No vampire Santa for me as a kid, Maeve.”

      I seize my chance to talk about this kid with no Christmas.

      “I had an interesting talk with Sofia the other week.”

      “Yeah? One where she told you to stay away from me.” He meets my eyes. “I noticed you're avoiding me too.”

      “She showed me pictures of Dominion members.”

      “Uh huh.” His bright blue eyes stay on mine. “If you can help visions by touching objects, that’s useful. If Jamie can, I suppose you have the ability too.”

      Is he deliberately ignoring the implications here? I lower my voice. “This wasn’t about visions, Andrei. I know about your mother.”

      “Everybody knows about my mother, but nobody talks about her and me. It’s kinda hard to hide when she’s the leader of the friendly neighbourhood terrorist organisation.”

      “Is this why you’re the way you are?”

      His focus on me intensifies. “And what way would that be, Maeve?”

      “You hide who you are behind the persona people think you should have. There’s more to you than this image you show the world.”

      “I’d rather people left me alone.” He runs his tongue along his teeth. “Few people trust me, and a few don’t trust you. We have that in common, don't we?”

      “Does it bother you that they don’t trust you?”

      He narrows his eyes. “I don’t give a crap what people think.”

      “I don’t think that’s true,” I say softly.

      “Maeve, if I worried about the people who didn’t like me, I’d spend a lot of time unhappy. And contrary to what people believe, I’m not unhappy.”

      “You can always talk to me if something is bothering you.”

      Andrei stares at me as if I’ve offered to feed him my blood. “Right. Maybe not. You don’t exactly understand me.”

      “No, but I could. I’m starting to realise I need to take time to understand the different races.”

      “Yeah? That’s more than most do. I reckon lack of understanding is part of what leads to the division in our world. Mutual suspicion. Our society breaking down is inevitable.”

      His voice is barely audible above the music and voices in the room and my scalp prickles. “I hope you don’t say this to other people, Andrei.”

      “Like I said, I don’t give a shit what people think.”

      I want to reach out and ask him what he meant about his future the evening by the bonfire, but something more plays on my mind. “How well do you know Tobias?”

      “Too well.” Andrei glances over his shoulder at Tobias, who’s facing away from us.  “I want to talk to you about something. Really want to talk to you. I’ve spent every waking moment deciding what the hell to do, Maeve.”

      He darts another look at Tobias, moving in his seat as if he’s about to walk away from me at any moment.

      “About the field trip?” I ask.

      “Will you meet me later? Alone.”

      The more insistent his tone becomes, the more I’m torn between demanding answers and not wanting to know anything.

      “I don’t know about alone... Tell me now.”

      “Not in the middle of the dance.”

      Ash approaches and Andrei stands the moment he reaches the table. He looks down at me and rejection flickers in his eyes. “Find me later. Or not. That’s your choice.”

      “Andrei, I—"

      I don’t finish my sentence because I’d be speaking to Andrei’s back as he strides away.
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      I watch Maeve with Andrei and Ash as I debate joining them. Andrei's attendance surprises me, but not as much as him talking to Maeve. They've barely spoken since the weird field trip. I confronted him once to demand he tell me what happened, but Andrei didn't respond. He walked away.

      Maybe that was a good thing since I'd lose my temper if he said something wrong.

      I look around the room for Amelia, who's paused her dancing to talk to Katherine. Jade stands with them unfolding sheets of paper as they count votes for king and queen. Typical Amelia, throwing herself into all this.

      I know one reason she is—Matt. Amelia rarely mentions him, but she speaks to him once a week on the phone, and occasionally they connect mentally. But the longer they're apart, the less often that connection happens. My heart aches for her, but I'm also frustrated that she won't let him go.

      Matt won't be back. Ravenhold is a death sentence.

      Maeve crosses the dance floor towards me, and I stare as if seeing her for the first time this evening. The lights pick out the sparkle in her dress and smile on her face. The one for me. She grabs my hand, hers soft and warm in mine, and her vanilla scent drifts closer.

      "Why aren't you dancing, Jamie?" she asks.

      "I'm watching Amelia because I'm worried about those three." I tip my head to indicate the Petrescu kids who now dance stupidly, mocking those close by. How long before they start something?

      "Katherine has everything under control. Come on." Maeve tugs me towards the dance floor, and I hesitate. Not because I don't want to dance, but because I'm shocked she's chosen to dance with me.

      Wrapping her arms around my neck and resting them on my shoulders, Maeve smiles. "Don't you want to dance with me?"

      "That's a dumb question."

      A relaxed and happy Maeve fills me with as much warmth as the skin touching mine. What do I do? Touch her? Pull her closer to me? Hell no, just this close is enough to send my hormones into overdrive.

      She tips her chin as I easily wrap my arms around Maeve's waist, the smooth material warm from her body. If I were a worse guy, I'd use this as an excuse to touch her gorgeous backside, but I'm not. I can wait. Yeah, sure, Jamie. She wants Ash.

      "How are you, Jamie?"

      "I'm okay. The dance isn't that bad."

      She arches a brow. "You know what I mean. How do you feel?"

      Another lecture about the Blackwood magic. Will they ever drop this? "Safe. I haven't touched anybody."

      With a sigh, Maeve reaches out and brushes her fingers down my cheek. "I don't know why the visions stopped."

      "Maybe I found the solution, and you don't need to stop them anymore?"

      "Maybe." She's doubtful and if I'm honest, so am I.

      "What were you speaking to Andrei about?" I ask.

      She moves her arm back to my shoulder, and her she sways to the music beneath my hands. Bloody hell, I need to keep her body from touching mine; thank the stars this isn't a slow song.

      "Not much," she says.

      "That's evasive."

      "Yes. So was he."

      What is with Andrei? I'm no fan, but he's helped Maeve before. Weirdly, he became part of us and then suddenly… nothing. The guy stopped talking to us and slunk back to his Petrescu life.

      We stop talking, and Maeve rests her head against my chest. Finally, I relax and hold her to me, wishing that we could move on. I've considered finding time alone with Maeve many times, but I'm scared we'll lose our spirt connection if things become awkward.

      I need for her visions to strengthen, but she's holding back still. I'm impressed with her mind control skills, and I'm hanging my hopes on that helping me if the Blackwood magic fails.

      As if Blackwood magic would fail.

      "Your heart is beating fast," she says and turns her face to look up at me.

      "I'm dancing with a beautiful girl."

      Her face softens, and she smiles. If there weren't hesitance in that smile, I'd reach out to her, across the barrier we've created. Is that one reason our connection won't strengthen? Am I thinking about this in the wrong way?

      "Thanks, Jamie."

      "That's not a compliment, that's the truth."

      My pulse picks up the longer our eyes remain on each other, and I curse myself at the distance we've allowed to grow between us. This girl is the centre of everything to me, but I don't think I'll ever be the same to her. I look at her mouth, to the lips I've imagined kissing, and ache inside.

      I don't care if I'm not the centre of her world, but I want to be part of it.

      Someone jostles us, and I snap my head around at a tall guy with a sardonic grin. Petrescu. "Sorry, dude."

      With that lie, he whirls away from me, swinging his arms around like a bloody windmill and smacking other dancers in the head. I twist my head to look around for the professors. Sofia now stands with a distracted Katherine and Amelia.

      Tobias?

      I spot him pushing his way through the crowd and smirk to myself as he grabs the kid by the arm and drags him off the dance floor.

      Beside me, Maeve stares. "At least Tobias has things under control," she comments.

      "I hope so." The two other kids sit on a table, boots on chairs as they sneer at Tobias removing their friend. The two place their heads together, gesturing plans with their hands.

      Ash appears at my shoulder. "They'd better not cause trouble."

      My stomach sinks when Maeve switches her attention to him. She strokes his arm. Yes, through his jacket, but it's still a gesture that fills my stomach with jealousy.

      "If they do, stay away, Ash."

      He shoves a hand into his hair. "Me? Jamie is the one you need to worry about."

      "I have control, Ash," I retort.

      "So do I. I have to, and you know why."

      I squeeze my eyes closed at my big mouth. Ash struggles with the fear he'll drop his control for a moment too long, and the shift will start. When I open them again, Maeve has his hand between both of hers and talks to him at a volume I can't hear.

      He touches her face, and I'm on the verge of stepping away, so I don't see them kiss.

      Would they kiss?

      I turn my head.

      "We'll keep an eye on the pair together and diffuse the situation if we need to," he says.

      Ash still has his hand in Maeve's, her face a picture of concern. I stare down in surprise as she links fingers with me too. "The kids want to cause trouble, obviously. We don't play into their hands. Promise?"

      She looks between us and I glance at Ash.

      I don't need to be the centre of her world, but she's the centre of ours. Our unspoken pledge to protect Maeve, to give her what she needs to make us all stronger, tightens as her fingers do.

      Something more exists than a mere friendship. The bond strengthens if we let it, and each day the feeling grows that we'll need to.
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      I need space and to cool down and head out to the bathrooms alone. Amelia is busy organising the king and queen results, so I’m keeping away in case they’re not falling in Katherine’s favour.

      As if. She’ll have the vote rigged.

      On the way, I pass Tobias reprimanding the sullen-faced Petrescu guy—Oliver. He gives me a sly wink on the way past, and Tobias glances at me before telling Oliver to pay attention. Amused at Tobias in ‘professor’ mode, I walk to the bathrooms.

      Do I talk to him about his lie? I mull this over as I wash my hands. If Tobias is still there when I’m done, yes.

      I walk out, and the hallway is quiet, save for Tobias’s loud voice. Wow, he’s really going at Oliver. I loiter a few feet away, determined to catch Tobias before he returns to the hall.

      Eventually, Oliver strides away, hunched over, towards the dance hall. Tobias turns to walk back in.

      “Tobias.” He halts but doesn’t turn. “Professor Whitlock. I need to talk to you.”

      He lifts his head but doesn’t look back at me. “I’m busy. Catch me before class tomorrow.”

      “I know your secret,” I blurt.

      Tobias spins around and in seconds he’s in front of me, looking down and eyes glittering in anger. “Oh, really? Which secret would that be?”

      “Do you have more than one?” I ask, and step back.

      He blinks at me. “Miss Foster, I suggest you return to the dance.”

      “Why are you like this?” I ask. “What did I do?”

      I study him closely. Is he hybrid? Born of blood? The attraction to him—a pull as his energy seeks mine—existed from the first time he stood close. Does this happen to all students, or do I feel the effect more keenly than some? Amelia claims Tobias never deliberately uses his power. Then why on me? Or is this accidental?

      With each second that he doesn’t speak, my chest tightens more.

      “It’s complicated,” Tobias says eventually. “The situation is me and not you.”

      I splutter a laugh at him. “’It’s not me, it’s you?’ Way to sound like a boyfriend.”

      His mouth hardens. “This conversation is over.”

      Tobias spins on his heel but I catch his hand before he can move. “Why do you lie about your age?” Tobias’s whole body stiffens as he turns back to me. “Some people in the academy know you’re younger than you say.”

      “Which people?”

      “Does that matter? There’s a reason, and I need to know.”

      He scoffs. “You need to know? No. There’s much you still don’t understand about the world you’re in, Maeve.”

      He’s wary, darting a look around as if somebody might appear at any moment. “You’re not a real teacher, are you?”

      Tobias seizes my arm and pulls me further down the hallway. He yanks on a door handle and half-shoves me into a dark room. As he closes the door, my pulse rate goes into overdrive.

      No. He can't hurt me. Tobias wouldn't threaten his life by harming a student.

      The door bangs closed, and he crosses to me as I back up. My legs hit the edge of a desk and I’m trapped between him and the exit. A small arched window lets in moonlight which crosses the floor and highlights his furious expression.

      Crap.

      “I teach at the academy; therefore, I am a teacher. Do you have a complaint about my class?” His authoritative tone continues but I sense his hesitancy. His guilt.

      I glance at the door. “No. Theodora chose to employ you. She must have her reasons.”

      “Are you insinuating the headmistress is involved in something underhanded?”

      “No.” I stare up at him. “I don’t know.”

      “I’m here because the Confederacy told me to watch you and Andrei, you know that.”

      “Why lie about your age?”

      With a sigh, he trains his gaze on me. “I think you should walk away and forget this conversation.” He’s close. Too close. Deliberately trying to affect me with his powers?

      “I know why you were angry with me the day you broke the glass. I saw how you looked at me, Tobias. Is that the reason you stay away from me now?”

      His mouth falls open as if about to protest, but his stern manner doesn't drop. “Don’t accuse me of inappropriate behaviour.”

      “You’re using your pneuma power on me now. That’s wrong,” I whisper. “I know the truth—you can’t tutor me in private because you feel more than a professor should.”

      “You’re delusional, Maeve.” His energy-sucking intensity snaps away from me. “I’ve dealt with girls like you before. This teenage crush you have could lead to serious consequences for me.”

      “Then why have you brought me into a darkened room, alone?”

      Tobias places his arms either side of me, palms down on the desk. He’s closer than he’s ever been, the energy between us meeting head on. “Is that what you want, Maeve? A taste of something forbidden? Because I sense this every time I’m around you.”

      My body responds, but not with fear, as I hold his dark gaze. Tobias’s breathing speeds to match mine and he’s no longer radiating the pneuma power. This is something hidden. Something more.

      “If I wasn’t a professor, would you give yourself over to a vampire?” he whispers. “Do you know how much danger that puts you in? Vampires can lose control if they taste a witch.”

      He drops his gaze to my lips, my neck, the bare skin above my dress’s neckline, now flushed with heat.

      Tobias moves his mouth to my ear. “I was at Ravenhold, Maeve, and if you knew why, you’d stay far, far away from me.”

      I reel. Tobias’s secrets spread further than I could ever imagine. I intended to force Tobias to admit he’s not a real teacher, but instead I’ve met a dangerous man head on. My instinct tells me to do as he says, to run, but I need to know more.

      “Who knows you were at Ravenhold?”

      “Those who need to. And if you tell anybody, you can bet there’ll be consequences.”

      “Then why tell me?”

      His mouth moves back to my ear. “Because I’m tempted, Maeve, and so are you. You’ll keep pushing. Wanting to know more. Desiring more. I need to frighten you enough to stay the fuck away from me. There’s no way in hell I’m going back to Ravenhold.”

      “Why would...” I pull my head back. Tobias’s expression has a hunger that sends a shiver from my scalp to my fingertips and to my toes. Is he about to let go of the control he’s talking about? The control that’s dragging my energy to him and weakening me.

      His clothes smell of the cloying incense he burns in his room, but there’s another scent that dives into my memory—like cinnamon and cloves. Tobias stood close to me once before. He held my face. Whispered away my control.

      My stomach flips over. “What did you do to me when we found the hunters, Tobias? You touched my mind, didn’t you?”

      The door to the room slams open and somebody charges across the room, flies at Tobias and knocks him sideways. Tobias staggers, his face transforming into a mask I’ve seen on Katherine before—a touch of something inhuman in his eyes.

      Andrei. He sprawls on the floor as soon as Tobias knocks him down with one backhanded slap across the face.

      “I won’t let you do this to Maeve again,” Andrei snarls up at him.

      I break free from Tobias’s thrall. Is Andrei insane, attacking a teacher?

      “Tell her what you did,” he continues. “Tell Maeve what really happened the night we found the hunters.”

      Tobias sneers. “Who do you think you are, Andrei? Her knight in shining armour? If you cared that much about Maeve, you would’ve told her by now.”

      “You threatened me!” he snaps and leaps to his feet. “You told me you’d inform the Confederacy that I killed a human.”

      “Don’t even think about touching me, Andrei,” he snarls, “you have a lot to lose here.”

      My head spins like a whirlpool dragging me under and into a surreal nightmare. “What did you do to me, Tobias?”

      “Tobias blanked your mind. I saw, but he can’t use his power on me. I wanted to tell you, but what the hell can I do? Tobias knows he could end my life like that.” Andrei snaps his fingers. “But I’m not staying quiet anymore. Tell them what you want about me, Tobias, but this is too big. You’re hurting Maeve again, and you need to be stopped.”

      “Did you see him kill hunters?” I ask Andrei breathlessly. “I heard him tell one guy to kill the other.”

      “What the fuck?” asks Andrei. “This is insane. No way do you get away with this, Tobias. Maeve. Go. Now.”

      The two guys stand together, Andrei in challenge, so I step towards the door. Tobias’s figure blurs as he slams it closed and stands in front.

      “Stop!” Raking a hand through his hair, Tobias’s shoulders slump. “You want to know secrets? I’ll give you secrets. They weren’t hunters. Not normal ones. Those men worked for the Dominion and were moving closer to the academy. And yes, I was instructed to kill them.”

      “By who?” asks Andrei.

      “By the people who freed me from Ravenhold.”

      His jaw drops. “What the fuck?” Andrei pushes between us. “Maeve. You need to get out of here.”

      “I won’t hurt you,” he snaps. “I’m not stupid. I have a role here and you need to help me keep it.”

      Tobias shoves Andrei to one side.

      “A role to watch us?” I ask.

      “No. Somebody in this academy is working with the Dominion. There are books and artefacts hidden around the Nightworld academies the Dominion need, but also something more. I need to find why the Dominion are specifically targeting this academy and who’s helping them.”

      “A student?” asks Andrei.

      “We think a professor.”

      Andrei slumps onto a chair. “Who?”

      Tobias makes a derisive sound. “If I knew that, I’d expose them and leave. I don’t want to be stuck here with no life. I might have more freedom than at Ravenhold, but this shit gets old after a while.” He laughs. “Dealing with arrogant teens who’ve no respect.”

      “Trying to keep your hands off a witch?” asks Andrei pointedly.

      “Why were you at Ravenhold?” I ask.

      “I’ve told you enough.” He steps forward. “The Dominion are planning something big specific to this academy. This involves Maeve too, and Ash for a reason I can’t fathom.” He points between us. “All of you. There’s a connection.”

      Andrei continues to stare at him, face ashen. “Does Theodora know?”

      “Yes. You’re welcome to ask her. But nobody else does, apart from the people I work for in the Confederacy.”

      “Those who ask you to break the basic rule not to kill humans?” I ask.

      He takes a deep breath. “Yes. Consider how bad the alternative is for me, if I’m prepared to risk killing. You think the rumours about Ravenhold are true? Wrong. The place is beyond hell.”

      I glance at Andrei. What do we do? We’re pulled into this and told secrets we’ll be forced to keep. In Tobias, there’s a strange vulnerability behind his words, as if he needed to open up to somebody. If he spends his days suspicious of the people he works with, never letting his guard down, does he have anybody he can trust?

      No. And he’s reaching out to us but why?

      A menacing, deceptive man, and one whose mutual attraction is more dangerous than the desire for something forbidden. His barrier created to hold the two of us apart crumbled tonight.

      If Theodora confirms Tobias’s story, I’m prepared to trust him. But what that means for us scares me.
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      Maeve walks away, and I keep one eye on the Petrescu dickheads and one eye on Amelia. Jamie stands on the dance floor beside me, hands in pockets as he watches Maeve walk away.

      "Lucky," I say with a genuine smile.

      "Why?"

      "Maeve danced with you."

      Jamie chews his lip with a hint of smugness in his smile. "I'm sure she'll dance with you later. She doesn't have favourites."

      Does she? I worry I'm not spending a lot of time with her in the last two weeks, but I'm wrapped up in the fear for my future and the end of term exams and matches. She nagged me about taking potions, but there's no way in hell I'm ending up life as a Mid. Looking at the unfolding scene around me, I'm glad I drank one tonight. If tonight doesn't end in a brawl, I'll be shocked.

      "I'm sure she will." I place a hand on his shoulder. "You know things are going to get rough, don't you? Look at the Petrescu."

      "Is that your way of saying 'keep calm, Jamie'?"

      "Correct."

      He tightens his mouth. "I intend to."

      The morons continue their dancing, taunting some into retaliation. No punches have been thrown, but the tension in the room grows. I chew my lip. Sofia won't be able to deal with this alone, now Tobias left. The Petrescu kids become rowdier, loudly mocking shifters and witches and leaping high into the air to land close to dancers and frighten them.

      I drag Jamie from the dance floor to the nearest wall, intending to watch from the side lines. Leaving Jamie in the crowd isn't a great idea.

      I'm open-mouthed as the Petrescu pair climb the walls the way vamps can, and land on top of the stage's lighting rigs, whooping like animals.

      Katherine loses her shit with them in a loud and spectacular fashion that brings the band to a halt. There'd be no point trying to play over her screeching anyway. She stands on the stage and yells, but they laugh at her. Katherine looks around at the gathered crowd focused on her.

      "Everybody have a good time!" she demands. "I will not let these dickheads spoil my night."

      "Where's Clive?" asks Jamie.

      I shrug. "Last I saw he was asleep at the shifters' table. Katherine hasn't noticed yet."

      Amelia approaches and stands beside us, ramrod straight. "The group planned to do this. I bet they took Clive out."

      "Took him out how?"

      "Potions. Charms, who the hell knows but they've sabotaged the dance. Why do people have to ruin things for others?"

      There's a loud crack as one of the vampires slices at a statues head which topples and smashes to the floor.

      "Where the hell is Tobias?" I ask. "Sofia can't deal with this alone."

      A vamp jumps on a table in the middle of the floor and starts yelling obscenities at shifters, telling them to come at him.

      The shifters don't need asking twice.

      I fight the urge to follow but heave in calming breaths. The guys can deal with this. Jamie steps forward, and I snatch his jacket sleeve. "They want to cause trouble. Don't get involved."

      "Stay here, Jamie," Amelia adds.

      I turn to thank her for agreeing we should keep a cool head, but her small figure pushes through the crowds towards the table Katherine stands by.

      Amelia's voice reaches a similar pitch to Katherine's as she shouts how they've ruined something people have worked hard for. The Petrescu kid's height dwarves Amelia and he steps towards her.

      Sofia looks around in confusion. Why the hell isn't the professor casting a spell?

      There's a spectacular crash that reverberates around the room, and ice splinters are thrown from the stage into the crowd. Somebody screams, but not from pain at being pierced by a shard.

      Katherine's figure blurs and appears on stage, tearing at her hair as she stands in a pile of crushed ice.

      In the place, her thrones once stood.

      "You fucking arseholes!" Her voice echoes around the room, and I'm paralysed by shock as the girl launches herself at the Petrescu kid, who’s sitting on the lighting rig laughing. She lands and hits him with a force I never expected her to have, sending the guy downwards to land in the ruins of her thrones.

      The dance descends into screaming and confusion, the Petrescu achieving their aim.

      I need to find other professors. Security. Somebody. Turning away from the battle, I itch to throw myself into, I charge from the room.

      Sofia screams out, "Enough," as a bright light floods the room behind, and everything drops to silence.

      Ahead of me, Jamie drags one of the Petrescu kids from the room.

      I stop. Oh, crap. Is Jamie insane?

      Oliver picks Jamie up by the lapels and holds him, so their faces meet, and Jamie goads him in quiet tones. The vamp is facing me, and I can see the growing darkness in his expression. Features transforming.

      No. No. No.

      I charge across the hallway, but I'm too late as the vamp throws Jamie forcefully across the room, several metres high against the wall.

      I push both hands into my hair and look on in horror as Jamie hits the wall and slides to the floor. Oliver screams out, then wails in pain and collapses. I twist my head to look at him as he lies on his back, screaming obscenities.

      Head spinning, I look to Jamie ready to charge over and intervene.

      He stands. Unscathed. Steady—as if he merely sat down for a second. Jamie's locked in his own world as he storms back over to Oliver and looks down at him, eyes flashing with the aggression also held in his clenched fists.

      The Blackwood spell. What else could inflict pain like that on a vamp?

      "Jamie. Stop!"

      He bends down and pulls Oliver to his feet. The vamp stands, unsteadily, then snarls at Jamie.

      Jamie smirks then shoves him in the chest. "Come on. Try me again."

      The vamp looks confused for a moment before he charges at Jamie, knocking him backwards. He seizes a fist of Jamie's hair and pulls, before smacking his head against the wall behind.

      There's no sound, and Oliver drops the grip on his hair, screeching and holding the back of his head. He stumbles from side to side like a toddler learning to walk as Jamie looks on with smug satisfaction.

      The vamp moves his hand to look at his palm.

      Blood.

      As Oliver crumples to the floor in shock, Jamie strides over and leans over him. His tie is torn away and shirt buttons ripped, and the material gapes open as he leans over the vamp.

      The Blackwood pendant falls forward.

      “What the fuck, Jamie? Back down,” I yell.

      Before I can reach them, Tobias charges down the corridor and seizes Jamie by the arm. He yanks at the cord around Jamie's neck.

      "What the hell is this?"
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      The noise from the hall grows louder, and I break from my shock to follow Tobias from the room and investigate. I'm pushed back again as Tobias drags Jamie inside, followed by a pale-faced Ash.

      The door slams.

      Jamie lashes out at Tobias who ducks and waves something at him.

      The Blackwood pendant.

      "How the fuck did you get that?" The fury on Tobias's face pushes Jamie backwards and into a seat. "Did I see you using Blackwood magic?"

      Jamie holds both hands on his head. "Only a protection spell."

      "You fucking moron!"

      I back away, unsure which way Tobias's anger will fly next.

      "Who knew? All of you?" He pauses. "Is this how the Blackwood book ended up in Theodora's office?"

      "Yes," Ash says quietly. "But we didn't tell anybody because we saw what happened to Matt."

      "I only had the book a day and for one spell." Jamie looks up, repeating the words he's told us over and over. The fight ruffled his hair, but he's unharmed.

      Andrei slides into the room and quietly closes the door. "Did you wipe his mind?" asks Tobias.

      Andrei nods.

      "Did you know About Jamie's spell?"

      The appalled look on Andrei's face answers the question. No.

      I shake as the events of the last half hour shudder through me and I gulp in air. Ash takes my hand, and I shift closer to him, pushing my head against his chest until he wraps an arm around and kisses my head.

      Tobias watches with a small tug to his brow then returns to his furious lecture. "How could Amelia allow this?"

      "She took the book before Jamie could do more," I say. "Jamie would've cast this spell whatever we did."

      "I had the incantation memorised," he mumbles.

      Tobias swears repeatedly and paces from side to side in the room. "Why attack Oliver?"

      "He upset Amelia."

      Tobias lifts his eyes skyward. "It's always about a girl."

      "She's one of my best friends. He disrespected her, and she's in tears. Have you seen the chaos in the hall? Your Petrescu students are practically tearing the place apart."

      "And I was prepared to tear them apart," mutters Ash.

      "At least one of you saw sense and kept your hands to yourselves. Where's Amelia now?"

      "Still in the hall. Sofia is dealing with the situation and I bet security will be here soon." Ash pauses. "Why are you all in here? What's happening? I thought you were supervising the dance, Tobias."

      "That's a bloody long story," mutters Andrei.

      Tobias looks from one to the other, then at the door. "I need to deal with this. Someone will look for me and ask questions. One of you find Amelia."

      "And are we banned from telling her?" I ask.

      "As if you could hide secrets from each other." The words come as he walks through the door and I tense at the slam.

      What happens now?
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      I'm stunned by everything Maeve tells me, and Andrei confirms her story is true, but she never explained why Tobias decided to tell them. Even though she's explained the truth about Tobias, I'm positive they left gaps in their story.

      We agree to speak to Theodora tomorrow for confirmation or expose Tobias's lies.

      Man, there are so many secrets in this world.

      I'm all for heading back into the dance chaos and lending a hand, but Maeve refuses to let me back into the brawl. Instead, Jamie heads back inside with Andrei to find Amelia.

      "Let's walk. You need to cool down," Maeve says. "The shifter anger is running hot through you."

      "Are you reading my mind?"

      "No, silly. Your face is red." She links her arm through mine. "Come on."

      I don't protest when she guides me from the scene and leads me outside. There's a light dusting of snow on the path, and we wander along with no plans where to go.

      The cold cools my face and my temper as I hug Maeve close. I came close to kissing her when we danced earlier, until she saw Andrei and walked away. Are my near misses the universe telling me to stop? Maybe, but my heart tells me otherwise.

      Maeve shivers and her arms are covered with goose bumps. Where's that weird furry jacket she had before?

      "Here." I slip off my suit jacket and drape the item around her shoulders. With a grateful smile, Maeve pushes her arms in the sleeves, and I laugh at how the jacket dwarfs her. Wrapped around her, the way I fantasise about wrapping myself around Maeve.

      She looks up at me, the girl Amelia painted away into a strange new version earlier this evening. Her hair has loosened as if the girl beneath tries to escape, and the tiara in her her shines beneath the moonlight.

      A snowflake floats downwards and lands on her cheek.

      "Poor Katherine," she says.

      "Nobody touched her. They wouldn't dare."

      "No, the dickheads ruined her dance. The night meant a lot to her—and Amelia."

      "Feel sorry for the guys who kicked off. Katherine-style revenge isn't pleasant."

      "Surely the Petrescu kids will be expelled?"

      I rub my thumb and fingers together. "Money, Maeve. The school will brush this away, but their parents will deal with them."

      "That's bullshit," she mutters.

      Snow drifts down thicker as a storm threatens, and flakes land on Maeve's lips. She darts out her tongue to lick it away.

      I look around us. We're close to the end of the tree-lined pathway, and nobody's around. I've spent the last few hours, days, weeks wanting to kiss Maeve. Does she want the same? Are we both holding back for different reasons?

      "How do you feel about Jamie?" I ask her.

      "I worry about him. I hope now the Tobias has the pendant, he's back to normal."

      I nod. "Yes. Agreed. But how do you feel about Jamie? You looked close tonight."

      She strokes the front of my shirt. "Why are you asking me?"

      "Because I'm confused. You send mixed signals."

      "So do you," she says and pushes me in the chest. "How many times have you almost kissed me and stopped?"

      "More than you realise." I sigh. "Do you think of Jamie as more than a friend?"

      "Sometimes." She pauses. "But I feel the same way about you, and I'm confused. One thing's certain: I'm not going to be that girl—the one who plays two guys. That's why I've never kissed you or him."

      I take my jacket by the lapels and pull Maeve towards me. "What if I don't care?" Her hand is harder against my chest. Is she pushing me away? "What if I just want to kiss you and don't care if you kiss someone else? You're applying human norms."

      Her lips part. "I'm doing that again, aren't I? You're right. I've seen guys and girls around the academy in relationships that are more than two people. Mostly vamps but not—"

      "Witches and shifters?" I stroke her face and she shivers against my cold fingers. "I don't know what Jamie's opinion would be, but honestly, if you want to kiss me once or a hundred times, either is good with me."

      Maeve moves her hand and presses herself closer, sliding an arm around my back. "I worry that if I kiss you, I will want to kiss you a hundred times. But the things you've said about witches worries me."

      "Isn't what I feel about one witch what matters here?"

      Our faces move closer, crossing that gap again, and the universe can bloody back off. This moment happens, and I don't care about the consequences.

      I move my fingers into the back of Maeve’s hair. "I want to kiss you. I'm obsessing about it—seriously. You can tell me never to touch you again, Maeve, and I'll respect that."

      "I thought you'd never ask," she says with a laugh and tiptoes to place her lips on mine.

      The touch is brief, and I don't respond, surprised. The static charge of our mouths so close, and the snow drifting onto us, drags me into a world where who we are doesn't matter.  Cupping Maeve's chin with my fingers, I tip her face and place my lips on hers. There's a hesitancy from both of us, but when Maeve presses her mouth harder, my body wins.

      The jacket and the cold weather are a curse and a blessing—the held back lust I have for Maeve would send me in a direction that would overstep the mark for a first kiss. I settle with slipping my hands inside the jacket, around her small waist. Dragging her hips toward mine, I delve my tongue into her mouth, no longer aware of anything but her taste and scent, and the point our bodies connect.

      Maeve makes a small noise as she welcomes my deeper kiss. I've made out with girls more times than I can count—until recently. Now, I hold back, convinced I'd want to possess Maeve like the girls before. But this kiss is different; this kiss consumes me.

      The heat we create warms the falling temperature around us. If we stayed here, the world would become buried by the snow drifting around. We could escape who and what we are, the academy, and reality until the snow melts away, and life hits again.

      Her soft lips and her sweetness have a power over me that I always knew she’d have.

      Pulling back self-control, I tone down the kiss and wrap Maeve in my arms. I'm lost to the pull I expected, the one bonding me to a witch.

      Kissing Maeve is the most natural feeling in the world and shouldn’t be. But I don’t care.

      Car tyres screech and headlights shine, the beam putting us under a spotlight. I shield my eyes, and we both stare through the academy gates as a car skids in a circle. A door opens, and a large figure falls from the vehicle and lands heavily on the ground, before the tyres sound again, and the car speeds away.

      I grip Maeve's hand as I scramble to take in the scene, stepping in front of her in case the figure scales the fence and attacks.

      "What was that?" she asks, voice rising.

      "Wait there."

      Relieved the gates are locked, I walk towards them. Did whoever drove the car know the security guards would be attending to the riot inside the academy? Because there aren't any around.

      A body lies on the ground, unmoving, and Maeve appears beside me, her hand over her mouth.

      "Who's that?" she whispers.

      I scale the gates, then jump silently to the ground a few feet away from the prone figure.

      He's stocky, taller than me, face down in the settled snow. Blood from his wounds stains the white with red in patches around him.

      I cautiously approach and look down at the shaggy hair and torn clothing. What and who the hell is this?

      Stretching out my leg, I poke at the body with my foot using my strength to push him over without drawing any closer.

      The guy flops onto his back, eyes still closed, and the moon picks out his features.

      I drop to my knees, head reeling as I place a hand on his chest. The guy is breathing. Shallow, but clinging to life.

      My blood turns as cold as the evening around as I stare at his beaten face.

      Vincent.
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        Nightworld Academy: Term Three is now available for preorder.

      

      

      
        
        Click here to preorder Term Three

        Release date August 2019
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        Look out for the new series Ravenhold later in the year for a look at the students who live in the institute, including the powerful hybrid Dorian Blackwood.

      

        

      
        There will also be a Nightworld Academy book telling Amelia and Matt’s story from before Maeve arrived at the academy.

      

        

      
        Thank you for reading and please feel free to contact me any time.

      

      

      
        
        If you want to keep up to date with all things LJ Swallow, including early sneak peeks and cover reveals, giveaways and more please join my Facebook group here.

      

      

      
        
        Read on to find details about my other books, including the bestselling The Four Horsemen series.
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        All books available on Kindle Unlimited

      

      

      
        
        The Four Horsemen Series

        Reverse Harem Urban Fantasy

        (COMPLETE series available now)

        Legacy

        Bound

        Hunted

        Guardians

        Chaos

        Descent

        Reckoning

        or as two box sets

        Books 1-3

        Books 4-7
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        The Demon’s Covenant Series

        Reverse Harem Urban Fantasy

        Held by Magic

        Elements of Magic

        Coming Soon

        Shades of Magic
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        Daughter of Shadow series

        Reverse Harem Fantasy romance

        Dragon Soul

        Silvercrest Guardians

      

      

      
        
        Fringe Realms series

        A reverse harem gamelit fantasy
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        Reverse Harem Fantasy

        Written with Angel Lawson
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        LJ Swallow is the pen name for USA Today bestselling author Lisa Swallow… if you like contemporary romance then read on!
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        LJ Swallow is a USA Today bestselling paranormal romance and urban fantasy author who is the alter-ego of  USA Today bestselling contemporary romance author Lisa Swallow.

      

        

      
        Giving in to her dark side, LJ spends time creating worlds filled with supernatural creatures who don’t fit the norm, and heroines who are more likely to kick ass than sit on theirs.
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        Like contemporary romance? I write those too!

        What would you prefer to read?

      

        

      
        British rock star romance?

        Try broody Dylan…

        Summer Sky

      

        

      
        Or bad boy Jax…

        Cadence

      

        

      
        College romance at an English university?

        Because of Lucy

      

        

      
        Hollywood romance?

        Unscripted

      

        

      
        A gamer romance?

        End Game

      

        

      
        And More….
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