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      ASH

      

      I never imagined I’d spend Christmas with my brother again.

      We sit at the table on mismatched chairs in the middle of the small kitchen, beneath the tinsel strung across the ceiling, listening to Mum's favourite Christmas songs filling the room.

      Snow covers the ground outside, but in here I'm cosy, thanks to the heat from the oven that fills the house with the smell of roast dinner.

      The turkey on the table would feed a large family, but Mum knows mine and Vince's appetites. A decades-old tablecloth decorated with Santas and snowflakes decorates the table. The same table, in the same place I’ve spent Christmas every one of my eighteen years.

      Three of those years were hollow, as the hole left by Vincent’s death swallowed up the family. Christmas without him was wrong—the day could never be complete.

      Vincent sits opposite me with Mum fussing over him as she piles his plate with enough food for the Christmas dinners Vincent missed. A hearty meal to give him energy to recover from his wounds.

      A shifter should be healed after two weeks' rest and intensive treatment by our best doctors. He's healed physically, but he’s not the Vince I remember. Not yet. He limps and has deep scars on his face, but that's not all. Vincent is quiet, with something distant in his eyes, as if he’s still in the place they kept him.

      But who are ‘they’?

      My brother’s memories are hazy, and the spirit witches who worked on his mind barely dragged anything from inside. Whispered suspicions follow Vincent around: how could he disappear for years and nobody find him?

      Admittedly, I was suspicious too, but the guy dumped outside the academy gates is the brother I grew up with.

      I’m positive.

      Vincent remembers the little things about his life. He has memories of our time together as kids—our secrets. We built a den deep in the woods outside the town, where we hid when life in a stressful household became too much. Mum and Dad argued about money a lot, so we took our comic books to the den and lost ourselves in other worlds.

      He remembers my favourites. How I preferred Batman to Superman. He never laughed when he discovered the Hulk scared me—the monstrous character felt too close to home, and I had nightmares until I was twelve. I worried how dumb this made me, and I begged Vincent not to tell people.

      He never did. And he still has the memory of those times.

      Vincent also remembers that I always wear the red paper Christmas hat, and he wears the blue. "Here you go, bro." He hands the hat to me, and it crinkles as I push the paper onto my head.

      He pushes the blue one down over his curly brown hair. The cut at the edge of his mouth pulls as he smiles.

      "Eat up!" Mum spoons another helping of roast potatoes onto his plate, then forks more turkey from the platter.

      The blanketing sadness lifted from Mum as soon as she overcame the shock and disbelief at Vincent’s return. She’s over the moon to have her two sons home for Christmas once more, and for our life to move on.

      Dad was as curious as me, but forced away suspicion and accepted Vince’s memory blanks. Dad’s remaining doubt, which I think he doesn’t mention, is whether his son can still shift. To Dad, and many of us, this would be the ultimate proof Vincent is his son, the dragon shifter who came of age shortly before he disappeared.

      Marching a traumatised shifter into a quiet forest and demanding he take on his dragon form wouldn’t be fair, but Vincent will need to transform soon in order for the shifter council to truly believe him.

      How long will the council wait?

      I sneakily check my phone beneath the table, waiting for a reply from Maeve. I called to wish her ‘Merry Christmas’ and to check if she received the gift I sent, but she hasn't replied yet. If her family are anything like mine, she won't have much time to herself on Christmas Day.

      I spent several confused hours wandering the shops looking for a Christmas gift. I hope she likes the necklace with the gem as blue as her eyes. Okay, so I’m not imaginative, but it's the thought that counts, right?

      I worry about Maeve every day we’re away from the academy, but she’s watched from a distance by Confederacy militia. Is this to protect her, or in case she chooses to disappear? She's a precious commodity to the magic world. Maeve accepted her new life recently, but will she now she’s back in the human world and reminded of normality?

      I’ve not heard from Jamie—he’s away somewhere secret with his family, and we’re unable to contact him. There was an argument between Theodora and his parents over allowing him to leave the academy, which they won.

      I’m still amused people believe the mild-mannered Jamie beat up the vamp. We begrudgingly thanked Andrei for his help in wiping the other vamp's mind.

      Andrei. I remember him in the background shortly after I found Vincent. I freaked out and lost touch with everything happening around me, including Maeve. She ran to fetch somebody and Andrei came with the guards. He took over, comforting a distressed Maeve when I wasn’t capable. Part of me resents this, but another part is grateful. Andrei looked out for Maeve—he always does.

      He’s as much a part of everything happening as the rest of our group—and I don't know how that makes me feel.

      Amelia? She’s back in Scotland and off the grid—literally, as there’s no internet or phone reception at her family home. Her family keeps their environment untouched by the modern world as much as they can. The elemental witches use solar electricity and water from rain tanks, living a self-sufficient life where they can encourage nature to supply what they need.

      Amelia hates her old life now and only returns home to see her sister. Genevieve’s health gradually improves as the damage from her magic accident slowly heals. Amelia insists her sister will be herself again one day, but Genevieve hasn’t spoken since the day she was attacked.

      Christmas lunch finishes, and I head to the lounge and slump in the lumpy sofa ready to enter a food coma and watch this year’s bad Christmas movie with Mum.

      "Ash, dude. Dishes." Vince’s voice carries from the kitchen.

      "Can we leave them until later?" I call back.

      "No, you can’t." Mum walks into the room, pink-cheeked from too many glasses of wine with her Christmas dinner. She flops beside me. "I want a break before tonight."

      The pub doesn’t often close, and Dad’s reopening this evening. I promised I’d help out along with Vincent, and hoped for a snooze before I do.

      Mum aged over the last few years—more than she should—and Vincent is the reason. I loved to see her eating more today and to see her eyes shine again. She lost more weight from her already slender figure, giving her a frailty I hated, something she tried to hide beneath baggy clothes.

      Today Mum’s dressed in her favourite red dress with her long brown hair plaited down her back. Her arms are still thinner than they should be, but there’s new life in her today.

      Grumbling, I head into the kitchen where Vince loads the dishwasher. He points to a sink filled with soapy water.

      "Wash the pans."

      Ugh. I'd argue that I want to load the dishwasher, but he's gruff and I'm worried how he'll react. I never fight the guy—he’s bigger and hardly lost any bulk while he was away. His hair is longer than mine now, and he reminds me of Jamie as his eyes hide behind the curls. But there's no mistaking we're brothers.

      I push the greasy baking tray beneath the bubbles and stare through the window at the snow settled on the stone walls outside. I’m stuck on what to say to my brother. Any conversation we have turns around to me and my life. He either doesn’t want to, or can’t, remember his recent months. All we can talk about is the past or my present.

      "Who’s the girl?" Vince asks.

      I glance over. "Which one?"

      Vincent chuckles. "Why? How many do you have? The one you’re always calling."

      "How do you know I'm calling a girl?"

      "Because you always have a gooey look on your face afterwards."

      I scowl at his teasing. "I do not. Besides, Maeve isn’t my girl. Not officially."

      "But you’re smitten, I can tell." He shoves wine glasses into the dishwasher. "I presume she’s from the academy. Are her family wolf shifters?" I shake my head. "Bear? That would be unusual for the UK."

      "And dragons aren’t?" I ask. My heart speeds because I know where this conversation is headed.

      "Good point. Well?" He pauses to watch me wash a pan. "What is she?"

      "Does it matter?" I ask.

      "I guess not." He pauses. "As long as she’s a shifter, everything is fine."

      I scrub the pot harder.

      "Ash?"

      What do I say?

      "She’d better not be a bloody witch." Vince’s tone changes, harsh, the way it is when he talks about his missing years.

      I shake my hands and grab a tea towel. "Like I said, she isn’t my girl. We just made out at the school dance."

      "Nothing more?"

      I wipe my hands and prepare to lie. If I upset Vincent and he loses his temper with me, I’d spoil Mum’s perfect day. "She’s just a girl."

      The words choke me because they’re far from the truth. Maeve isn’t ‘just a girl’ and never will be—to me or to the world. My heart hopes she’ll become a bigger part of my life, that she’ll kiss me a hundred times the way we joked, and when that happens, I won’t be able to hide anything from Vincent.

      But the thought frightens me. What if he hurts her? Rejects me?

      Falling for Maeve has more complications than I imagined.

      Vincent returns to his domestic duties, large hands stacking plates into the dishwasher. Livid red scars cover the faded ones from scrapes when he was a kid, and remind me of the pain he suffered.

      But what about the scars in his mind? What’s hidden deep inside Vincent that he won’t talk about? Those are the scars that worry me more.
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      MAEVE

      

      Amelia unpacks her bag onto the bed in our dorm room, examining her new clothes with shining eyes. She carefully folds jeans and T-shirts with tags still attached beside her warm winter jumper decorated with flowers.

      Our trip together to the post-Christmas sales ended in crowded changing rooms and suffocating stores, as Amelia snapped up bargains.

      I knew that would happen as soon as Amelia suggested the ‘day out’. At least this shopping trip didn’t involve visions of death.

      Amelia visited and stayed with me for the last days of the Christmas holidays. Mum was overwhelmed by her enthusiasm, which filled our already brightly lit house with more Christmas cheer than most of us could cope with. We spent time together talking about events at the academy or hanging out with Tessa and her new friends.

      That night almost ended in disaster when Amelia’s drunken spell casting drew attention. She joked this gave her a chance to practice her memory wiping skills. I forced a smile as my two worlds clashed.

      "Have you heard from Jamie and Ash?" she asks as she places a blue dress on a hanger.

      "Ash, yes. Jamie, not yet. You?"

      "Jamie called to say he’d arrive late today. I called Ash and his brother answered." Amelia wrinkles her nose. "Vincent said he’d pass a message on, but I’m not convinced he will."

      "Vincent probably thought you were me," I reply. "Ash told me he’s anti-witch."

      Amelia chews her lip. "I hope that won’t be a problem. Ash always hero-worshipped Vincent, and now he’s back, I’m worried he’ll only listen to his brother."

      "You mean Vincent will tell Ash to keep away from us?"

      Her lips pull into a knowing smile. "I doubt Ash will keep away from you, Maeve."

      I sit on the bed. The night the academy found Vincent, he was rushed inside and then taken to a private hospital. The hospital has human patients as cover, but most who are treated there are shifters.

      After that night, I heard little. The shifter community is tight and secretive. I doubt I would’ve heard anything at all if Ash hadn’t told me.

      Witnessing someone bleeding towards death sickened me, but Ash’s reaction broke my heart. Years of grief poured from him, as if he was losing his brother again. He wouldn’t listen when Professor O’Reilly dragged him away, as medical staff tended to Vincent’s wounds before the ambulance arrived. Ash wasn’t in any state to go with him to the hospital.

      I didn’t see Ash again—he went home the next day and the family locked down.

      I never saw Tobias again, either.

      In my hazy memories of the minutes that followed, Andrei stands out. For the second time that night, he stepped in and helped as I struggled. The unforgettable kiss with Ash lingers in my memories, but Andrei’s attention bordered on affection. He sat with me on the cold steps outside the main academy building until the shock faded. We barely spoke—I wasn’t capable—but he didn’t walk away until Amelia and Jamie arrived.

      "We can focus on moving forward. All of us," I say to Amelia.

      Amelia sits beside me and squeezes my hand. She’s shocked by the events with Tobias. We all are. I’ve told her everything, apart from our intense exchange that confused us both. I’m ashamed to admit I’m attracted to him, but that’s irrelevant now.

      Tobias has gone.

      I looked for him the next day, wanting more answers, determined Tobias would take me to Theodora and confirm his story.

      Instead, I found his study empty and bare. The room still smelled of him and I stood, with a mix of anger and disappointment, as I looked to where his books once lined the shelves and at the table that once held the glass he shattered.

      Did Tobias run before his crimes were discovered?

      So, we face a new term with new teachers—and new lessons.

      "Have the class lists been posted yet?" I ask.

      "They’re usually pinned to the house noticeboards in the main entrance hall. We can head down and look if you like? Then, coffee." She sighs. "I’ve missed coffee. Mum and Dad will only drink tea. I loved the coffee I had at the fancy cafe in your town. Maybe I could ask the cafe staff here to make me one. What was that called?"

      "Caramel latte." I smile at her babbling. At how Amelia can wipe away my troubling thoughts as easily as if she cast a spell. That’s a talent, magical or not.

      I point at her clothes. "Finish putting your spoils away, and we’ll head out."

      I turn away to unpack mine too.

      I’m back at the Nightworld Academy and this time I’m happy to be here. I cringe as I remember the uptight girl whose shock became a barrier against the world she was thrust into. I’m happy to throw myself wholeheartedly into everything.

      To control my powers. To use them to stop the Dominion.
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        * * *

      

      I stand beneath the school crests lining the high wall in the entrance hall and study the pinned lists on the large noticeboard. Holding a notepad in one hand, I search through the Walcott class lists to note my new timetable.

      Amelia shuffles from foot to foot beside me. "Are you done yet?"

      I hold up my pen. "Has the school not heard of email? Online bulletin boards? Why do I need to copy this down?"

      "Because it’s harder for humans to hack pen and paper," says a scornful voice. "The academy’s advanced program is secret, or did you forget that?" Katherine stands beside me, one long finger on a pinned sheet. "This one," she says to the girl beside her. "Write it down."

      The young, curly-haired witch under instruction from Katherine pushes her glasses up her nose and writes on a pink notepad.

      "Hello, Katherine. How was Christmas?" I ask. She might want to start term with the same attitude, but I’ve more to worry about than her.

      She blinks at me. "I’m sorry, what?"

      "Christmas. Holidays."

      "Didn’t your vampire puppy dog tell you we don’t ‘do’ Christmas?"

      "Katherine stayed at the academy," pipes up the girl beside her, and Katherine shoots her a filthy look.

      "Why?" blurts Amelia.

      "My parents are on business and I couldn’t join them," she snaps. "I wasn’t the only one who stayed."

      What does ‘your vampire’ mean?

      "Oh look, we have potions together, Maeve." Katherine taps the paper again. "Cynthia, write this down too."

      I’m on the verge of snarkily asking Katherine if she can write when Amelia interrupts.

      "How about that coffee, Maeve?" She looks at me pointedly. "You can finish copying the timetable later."

      "Can’t I copy yours?" I complain.

      "We don’t have all the same classes," she says. "Different magic specialisation. Sorry."

      "Huh." Katherine peers at the lists. "The Mental Magic class list is missing."

      Amelia side-glances me. We noticed too and presumed the academy haven’t recruited anybody yet. The missing sheet confirmed to me that Tobias has gone.

      He did lie.

      "I’ll miss Tobias." Katherine sighs. "I bet you will too, Maeve. I swear you were his favourite."

      "Coffee!" interrupts Amelia and gives me a light shove.

      I feel Katherine’s eyes boring into me as I head away.

      The cafe is crowded with students exchanging stories about their holidays. I touch the necklace Ash bought me, the silver chain and blue pendant warm against my skin. I wish Ash had visited like Amelia did, or I’d had the chance to visit him, but I understand his and his family’s need for privacy.

      Two girls at the table beside Amelia and me discuss their new gifts too, and I shake my head. Some things here make the place almost human.

      I drop my hand from my neck as I notice someone watching me from the opposite side of the room.

      Some things make the school very un-human.

      Andrei sits on one chair with his feet on another. We haven’t spoken since the winter ball. I left in the daytime on the following day so never had a chance to see or thank him. We’ve never exchanged numbers, which means he couldn’t contact me using that well-used phone in his hand.

      This guy does weird things to me—I never expected a vampire would set my heart beating faster or my body would crave his attention. It’s crazy. I’m crazy. I have a perfectly normal and caring guy who would lavish attention on me that Andrei never would.

      If you could call a huge guy on the verge of becoming a dragon shifter normal.

      I sigh. What is normal?

      Andrei’s legs are hugged by scruffy black denim and his greying T-shirt has a faded logo on the front. Even though his face is half-hidden by hair as usual, his bright eyes are fixed on mine.

      Andrei tips his chin in greeting but instead of returning to his phone, he continues to study me. The hairs on the back of my neck lift under his scrutiny— Andrei’s actions the evening of the ball changed everything between us.

      We can’t pretend we don’t care about each other any longer.

      "I’ll be with you in a minute." I leave Amelia enthusing to Jade about her trip to my town and walk over to Andrei. He moistens his lips as I approach and his look becomes wary.

      What do I say?

      "Hi, Andrei. Did you have a nice holiday?"

      He stares for a moment then laughs at me. I scowl. "Sorry. Your over-politeness sounds weird. I’m fine. Thanks."

      Andrei looks at his phone.

      "Omigod." I take the phone from him and place it on the table. "Are you ignoring me already? We have a lot to talk about."

      "Not here and now, we don’t. I’ll speak to you later." Huffing, I sit and cross my arms. He looks over my shoulder to avoid my eyes. "I’m sorry I never told you what Tobias did on our field trip, okay? You have your apology, so can you leave me alone now?" He takes his phone back.

      "Wow. Rude, much? And for the record, I understand why you didn’t tell me."

      Andrei doesn’t respond. Seriously? I refuse to leave, hoping to annoy him into talking to me, and the tension crackles between us.

      "I thought we were past this, Andrei."

      His eyes meet mine again. "Maeve. Please. I can’t deal with you right now." His voice is softer, almost pleading.

      "What is that supposed to mean?"

      He shrugs. "Whatever you want it to."

      "Wow, Andrei. Is this because I’ve exposed Tobias and he ran? Are you worried you don’t have a mentor?"

      "Tobias? He’s a lying bastard." Andrei swipes his fringe from his eyes. "And Tobias hasn’t ‘run’ anywhere."

      My heart skips a beat. "What?"

      "Tobias. He’s back."
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      MAEVE

      

      I rush through the building, out of breath already, as I haul myself up the stairs to the classrooms. My shoes slap along the tiled hallway as I rush past the darkened, empty classrooms and arrive at the Mental Magic room.

      Pausing with my hand on the door, I attempt to control my breathing. This can’t be true. He wouldn’t come back.

      The door is unlocked and I stride inside, across the runes, then peer around the dark classroom. There aren’t any candles or lanterns lit, and I struggle to make my way through the desks and chairs to the door at the classroom’s rear.

      Tobias’s study. If he’s back, I’ll tell him I’m not frightened, and that I’ll expose him.

      The door is ajar and, as I peek inside, my brain finally catches up with my ludicrous idea I’ll find Tobias here.

      The small study is as bare as when I last saw the room—apart from two cardboard boxes: one on the desk and one on the floor.

      No Tobias.

      I smooth hair from where strands flew into my face running up here, then turn to leave. A figure stands in the doorway to the classroom and my heart judders.

      Tobias is silhouetted against the light from the corridor. He remains still and quiet, and I wish I could see his face and expression. The last time I was alone with this guy, he told me terrifying secrets.

      Tobias warned me he couldn’t get close to a witch, what it could do to him—and hinted what he’d do to me.

      "Class doesn’t begin until Tuesday, Miss Foster," he says in an even tone. Struggling for words, I move away from the study door in case he pushes me inside and threatens me again. "Or did you want to speak to me about something else?"

      He moves from the classroom doorway, and I edge around the opposite side of the room, ensuring several desks separate us as I inch towards the exit.

      Tobias halts. "What’s wrong?"

      "You can’t come back here," I whisper through the dark.

      "I can, and I did." He speaks in a matter of fact tone, as if nothing untoward ever happened.

      "Then I’m going to Theodora to tell her what you did to me. Who you are."

      "There’s no need, Maeve. I told you, Theodora already knows."

      Tobias turns away and light glows as he lights a nearby lantern. The light highlights the impassive look on his face.

      "I don’t believe you. And I mean it. I’m going to speak to Theodora tomorrow."

      "And I don’t care. Ask her," he says, moving closer again.

      This time I stand my ground, ignoring the pneuma vampire’s immediate pull on my energy. "I will." He laughs softly at my childish comeback. "We all know," I say. "The whole group. You can’t blackmail us all like you did Andrei."

      "Let me see." He holds out a hand. "Jamie—using Blackwood magic, Ash—would do anything to keep you safe, Amelia—I can give her access to Ravenhold."

      "And me?" I ask hoarsely.

      "I don’t need to spell that out, do I?" he whispers.

      "I don’t trust you," I blurt. "You might hurt somebody. Me."

      "I saved your life once, Maeve. It would not be arrogant of me to say I will again." There’s a desk between us but with each heartbeat, each word spoken in his beguiling tone, I have to fight moving closer.

      "How do you do that?" I whisper.

      "What am I doing?" The candlelight flickers across his face and accentuates the otherworldly beauty in his sharp features and sensual mouth.

      Hell, Maeve. Not again.

      "You confuse me, even when you’re not touching my mind."

      "Do you mean your physical attraction to me, Maeve?" I shiver at how he says my name, the words, the undertone. "Does that bother you?"

      What point is there in denying this? "Yes, but I feel that way because you’re a pneuma and attractive. You do this to me deliberately. It won’t work, Tobias. I wouldn’t let you touch me."

      "Of course not." His mouth pulls at one corner and the unhidden desire in his eyes catches my breath.

      "I’ll speak to Theodora. If she knows you’re an escaped convict who abuses his position at the academy, and accepts this situation, then fine. I won’t be able to do anything. But I won’t come near you and you need to stay away from me."

      "I agree. Apart from class. Mental magic is important, especially to you."

      I grit my teeth at his subtle teasing. "Do you know one reason I’m determined to perfect my mind control skill? To defend myself against you."

      "Perfect. Then you have motivation."

      I scowl at his condescension. "I do. I’ll learn how to get into your head."

      I tense as Tobias edges around the table, and my pulse raises as if I’d run up and down stairs ten times instead of once.

      "But you’re already in my head, Maeve."

      I could lose myself in his thrall, in the gaze that controls and confuses me, but he will never have the opportunity to do that again.

      "If you allow one of your boys closer, be careful who you choose," he whispers.

      "I’m not going to ‘choose’," I retort. "Nobody will ever possess me or my powers."

      I’m shocked by the words and the realisation that comes with this. I will fight for my safety and those I love. I will fight Tobias.

      "I am sure you’re right," he says. "Nobody could hope to possess you."

      The closer Tobias steps, the tighter his energy holds onto mine. But this is more. Tobias radiates a sexual energy as strong and confusing as any lamia’s. I struggle between stepping away or trying to hold his challenge. Beat him. Make him back off.

      Andrei’s words by the bonfire, about keeping enemies close, ring in my ears. Tobias is one enemy I will keep at a distance.

      "I’m not your enemy, Maeve. I’m a colleague, and I will help you." His eyes drop to my mouth. "But yes, stay away unless we need to be together. I think that would be wise."

      He steps back and allows me to pass him. As I do, he gently touches my arm and I jerk to a halt. "I’m sorry I lied to you. I wish things could be different between us." I lift my eyes to his, readying a retort, but catch a glimpse of the Tobias he hides behind his stiff formality. Honesty. Vulnerability. "And for the record, I don’t do anything to you consciously. This is as difficult for me as for you."

      For a fleeting moment, I believe Tobias.

      But that’s what he wants.
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      MAEVE

      

      I sit in the Walcott common room, alone and drinking hot chocolate as I mull over my meeting with Tobias. My heart still thrums and adrenaline courses through my veins, but I won’t let him ruin my night. Hopefully Amelia will be here soon—and Ash, who’s texted to say he’s back.

      Ash kept in contact over Christmas and every day my stomach would flutter in excitement when he sent a text. I stepped back and gave him space, not contacting him until he made contact with me. The shocking events with Vincent must’ve pushed our kiss low down on the scale of important things, but he still took time to stay in touch over the holidays.

      That kiss. Wow. I’ve never been kissed with passion like his. This was more than toe-curling; I could’ve stood forever in his embrace as the snow piled onto us. I’d happily have stayed until I resembled one of Amelia’s ice sculptures, while Ash’s kiss heated me from deep inside.

      Of course, Amelia knows—I told her one evening when she stayed, unable to keep in my secret. Her surprise confused me, until she admitted she expected me and Jamie would hook up.

      This bothers me.

      Does Jamie think the same?

      Somebody winds their arms around my neck from behind me and rests his chin on my shoulder. I don’t need to turn to know the muscular arms belong to Ash.

      I’m amused when he leaps over the sofa and sits beside me, but that’s wiped away when he seizes my face and plants a huge kiss on my mouth. My stomach flip flops, heat flooding through my body and into my cheeks.

      Ash moves and runs his thumb across my lips. "I missed you."

      "That was quite an entrance, Ash." I rest my forehead against his as he wipes away the stress of my meeting with Tobias. "I missed you too."

      Ash wraps his arm around me, dragging me close before kissing me again. His scruff scratches my cheek as his lips move gently against mine. Worried we’ll be dragged into another mind-melting kiss, I wriggle away.

      "You don’t mind, do you?" he whispers, brow creased.

      Jade sits opposite, her hand frozen in mid-air holding crisps that never made it to her mouth. I glance around and spot another girl from my elemental magic class gawking too.

      PDAs with the academy’s most popular guy? Bad move.

      Nobody speaks and the background music grows louder in the silence. Thank god there’re only half a dozen people in here.

      "I guess we’re public now," I say to Ash.

      "Good." He drags me into a bear hug and kisses me again. In exactly the same way, only this time I’m engulfed by his arms, my body lighting up where we touch.

      Omigod. These kisses aren’t for public.

      "Jeez guys, get a room." I jump away from Ash to see Jamie plonk himself opposite us.

      Jamie was on my mind a lot over the holidays, and I hated I couldn't contact him to see how he was coping. His hair grew longer over the break, now rivalling Andrei for the ability to hide his face when he wants. The light in his eyes I saw the first day I arrived is no longer there, replaced with the wariness they’ve held since I first told him my vision. The relaxed, happy Jamie who danced with me disappeared when Tobias took the Blackwood pendant.

      "When did you arrive back?" I ask, trying to ignore how my lips buzz from Ash’s kiss.

      "Half an hour ago. I was looking for you and Amelia, but I see you’re busy." He arches a brow.

      "Amelia’s showering," I say. "She’ll be here soon."

      Jamie’s eyes drop to where my hand stays firmly in Ash’s. "How’s things, Ash? Is Vincent doing okay?"

      "He’s coping." Ash strokes the back of my hand with his thumb. "He’ll improve once he stops hiding in the pub. He doesn’t want to see anybody."

      "Hmm. That’s not good." Jamie sinks back against the chair. "Years as a captive would screw with anybody’s head."

      I balk at Jamie’s bluntness, but Ash just shrugs. "He has a lot to catch up on, but he needs time."

      "Doesn’t Vincent have friends who want to see him?" I ask.

      "Yeah, but he’s hidden himself over Christmas. Fair enough, because that’s what Mum wants." He grins. "I can’t believe Vince came home. It’s like a nightmare has ended."

      Despite his smile, Ash’s face shows the strain of recent weeks, but he’s not the broken guy I saw dragged away from his brother’s half-dead body.

      Amelia shouts "Jamie!" and bounds across the room.

      He stands up, arms outstretched to welcome her, and she throws her arms around him. He wraps his lean arms around her in a huge hug. My stomach sinks that Jamie never hugged me when he walked in, but how could he if I was wrapped around Ash?

      Amelia pouts. "I can’t give you a hug, Ash, since Maeve seems to have you all to herself."

      Ash shakes his head and stands before lifting Amelia from the floor in a huge embrace. She gasps as he squeezes her, then swats at him. "That’s enough, put me down."

      "You said you wanted a hug." Ash sets her back on the floor and chuckles.

      "Yes, but I don’t need reminding how small I am." She huffs and sits beside Jamie.

      Jamie chews his lip. "Fine that we’re being all happy and chatty, but there’s a lot to unpack from last term."

      "Amelia has a huge suitcase to unpack," I joke and am rewarded with a stern Jamie look.

      "You know that’s not what I mean. Has anybody spoken to Theodora yet?" he asks.

      "Calm down, Jamie. We just got back from the holidays," protests Ash.

      Jamie ignores him. "I asked about Tobias when I was home. Nobody knows much about him."

      "You didn’t tell people what he said, did you?" I reply.

      Amelia waves a hand. "Shush! Tobias has left now. The Confederacy can deal with him."

      I drag a hand down my face. "Tobias hasn’t left."

      Ash jumps away from me. "What the hell? Is he crazy?"

      "Have you seen him?" asks Jamie.

      I nod but don’t elaborate.

      "Theodora knows who he is," I continue.

      "Which worries me," says Ash. "Not because of the Ravenhold connection, but if his story is true, there’re Dominion sympathisers in the academy."

      "Will you keep your voice down," urges Amelia.

      "Not the best time for this conversation, I agree." I cuddle up to Ash again. "We can speak to Sofia tomorrow and ask if she can arrange a meeting."

      Ash makes a low sound in his throat. "No."

      "Why not?" Jamie leans forward. "Do you know something?"

      "No. But can we trust her? She’s a—" He pauses. "A professor. Can we trust her?"

      My spirits sink. Witch.

      "I trust her," I say indignantly.

      "I do too, but we need to be in agreement. I say we head straight to Theodora," says Jamie.

      "Maybe talk about this later?" Amelia tips her head to a group behind us. "When there’re less people around. Ash, talk to me about your Christmas!"

      Typical Amelia, interrupting the uncomfortable direction our discussion was headed. Although she asks Ash to tell her about his Christmas, Amelia enthuses to him about her trip to my place.

      Jamie shifts towards me, so his back is to the pair. "Can I ask you something?"

      I swallow. About Ash? "Sure."

      "What happened in that room with you and Tobias? I don’t understand how you were in there together."

      Jamie’s agitation, and fear Tobias might reveal his secret, stopped him asking questions on the night, but with two weeks to mull everything over he has plenty, I’m sure.

      "I saw Tobias outside the hall and spoke to him. Then he decided we should speak in private."

      "What did you say to him?"

      "That I knew he lied about his age."

      Jamie’s eyes widen. "Maeve! I told you that in confidence. Didn’t you think that Tobias might be dangerous?"

      I wave a hand to ask him to keep his voice down. "No. Not until he mentioned Ravenhold. But I also knew something happened to me on the field trip, and I had to find out if Tobias used magic on me."

      "And?"

      Tobias’s effect on me works across distance and time, because I’m instantly pulled back into the memory of the time together arguing in the room, as strongly as if it were a vision. "And I’m happy he’s back."

      His mouth drops in horror? "What?"

      "I found my way into Tobias’s mind once. If he’s asked to teach me again, I’ll work on his mind. Find out the truth."

      "That could be dangerous. We don't know what Tobias would do if he knew."

      "Isn’t everything dangerous here, Jamie?" I glance at where Ash and Amelia continue their chat. "I’ll let Tobias think he can control me because he believes I’m weak against him."

      "Maeve..." Jamie warns.

      The one thing nobody realises—maybe even Tobias too—is that he’s weak against me.

      Let the battle begin, because if Tobias returned to threaten my new friends or my life, he’ll suffer before they do.
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      MAEVE

      

      I never dream, but do wake several times in the night with my mind churning. I won’t rest until I speak to Theodora and hear the truth from her.

      Or until I tell Theodora about Tobias’s lies.

      After a breakfast I barely eat, I head to the headmistress's office with Jamie, Ash, and Amelia. Andrei should be with us, but we can’t wait until the evening. Would he want to anyway? He’s back to ‘weird Andrei’, and I don’t know how he’d respond to me if I did ask.

      I knock on the imposing oak door, and Theodora calls for us to enter.

      I’m through the doorway in seconds, straightening my shoulders as I take a deep breath and step towards Theodora’s desk. "You need to listen to us."

      My promise to myself that I'll be cool-headed drops away the moment the door closes and reveals a second person in the room. Tobias stands to the side, hidden by the door when I opened it and now in full view.

      Faltering, I step back and grab Ash’s hand. Jamie stands beside Amelia, the four of us united in our determination to challenge the man.

      "And you need to listen to Theodora," says Tobias calmly.

      The headmistress sits behind her long desk, her glossy hair falling around her shoulders and a warm smile on her pale face. I’ll never see her as a centuries-old vampire—to me she's a young woman with a beauty only ever found in airbrushed images. Theodora’s unperturbed by my sudden entrance, instead, her expression is enquiring.

      "Tobias told me to expect a visit from you," she says in her gentle tones. "He's explaining the situation to me. This is all rather unfortunate, as I’d hoped to keep the situation under wraps."

      My blood ices in my veins. "Do you mean everything Tobias told us is true?"

      Theodora folds her hands on the desk, sitting straight. "Explain to me what Tobias told you."

      I stammer out a repeat of his words the evening of the ball—his age, his past, his undercover work at the academy. With each piece of information, she nods but her blue eyes harden.

      "Tobias wiped my mind too," I blurt. "Not that night, but in the past. He's not permitted to do that."

      Jamie snaps his head around. "What?"

      "Is this true, Tobias?" asks Theodora sharply.

      "Yes," he replies, no guilt or concern in his voice. "Remember the situation I informed you about? The issue with the hunters on the field trip."

      "Ah." She smiles. "I remember."

      My blood freezes further and I look wild-eyed to Ash, whose horror matches mine.

      "He wanted the two hunters to kill each other that night," I continue. "Did you know that?"

      Theodora’s brows shoot up and she appraises Tobias. "I hope this is not true."

      "Maeve’s imagination is a little overactive. Surely I’d blank her mind if this were true?" Tobias smiles down at Theodora and my hackles rise.

      "Andrei told me," I protest.

      "And I would've wiped his mind too, would I not?" Tobias gives me a sweet smile that sets my teeth on edge. "Why would I allow either student to remember something incriminating against me?"

      Apparently satisfied by the explanation, Theodora nods. I attempt to catch Tobias's eye, but he still refuses to look at me. So, there are things Theodora doesn’t know.

      Theodora gestures at us to sit, and I perch on the edge of the sofa beside Ash, who keeps a tight grip on my hand.

      "I can confirm Tobias’s story is true. I believe the academy is under threat from within. Tobias works for the Confederacy undercover and he’s here to help me. And yes, he’s watching you all because there seems to be a connection."

      "We were talking before you interrupted," adds Tobias. "The Dominion attack on Maeve, hunters stalking Ash’s home, the predicted attack on Jamie. This is not coincidental, and perhaps more will come to light."

      Ash’s grip tightens on my hand.

      "And I explained to Tobias that I would like the five of you to work together. Now you're aware of the situation, this make sense."

      "Five?"

      "You must inform Tobias of anything and everything untoward that you witness inside the academy." She nods at me. "I know your natural inclination is suspicion, Maeve, especially as Tobias hid his true identity from you, but you must put that aside." Her eyes shift to the others. "All of you. I have been headmistress of this academy for longer than most remember. I've given years of my life to teaching students to work together, and I refuse to let my academy crumble in the hands of the Dominion."

      Her face shadows with anger and at that moment I know however strong my suspicions are about Tobias, I need to do as she says.

      "Working together is also necessary for everybody’s safety," she says more gently.

      "Do you have anybody under suspicion?" asks Ash cautiously.

      "Everybody." Her tone is flat. "Which breaks my heart because we’re family here."

      "Yet you’d trust an ex-inmate from Ravenhold?" puts in Jamie.

      Theodora blinks at him. "Does your friend Matt belong at Ravenhold?" she asks. "Would you reject him if he became an ‘ex inmate’?"

      He drops his head to look at his shoes. "No."

      "Then why not offer Tobias the same trust?" she replies harshly. "His story is not mine to tell, but Tobias has my utmost trust."

      Tobias's eyes finally meet mine, and my scalp prickles as his whispered confession rings in my ears: ‘You don’t want to know why I was at Ravenhold.’

      "You must tell he and I everything, and you are not to interfere with Tobias’s actions. You are also not to discuss this with anybody else or the consequences will be severe." She looks directly at me. "And you are to do as he tells you."

      Ash chokes a laugh. "He’d use his magic to persuade us if we say no."

      Theodora’s lips thin. "No. Tobias is forbidden to use his powers on any of you. That I will not allow."

      "Apart from Maeve," Tobias says in a quiet voice.

      Jamie stiffens. "What the hell?"

      Theodora sighs. "Sofia may be resistant to the idea, but Tobias needs to work with Maeve to develop her mind control skills. He’s the only person I trust to teach Maeve and not interfere with her mind."

      I clench my jaw. He already did and she allowed that. "Oh? Tobias told me he didn’t want to teach me."

      "Tobias, like you, must do as instructed."

      He blinks and his self-assured expression flickers. Yes, Tobias, I’ll get into your head. That's what you're worried about.

      Theodora sighs and leans forward. "One more thing, to demonstrate how little you can hide from me. I’m aware of your escapades on Halloween. The so-called field trip with Tobias was sanctioned by me, in order to fix your mess." Amelia makes a panicked sound and Theodora smiles. "Nothing in this academy slips past me."

      Crap. I stare at the floor, my hair shielding my face.

      "You mean Tobias told you?" says Ash. I glance up at him looking at the professor with harsh distrust.

      She clasps her hands together. "Ashley. Tobias’s ultimate loyalty is with the academy and keeping everybody safe. He tells me everything. You may be interested to know that I wanted to impose severe punishment on you all, but Tobias persuaded me not to."

      Does this mean she knows that Andrei killed? Tobias’s loyalty is to the academy, but has he kept more than one of our secrets?

      "How is your brother, Ash?" Theodora asks him and my anxiety drops as the subject edges away from Halloween night.

      "Vince is still recovering. Physically he’s okay, but he refuses to talk about what happened." Tobias makes a low sound in his throat. "What?" snaps Ash.

      "Does Vincent lack memories, or is his forgetfulness something different?" He scratches the corner of his eye. "Is the man really who he says?"

      My stomach lurches as Tobias voices what I’m sure many have thought, either in passing or still do. I had my doubts until Ash spoke to me about his family Christmas, and how Vincent remembered all their little traditions. If Ash believes Vincent is his brother, then I do too.

      "That’s bloody hypocritical, coming from you," retorts Ash. "And of course, Vince is my brother. I’d know if he wasn’t."

      Tobias looks to a painting on the wall and pushes his tongue into a cheek, his silence worse than if he’d pressed his opinion further.

      But Ash is correct—the man is a hypocrite. Theodora must sense the discord between us all.

      How can we meet Theodora's instructions if Tobias asked me to stay away from him? Theodora is putting him in a position he doesn’t like, not just us.

      "Now, why not spend a morning relaxing before class," says Theodora clapping her hands together.

      The tension doesn’t break.

      "Please ensure you’re in the main hall by six o’clock. I have some exciting announcements for the school games this term."

      Theodora cleverly shifts the focus from Vincent and Tobias to the academy again, but she must realise this meeting is the tip of a large iceberg.

      I chew my lip and look down at my shoes. Theodora trusts Tobias implicitly, but why would she trust a man who was once detained at Ravenhold? Especially one who hasn’t been a hundred percent truthful with her.

      Or a hundred percent truthful with me. I’m instructed to work with Tobias, yet I can’t trust the guy.

      How important will trusting each other become?
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      MAEVE

      

      We file into the hall and sit on rows of wooden chairs, segregated into our houses. My blazer with the green trim matches everybody in the Walcott section, and almost every student is dressed in full uniform.

      Some students chat quietly while others sit upright, craning their necks to watch what’s happening on the low stage. The last time I was in this room, magical Christmas decorations and ice sculptures filled the hall. I danced beneath the witchlights with Jamie and Ash, lost in an evening that ended in chaos.

      The whole academy gathering like this is rare—the academy games must be more serious than I heard.

      On stage, Theodora waits in front of a mic stand, looking every bit a star about to break into song. Does she look this perfect when she climbs out of bed in the morning? The three house heads sit to her left on chairs that match the ones the students occupy.

      I’m close to the back of the hall and can’t see faces clearly, but Professor O’Reilly is slumped in his chair, which is unusual for him. I’m used to his ramrod-straight, chin-tipped stance.

      Tobias is angled away from Sofia beside him, and there’re three empty seats to his left.

      Theodora takes the stand in one hand and curls her slender fingers around the mic. "Welcome to the team games," her voice purrs around the room.

      "May the odds be forever in your favour," mutters Jamie under his breath and I nudge him. He grins at me.

      "Are the games that bad?" I whisper.

      He wrinkles his nose. "As with anything competitive, some people take things seriously." Jamie inclines his head towards Ash, who sits with Gilgamesh house. Ash leans forward, elbows on his knees, expectant.

      "This is one of the only times Petrescu involve themselves in academy life," puts in Amelia.

      The bored-looking vamps talk, ignoring Theodora—a brave move.

      "Because they usually win," mutters Jamie.

      "Against shifters? How?"

      "This isn’t only physical games, Maeve. Yeah, the shifters usually win that element, but there’s the magic and the academic too."

      Theodora clears her throat and the sound silences the assembled students.

      "This year, the games will follow the same pattern as previous years. There will be three competitions and scores kept. The top performers from each house will take place in the final competition. The winning house will earn a trip to the New Orleans Nightworld Academy."

      An excited murmur ripples through the room.

      Theodora continues before I can ask Jamie what’s special about that academy. "Your house professors will discuss the finer details and competitor lists will be posted on the main academy noticeboards. All students must take part, and any attempt to cheat will result in immediate disqualification." She lifts her head and stares directly at the troublemakers from the Winter Ball. "In some cases, expulsion."

      "I should bloody hope so," mutters Jamie. "I wonder how much their parents had to pay Theodora to let them back in?"

      "At least they’ll back off now," puts in Amelia. "Theodora won't stand for behaviour like that more than once."

      The conversations happening around the room are interrupted by Theodora loudly clearing her throat, face close to the mic. "This term, I’m happy to report we’ve no staff changes."

      I glance at the disgruntled Tobias. I’m not happy he’s back. Is he?

      "However, Professor O’Reilly has decided to cut back his teaching hours and focus more on the pastoral role as Gilgamesh house head."

      Professor O’Reilly shifts in his seat and his sour face rivals Tobias’s. Decided or was told?

      "I decided to recruit a teaching assistant for the professor and between us, we chose the perfect candidate. I’d like to introduce an ex-pupil who made significant contributions to the academy’s sporting achievements."

      I crane my neck to see over the tall guy in front of me as a man strides into view, his figure towering over the slight headmistress. He’s undoubtedly a shifter, over six feet tall with the build of a WWE wrestler.

      "Welcome, Vincent Greenwood."

      I jerk myself further upright and look at Ash. Did he know and not tell us? Ash’s parted mouth and widened eyes answer my question: he didn’t.

      Vincent takes the empty chair beside Tobias, who angles his body away and sits stiffly, his clenched fists resting on his knees. Now I know why Tobias looked so pissed off on stage.

      Is Theodora deliberately playing with fire by bringing Vincent back here?

      "Hey," says Vincent and he attempts a grin. "It’s good to be back."

      Gilgamesh kids put their heads together, faces lighting with excitement, and surprised chatter travels around the room.

      "Wow," whispers Amelia. "Ash will be happy to have his brother around."

      Jamie pulls on his bottom lip, but says nothing.

      "The early rounds of the competition will take place each weekend so as not to interfere with classes. This term’s lessons will focus on activities to help with the games, and I advise everybody to attend."

      Her gaze rests on the three Petrescu troublemakers from last term who are lounging back in their seats, ignoring proceedings. Andrei sits two seats away from them, staring at his feet.

      I’m hurt that Andrei shut me out, as if each time he helps me he has to back away again to protect himself. Now I’m aware of his loneliness, I want to reach out, but how can I? He’s impenetrable and rebuilds any weak part of his defences whenever I manage to break through.

      Andrei agreed to do as Theodora asks, welcoming any opportunity to piss Tobias off, but maintains his distance. I don’t resent him staying quiet about Tobias’s actions against me—I understand the position he was in—does Andrei feel guilt about that? He shouldn't.

      "Please ensure you're friendly to our new staff member." Theodora raises both arms in the air, her smile growing. "Now, let the games begin!"

      I shudder, terrified by the Hunger Games vision that Jamie put into my thoughts. I glance at Katherine, with her head bent whispering to a friend. She side-glances a girl at Walcott house, sitting across the narrow walkway between the chairs, and mouths something to her.

      The witch glares and mouths something back.

      Oh, hell. Please let this be painless.
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        * * *

      

      Excited voices echo around the hallway as students file out of the main hall, some throwing jibes at the other houses. I’ve only one thing on my mind: Ash and Vincent. Amelia and Jamie wait with me, and we’re bumped by some students passing by.

      Ash wanders out surrounded by his rugby teammates, but doesn’t join their enthusiastic planning how to win the physical challenges. He makes his excuses and joins us, but doesn’t greet me with a hug.

      "Did you know about Vincent’s job here?" I ask.

      Ash rubs a hand over his head and looks back at the hall. "No. I can’t believe Vincent didn’t tell me."

      "I can’t believe he’ll be impartial when he helps out with the games," puts in Jamie and Ash narrows his eyes. "Oh, come on. He hates witches."

      When will Jamie drops this new attitude to the world? Jamie now speaks his mind, as if he lost his filter when he took on Blackwood magic.

      "Maybe this is why Theodora or the Confederacy want him here?" suggests Amelia as she switches into diplomatic mode. "If Vincent works with the other races, this might teach him to be part of the world again. After..." She trails off.

      I glance at Jamie and wait for his input, but sensibly he hides his disbelief at her suggestion.

      "Maybe. Vince needs to re-adjust," says Ash. "Besides, I’m glad he’s here. I can keep an eye on him."

      I take Ash’s hand. Is he comfortable with his new role reversal—little brother in the position of watching his older one?

      Ash hides some of how he feels, because I know he misses the old Vincent. After years apart, Ash has changed too. He’s not the kid brother anymore; he’s a shifter moving towards adulthood and a new world. A world lost to Vincent until weeks ago.

      "We’ve time before lessons start—we should feed you." I nudge Ash. "Before you turn into ‘hangry Ash’."

      He shakes his head. "I need to talk to my brother. I’ll wait for him. Maybe catch you later?"

      "No loitering in the hallway." Tobias stands in the doorway too and waves a hand at us to move. I gape at him talking to us as if we’re little kids.

      "You’re in a bad mood," I say. "Don’t you like the person Theodora chose to help Professor O’Reilly?"

      He narrows his eyes. "Watch your tone, Miss Foster."

      I clench my jaw. He doesn’t have the right to talk to me like this. He isn’t Professor Whitlock to me, and never will be again. Tobias might keep up appearances, but I’m not happy to join in.

      Amelia tugs my arm and I look away. "Come on. I want to eat before class, even if Ash doesn’t."

      Ash slips past the distracted Tobias, towards the hall. Tobias steps to one side and watches Ash with concern. "Ash. You are not permitted back into the hall."

      Ash continues walking and I hear him call out his brother’s name—I can't help being amused by Tobias's surprise that Ash ignored him.

      Amelia makes another comment about her hunger, and pushes at Jamie to walk away. I'm not dumb—neither is Tobias—she wants to defuse the situation.

      "Your authority doesn’t work anymore," I whisper, one eye on Amelia. "Not with us."

      My pulse ticks up as Tobias gives a slow smile, as he does when dropping his 'professor' persona with me. "Perhaps. But we’re not equals, Maeve, however much you tell yourself we are."

      His gaze burns heat into my cheeks. "Stop doing that. Don’t use your powers on me."

      The quirk to his mouth grows. "Maeve. You know I don’t need to, do I?"

      He succeeds in flustering me and I step away before the draw to him grows.

      "Well, you must excuse me, Miss Foster. I have duties I need to attend to. We can continue this conversation later."

      I blink as he strides away, at how his attitude switches as if he clicked his fingers and became Professor Whitlock again.

      I hate that whenever I confront Tobias, he can turn the situation around and expose my weakness for him. Tobias lied to me for weeks, but when he told the truth, he created a worse situation. Tobias is no longer an immortal who's over a century old, or an authority figure.

      Tobias is a man several years older than I am, who’s chosen to use my attraction to him against me.

      And I'm determined to prove I can do the same.
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      ANDREI

      

      I watch Maeve as she talks to Ash outside class. They hold hands a lot, Ash often tucking her hair behind an ear and kissing her cheek. He can hardly keep his hands off her and the way they look at each other... Retch.

      They’re an interesting group to watch. Amelia’s changed since Matt left—she's quieter with an air of sadness she tries to hide and few people notice. Jamie’s not the same since he took on Blackwood magic—false confidence but something edging into a need. I don’t think he’s clear of the magic yet.

      But Maeve wouldn’t be happy if I forced Jamie to be violent. He definitely needs to keep his cool, especially in public.

      Strange that I know so many of their secrets and keep them to myself.

      Like I kept Tobias’s because he has the ultimate hold over me.

      The guy still watches over me; somebody always will, thanks to my darling mother. I do as he says, but I’m avoiding any situation where I could come across temptation. No nights out with the others at human clubs. No visits to town.

      Staying away from Maeve.

      Hell, she’s eating me alive from within. My heart is shredded by her because she’s everything I want and everything I don’t deserve.

      Each look or smile she gives me in an attempt to make contact drives the pain deeper. Why does she want to allow me close? The girl hates what I am and would never accept me. Especially as I killed.

      But who am I most worried about hurting? Her or me?

      The weirdest thing—Maeve followed me again yesterday evening. This began last term, when her nightly walks became as regular as mine, and we pretended not to notice each other. She followed me once, and I’m not sure what amused me more: the stalking or that she thinks the vampire with preternatural senses didn’t notice.

      Each time, I slink away into the shadows once I detect her and continue my nightly walk around the grounds away from the depressing Petrescu surroundings.

      Once, I almost relented and asked her why she followed me, but I already know. She wants to talk. Dig into my mind again, but with words, not mental magic.

      I can’t avoid Maeve forever. I intended to stay away until I settled around her, but all I’ve managed is one night. My ability to resist wanes the way the moon does above us when we pretend not to see each other.

      I blink away the thoughts and pull my phone out. As usual, I don’t watch anything or send messages. I pretend.

      I’m not interested in class today. I pull myself from the bench I’m sitting on and head towards the exit. Pausing, I shrug my bag onto a shoulder and debate where to go.
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      MAEVE

      

      Finally, alone time with Ash. The tension between us has crackled all day—light touches on my hand, chaste kisses in public and plenty of Ash hugs.

      I'm waiting for a chance to talk to him about his brother, thrown straight into lessons after the announcements. He was quiet all day—of course Vincent is on his mind and I need to talk to him.

      We arrange to meet outside the Walcott common room. Ash visits regularly due to his friendship with witches. Some are resistant to him, but not many since Ash keeps the peace between Walcott and Gilgamesh.

      Until I saw him yesterday, I never realised exactly how much I craved to be around Ash. The texts and phone calls over the holiday filled the gap he left when he walked away from our kiss. Ash had time to think about me despite everything happening in his life, and that spoke to me more than any conversation we had. I spent unhealthy amounts of time imagining his lips on mine and remembering what a high our kiss left me on. I hate that our first kiss was spoiled by the awful events—and worried this eclipsed things for Ash.

      But I don't see that when he looks at me. His soft smile and shining eyes, the way he absentmindedly takes my hand pushes me towards excitement what will happen between us next. The kiss he gave when we first saw each other again wasn't as passionate as when we were alone that evening, but filled me with the same thrill because I knew then that we have something special.

      Ash strides along the hallway, speeding up as he sees me. His black jacket is unzipped and the faded grey T-shirt underneath hugs his muscular chest. In the past, someone with his bulk and strength would scare me. I imagined he'd be rude. Conceited. Taking rich pickings from girls around him.

      I lost sight of that as I grew to know him; the gentle, friendly guy wasn't only the mountainous rugby player anymore. Watching Ash from a distance, I'm reminded just how imposing he is. Weirdly, discovering the guy I crushed on could turn into a dragon doesn't bother me. Not a trait I expected in a guy I liked, but why judge?

      My stomach ties into knots at the purposeful look on his face, and I step forward, hesitant as to whether Ash wants to kiss me.

      Dumb question.

      Ash takes my cheeks in both hands and his lips meet mine. The evening we returned to the academy, the kiss came as a surprise, but I've anticipated this one all day.

      His mouth is hard and insistent, arms winding around my waist and pulling me close. This time instead of worrying about our public kiss, I lose awareness of those around, soaking up his affection and desire, as his mouth moves gently against mine.

      I softly run my fingers from his large biceps to his forearms and take his hands, moving away to look at him before I spend the evening entangled here.

      "Hell, I missed you," he says and smooths my cheek with his thumb.

      "Same." I smile and my knotted stomach fills with butterflies instead.

      "Do you know how difficult it was today, to sit next to you in class and not kiss you?" He places his lips on mine to demonstrate.

      "Finding alone time isn't easy," I say and wrap my arms around his neck.

      He pulls me closer, one arm almost encircles my waist, and brushes my cheek with his nose. "Too cold outside."

      I moisten my lips. "Too public here."

      "Do you want to come back to my dorm room?" he murmurs against my ear.

      My heart skips and I pull my head back to look at him. "Is that allowed?'

      "No. Against academy rules, but nobody pays much attention. I've had girls in—" Panic crosses his face as he hastily adds. "Not 'had'. They visited. You know. Sometimes."

      I suck my lips together, amused at his squirming, as if I can be jealous of anybody who's come before me.

      "I mean, dorm rooms are private but there's always a chance your roommate could walk in."

      I chuckle. "That's the only reason why, Ash? You could bribe them to stay away."

      He mock-gasps. "Maeve Foster!"

      "You're lying if you tell me you've never—"

      "Can we not talk about my past," he interrupts. "I'm only interested in you. Here and now."

      "Oh? Here? I thought you invited me to your room?" I chuckle again at his confused expression and poke him in the stomach. Ash squirms away from me. "Are you ticklish?"

      "No."

      "Uh huh." I run my tongue along my lips and reach out to him.

      He grabs my hand. "Don't even think about it, Maeve. You'll lose."

      Think about it? Hell, if only Ash knew exactly how much I imagine putting my hands on him. Tickling would be an excuse, but I doubt I need an excuse with Ash.

      "Yes or no?"

      "To you smuggling me into your room?"

      He huffs. "Not smuggling. Like I said, visiting rooms is common."

      "'Visiting'?"

      "Maeve..." He pouts. "Stop teasing me."

      I can't tell Ash I'm behaving like this because the suggestion both excites and scares me. And not only because we'd flaunt school rules.

      Ash moves to rest his broad shoulder against the wall. "I just want time alone with you. Doesn't need to be..." He scrunches up his face. "That."

      The first time I met Ash, I judged him as the guy with girls at his feet—and quite possibly on their knees in front of him. His self-assured, laid-back manner suggested to me he'd use this to his benefit and have a string of girls in his life.

      I’m amused that he’s coy, nervous even, about inviting me back to his room, which makes him more endearing.

      "I believe you," I whisper and step away. "You're a gentleman."

      Ash moves up beside me and slips his arm around my waist. "Maeve. I'm really not."

      The whispered words rush along my spine until my toes tingle.
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        * * *

      

      I'm almost nineteen, and I've had a few boyfriends. Probably less than the number of girlfriends Ash has had, but I promised I wouldn't think about that.

      I've visited a guy's bedroom a couple of times too, but not normally so soon.

      Ash's dorm room resembles mine and Amelia's in shape and size, although the perfume and soap scent from ours is replaced with strong deodorant and an underlying 'guy smell'.

      I can't see the floor either—discarded clothes and plates cover the rug in between, and video game controllers are slung onto the seats.

      Ash's bed takes up the same position as mine. I perch on top of his dark blue duvet and my eyes are drawn to his nightstand. A framed photo is displayed between discarded drinks cans and crisp packets.

      As Ash looks for drinks, I take hold of the frame. Ash standing with his parents and brother, on a white sandy beach in front of a shining blue ocean. Both brothers wear blue board shorts showing their tanned legs.

      Vincent's chest is bare and Ash wears a blue shirt, unbuttoned. Curls hang around the teens' faces and their happiness radiates from the sunny image. The casual way Vincent drapes his arm around Ash's shoulders reminds me of Ash's behaviour towards friends.

      I'm surprised how slight their mother is. Not all shifters are large, as this depends on the animal they shift into, but Vincent is twice as tall as her. Although Ash must be a younger teen, as he hasn't filled out as much as his brother, but he still eclipses his mum.

      Their dad is bigger, but not bulky enough to draw peoples' eyes the way his sons do. His dark hair is short and close-cropped, his mother's tied from her face.

      A beautiful, happy family holidaying in the sun.

      Ash takes the frame from me. "That's the last holiday we went on together. Greece. Bloody hot but fun."

      "You're a lot smaller than your brother. Not anymore."

      "He'll always be the biggest and best at everything." Ash says this without jealousy, as if it's always been that way.

      He sets the frame back on the nightstand and holds out a drink can to me.

      "I'm glad things have worked out," I say.

      "Hopefully." The bed sinks as Ash drops onto it beside me, and we sit side by side drinking Coke. I'm not uncomfortable, but sitting alone with Ash on a bed in his room adds an atmosphere we can't ignore.

      He rests against the wall at the other side of his bed, and I fold my legs beneath me and snuggle up to him, putting an arm across his chest.

      "You worry about Vincent, don't you?"

      "I believe him," he shoots back.

      "That's not what I meant." His defensiveness comes too readily. "You worry about his health. I think him working at the academy is good."

      Ash relaxes and his arm goes around my shoulders. "I guess."

      I shift to look at him. "What do you mean?"

      "He's always overshadowed me, y'know? And I worry how he'll cope. At home, he'd wake up screaming in the night. Vince isn't himself. Not yet."

      The strain on Ash's face matches the times he spoke about his missing brother—his brother who isn't a hundred percent back yet.

      "Don't get me wrong, I like having Vince around, but you know how it is with siblings." He slurps from his can.

      "Not really. I don't have one."

      "Oh. Yeah." He runs his hand across the top of his head. "Siblings don't see eye to eye on some things."

      Where Ash takes my hand and runs a finger across the back, my skin tickles. "Perhaps Vincent would like it if people treated him normally," I suggest. "He must hate the scrutiny."

      "You don't know him," mutters Ash. "Let's not talk about Vince. I have important questions for you."

      "Oh?"

      He takes my can and sets it on the table. "How many more kisses until I reach my allocated one hundred?"

      "Hmmm." I tap my lips with a teasing smile. "I'm not sure. Are we down ninety-five?"

      He shifts closer and the familiar fluttering begins in my chest. His eyes drop to my mouth. "Some of those weren't kisses. I refuse to accept a quick kiss on the mouth counts."

      I rub my lips together as his darkening eyes meet mine and slide my hand around his waist. I'd love to push my hands beneath his shirt and feel the muscles I saw in the photo, to hold him closer now there's less between us, but I'm still unsure what we're doing. Where we're going.
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      Ash's lips touch my cheek and he holds my head as he moves them across my face towards my ear. "If I'm on a limit, I'd better make sure the kisses are good ones," he whispers and I shiver as he nips my earlobe.

      "I don't doubt they will be," I murmur as I slide my fingers into the back of his hair.

      The expectation hovers, the unspoken attempts to gauge what happens next, and to read body language cues. Intense brown eyes look into mine and tell me exactly what he’s planning to do. I fight to hide what I want too, but I'm damn sure I'm easily readable.

      Ash's mouth crashes on mine, wiping the hesitancy around the whole situation away. The suddenness is matched by my surprising, overwhelming need to respond. I grab Ash round the neck and kiss him back. Hard. He grips my hair in his fist, holding my head so I can't move, deepening his kiss. The intensity of the moment snatches away my inhibition as I relish the way his tongue explores my mouth.

      Ash holds my waist with his other arm and pulls me onto him as he drops back onto the bed. I'm all for climbing on top of him and pulling off his T-shirt, but he hasn't touched my skin yet. Marvelling at my restraint, I dig my fingers into his hair and the kiss continues with neither of us stopping for air.

      Slipping his hand beneath the back of my shirt, he runs his fingers along my lower back, a shiver shooting from the sensitive spot at the base of my spine to my toes. Sliding his hands around to my waist, he pulls me onto him, the touch igniting my skin.

      I delve my hands beneath his T-shirt, and Ash’s soft skin is at odds with the hard abs. I dig my nails into his side as we continue to explore each other's mouths, as if that will hold us back. I'm shaking because I want to, but don't, at the same time.

      Ash pulls his mouth away. Our hot, heavy breaths mingle and every nerve ending in my body is alight as he pushes my long hair from where it half-covers his face. His breath comes quicker to match mine.

      "You're special, Maeve," he runs his fingers along my lips, swollen from his hard kiss. "I don't want to push this and scare you away."

      I chuckle and rest my head on his. "You don't scare me, Ash."

      "I did once."

      "You were angry."

      He huffs and holds my cheeks in both hands. "The anger that takes over until I can't think, Maeve."

      How hard is he trying to hold back the raw power—how controlled is Ash as he moves towards his shifter future?

      "Are you worried you'll hurt me?" I whisper.

      Ash is tender with a gentle soul, but the way he kisses me spins my head. I’ve experienced the possessive, passionate need beneath this gentleness, but I trust him.

      "No. Sort of." He pulls my bottom lip down with one finger. "Shifters don't lack control around witches like vamps do, but we're driven by something primal."

      My aunt's words drift into my head, about liking primal guys and how she worried Ash might devour me. My heart thumps harder as I snatch a memory of the out of control Ash outside his parents' pub. Surely, he'd never lose control with me?

      I sit back, still straddling his hips, and smooth his T-shirt back down with my palms. "Do you mean you want to stop? Slow down?"

      He groans. "Hell, no. But I'm cautious." He frowns when I burst out laughing. "What?"

      "I guarantee I'll tell you if you're going too far, Ash." I place a hand over his rapid heartbeat. "Don't overthink this."

      Ash opens his mouth to protest, and I lean forward to close mine over his. He kisses me softly again, his touch light as he works his fingers beneath my T-shirt again.

      With a sigh, I push my hands back beneath his shirt too and hold him to me. The heat from Ash's skin runs hot through my veins and sends tiny explosions across my skin.

      Did I intend this? Maybe. I know we'll stop, but because he has more self-control than I do. My body aches for more, and for the day we're close enough that he doesn't overthink. I've caught glimpses what kind of lover Ash would make. But not yet.

      But also, that doesn't mean we can't go with more than kisses.

      The way our bodies shape against each other pulls us into our intense world where we can escape the way we did in the snow. Ash runs his tongue along my bottom lip and I part my mouth, allowing him to kiss me deeply again. Losing my grasp on anything but the places our bodies touch, I grip his hair and tangle my tongue with his. He tastes of Coca Cola and of the guy whose passion sent me sky-high at the winter ball.

      Ash moves to kiss my neck, his stubble scraping along the skin, firing heat to the centre of me. He places his lips gently against the sensitive spot beneath my ear. His hair tickles as he moves to planting kisses along my throat, before crushing his mouth against mine again.

      Someone hammers on the door and Ash abruptly stops. I pull back, half-amused by the look of panic on his face. His hair is mussed and cheeks flushed as he pulls his T-shirt back across the hardened muscle I'd love to see more of. Damn.

      I curse the person on the other side of the door as I climb from him and straighten my clothes.

      "Did you lock the door?" I ask and smooth my hair.

      We're not naked, but if somebody walks in, we can't hide we're doing more than chatting.

      Ash frowns. "Yeah. Who the hell is—"

      "Ashley? Get your arse out here." Ash's expression freezes as Vincent yells through the door.

      He jumps to his feet in a flash and runs his hands through his hair in an attempt to look closer to normal.

      "You look more dishevelled now you've done that," I say with a laugh.

      "Shit." He darts a look around the room.

      "Calm down, Ash, we're not naked." I sit back on the bed.

      But whether we're naked or not isn't the problem. I'm not stupid—the problem is I'm here with Ash.

      "I'll wait, and he'll go." He perches on the bed beside me and I take his hand to run my fingers along his arm.

      "Ashley! I need your help. Now." For someone desperate for help, he sounds demanding. "What the hell are you doing in there?"

      "Shit." Ash stands and drags the door open. Vincent stands, arms crossed, immediately looking behind Ash to where I sit on the bed. "What's wrong, Vince?"

      Vincent's eyes remain on mine and his face hardens. "I need you to help me with team selections."

      "What the hell? Now? Why?"

      "I didn't think you'd be busy."

      "Vince, I'm tired. We have all day tomorrow."

      "And I'm busy tomorrow," he says in a hard tone. "I have to attend a meeting with the shifter council and more bloody health examinations."

      Ash's shoulders droop. "Oh. I didn't realise."

      He looks Ash straight in the eye. "I can't do all this without help. I thought you'd understand."

      "You never said you needed help. I saw you earlier."

      Uncomfortable at them bordering on an argument, I look away and slip my shoes on. Ash half closes the door to block me from Vincent's view, and their conversation continues in low, urgent tones.

      My stomach sickens, a deep discomfort replacing the arousal. I'm aware how Vincent feels about witches, and my discomfort turns to irritation. I stand.

      Sidling around the half-open door, I look at Ash and ignore Vincent. "I have to go, Ash."

      His cheeks are flushed still and he self-consciously pulls at his top again.

      Before I leave, I need to know one thing.

      Tiptoeing, I place my lips against Ash's and wait for his reaction. Instead of hugging me, he rubs both my arms in a weird, affectionate—but not intimate—gesture.

      "I'll catch you tomorrow at class," I say and he nods.

      Vincent doesn't speak so I give him a thin-lipped smile. "Nice to finally meet you, by the way."

      Leaving my pointed comment behind, I walk away. Ash didn't introduce us, and I'd almost think he's ashamed of me. Shaking with a mix of anger and frustration, I make my way from the Gilgamesh building.

      How influenced by his brother will Ash be? I swallow the rising lump in my throat and fight frustrated tears. Fine. Vincent can come between me and Ash, but I refuse to let him interfere in Ash's friendship with witches.

      Vincent can't storm into the academy and break Ash's connection to us.

      Can he?
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      The witches' sanctum's vibe sets me on edge. I’ve visited a few times since the day the ground shook and nothing more happened, but the event sticks with me. Each time I’m beneath the library in the secretive chamber, I’m paranoid the walls will close in or the roof will crash down on the small room.

      Which is how I feel about my life too.

      The witch students visit the sanctum in pairs as usual. I work with Jamie in the same room as always, and this time Jade and Bianca join us. They wander to the other room along the narrow hallway, chatting about their Christmas, ignoring the task list Jamie hands to them.

      Alone in the room, I resort to pleasantries, as I don’t know where to start our conversation. We attended class yesterday and met up at dinner and in the common room, but this is our first chance to discuss events alone.

      Where do I start?

      "How was your Christmas, Jamie? You haven't spoken much about it."

      He pulls his laptop from his bag. "Stressful. Since Theodora told Mum and Dad about your visions, they’re paranoid I’ll get hurt. They almost refused to let me return to the academy. I had to remind them I’m safer here."

      My stomach sinks at what I've caused for him. "Oh. Why didn’t you say?"

      He shifts in his seat and opens his laptop lid. "Because I don’t like to talk about this. I wasn’t allowed out anywhere. Couldn’t catch up with my friends."

      "I’m sorry," I whisper.

      "Why? This isn’t your fault."

      "But it is."

      "How? You can’t control your visions." Jamie rubs my arm. "I don’t blame you, so don’t blame yourself."

      He busies himself opening files on his laptop and I watch, remembering the almost-kiss that happened last time. I care deeply about Jamie and hate how our connection could hurt him.

      "I can control whoever will do this," I blurt. "I’ve decided I'll put all my energy into the mind-control side of my powers, until I’m confident I can use them. What’s the point in working on visions if I haven’t perfected the ability to stop people’s actions? That’s the most important, isn’t it?"

      "I guess. But I’d rather have the ability to help myself.  I’m pissed off that Tobias took the pendant." He focuses on opening his laptop but can’t hide the fear flicker in his eyes before he dips his head.

      I’d tell Jamie not to worry and that he’s safe, but the words sound hollow with nothing to back them up. If I’m honest, part of me was relieved when Jamie found protection. Until I discovered how dangerous Blackwood magic can be.

      I don’t need strong empath abilities to feel Jamie's distress, and I move to wrap my arms around him. "We’ll fix this."

      "Can you pass me the blue incantations book?" he asks and points at a shelf behind me.

      Dropping our conversation, I turn away.

      His brows are still tugged deep when I return with the book.

      "You and Ash, huh?" He asks as he takes the book from me. "You’ll be centre of academy attention."

      "Don't say ‘me and Ash’." I sit opposite him at the desk. "We’re not exclusive. You guys tell me to fit in, and not everybody here is exclusive." I nudge him beneath the table with my toe to show I’m only half-serious.

      Jamie arches a brow. "Interesting."

      "But I won’t play people off against each other." I feel my cheeks heat. Why isn’t Jamie honest about what he thinks?

      "I have a chance then?" he asks softly.

      Does he? I’m confused. So bloody confused. How can people be happy to share someone? And then there’s the Andrei issue. We hide from each other, but can’t hide what exists between us forever.

      I give a small smile. "You’re both special to me."

      "Well, make sure you stop at two guys," he says with a light laugh. "Otherwise people will accuse you of being a lamia hybrid."

      "Can we not have this conversation?" I whisper. "I’m not sure I could handle a relationship with one person, never mind two or three."

      "Oh? And who would be the third?" The amusement grows.

      A flash from my vision about Andrei jumps in. "Surely not Andrei?" asks Jamie, and his amusement drops away when I don't throw an immediate denial. "You do know about issues between vamps and witches, right?"

      I nod.

      "Plus, he’s a dickhead."

      "That’s unfair. There’s more to Andrei than he shows us."

      "Don’t get sucked in." Jamie scowls and looks at the book. "Like Ash is sucked in by Vincent. Wrong book, by the way."

      I stare after Jamie as he stands and walks to the bookshelf at the far end of the room before climbing out of my chair to follow.

      "Have you told Ash how you feel?" I ask as he pulls a different book from the shelf. "He’ll notice soon enough. I know you don’t believe Vincent is telling the truth."

      His earnest eyes meet mine. "What do you think? Of course not—Ash would lose his shit with me. I’ll find proof first."

      "Jamie, powerful witches have searched Vincent’s memories. Senior shifters have questioned him. His whole family believe this man is Vincent." I shake my head. "I never thought you’d agree with Tobias on something."

      "But that’s the point. If Tobias is suspicious, and supposedly here to help protect the academy, that has to mean something."

      I stare in disbelief. "You trust Tobias?"

      "Not much. A little more since Theodora told me she does, but some of his motives are sketchy. Such as you—normal professors don’t behave towards you the way he did."

      "I have the situation with Tobias under control," I say.

      Jamie eyes me doubtfully. "Fine. But what about Vincent? Has Ash introduced you to him?"

      "Not exactly." I look down at the desk.

      "You sound annoyed."

      "We, uh... bumped into him. Ash didn't introduce us."

      "Huh." Jamie rests back in his chair. "Why not?"

      I pull a face. "I'm a witch, Jamie. Ash is probably ashamed of me."

      "Don't be ridiculous. Ash isn't prejudiced."

      I fold my hands in my lap and hope Jamie can't see how much this has affected me. I haven't seen Ash since last night, although he did text me our usual good night as if nothing had happened. I didn't want to start arguing via text message—I need to tell him how I feel face to face. Ash might've been worried about being 'caught' with me and not thinking straight.

      I need to not overthink.

      But his actions still niggle.

      "Explain to me what happened."

      Shit. "It's umm… personal, Jamie."

      His eyes widen. "Ohhh. Did Vincent catch you making out?" I squeeze my eyes closed. "Ash was probably embarrassed for other reasons, not that you're a witch. Nobody likes family members walking in on them."

      "Walking in?"

      Jamie's mouth twitches with amusement. "Amelia told me you snuck off with Ash."

      "Wow, thanks, Amelia," I mutter. "It wasn't like that."

      "Then why are you pink?"

      I kick him under the table and he chuckles as he leans down and rubs his leg. "Don't stress. Ash is cool and thinks for himself."

      "I hope so, Jamie."

      "He does. I have faith. But I hope he introduces us to Vincent soon, because I want to suss this guy out." Jamie sighs. "We should talk about this later. All of this. Let's get the work done and leave."

      Jamie places the book on the small table nearby, beside the black pillar candles reduced to stubs where wax has pooled around the base. Then I take both Jamie’s hands and force him to look at me.

      "I'll also work on sharpening the vision I have about you."

      "Sofia hasn't been much help so far, has she?" he mutters. "Nor was I when I tried to help you focus."

      "But you have helped before. I want to try now. I want to see if being in the sanctum helps."

      He tries to pull his hands away. "I don't think we should try without Sofia."

      "Jamie." I take hold again. "I lost focus on this in the weeks leading up to Christmas, and I'm sorry. I want to see more. I need to focus on who else is there."

      "You never saw anybody, Maeve."

      "But they must be there if they hurt you." He tenses and I squeeze his hand tighter. "I could memorise faces. Sofia showed me pictures of Dominion members—if I immerse myself in the vision, I might recognise someone."

      "I don’t know... What if your vision takes another step away from reality and you find yourself too immersed? You should wait for Sofia’s help."

      Does the idea scare him more than me?

      "This sounds strange, but I’m uncomfortable with Sofia teaching me. Especially now Theodora says everyone is under suspicions. We need to start banding together more." I pause. "Even Andrei. He’s in this with us."

      Jamie rubs his lips together and smooths a thumb over my hand. "Maybe you’re right."

      "Whatever I see will help us. Even a glimpse."

      Last time we held hands is the night we danced together, both of us sensing more but holding back in confusion. Even in this tense situation, we still hold back. I lift my eyes to his.

      His pupils dilate—the connection between us stronger than our magic. The attraction draws us like magnets and repels us when we turn the wrong way. Is this the secret to my reaching full power? That we need to allow ourselves to attach?

      I don’t have time to make that decision, because as I look into Jamie’s eyes, I’m transfixed. The subtle colour differences in his irises draw me in until the colours seem to swirl. I'm compelled to keep looking and I can no longer see myself in them.

      Jamie's touch disappears and I look down at my empty hands. Jerking my head back up, I look to Jamie.

      But he isn't there.

      I’m alone in the silent sanctum surrounded by the scent of burned vellum. We didn't burn vellum.

      No.

      This burning is stronger than paper. Panicking, I turn three hundred and sixty degrees to check the whole room, steadying myself on the table as the wood-panelled room shakes.

      Nothing looks any different—the secretive darkness, bookshelves crammed with books, and the old, scratched table that serves as a desk for performing magic.

      Only the candles aren’t stumps—these are fresh with barely any wax dripping. I reach out to touch one and the warm wax solidifies on my fingertips.

      A tremor runs through my body from my scalp to my toes as intense dread washes over me.

      Something’s wrong.
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      I lurch forward towards the door and pull on the ornate black handle. Usually the door opens easily, but this time there's tension as if somebody is pulling the door handle on the other side.

      I focus harder on the door and drag on the handle until my arm hurts. Every sensation is real—the way the curved metal cuts into my hand, how my arms ache from pulling, and the strange odour mixed with the burning smell. The stench is gross, like rotten eggs and bins that haven’t been emptied in a week.

      The door finally gives and I almost fall onto my backside as it opens. Righting myself, I step out and gag as the fumes grow.

      The normally lit lanterns in the hewn stone hallway are dim, and I can barely see the stairs up to the library door. The opposite direction leads to the other rooms and the end of the hallway. A direction with no exit.

      My chest constricts as my breath shortens—what might wait in the darkness? This fear propels me towards the darkened staircase. I place my hands on the wall to feel my route to the exit. The ground is warmer than the slate floor should be—the heat warming my feet through my shoes. Smoke tickles my nostrils and the smell dizzies me. Focus. Get out. Library.

      "No. Maeve."

      A voice yanks me to a halt, and I slowly turn as the ground tremors again.

      Tobias appears from the shadow and smoke surrounds his ankle, winding its way upwards. His face is difficult to make out in the dim, but he has one hand cupping his cheek.

      "What’s happening?" I choke out.

      He’s Tobias, not Professor Whitlock. With hair falling across his forehead, dressed in casual clothes, he's the guy who looks at me as if I’m the equal he claims we aren’t. Tobias pulls his hand from his face, revealing a deep cut on his cheek. "Where are the others?"

      "Who?" I ask. "I was with Jamie and—"

      He blinks. "Jamie?"

      Why is he saying that with doubt?

      The sound below my feet grows, a humming as if a hundred beehives were beneath the stone.

      "I don’t have much time, I need—"

      A roar splits the air and the floor moves again. The movement isn’t in my mind; everything is real.

      I stagger to the left and press myself into the wall as the floor crumbles beneath my feet.

      Vision, Maeve. You're having a vision. I hold my temples and will myself to return to reality.

      The world sharpens again but I’m watching from outside the scene. The burning smell has disappeared, as has Tobias.

      Blue flames shoot upwards through the gap and spread into the hallway, circling around like a tornado of fire. The noise pounds at my head and I scream as the flames roll along the hallway, aiming straight for me.

      "Maeve!"

      My name again, but this voice isn’t Tobias’s. I open an eye, acutely aware that I’m back in reality, as the hard floor I’m sprawled on is cool. I see Jamie’s face. No, I see three Jamies, and I can hardly see or breathe and the pain in my head paralyses me.

      Jamie kneels beside me, and I prop myself on my elbows but immediately fall down again as my weakened body refuses to co-operate.

      "You had a vision. What did you see?" Jamie kneels over me, and I grasp at his hand as I sink forward in relief I'm with him again.

      Jamie supports me as I sit and he helps me onto a chair. My head refuses to stop spinning, as if I’ve been on a kids' roundabout for too long.

      "You look awful, Maeve. Worse than usual after a vision."

      I nod, tears springing to my eyes. Jamie crouches in front of me and reaches in his bag for a bottle of water. Unscrewing the lid, he hands the bottle over to me.

      I drink shakily as he places his hands on my knees, watching with concern.

      "Do you want to talk about what you saw?"

      I grip the bottle between my hands, feeling the plastic, tasting the water, grounding myself. "This was more than a vision, Jamie. I was there again. In the future."

      Jamie’s mouth parts slightly. "Where were you?"

      "In the hallway. I saw Tobias and—" I pull in a deep breath. "There was smoke and noise from beneath us. Then flames and..." I trail off and take a shuddery breath.

      "Shit."

      "I hate this," I groan, holding my clammy face in my hands.

      "Maybe I cause these types of visions?" Jamie pulls on his bottom lip. "You were with me last time this happened. The day at the cottage."

      I take another deep breath. "I don't know. But I need to control this. I'm pathetic, the way I pass out like a delicate Victorian lady every time I have a vision recently."

      He bursts into laughter and I scowl. "Sorry, Maeve. It’s not funny how this affects you, but you can’t fight your body."

      "Or my mind, apparently," I mumble.

      He stands and pulls a chair to sit beside me. "There must be something under the school. The noise you described definitely isn’t water pipes. If something might happen at the school, at least we have an idea now. I’m going to research the whole history of the building and this area. There must be a record of something."

      His pragmatic speech is exactly what I'd expect from him. Gain knowledge; take control.

      "I need to speak to Tobias," I say and look to Jamie from beneath my hair. "He might know something."

      "And so does Theodora."

      "Agreed." I swallow more water and wipe my mouth. "I don’t want to stay down here. I don’t want to come here again."

      "You’re not in any fit state to walk, Maeve." He steps forward in alarm as I stand.

      My face crumples as he holds his arms out to me, and I allow him to hold me tight. Fighting tears, I grip him around the waist and push my cheek against his chest. Jamie’s heart beats slow and steady, and I focus on the sound as he strokes my hair.

      "I’m sorry that you go through this," he whispers. "If I could, I’d take your place, any time."

      "That’s sweet of you," I say in a thick voice.

      "I hate to see people I care about in pain."

      "Maybe we could hold each other together," I suggest. "I know how much you hurt too."

      He smiles down at me. "Deal."

      In the moment, the awareness this is a part of who we are strikes me. A chair in the library above scrapes the floor, and that is enough to send my heart rate sky high.

      I'm serious when I say that I don't want to come down here again.
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      MAEVE

      

      Straight after my experience in the sanctum, Jamie takes me to see Theodora, but she isn't around. The lady who works in administration checked her diary and told us to return after classes. Sofia is teaching, too. Suits me, because I'd rather see them when I've recovered a little. Put things into perspective.

      But even though I attend potions class, I’m distracted as the scene plays over and over. We have a practical lesson today, creating potions we need to learn for end of year exams. I jerk as someone bangs a cupboard door closed behind me and spill the powdered wyrmroot from the dish I'm holding.

      Ash places a hand on my knee. "Do you want to leave?" he whispers. "You don’t look good."

      "Gee, thanks," I say and flick his nose.

      He pushes hair from my face and studies me closely. "Honestly, Maeve. I think you need to rest. You’re hardly concentrating at all."

      "Agreed. Let me be the one to screw up the potion," whispers Amelia.

      I pull a face. "Stop putting yourself down, Amelia."

      But Ash is right. Each time I move my head, the people around me spin in and out of focus. The clamminess won’t leave, neither will the nausea.

      What if the vision returns or I pass out again?

      "Maybe I should go to the infirmary," I whisper to my friends.

      Ash is on his feet before I finish the sentence, his stool scraping violently across the tiles. "Professor, Maeve isn’t feeling well."

      I groan. Thanks, Ash. My clamminess grows as every student in the room stares at me. Across the classroom, Andrei straightens and chews a nail as he watches with concern in his eyes.

      "Don’t make a fuss, Ash," I whisper. "Please."

      "Are you having visions again, Maeve?" asks Katherine loudly. "I hope it wasn't anything embarrassing."

      "Not as embarrassing as the vision I had about you," I croak out.

      Her mouth drops open. "When did you have a vision about me?"

      "Did you?" asks Amelia in a hushed tone.

      I unsteadily stand and Ash grabs my arm. "I’d like to take Maeve to the infirmary."

      Professor Turlington nods but he’s more curious than concerned. "Of course."

      "Maeve," demands Katherine. "What vision?"

      Oh, there are so many scenarios I could give this girl to tease her, but the biggest tease of all is not replying to her question.

      "Let’s go, Ash," I mumble.

      He takes my bag and hauls it across his broad shoulders, before placing his hand on my lower back and guiding me from the room.

      I rest against the wall outside. "Give me a minute," I say though gritted teeth. "I’ll be okay to walk once the head spinning stops."

      "You had the vision less than an hour ago. They don’t usually affect you this long."

      "Bloody annoying," I mutter.

      Ash tugs me away from the wall with both hands. "Infirmary. Jamie should’ve taken you there straight away."

      "I refused."

      Ash chuckles. "Typical you." He kisses my forehead and then takes my hand. "But I won’t listen to ‘no’, Maeve Foster."

      The hallway is quiet, apart from muffled voices behind classroom doors, and I pretend I’m physically fine, but the lasting effect worries me more than I admit.

      "I’ll go, but I refuse to get into a bed."

      He laughs again and hugs me close. "You’re a stubborn girl."

      I nudge him in the side and mock pout.

      "How’s Vincent?" I ask.

      "Yeah."

      I stare down at where his fingers wrap around mine. "You didn't introduce us."

      "Shit. Didn't I?" He stops. "I didn't realise. I was a bit shocked to see him."

      "Not as shocked as he was to see me," I say with a light laugh.

      "Yeah."

      Again, the non-committal response. "Don't hide this from me, Ash. I know he won't like you dating a witch."

      "That's not his decision," he mumbles. "Come on."

      I'm buoyed by his apology, annoyed that I over-thought the situation.

      "Is Vincent staying on campus?" I ask.

      "In the staff quarters." He gestures in the direction of the old Victorian-style house a few hundred metres from the main building. The grey-bricked home houses teachers in term time. I’ve never seen inside, but I’m curious how luxurious their rooms are compared to ours. I bet they don’t share.

      "I’m happy Vincent’s here. This will be good for him."

      I smile through my doubts that were sharpened by Jamie’s earlier, and the discomfort I have around him, but if Ash catches any hint, I’m suspicious he'll close down.

      "Professor O'Reilly wants him involved in training too. Vince needs to use up some of his repressed energy."

      "I hope he’s not too tough on us. Professor O’Reilly is harsh enough."

      "When you say 'us', do you mean witches?"

      "No." We reach the stairs down to the floor where the infirmary is located, and I grip the rail as I gingerly climb down.

      "Vince will be impartial, or Theodora will remove him from his position."

      Is it wrong I hope she does?

      The January cold hits my clammy face and I shiver more. The snow melted a week ago and the sunnier day brings a welcome brightness after the dark inside the academy. Snowdrops push through the ground, heralding spring after a long, dark winter. Will the academy hold a different vibe once the dark nights shorten?

      But with this hope comes the memory that my first vision where Andrei mentioned Vincent took place in the sunshine.

      "Vince is having a get-together with some mates at the weekend. You should come," says Ash. "I can introduce you. Properly."

      His words don't help my queasiness. "Are you inviting me to a shifter party?"

      "Not really a party. Just a few mates getting together."

      "That sounds worse. Who?"

      "A few ex-pupils and a group he hung 'round with after he left. The people who never gave up on finding him." He blinks. "I want to prove to you he’s not as prejudiced as you think. He already knows Amelia and Jamie from…years ago. All three of you should come with me."

      I watch my footsteps in the snow. How do I respond? I’m not keen, but this situation is a big deal to Ash.

      And a chance to get closer to Vincent.
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        * * *

      

      A normal infirmary would smell of disinfectant, but the Nightworld academy’s overpowering smell is cloves and lavender. The nurse fusses as usual, and I joke I'm becoming a regular. She points at a nearby shifter with his leg bandaged and tells me he's her regular.

      I smile weakly at her joke, relieved she allows me to sit on a chair instead of forcing me to lie down. Ash stays with me and each moment he spends holding my hand and fussing, the guiltier I feel about resenting his slip up last night.

      The nurse brings me a cup filled with dishwater-brown liquid, which smells of the worst cough medicine my mum would give me as a child. She encourages me to drink and when the liquid touches my tongue, I gag and almost throw up.

      Ash laughs at me and I smack him in the chest with my palm. "How about you take a drink of this?"

      He laughs. "I have. Many times. I know how bad that tastes."

      "Drink up, sweetie," says the nurse. "I promise you'll feel better in five minutes if you do."

      If this stops me stumbling around and gets rid of the dizziness, I can finish. I hold my breath so I can't smell the disgusting mix.

      I knock back the remaining liquid in one gulp in an attempt to stop the potion touching my taste buds, and almost choke as Sofia walks into the room, her long skirts sweeping around her legs.

      I give a weak smile, which isn’t returned.

      "I believe you were looking for myself and Theodora," she says as she approaches.

      I nod.

      "Annabelle informed us you looked unwell, and Theodora is now anxious to see you and Jamie."

      Sofia’s expression scares me—she’s worried. The woman always masks herself but something’s wrong.

      "Maeve should stay here until she feels better," puts in Ash with a hesitant smile. "She had to leave potions."

      "If Maeve has had a vision, she needs to speak to us before her memories fade." She tips her chin. "Perhaps you should return to class. Maeve's visions are of no concern to Gilgamesh students, Ash."

      Ash's face shadows and I stiffen at her words. What the hell is she saying? My visions concern everybody, especially a guy I'm close to.

      She runs her tongue along her teeth and Ash holds her gaze. "Fine," he says eventually.

      How does Sofia know I had a vision? Neither me nor Jamie told Annabelle.

      Sofia accompanies me from the infirmary, leaving a disgruntled Ash behind.
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      Inside Theodora's office, Jamie sits on the very edge of a chair, spine rigid. How heavy-handed has Theodora been with him? We've done nothing wrong—we looked for them straightaway.

      "I understand you have something to tell us, Maeve," says Theodora. "I need all the details. Now."

      I shrink back at her harsh tone and look to Sofia, whose encouraging expression balances out Theodora’s.

      The vision is still raw in my mind, which helps me relay in detail but also drags me back to the sulphur smell and heat as if I’m there.

      Theodora and Sofia glance at each other through my explanation and she makes notes on a pad.

      "I do not understand. There is nothing beneath the school." She sets the pen down and massages her temples. "Blue flames suggest a strong elemental witch who can conjure the hottest part of fire in large quantities."

      "Perhaps the buzzing didn’t come from beneath? Or the fire?" suggests Sofia.

      "I’m sure it did," I put in.

      "Maeve, this was a vision, and we know they're never precise. Perhaps this buzzing was in your mind?" Sofia taps her lips.

      "We must investigate further, though," says Theodora sternly.

      "I will." Jamie sits quietly through my explanation, and I forget he’s with us until he speaks. "I can research."

      "Thank you, Jamie." Theodora says and rubs her temples again. "I’m unsure you’ll find anything, but we can’t rule out the possibility."

      Sofia clears her throat. "I’m most concerned that Tobias was in the vision at the location of a crime against the academy, Theodora. I have warned you not to trust the man."

      "He didn’t cause the fire."

      "How do you know? He was present. Tobias must be involved."

      I chew my lip and glance at Theodora, whose face clouds. Does she believe this theory?

      "I don’t know. He disappeared into the fire. What if he died?" I blurt.

      "Did you sense he did? Or see him?" asks Sofia.

      Did I? The whole scenario happened quickly and confusingly. In a way, it was as if Tobias wasn’t actually there. But how could I explain that to anybody? I don’t understand myself.

      "I shall speak to him." Theodora rises. "Thank you for giving me the details."

      "Theodora, no. If he’s not trustworthy, we can’t let him know we have possible information."

      Sofia’s insistence smacks of her prejudice against Tobias. I struggle to trust the man too, but Theodora wholeheartedly does, and Tobias is convincingly earnest.

      "I shall speak to him alone," says Theodora. "I think that would be best."

      Sofia humphs, but I’m happy I don’t need to run through my story again.

      "Where is he?" I ask.

      "He's indisposed and was unable to attend this meeting." Theodora waves a hand. "I will find him. Maeve, I suggest you head back to your dorm and rest."

      "We must focus on Maeve untangling this vision above all else," urges Sofia. "Then she can return to working on her other visions."

      Jamie makes a small noise and shifts in his seat. Investigating my vision of his death is pushed aside again.
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        * * *

      

      The door closes behind me and Jamie as Theodora dismisses us, but Sofia remains in the room. I'd love to be a fly on the wall to their next conversation. What does Theodora really think about this? I've never seen her lose her cool over something—is this worry about what I saw, or that the situation leads to a cloud of doubt hanging over Tobias?

      Jamie strides away before I have a chance to talk to him, and I struggle to catch up with the speed he walks.

      "Jamie."

      He slams open the door and steps into the night. "I’m tired. Come on."

      "Talk to me."

      "Later."

      Gritting my teeth, I catch up and push him. "Is this because Sofia advised we prioritise this over you?"

      He halts and turns to me. "Don't, Maeve."

      "Her decision doesn’t mean I’ll stop working on how to prevent your death." Others may skirt around the subject with him, but I refuse to.

      "Yeah?" he half spits. "Looks like I’m not important to the academy. Sure, I understand, my life isn’t as important as the number who’ll die if the school burns down, but it bloody matters to me!"

      His breathing grows faster, cheeks turning pink. "Jamie..." I wrap my arms around his chest but he’s rigid and doesn’t return my hug. "This matters to me too. We can work on this together."

      Gently, he takes my shoulders and moves me back. "This is the exact reason why I chose to protect myself. This is why I need that pendant back. I can't expect others to look out for me."

      "And you can't get the pendant back."

      "Watch me." I’m stunned as he turns and hurries away again.

      What the hell is happening here? At the end of last term, we all grew closer, uniting against the uncertainty and threats that swirl around us.

      Is this unity enough?
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      Is it weird that I know where Andrei goes after class most days? Since returning to the academy, I’m wired and unable to sleep. Refusing to lie in bed brooding, I normally take a walk around the academy—not too far because the Dominion attack is still fresh in my mind. I find the walk uses up my nervous energy and helps me sleep.

      I often see Andrei, but never close enough to speak to him. He sits on a bench beneath a willow tree in the centre of the cloisters—the place other students gather on or around in the daytime. Does it bother Andrei that he never sees the daylight?

      Back then, he occasionally wandered off into the grounds, and my curiosity got the better of me one evening. I followed him. Why? Because I wanted to see if Andrei secretly fed on humans. But mostly I wanted to see that he didn't feed on humans.

      Andrei visited the small building used by human staff for lunch breaks and sat on the wall outside, silently. Without his phone.

      If he sensed me close by, Andrei never said anything. I only followed once, relieved but guilty I doubted him.

      Last term, if I passed him, he’d occasionally say hello but his guard was up and we never spoke. I took that personally, until I discovered the truth Tobias forced Andrei to hide from me.

      Who is Andrei, the child of Gabriella Tepes? Why does he hide from me? He can’t much longer. Whether Andrei likes or not, he’s linked to our group by Tobias and events in recent weeks.

      Tonight, I hesitate and watch him from behind the cloister pillars as he sits on a bench hitched over. His hair flops forward as he studies his phone.

      The same as every night.

      Since the winter ball, I’ve craved his company more. Is this because he stormed in to help me with disregard for his own safety, or more? The conversation we had inside the dance revealed a gentler, damaged side, and for a moment I felt I’d pierced his armour. But Andrei did what he needed—told me about Tobias’s brainwashing—then backed away.

      My phone sounds and I look down too. A message from Amelia asking where I am. I lie and tell her I’m studying.

      Tonight, I’ll break our drought and talk to him.

      Andrei sits on the bench tonight, phone in hand. I once joked to him the thing must be surgically attached. He scowled but said nothing.

      I approach, my footsteps soft on the lawn between the path and the tree. Only when I sit beside him does he speak, without looking up.

      "Hello, Maeve." He clicks his phone and shoves it into his hoodie pocket. "Are you stalking me again?"

      Andrei’s presence always disconcerts me. I try not to, but I worry about the vampire’s attraction to witch blood. Yet, each situation we go through together draws us nearer. Andrei's actions at the winter ball proved something he probably doesn’t admit to himself.

      Andrei cares about me.

      The guy who swears he cares about nothing has shown the opposite—he was prepared to risk himself for what he sees is right.

      I glance at his profile as he stares ahead. There’s no denying his looks captivate me—the smooth face and sharp cheekbones, the full mouth and the startling eyes where emotions he hides slip through sometimes.

      Andrei places a hand on the bench between us, taking away the chance I could move closer.

      "How are you, Andrei?"

      "Are you looking forward to the games?" he asks, dodging my question.

      "Not really. Are you?"

      He snorts. "I’ve asked my dear father to keep me out of them. They're pathetic and cause more disharmony."

      "That’s what I don’t understand either. Forcing houses to compete can’t be healthy since there's already bad blood."

      "Yeah." He clamps up and shifts as if he’s about to stand.

      He can’t walk away. Not yet. "Over the holidays, did you ask your family about Tobias?"

      Andrei pauses and turns his head, one brow arched. "You’re nosey."

      "This involves me. Us. I thought you’d want to dig around for more info about him."

      He shrugs his jacket closer. "Nobody tells me anything, and I don’t ask."

      "You prefer to be ignorant?" I ask in surprise.

      "No, I prefer not to ask questions. My words could be twisted. People could question my motives and point at me as a traitor."

      "But your father..."

      "I don’t see much of him. He’s a busy man." His jaw sets hard.

      Although disappointed he doesn't have any answers, his decision to remain ignorant surprises me.

      "Did Tobias tell you not to ask anybody?"

      His unblinking stare continues. "You mean, did he threaten to turn me in to the authorities for murder, if I asked?"

      Does Andrei expect me to look away? Show disgust? "Murder is pre-meditated, Andrei. You killed by accident."

      He shakes his head and looks away, snorting to himself. "You’ve changed your tune since you arrived at the academy."

      "This world is more complicated than I realised. Black and white don’t exist." No response. "Does this worry you? Do you think Tobias would say something?"

      "Tobias? I don’t know who or what I’m dealing with. None of us do. You should get your witch boyfriend to do some digging. He’s good at finding info."

      Witch boyfriend. I shift in my seat. "Jamie?"

      "Why? How many witch boyfriends do you have?" Andrei’s eyes glitter. "Is Ash bothered about him and you?"

      "There’s no ‘me and Jamie’. Why are you asking me this?"

      I shiver in the cool night and my chest tightens as Andrei moves his face closer to mine, ensuring he holds my attention. He smells of mint, the way he always does, but there’s a subtle woody scent that dives into my memories.

      "Why do you think I'm asking?" he whispers. I stare back in confusion. He can't mean... Andrei smirks. "I'm asking to change the subject and shut you up, Maeve. I don’t want to talk about me. Why don’t we talk about you?"

      He moves his face away again and I breathe easy. "Okay. We don’t talk about me or you. But I wanted to thank you for helping me at the winter ball."

      He shrugs. "No big deal. I had to interfere when I saw a professor dragging a girl into dark room."

      "You saw? But I was in there a few minutes before you walked in."

      "I waited. Didn’t want to disturb you in case you were having fun."

      I balk. "What? That’s ridiculous."

      "Is it?" His eyes bore into me. "The tension between you two could light the room."

      "He’s trying to distract me by using his pneuma powers. That’s all."

      Andrei chews his bottom lip and stretches his long legs out. "We should take Tobias down."

      Wow.

      "What do you mean?"

      "And Vincent. They're both full of bullshit and lies. I don’t believe either man is who he says." He pushes his fringe away. "But then I think I can't be bothered. I don’t want to be pulled into the middle of all this shit."

      "I think we already are," I reply and he chuckles. "What’s funny?"

      "‘We’."

      "Because the six of us are in this together, Andrei. The more that happens, the closer we get. I worry about everybody, including you, and what might happen to us."

      "You mean like my inevitable death?" he mutters.

      Before I have time to register what I'm doing, I place my hand over Andrei’s. "That won't happen."

      He doesn't move and stares into the dark. "Are you holding my hand, Maeve?" he asks with soft amusement.

      "Me? No. I'd never do that."

      "True. That would be weird."

      He links his long fingers through mine, and we sit in silence for a few moments. Andrei's skin is warmer than I imagined, and my heart thuds faster.

      "Definitely would be strange," I reply.

      Andrei shifts so our legs touch, his hand still firmly holding mine. Reaching out, he places fingertips on my cheek.

      "Are you touching my face, Andrei?"

      "Me? No. I would never touch you." He traces his fingers across my cheek to my mouth and my stomach flutters at his soft touch.

      "Not even when we hide in the dark?"

      He pauses. "Be careful who you hide with, Maeve. You can't see through the shadows."

      "But I see you more clearly when we're alone in the dark. Don't I?"

      A shiver ripples through me as he skims my bottom lip with his thumb. "Maybe you do."

      Is this where everything starts? The beginning of the Andrei and me in my vision? The last time I spoke to Andrei in the dark, at the bonfire, he was this guy. Less guarded. Reaching out. Wanting to connect.

      Every time we connect. Each time he helps me. Everything between us happens in the dark.

      But Andrei’s holding back. His fingers press into my cheek and he pulls away, breath coming faster as he looks at me.

      "You should be frightened of fire too, Maeve. Don’t play in the flames."

      I rub my lips together imagining his kiss. "I’ve walked through the fire since I arrived and you need to follow."

      Why won’t he put his arms around me? Hold me closer? I ache for this affection as much as I crave his kiss.

      Andrei moves from me and goes back to staring ahead, and our hands and lives stay firmly intertwined.

      "I’d like to not hold your hand again sometime," he says with a quirk to his mouth. "If you want to, meet me again tomorrow. I know you follow me."

      My heart races with the desire to stay here with Andrei longer, but he stands. Stepping away, he releases my hand at the last second before shoving them into his pockets.

      "I told you once, you can’t resist the bad boy, huh?"

      I poke my tongue out at his teasing. "You’re not the bad boy, Andrei."

      "Sure, Maeve." I bristle at the derision in his laugh, until I realise this is at himself. "See you tomorrow."
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      I cross from the main academy building towards the staff quarters with my hand in Ash’s. Jamie and Amelia walk alongside us, although Amelia hangs back. I understand her concern—I’m nervous that Vincent invited a pack of shifters to his welcome party. Ash invited me, Jamie, and Amelia to join the celebrations. I was hesitant knowing Vincent’s dislike of witches, especially a future-sighted one, but Ash insisted. I wanted him to invite Andrei too, but Ash just looked at me as if I were insane.

      Knowing Andrei, he’ll arrive anyway.

      The staff quarters are contained inside a building to the rear of the grounds; each professor has a separate wing and temporary visitors stay in rooms on the ground floor overlooking the gardens. Theodora lives in seclusion at the top of the building, where she can literally oversee her academy by looking across the grounds and to the moors beyond. The place is off limits to students, a place of privacy for the staff, and a party unusual. Which staff will visit tonight, if any?

      We step inside the rooms and I immediately stop. Not due to the number of shifters draped across sofas or gathered in corners, but the size and opulence of the place. The wood-panelled walls and flock wallpaper look like original features, and the decor lovingly recreates the era. People sit in wing-backed armchairs beside small tables with ornately carved legs. Persian rugs cover the polished floor and heavy maroon velvet drapes hang to the floor.

      Two doors lead to the left and right and a staircase at the rear of this room heads upwards. In a residence like this, I’d expect a refined party with expensively dressed guests sipping wine from crystal-cut glasses.

      Not rowdy shifters in scruffy casual clothes piling up empty beer cans or half-empty whiskey bottles.

      "Nice," murmurs Ash.

      What do Tobias’s rooms look like? What does he do there? Who does he invite? I shake the crazy questions from my mind. That isn’t my business.

      But I can’t drop one question—will he attend tonight?

      Others in the room watch as the four of us walk through the door, some in silence and others muttering to each other.

      "Drinks first," says Ash with a grin. "Then I’ll introduce you to my brother. He looks pretty busy."

      Vincent stands with a small group of guys close to a door, but I can only see his broad back and the mass of brown curls touching his collar. He’s taller than Ash, and larger than most of the group he’s with. I find him more formidable than I expected for a guy suffering after his years imprisoned.

      I’m tempted to ask Ash for something stronger than Coke, but I agreed with Jamie that we’d keep ourselves fully alert tonight. We huddle into a corner close by the door while we wait for Ash to return. I’m relieved he’s quick as he returns with several drinks held effortlessly between his palms. He nods to his brother on the way by.

      "Having fun yet?" he asks and nudges Jamie, who continues to watch the room as if he’ll be eaten alive any moment.

      I take my drink. "Thank you for inviting us."

      "So formal, Maeve. You know I want you to meet Vincent properly."

      "Yeah, I heard you had an awkward moment," butts in Jamie.

      Ash widens his eyes and looks at me. "What did you say?"

      "Nothing. Your secret is safe," says Jamie with a chuckle.

      Despite the insinuation, I’m happy their banter has lightened the mood.

      Ash laughs loudly and Vincent turns.

      I meet Vincent’s eyes and the hard suspicion in his ramps up my anxiety. Crap. I refocus on the Coke Ash hands to me. Maybe I should’ve slipped a vodka into this. Sipping my drink, I lift my eyes back to Vincent.

      He’s as attractive as Ash, sharing the same large brown eyes set into a handsome face. His square jawline is covered with a day’s growth and his lips curve into a smile as he shifts his attention to Ash.

      With a pat on the back of the guy he’s speaking to, Vincent heads over. His imposing nature isn’t only physical. Ash radiates a commanding power; his brother has a presence that focuses everybody on him and not only because this is his night.

      Running his tongue along his bottom lip, Vincent stares at me and Amelia.

      "Which witch is which?" He chuckles at his joke and Jamie tenses beside me. "I mean, who’s your latest? The blonde one? Both?"

      I clench my jaw at his reducing me to my hair colour, and the connotations of his ‘latest’. He knows damn well I’m the girl Ash is with. Ash takes my hand in both of his and rubs my knuckles.

      "This is Maeve."

      Again, the disdain as he drops his eyes to our interlocked hands and then back to me. "Cute. What happened to Cordelia? I thought she was your girlfriend."

      Ash scoffs. "When I was twelve."

      "Yeah, but her family and ours. Close, y’know? Good match." He nods at me. "I’ve heard about you. I thought my brother was star pupil and now here you are, superwitch."

      Ash’s fingers grip mine tighter at Vincent’s rudeness.

      "Just kidding!" he says. "If you’re able to help catch the bastards who abducted me, I’m happy you’re a super witch."

      Amelia stands close to Jamie, further away from Vincent. "You’re Amelia, right?" She smiles and nods. I’m uneasy but poor Amelia’s not coping. She loves her excursions into the human world, but not this time. This is a shifter world.

      He smiles back and switched focus to Jamie. "You’ve changed. You’re not the scrawny kid I remember."

      Jamie holds his hand out. "Great to see you again."

      Vincent wrinkles his nose at Jamie’s offer of a handshake and takes a step back. "No need for formality, man."

      "I’m happy you’re back," says Jamie.

      Vincent drinks from the bottle in his hands. Was that a deliberate attempt to avoid physical contact or is that my paranoia speaking?  "Me too." He gestures at his friends. "Why no Gilgamesh, Ash? I hoped you’d invite some proper friends."

      "These are ‘proper’ friends." His indigence drops when Vincent glares.

      "Come and chat the guys, Ash," Vincent says as he walks away.

      Ash huffs. "Sorry he was weird. Vincent’s not himself."

      "Agreed," mutters Jamie.

      "What?" asks Ash sharply.

      "I mean, he’s different to the Vincent I remember." Ash’s eyes remain narrowed. "Jeez, man. That’s all."

      I rub Ash’s arm. "Of course, Vincent isn’t behaving like himself yet. I understand."

      "I didn’t think it would be a big deal for me to bring witches and not shifters. You guys are my best friends." He chews his lip. "I should talk to his friends, though."

      He lets go of my hand and wanders away as if magnetically pulled after his brother. Vincent wraps an arm around Ash’s shoulders and raises a loud toast to his little brother.

      The three of us watch silently for a moment. "Let’s move." Jamie indicates a small sofa in the corner, away from most partygoers.

      A grateful Amelia follows and I glance back at Ash. No point telling him we’re moving, he’s engrossed.
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      Why did Ash invite us? He’s hardly spent any time with us. Instead, we’ve faced an evening of awkwardness around shifters watching us with suspicion as we stood with an academy professor who once told us frightening secrets.

      "You should slow down, Jamie," I say as he drains his third beer. "You don’t usually drink much."

      "I almost didn’t come," Jamie admits as he drops down, and I sit beside him.

      "Why?" asks Amelia, joining us.

      "Because this party is full of prejudiced shifters, as I expected." He indicates a squat guy at a table with two others, his face round and features hard. "That’s Ollie. He hates witches. I heard he caused a huge divide between Gilgamesh and Walcott when he was at the academy. Him and his two friends are like those Petrescu guys from the ball—they like trouble."

      Amelia sips her drink.  "Tell Maeve why you really came."

      "Because I don’t believe this guy is Vincent."

      I blink. "We spoke about this, Jamie. Don’t cause trouble."

      "I hate to agree with Tobias on anything, but I’m suspicious."

      "Ash would know," I protest.

      "Ash wouldn’t admit to himself even if he did." Jamie watches Ash joking around with his brother. "He just wants his brother back."

      Amelia leans towards me. "Jamie wants to find something that belongs to Vincent. Something he had when he returned to the school that night."

      "He didn’t have anything, Jamie. I was with Ash when he left and all Vincent had was his clothes and a signet ring. His clothes were trashed, I doubt he’d keep them."

      Jamie grits his teeth. "Shit."

      "Well what did you expect to find?" I ask, confused. "Vincent was half-dead when they found him. He had no belongings. This is unfair of you."

      Jamie glances at the group. "Ash is my friend, and if somebody wants to hurt him, I don’t care how unfair I am."

      Amelia presses her fingers onto the back of Jamie’s hand. "Sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything, I’m worried about trouble. That’s all."

      I’m more worried about the vision standing in the open doorway. Tobias brushes a hand across the top of his head where snow has settled on the way in. As the door closes behind him, a conversation between a group of shifters close by comes to an abrupt stop.

      Tobias looks like the one in my vision—not the professor, but the young guy who could be one of us. This is the first time I’ve seen him since the afternoon I imagined him in the middle of a fire. I’ve avoided him since our last encounter, because whenever he speaks down to or ignores me, it hurts, but I can't avoid talking to him about what I saw.

      Tobias spots us and walks over. The cold has put pink in his cheeks, and I hate how my heart thrums whenever he’s around me. Why was he in the fire in my vision? He brushes melting snow from his coat sleeve and unbuttons it before folding it over a chair as if he’s returning home.

      "What are you doing here?" asks Jamie.

      "Theodora wanted me to attend," Tobias looks down at Jamie. "I had to cut my evening short for this because she wanted at least one professor here."

      I stare ahead and the Coke glass cools my hands as I grip harder.

      "Are you here to spy?" whispers Jamie.

      Tobias gives him a sour look. "I’m here to keep an eye on drunk shifters."

      I laugh and I’m the one to receive a sour look from Tobias this time. "Is she asking you to spy on Vincent?" repeats Jamie.

      "Keep an eye on," he repeats then wrinkles his nose. "I don’t want to spend an evening with this many shifters. The place stinks of testosterone."

      I catch sight of Vincent striding across the room towards us. He frowns down at Tobias and squares his shoulders. "Why are you here?"

      Tobias scratches his nose with one finger, unintimidated by Vince’s aggressiveness and size difference. "I’m here on behalf of the other professors."

      "Ash?" Vincent calls over his shoulder. "Come here."

      A confused Ash breaks free of a group he’s with and when he sees Tobias, his expressions matches his brother’s. "You weren’t supposed to come here tonight. I told Theodora not to send professors," retorts Vince.

      Tobias jerks his chin up. "Theodora is in charge of the academy. If she requests I attend, I attend."

      "Yeah, but this is my party, and I don’t want vamps here."

      "Yet you allowed witches," continues Tobias.

      "Ash invited them. I’ll tolerate his little friends."

      I swallow the invisible lump in my throat. Hopefully the other shifters will tolerate us too.

      "Is Andrei with you?" Amelia asks Tobias.

      "I don’t take the boy everywhere with me," he retorts.

      Vincent crosses his arms, the muscles in his forearms bulging. "Why are you at my home?"

      "I am here to represent the staff." Tobias’s stiff formal speech confuses me sometimes, as it’s at odds with his age. “Theodora believes you shouldn’t isolate yourself from the faculty. She’d like you to be ‘one of us’."

      "Yeah? Well, I’d prefer to stick with my own kind when I’m not working on academy business."

      I squirm again at the implications.

      "Perhaps Theodora has concerns over how impartial you’ll be when judging?"

      The edge between them sharpens, and I tense as Vincent jabs a finger at Tobias. "You teach mental magic, don’t you, Professor?"

      "Correct."

      "Has she sent you to read my mind?"

      Tobias looks unblinkingly at him. "That’s a little paranoid, Vincent."

      "You think?" he sneers. "Excuse me that I don’t trust people."

      "I heard you’re struggling to access your memories. My door is always open if you’d like me to help." He rubs his chin. "I’m skilled at finding my way into people’s minds."

      "Is that a threat?" snaps Vincent.

      Ash touches his arm. "Vince. Calm down."

      Vincent ignores his brother and steps backwards, away from Tobias. "I’m working through this with my own kind, thank you."

      "Very well." Tobias nods.

      "We’re just happy you’re back," puts in Ash, and I give an encouraging smile at his desperate attempt to interrupt the head-butting. "I’m sure you’ll remember everything soon and then people can stop pointing fingers."

      Tobias nods. "I am happy that you returned, Vincent. Your death was a tragic event that hit the community hard."

      "I’m not fucking dead."

      "Clearly." Tobias’s serene smile hides the suspicion we all detect. "Hopefully once we unlock your mind, we can discover what we’re dealing with—the Dominion connection, I mean."

      Oh, hell. Why is Tobias deliberately provoking Vincent?

      Vincent looks to Ash. "You trust the vamp?"

      "Yeah. He’s a professor here, remember, Vince. Best you stay friendly if you want to stay, huh?"

      Vincent’s tips his chin at Tobias. "Keep away from me." He turns away and stalks back to his pack of friends.

      "The man needs to remember he’s part of academy staff. I’m not keen on his attitude." Tobias shakes his head with a rueful smile, but continues to stare after Vincent.

      "I’ll talk to him." Before anyone can respond, Ash joins his brother again and my spirits sink. Our introduction to his brother isn’t going well.

      Amelia clears her throat. "I don’t think you should’ve come, Tobias. Ash knows you don’t trust his brother, and Vincent obviously doesn’t trust you. This could cause problems."

      He rubs his chin and surveys the room, where the guests either stare in disgust at our group, or look straight through us. "I’m not staying after that welcome. I’ll tell Theodora I attended—she didn’t say how long I needed to remain here for."

      Is he frightened of spending time somewhere so many people dislike him?

      "I spoke to Theodora before," he says, looking between me and Jamie. "I believe you had a vision concerning me."

      "You were in it," I say.

      "Interesting."

      "Yeah, it was," puts in Jamie.

      With a tight smile, Tobias walks away. What the hell? Doesn’t he want to discuss what I saw?

      "Huh. Well that’s not suspicious." Jamie drains his bottle. "I need a drink. Amelia? Maeve?"

      I shake my head, confused that Tobias never asked for more information. Jamie hauls himself from his seat.

      "Don’t you want to leave too?" I ask.

      "I said, I want to watch Vincent."

      "This is a bad idea," I mutter.

      "Besides, I don't get out much, do I?" There’s a bitterness to his tone that stops me arguing.

      "I should talk to Tobias," I say to Amelia as Jamie wanders towards the kitchen. "I don't understand why he reacted like that to me."

      She jerks her head between the two of us. "He’s leaving."

      "I’ll go after him."

      "Uh. Maybe wait until tomorrow?" I make to stand and she curls her fingers around my arm. "Please. What if he tries to lure you into his room?"

      I splutter. "He wouldn’t do that."

      "He did before. I think Tobias is looking for an excuse to get his hands on you."

      "Shush! How many drinks have you had, Amelia?"

      She pouts. "One!"

      Vincent’s table grows louder as the group begins a drinking competition, loudly whooping as they egg each other on, each attempting to drink a glass quicker than the others.

      Amelia glances nervously at those around her. Nobody has spoken to her—or any of us—and my discomfort grows too. Her cheeks are flushed and eyes dulled by the alcohol. She gulps down the brown liquid in her glass and rubs her mouth. Lipstick smears across her face.

      "Did you drink before you came here tonight?" I ask. "Amelia…"

      "I was stressed about coming here," she mumbles. "Needed some Dutch courage."

      "That obviously hasn't worked. Did you want to leave?" I ask. "I can walk back with you."

      "Soon." She stares into her glass.

      "Is this drinking only about the party?"

      Her mouth turns down at the corners. "No. It’s Matt."

      I avoid speaking about Matt with Amelia, because I’m always worried that I’ll say the wrong thing and make her feel worse. "How is he?"

      "In Ravenhold. How do you think?" She squeezes her eyes closed. "Sorry. That was rude. He’s not coping there."

      "Have you spoken to him recently?"

      "A couple of times. It’s bloody unfair nobody can visit residents. Doesn't that worry you—what the hell do they do to people there?" Amelia’s eyes glisten.

      I chew my lip. Somebody knows the answer to that—Tobias. He opens the door and steps out. Do I follow him, or stay with my distressed friend?

      There’s only one correct choice.

      "I’m sorry, Amelia."

      She stares into her glass. "Did you know that I do more than talk to him on the phone?"

      I nod. She’s told me before about their psychic connection—a ‘witchbond’ gives them an unusual and intense connection. I’ve heard her accidentally mumbling their conversations but never clearly enough to catch the words.

      "Matt tries to hide how he feels when we connect, but I share his pain, Maeve. He refuses to tell me anything, but I’m scared he’ll react badly inside Ravenhold. Hurt or be hurt."

      "Matt’s strong, Amelia."

      "Is he? How do you know? You never met him."

      "Jamie told me he’s the sort of person who’d cope. That he’d shut down and follow the routine."

      Amelia snorts. "Matt wouldn’t toe the line if he felt threatened. He’s too proud."

      "But at least the magic won’t have a hold on him anymore, now he’s in rehabilitation."

      "I’m going to get Matt out of Ravenhold." Her voice slurs and she punctuates her sentence with a long drink.

      "That’s not possible, Amelia."

      "Anything’s possible if you know the right people." She blinks at the door Tobias walked through. "Like a certain professor."

      I lower my voice. "You think Tobias could get Matt out of Ravenhold? That’s mad."

      "Why? He got out. Maybe he knows how to help Matt."

      My heart splinters for Amelia, guilty how I become so caught up in myself I miss the unhappiness she hides.

      The pair have a bond I don’t understand—one that won’t break easily. One day, that bond needs to break. Matt could be held at Ravenhold for one year—or ten. Nobody knows, and Amelia can’t wait forever.

      "I will talk to Tobias," she mumbles and slumps back in her seat. .

      Would Tobias help? He doesn’t seem the type to assist people unless it benefits him in some way. Amelia could hope he has compassion for Matt’s situation, but I’m unsure that’s likely either.

      "You can always ask," I say and hope to sound encouraging.

      "Yeah, I will." She turns tear-filled eyes to mine. "I’ll free Matt. I have to. The place will kill him."

      Jamie appears from the kitchen with more drinks, and I beckon him over as she rests her head back on the sofa and closes her eyes.

      As he approaches, I stand. "I think one of us should take Amelia back to the dorm," I whisper.

      "But I wanted to—"

      "Jamie. She’s a mess. I don’t know what’s happening with Matt, but she’s not coping. Forget about Vincent for tonight. You can investigate him later."

      "What about you?" he asks doubtfully.

      "I’ll follow. I need to say goodbye to Ash first."

      Jamie perks up. "Good plan. You can check out Vincent. Try and read him."

      "Jamie," I say with a sigh.

      "No. Listen. You’re the only one of us who can get close to him without seeming weird, because you’re with Ash."

      "And do what? He’d know if I tried to use mental magic on him."

      Jamie rubs his lips together and sets the fresh drinks onto a nearby table. "Yeah, but you might sense something if you’re close enough. Try to touch him."

      "I don't think he’ll want to touch me, and I don't want him freaking out if I put my hands on him. Have you seen the way the guy looks at us?"

      "He wouldn't hurt you." But Jamie’s not entirely convinced—and neither am I.

      I chew on a nail and look down at the pink-cheeked, teary-eyed Amelia. "If you promise to stay with Amelia when you get back to Walcott, I’ll stay here and talk to Vincent."

      Jamie breaks into a relieved smile. "I’ll take care of Amelia. Then we can take care of Vincent."

      I attempt to smile back, but my stomach is in knots. What if I upset him? Vincent might ‘take care’ of me—of all my friends.

      I’m buying into Jamie’s theories about Vincent, but because I agree, or because I resent him and wish he’d leave Ash alone?
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      After Jamie and Amelia leave, I’m as uncomfortable as if I stood naked in the place. I’m only alone for moments as I clutch my cold glass and scoot over to Ash. Vincent isn't around, but he must be back soon.

      Ash slings an arm around my shoulder and continues listening to his brother’s friend’s story, which includes graphic detail about his latest sexual conquest. He eyes me a couple of times, waiting to see if I’m embarrassed. I turn my back. The plan to get close to Vincent isn’t one I’m comfortable with. I’d rather get away from the group.

      "Ash?" I whisper and pull at his hand.

      He blinks down at me and I reach out to touch his face. "Come and talk to me."

      His eyes light up. "‘Talk’?"

      "Talk. Jamie and Amelia left, and I’m not keen on hearing any more of that guy’s story."

      "Des? Ignore him. He’s probably making up half of the story."

      I close my eyes. "I know I don’t have the right to be offended, but I can't listen to any more."

      Ash strokes my hair from my face. "Understood. Come on."

      We move towards a quieter corner, and I’m filled with relief when Ash wraps his arms around my waist and kisses my forehead. "Sorry, I’ve been distracted."

      "I understand. This is a special night for your brother, and you want to be involved."

      "I’m glad you’ve met Vincent now."

      "I don’t think he likes me."

      Ash rubs his palm across his mouth. "He’s just a gruff guy. Vince is a soft-hearted underneath."

      "Mmm." I hug Ash closer. "Perhaps if I spend more time around him. Vincent will get used to me. And us."

      "I hope so."

      He looks around. "Why did Jamie and Amelia leave?"

      "Amelia was drunk."

      "Already?"

      "She’s not coping too well. About Matt."

      He sighs. "I wish she’d accept Matt has gone for good."

      "Amelia talked to me about going to him."

      "What?" Ash drags a hand through his hair. "How? Bloody hell, I hope she’s not thinking about landing herself in there."

      My stomach twists. I hadn’t considered this option. "She wouldn’t. Amelia isn’t that stupid."

      "I hope so."

      Shit. I need to ask Tobias to talk to Amelia and explain what a hellhole Ravenhold is.

      Ash takes my glass and places it on a nearby table. He holds my face in both hands and runs his thumbs across my cheeks.

      "Let’s not worry about her." He places his lips on mine and I wrap my fingers around his as I kiss him back.

      How can I doubt Ash when he’s prepared to kiss me in front of a room full of shifters—including his brother?

      The gentle kiss starts a familiar fluttering in my stomach and I move my hands to run them over his broad back instead, pulling him closer. His mouth moves softly over mine, teasingly light, and I drop my head back, luxuriating in his attention.

      Ash pulls away and rubs his lips together. "You always taste so sweet."

      My heart speeds further as I tiptoe for another kiss.

      He brushes my cheek with his lips, but his words aren’t reassuring. A hope, not a certainty. "Do you want to leave?" I whisper.

      "Yes, but I shouldn’t really." He nudges my nose with his. "Stay longer. Maybe you could talk to Vince then. Realise he’s not as prejudiced as he makes out."

      I chew hard on my lip. Jamie wanted this, and so do I, but more than that, I ache for time alone with him.

      "Okay. Where’s the bathroom?"

      "Are you that frightened?" Ash laughs and squeezes my hand.

      "No. Three glasses of Coke," I say with a scowl.

      "Teasing!" he pokes me.  "Hurry back."
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        * * *

      

      Making my way to the bathroom felt like walking across a field full of lions. Which might be true in some cases. I don’t want to make any more eye contact since not one person has returned my smiles tonight. I heard murmurs about the mind-reading witch.

      I’d lay bets that’s why they avoid me.

      Ash thinks he did the right thing bringing me here, and I love him for that, but I half-wish I’d left with Jamie and Amelia.

      As I make my way back into the lounge, I can’t find Ash at first and try to subtly look at everybody to find him. The group he was with remain tight, and louder, but Vincent is missing.

      The French doors at the rear of the room are open and I make my way to the doorway and peer outside. Metal garden furniture, set onto a paved patio area, overlooks a rose garden at the rear of the staff quarters.

      Ash and Vincent huddle together in one corner.

      "Will you listen?" Vincent’s voice is loud enough for everybody gathered outside to hear. Two guys drinking close by drop into silence and glance around.

      Ash replies, too quietly for me to hear.

      "I told you, keep away from witches."

      "That’s not your decision to make," retorts Ash, louder.

      My breathing shortens as I watch their confrontation. Do I want to listen to this?

      "If you had any respect for me or your family, you’d leave her well alone." Vince’s voice is harsh and I wish I could see Ash’s face in the dark, to know what he’s thinking.

      "How many times do I need to tell you? Maeve isn’t just a witch. She’s important to me."

      Vincent pokes a finger in Ash’s chest, repeatedly. "I don’t give a shit. I don’t want to see you with her."

      "Don’t come back here and start running my life."

      I shrink back when Vincent grabs Ash by the jacket collar and slams him into the wall. "Listen, dickhead. Witches are no good. Don’t you care what a future-sighted witch did to me? I’m trying to protect you!"

      Ash doesn’t move, and Vincent shakes him again. "I won’t allow this."

      "Who the fuck are you to tell me what to do with my life?"

      I’m horrified by Vincent’s treatment of Ash as he pulls Ash closer, snarling something into his face. Aren’t they close? If I had a brother who bullied me, I wouldn’t want to be close to him.

      Tears prick my eyes at the trouble I’m causing Ash, and anger at Vincent’s behaviour. Ash struggles to get away and I’m on the verge of walking over when Vincent grips Ash around the neck and shakes him, continuing to growl into his face.

      Shit.

      If I walked into a volatile situation, one or both of us could get hurt.

      I step further into the shadows as if I’m watching a car crash and can’t take my eyes away. Vincent releases Ash’s neck and he slumps against the building wall, head tipped downwards and nodding as he rubs his throat. Vincent steps back with his arms crossed and snarls one last thing at Ash, who walks away with his head bowed, not looking back at his brother.

      Before either can see, I scurry inside and hide myself behind a group.

      Ash walks into the room and I watch as he wanders around, repeatedly rubbing his hand across his hair, his eyes clouded by distress.

      Heart aching, I step out. "I lost you," I say brightly.

      "Yeah. Sorry."

      "Are you okay? You look pissed off."

      He shrugs. "A few beers."

      "Like Vincent, huh?"

      He turns dull eyes to mine. "Yeah, he’s definitely had a few too many. Listen, I might stay here longer. Do you want me to walk you back to Walcott?"

      The hurt I feel isn’t only for myself, but for Ash and what happened to him. "Are you sure everything is alright?"

      "Tired. Drunk. I can catch you tomorrow."

      "I shouldn’t have come here, should I?" I whisper. "Have I caused trouble for you?"

      Ash reaches out as if to touch my hair, then tucks both hands beneath his arms. "No."

      But you don’t want to come with me. Vincent stands watching us. I can’t touch Ash. Ash rubs the reddened skin on his neck.

      He definitely can’t leave with me, either.

      "I’m fine to head back alone," I say.

      "Are you sure?"

      "I’m sure. It’s only a short walk across the grounds and I don’t want you in trouble with your brother."

      Ash’s brow tugs. "Why say that?"

      "I’ll see you tomorrow, Ash."

      Vincent may not want Ash to touch me, but I need Ash to know I care, and I place my lips on his in a swift kiss.

      Do I want him to follow me? Yes. Do I expect him to? No.

      As I walk back to Walcott house, the shock follows me. Not because Vincent warned Ash to keep away from me, but how he behaved towards his little brother. The one standing by his side and defending him against anybody who doubts or bad-mouths him.

      If Vincent is prepared to publicly threaten his brother, how will he respond to anybody else who crosses him?
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      The first academy game begins outside the sports hall in the freezing January weather. Typical that tonight the sky is filled with pinprick stars and clear of clouds. I’m bloody freezing.

      We’re divided into our respective houses and split into teams. I’m huddled with Jamie and Amelia, listening to Professor O’Reilly and attempting to catch Ash’s eye.

      I arrived early with Jamie and Amelia, hoping to chat to Ash. Too late, because he was already outside the sports hall with Vincent. As soon as I spotted him close by, I waved at Ash instead and he nodded in greeting.

      He’s with two shifters I’ve not spoken to much, and Ash isn’t speaking to them either. Instead he has his arms tight across his chest as he stares at the ground. Vincent stands at the edge of the assembled Gilgamesh teams, straight and to attention as he listens to Professor O’Reilly, like a leader with his troops on parade.

      Amelia gives me a quizzical look and I shrug. Our silent conversation continues as she frowns at me. I haven’t told her what I saw Vincent do yet, because Ash doesn’t know I saw either.

      But I will tell him.

      I stand to attention as Professor O’Reilly inspects us all. Over the Christmas holidays, I bought myself the correct shoes and grin when he glances at my feet.

      He steps back and clears his throat. "As you know, this house challenge involves physical endurance and mental agility." He looks straight at me as his voice bounces off the sports hall walls. "The weather today is perfect."

      Huh? The air freezes me into an ice block as hard as the ground. All the witches shiver, but the shifters don’t notice the cold and Petrescu aren't bothered. I’m with Amelia and Jamie—and here’s our first disadvantage.

      "This is not merely a game. The challenge you’ll face is an exercise in how to endure extreme conditions if your magic or powers are unavailable—or if you can’t use them without alerting humans."

      What the hell are we about to do?

      "Therefore, you are only to use skills a human can. Walcott—no magic. Petrescu—no speeding." I chuckle and then straighten my face as Professor O’Reilly glares. "Gilgamesh—keep your preternatural physical abilities contained."

      Jamie swears beneath his breath and I shiver in my sport shirt and tracksuit trousers.

      Professor O’Reilly walks to each team and hands out maps. "There are five waypoints and each has an item you need to retrieve and place in your backpack." He drops a black bag at each team’s feet. "You have a map and list of co-ordinates, which will help you locate each item. Once you’ve collected all five, you return. I will be marking this exercise based purely on speed and team skills. Every team member must return together."

      I stare at the map as he continues his explanation about our bizarre endurance test. Problem one: I can't read maps. Can Jamie and Amelia? The others told me the challenges the houses compete in are a variety of physical and magical, but this is strange. No magic at all?

      Walcott are screwed.

      Sure, there’s a group of witches who are on the rugby team with Ash, but even they don’t have the strength the Gilgamesh kids do, even without their shifter powers.

      I massage my forehead. I suck at anything physical because my stamina is crap. I was one of the last chosen when captains picked teams at school. Once a random vision zoned me out in the middle of netball, and I let through a goal. From then on, I became the person who captains fought over—fought over not having on their team. I’d say this hurt me, but honestly, I was relieved to be left out. I hate sports.

      Please don’t let Jamie and Amelia down today.

      I huddle closer to Jamie and Amelia as we pore over the map together. "This is insane," I mumble. "It’s bloody freezing."

      "He’s a sadist," mutters Jamie as he picks up the bag. "‘Perfect weather’.  Ha. The academy could’ve held this challenge later in the term when the weather was actually reasonable."

      I rub my goose-bumped arms and glare at where the professor talks to Vincent. Vincent whispers something to the professor as he unsubtly gestures at the Walcott teams, and the two men laugh.

      Impartial Vincent, huh?

      Vincent hugs a clipboard to his chest and watches Professor O’Reilly. "Good luck, teams."

      "Go!" yells the professor, holding the stopwatch above his head.

      "Run and you’ll keep warm!" calls Remi with a laugh as he sprints past with Clive and Seamus, and the three bound into the woods.

      "Can you read maps?" asks Jamie.

      "Uh. No. I use my phone for directions when I need them."

      "Professor O’Reilly kindly removed our phones as part of the test, remember?" says Amelia.

      "This stinks!" I exclaim.

      A sour-faced Katherine yanks her hair into a ponytail and jogs by—for once, I spot she’s in agreement.

      "Come on!" urges Amelia. "We won’t win, but I don’t want to be the last team back."

      "I don’t understand. Why are powers banned?" I grumble as my feet thud across the hard ground after her and Jamie.

      "In the future, we may need to hide from hunters and humans," says Jamie. "Supernaturals could face situations like this."

      "Collecting items in the woods?"

      Jamie scowls at my sarcasm.

      "Don’t worry, you’ll have the chance to show off your mental magic skills at that challenge," says Amelia, shooting us a warning look. "Walcott are bound to win that one with you representing us."

      "What does that entail?" The cold bites my cheeks and I slow from my run. At this rate I’ll be exhausted before we reach the first stop.

      "Not running around in the cold," she says and nudges me. "The competition involves a mix of mind reading and blocking another from reading your mind."

      "Again, useful skills when we’re in the world," adds Jamie. "Like map reading. We got lost in this challenge last year and had to shelter in the woods overnight."

      "Bloody hell," I mutter under my breath. Suddenly Andrei’s decision to use family influence to stay out of competition makes sense. "Didn’t anybody look for you?"

      "Matt was with me. He’s good with fire."

      I glance at Amelia. "But we’re not allowed to use magic."

      "I think once we’re out of the competition, and lost in the middle of nowhere, magic is allowed," puts in Amelia.

      "Why can’t we just play Quidditch instead?" I mutter.

      Jamie snorts at my words as he stops to examine the paper map in his hand. "There’s a waypoint over here, I think." He indicates the edge of the woods where the bonfire was held a few months ago.

      "I didn’t think any of the points were outside the grounds." Amelia takes the map from him.

      "Are you saying I can’t read a map?" he asks tersely.

      "No, but you did screw up last year. Remember?"

      I hop from foot to foot as Amelia scolds Jamie. The two fight like siblings sometimes and the squabbling always amuses me.

      I’m handed the map and told I make the final decision. Amelia pouts when I agree with Jamie, who grins and runs onwards. I trudge after him, wishing my tracksuit bottoms were thicker as my legs numb.

      We reach the academy perimeter and I gaze upwards at the fence. "We can’t climb that."

      "Shifters can. See, unfair advantage. We need to follow the fence-line until we reach a gap in the trees." Jamie starts walking to the right.

      This is insane. I hated compulsory sports lessons when I was younger, but at least we never ran around in the dark.

      The further we move into the trees, the less light we have as the canopies block the bright moonlight.

      "Is there anybody around?" Amelia asks me.

      "No."

      "Then I’ll create some witchlight."

      "No. We’re not supposed to use spells," retorts Jamie.

      "Oh, come on, we can barely read the map. I’ll conjure light long enough to check our bearings, and then I’ll put it out." Amelia draws her index finger along her palm, criss-crossing until a tiny spark appears.

      Amelia rubs her thumb and fingers together, closes her palm and her fist shines. She unfurls her fingers and a tiny ball of white light glows in the centre of her palm.

      "Wow," I whisper. "Is that something I could do?"

      "I’ll teach you. This is elementary magic."

      I stare at the light. The academy spends time advancing my unusual magic skills, but I don’t know the basics. I guess I missed that part of the schooling since I spent hours learning geography at a normal school rather than creating magic lights.

      "Gilgamesh and Petrescu have an advantage thanks to their eyesight," says Amelia. "Why shouldn’t we use something that’s our advantage too?" She cups a hand over the light to partially hide the spark, but the magic still illuminates her hand.

      "We’ll lose points if we’re caught," Jamie complains.

      "Isn't that better than getting lost all night again?" she snaps back.

      "Can we keep moving and maybe work on the team spirit? I’m fricking freezing." I stride in the direction Jamie indicated.

      Amelia’s light dulls as she shoves the hand in her tracksuit pocket.

      We head along the rough ground towards the edge of the woods, occasionally tripping over stumps and large rocks. The trees thin into a clearing, where a log from a felled tree covered in moss dominates the space.

      "I think this is the place." Jamie turns slowly in a circle.

      I rest against a tree, legs aching from running around woods in the middle of a bloody winter night. "What exactly are we looking for?"

      Amelia holds her hand half a meter from the floor. "A small wooden post painted with Walcott colours. About this big."

      "They were in a hole last year," puts in Jamie and kicks at piles of leaves. "This time they might be buried."

      "Are these definitely the coordinates?" asks Amelia, gazing around.

      "Yes." Jamie rubs his head as Amelia holds her hand out to illuminate the map again. He swears under his breath.

      "Only I haven’t seen or heard anybody else nearby."

      "Probably due to you pair arguing about what direction to go in every five minutes," I say. "Most will be ahead of us."

      Something moves in the trees and I look up for a clearer view, body switched to alert. Nothing.

      "Are we still on the academy grounds?" I whisper.

      "On the edge. They wouldn’t send us outside without escort. Not in the current state of affairs."

      I relax—briefly—because footsteps thud towards us, cracking sticks as they approach, before a pink-cheeked, gleeful Clive and his friends burst into the clearing.

      "Looking for this?" asks Clive and holds up a stake-size wooden pole.

      "Yes. Where are they?" I ask.

      Clive taps the post against his mouth. "They were all inside that tree trunk.

      Jamie scoots over and crouches to look inside a large hole in the trunk. I cringe as he sticks his hand inside—I’ve seen enough horror movies not to do that. Clive whispers to Remi.

      No way.

      "There’s nothing in here." Jamie stands and I’m relieved there’s no giant spider or crazy spell on his hand. "There should be one for each team."

      "Oh, whoops!" Clive chuckles and looks to his friend. "Did we accidentally take two, Seamus?"

      "You bloody dickheads!" snaps Jamie. "Give the post to us."

      He taps it against his chin. "What do you reckon, Remi?"

      Remi shrugs but shares Clive’s nasty glee.

      "If you’ve hung back to gloat, then you’re wasting time," I retort. "Go and find your other items before Petrescu beats you."

      "But we already have our three, and we’re headed back to the sports hall." He mock-gasps. "Don’t tell me this is the first location you’ve found? We’ve found all ours."

      "Give me the pole and go!" Jamie snaps and steps forward. Clive tosses the post to Remi, who catches it and twirls it in his hand like a baton.

      "Guys, please," says Amelia. "You’ve already beaten us. There’s no need to behave like this. Just give us the post and let us carry on."

      Remi looks from us to Clive, who shrugs. In the second Remi takes to break eye contact, Jamie lunges forward to grab the pole.

      Remi yells out a laugh and parries Jamie’s hand with his forearm, as his fingers almost reach the pole. "Nice try, dude."

      "Come on," grumbles Seamus, a wiry guy with golden hair and amber eyes whose movements remind me of a predatory creature—a lion? "Let’s go." He pulls a phone from his pocket. "If we go soon, we can make complete the challenge in less than two hours."

      "What the hell?" I protest. "How do you have a phone? Vincent took them all from us."

      "Whoops, I guess he forgot to take mine." Seamus snickers.

      "Deliberately?" asks Jamie.

      His reply is a smirk.

      "Let’s go. Leave the witch losers to their fun," says Clive.

      "You can’t leave with our item," calls out Amelia as they start walking. Clive waves the pole in the air over his head. "You can’t, Clive! Don’t!"

      Jamie shouts after him too and I stare in disbelief at the deliberate cheating.

      "Arseholes!" A lightning bolt shoots through the trees, momentarily lighting up the surroundings with a  sliver glow, before hitting Clive squarely in the back. He yelps in pain and stumbles, but keeps his grip on the post.
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      MAEVE

      

      Amelia stands in the middle of the clearing with her arms outstretched, palms outwards as she trembles in anger. The small bolt isn’t enough to injure Clive, but she used magic.

      Clive spins around. "What the hell, witch?"

      "I’m sick to death over how you treat people, Clive," says Amelia in a trembling voice. "Ever since you began dating Katherine, you’ve become a total arsehole."

      He strides over, rubbing his shoulder. "You shouldn’t have done that."

      Amelia holds her ground. "Why? You’re cheating and I’m not putting up with this shit from people like you anymore."

      Magic crackles in the centre of her outstretched palms, stronger than the witch light she created before.

      He swipes a hand across his face and glares down at her. "If you weren’t a girl, I’d bloody hit you."

      "What the hell, Clive?" Jamie steps forward as I look on in shock at their confrontation. "Amelia," he says softly. "Leave this. He’s not worth it."

      Her hands shake and the sparking doesn’t stop. Clive sneers. "Is this about Genevieve? Can’t we drop the subject?"

      "You cheated on my sister and then when she had the accident, you didn’t visit her. Not once." Amelia’s voice cracks. "I don’t know what you’ve become, but you’re not the guy I knew two years ago. That Clive wouldn’t cheat."

      Clive leans closer to Amelia with a sneer on his face. "Wrong. I learned not to associate with witches, especially crap, penniless ones who’ve no chance of achieving anything in life."

      The crackling energy runs down Amelia’s fingers until the tips glow like the sparklers I once held at New Year's parties.

      Crap. Ash could be right. Amelia might hurt Clive and find herself carted off to join Matt in Ravenhold.

      Is that what she’s doing?

      "That’s enough, both of you," growls Jamie and shoves at Clive’s shoulder.

      Clive straightens and stares in amused shock at the guy half his bulk. "Hands off me."

      "Leave her alone," he growls.

      "Or what?" he gives a derisive laugh.

      Jamie squares up to him and Amelia grabs his arm with a desperate glance at me. I shake my head, wide-eyed. At least she’s backed down, even if Jamie’s about to take her place.

      Does he think the Blackwood magic lingers around him without the pendant?

      My answer comes seconds after Jamie mutters something I can’t hear to Clive. Face clouding with fury, Clive throws a sudden punch, upper-cutting Jamie, who reels and lands on the ground.

      Everything happens in shocked slow motion—how he falls, the thud as Jamie’s head hits a fallen log, Amelia’s scream. I retreat into my mind, as if I’m in a reverse vision—I’m here, but everything feels unreal. Echoing. Dulled by the darkness.

      Amelia screams again, and Clive nurses his fist, swearing.

      Fury takes over, and magic floods through me. I project my mind towards Remi and focus on summoning the mental energy I need. Remi's mind is unsurprisingly empty—his only thought is to back up Clive and throw a punch at Jamie too. I blank my thoughts and attempt to see through Remi's eyes. To push into his head.

      Remi attempts to step towards Jamie, and I focus on stopping his feet moving.

      'What the hell?' Remi's internal thought reaches me, and I try harder as he fights against my intrusion. But Remi's strength is now in my control, not his.

      I'm close to Clive.

      My head throbs, but I have a firm grip on Remi. I'm inside his mind. Controlling him. Remi approaches Clive, who looks up. "What?"

      Remi's mouth opens as if struggling for words.

      "Dude? Are you okay?"

      Amelia looks up from the ground and screams at them as she holds up a hand smeared with blood. "You've hurt him!"

      "Shit," mutters Clive. "Remi. We need to go. Now."

      Remi's dull, primal brain, where violence bubbles, ready to explode at any moment, helps with my next move. As Remi, I pull back my arm, gather all Remi's impressive strength, and punch Clive in the stomach.

      He stumbles and his eyes darken—not with anger but a transformation from brown to almost black, like a bear’s eyes. A low growl rumbles from his chest. I’m reminded of Ash and his dragon’s eyes, but Remi doesn’t care—his primal energy surges to the surface too and he snarls back.

      As Remi, I throw a punch and his strength surprises me. And he’s enjoying the fight. His thoughts echo into my head: ‘I’m sick of this dick telling me what to do all the time’.

      Clive counters and I find myself mid-brawl as Remi. The punch I landed on Denny at school—that eventually led me to the academy—is nothing compared to my power now.

      Seamus throws the phone at Amelia and runs towards the trees. "Let’s fucking go!" he yells.

      Through Remi’s eyes, I look up from where Clive has me in a headlock. Amelia approaches my silent, immobile figure, gripping the phone in her hand.

      "Maeve! Stop!" She slaps my face and the shock and her words break my concentration and unhook my mind from Remi’s. I snap back into my own consciousness, now watching Remi from myself again.

      Remi struggles against Clive’s grip, but he’s the weaker of the two. "She did it!" gasps out Remi as blood drips to the ground from his bloodied nose. "The witch took me over."

      "Huh?" Clive looks around at us in confusion.

      "Just fucking run!" yells Seamus.

      "What did you do?" rasps out Remi at me. "I couldn’t control myself."

      "You need to help us. Jamie’s hurt," I stammer.

      "You have the phone. Sort this out yourselves." Clive jabs a finger at me, breath laboured after his fight. "You’re in so much fucking trouble, witch."

      With shaking fingers, Amelia dials a number on the phone, one hand on Jamie’s chest. "You’ll regret this. Wait until Ash hears what you did to his friend."

      "His loyalty isn’t with witches," sneers Clive and wipes his nose with a palm. "And you’re not supposed to attack people with magic."

      "You hypocrite," I shout. "If you report me, I’ll make sure you’re disqualified from the games."

      "Sure, sweetheart."

      "You bastards," yells Amelia, crouching by Jamie again. "Why won’t you help? You could carry him."

      Clive walks over and looks down at the pair on the floor. He blocks the world from Amelia’s view, hunched with arms straight and fists clenched.

      "I won’t help witches anymore. Especially ones who are out of control and dangerous." He twists his thick neck to look at me. "Who attack other students with magic."

      Remi hangs at the edge of the clearing, eyes darting between Clive and us. "Vincent’s right. You’re all trouble. You need keeping under control."

      "Staying away from," adds Clive. He straightens out his shoulders. "So, no. We won’t help. You deserve everything you get."

      "Clive..." pleads Amelia.

      "Use your magic," he spits and turns away.

      "You have the phone," calls Remi, "deal with it."

      Shock and fear trickle cold in my veins as the three guys disappear into the dark.

      "Jamie?" Amelia has one hand on his cheek and her other fingers wrapped around a hand. My stomach leaps as he lifts his head and groans.
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      Amelia stands beside Jamie, who rests against a tree holding his head in both hands. The shifters' footsteps fade as they sprint away. I peer into the gloom after them and hold my hands against the side of my head, holding in the anger that might prompt me to act stupidly again.

      "What will the guys do?" I ask. "The professors wouldn’t believe them, would they?"

      "Doesn’t matter. Students will believe," gasps out Jamie. "Rumours spread easily. Your power won’t be a secret anymore."

      I turn away from the now-empty trees, to Jamie and Amelia. "Does that matter?"

      "Does it matter if the world discovers you’re a psychic witch with mind control abilities? Yes, it does, Maeve," says Amelia, "You’re more desirable and dangerous."

      "To who?"

      "Everybody,” says Jamie and winces as Amelia holds her palm against his forehead.

      "You need checking out in case you have a concussion," I say.

      "I’m helping." Amelia strokes his temples with fingers from both hands and incants a spell quietly. "This will steady you Jamie, but I agree with Maeve that you need checking out."

      Jamie’s mouth turns down and I exchange a glance with Amelia. The pain in Jamie’s head isn’t what hurts him most here. Did he lash out to test whether the spell still held?

      Without the pendant, he’s no longer protected by the magic.

      "We should get back," I say. "Report them."

      "How is that possible?" asks Jamie, voice thick. "They’ll tell everybody the whole story. And people will believe them."

      Shit. I pace to the edge of the clearing with my hands in my hair, elbows at right angles. What do we do? First, get Jamie to safety and then—what? I’m about to be exposed and it’s my stupid fault.

      "I’m the only one who did something wrong. I’ll deal with the fallout."

      Faint moonlight illuminates Amelia’s pale face. "I used magic too."

      I turn my eyes to the sky, where the stars peep from behind the clouds and disappear as quickly as clouds move by.

      "Then we have to wipe their memories," I say.

      Jamie coughs a weak laugh. "How? They’ll be back at the sports hall in ten minutes. We can’t catch them."

      I open my mouth to protest at their pessimism, but he’s right. "Then we call Ash and hope he has his phone," I suggest. "Amelia?"

      "We could, but Ash doesn’t have that skill."

      "Tell him to ask Andrei." I smile, the solution simple in my mind.

      "Ask Andrei to wipe a pupil’s mind? Three pupils? Maeve, that’s as illegal as what we did," Amelia protests.

      I rub my cold hand across my nose and scramble for another solution. "Then ask Ash to intercept them before they can talk to people."

      "Oh, god." Amelia’s voice wavers. "Why does all this crap happen to us?"

      I squeeze my eyes closed. Because I’m here.

      "I think Andrei would help," says Jamie softly. "If this threatens Maeve, he’ll step up. Look at how he confronted Tobias."

      "He could ask Tobias for help?" I suggest.

      "Oh, shit," says Amelia. "Wait until he finds out. And Theodora."

      My heart races as we need to make a decision—and quick. "I don’t have Andrei’s number."

      "Andrei didn’t take part, but he’s around. If Ash returns before Clive, this could work. Call him," Jamie urges Amelia.

      With shaking fingers, Amelia does as Jamie asks.

      "What about your head, Jamie?" I ask.

      He shoves his hands in his pockets and kicks stones on the ground in front of him. "I’m the type who’d fall over, aren’t I? Not exactly the ‘sporty’ type. I’ll tell them I ran into a tree."

      I move to give him a hug, but he sidesteps me and keeps his focus to the ground.

      "We can’t let them get away with this, Jamie."

      He lifts his eyes, the pain still in them. "We don’t have any choice."

      "Because of me," I mumble to myself.

      "Oh well, at least I wasn’t shot through the chest. Yet." He swallows. "Something to look forward to, now I’m a hundred percent sure the Blackwood protection is gone."

      "Don’t say that."

      He slumps to the floor and holds his head again. "Why not? It’s the truth."

      Holding a hand on her forehead, a shaky Amelia sends Ash a text.
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        * * *

      

      ASH

      

      I wait outside the sports hall on a low metal bench for Maeve and her group to return, and the more time that passes, the more anxious I become.

      I was grouped with Anton and Dane, who aren’t serious about the games and weren’t much help to my itch to win. They happily ambled after me, following my barked directions. Finally, I lost my shit and they speeded up. Despite all this, we were the first group to return. I saw Katherine’s group sprinting through the trees at vampire speed and we picked up our pace too. Vampires vs. shifters—the shifters won. The academy fools themselves if they think we won’t use our skills in competition.

      I check my phone for the time. Two a.m. I expected Clive and his mob back by now, but they’re missing too. Is this a coincidence?

      Professor O’Reilly sits on a bench inside the sports hall. He’s often dour, but tonight he’s tired and irritated—dark shadows sit beneath his eyes and his jaw is hard as he taps his pen on a clipboard. He isn’t my favourite professor, but over the years I’ve attended the academy, I’ve noticed his injuries weaken him further. When he walks around Gilgamesh house, his limp is more pronounced and he rubs his side often, grimacing.

      Vincent stands over him and they talk. I wander over. "Everything okay?"

      Vincent turns me to one side. "The professor is tired. I’m taking over while we wait for the others. Who’s missing?" he asks gruffly.

      "One of the Walcott teams and one of Gilgamesh."

      Vincent snaps his head around. "Gilgamesh? That surprises me. This is your strongest event."

      I shrug. "They probably took a detour via the village."

      "Why?"

      "Any excuse to leave campus," I explain. "Pay a visit to the local pub."

      Instead of anger, Vincent responds with a laugh. "Oh yeah, I remember sneaking into town. Good times. I wonder if that girl’s still around. She was fun."

      He winks at me and I shake my head. Vincent’s popularity shone around him when he attended here, and as his brother, others expected me to take his place when he disappeared.

      This earned me an uncomfortable reputation. I was never the manwhore Vincent once was, but kept up the pretence by surrounding myself with girls.

      Or I did. Last night flickers into my mind.

      We need to talk.

      "Do you remember I brought the chick to the pub? Karen, I think her name was."

      I remember a Karen. At fourteen years old, I’d remember a stunning girl like her. I especially remember her tight tops and ample breasts—almost the only thing on my mind around that time.

      Is he deliberately teasing me again, the way he did back then? I can’t be annoyed, because this reinforces Vincent’s my brother—how could an imposter remember small details about his life in this way?

      I test him a lot. Randomly throw him questions about things we’ve done. The other day, I asked him if he remembered our holiday to France. Confused, he said no.

      The family never holidayed there.

      Nobody can trip this guy up—because he’s Vincent. My brother knows what’s true and what’s false.

      The words become a mantra and people have learned not to question his motives when I can hear. Me and Vincent aren’t dumb. We both know suspicion will follow him for a long time.

      Professor O’Reilly struggles to his feet and heads over to a table and picks up another clipboard, where he logged earlier results. Now we wait for the straggling teams to ensure all times are recorded.

      A message alert sounds on my phone and I pull it from a pocket.

      Amelia.

      <Maeve used mind-control. Get to Clive first>

      I frown. Huh? <And do what?>

      <I’ll explain later. He needs to forget.>

      <I can’t wipe minds>

      "Everything okay?" Vincent appears at my shoulder and I hastily shove my phone away. "All good."

      His eyes narrow. "You sure?"

      "Yeah."

      Vincent waves a stopwatch at me. "Look out for the final teams. I’ll be back in five."

      With a nod, I take the stopwatch and head back outside.

      What does Amelia mean by ‘Maeve used mind control’? Why would she do that to Clive? Hell, this is one big slip up for her.

      I tap the stopwatch with a finger. Sure, I can intercept Clive, but he won’t listen to me.

      Students loiter in the dark, some sitting on benches outside the sports hall, others on the cold ground. They grumble that they need to wait—although some already snuck away.

      I glance behind me. Vince escorts the professor towards the academy and away from me.

      Why the hell has Amelia asked me? I can’t use mental magic—I’ve never been trained. Whipping the phone out, I check for more messages.

      <Ask Andrei to help>

      <If I can find him. Tell me what’s happening.>

      <Clive is running back. I don’t know how much time we have.>

      <Okay>

      I sense something more has happened—there’s no way Maeve would use her powers unless she had a reason. Or is she out of control. Crap. I zip up my sports jacket and set off to look for Andrei.

      We haven’t spoken much this term, but that’s Andrei’s fault and not mine. He’s odd, the way he involves himself with us and then immediately retreats. He helped me on Halloween. Assisted with repelling Dominion when Maeve was attacked. We don’t exactly welcome him with open arms, but I like the guy more than I did last year.

      Maeve likes Andrei, and I’ve spotted her unhappiness when he doesn’t speak to us. Is she interested in a vampire? I can’t picture the pair kissing, but if she wanted to, that’s not my call to make. Maeve is a powerful witch and, once she discovers the position this puts her in, Maeve’s life will move further away from human. A witch this powerful will need for more than one person to stand by her, and she’s already created desire to be one of these in a few of us.

      Maeve told me Tobias’s theory that we’re connected for a reason. I can accept that. If he or Jamie can, we won’t have an issue.

      I search for Andrei, approaching groups and not-so-subtly scrutinising them. My pulse races as I keep an eye on the trees, worried that Clive will appear before I have a chance to speak to Andrei.

      Following a fruitless search, I head back inside the hall.

      Andrei sits in the far corner, head resting against the white-painted breeze block with his eyes closed. He opens an eye as I reach him, detecting me before I have a chance to speak.

      "Yeah?" he asks.

      "Maeve needs your help."

      Instantly, Andrei pulls himself to his feet. "What do you mean? Where is she?"

      I dig my hands into my pockets. "Maeve’s still out on the course."

      He shoves hair from his face and darts a look to the door. "Do you want me to fetch her? Do you think she’s hurt?"

      I’m surprised by his animated response, but shouldn’t be. He reacts like this every time Maeve needs something. I never thought I’d see this vamp care for anybody.

      "Maeve’s with Jamie and Amelia." I guide him to one side and lower my voice. I’m annoyed I need to hide this from my brother, but the threat to Maeve is more important. "She’s used mind control on Clive. Amelia messaged to tell me."

      Andrei’s eyes widen. "What? Why?"

      "You need to make Clive forget tonight." I urge. "I don’t know why this has happened, but if we don’t do something, Clive will tell people about Maeve’s mind control."

      "Something bad. What if she’s hurt?" He straightens his shoulders. "If that shifter dickhead has hurt her—"

      "I don’t know why she did this, but she has. Can you help? You’re friends with Clive—he’ll talk to you."

      Andrei pulls a face. "I’m only friends with him through Katherine, but yeah, he speaks to me."

      We stride from the hall together and Andrei steps to the edge of the track that runs around the field perimeter. Light from the sports hall only allows my eyes to see a hundred metres or so and I strain to see as far as the edge of the woods.

      Andrei halts at the edge and I catch up to him. "They’re coming. I can hear voices I recognise."

      As soon as the words are out, a figure emerges from the woods and I join Andrei in squinting into the dark.

      "Hah. Speak of the devil." Andrei winks as I attempt to make out who this is, but can’t. "Vampire sight helps. Okay. Distract your brother, and I’ll approach before the group reach here."

      I clap Andrei on the shoulder. "Thanks for helping out again, dude."

      He stares at my hand but doesn’t pull away. "I’m not doing this for you. No need to thank me."

      As I remove my hand, Andrei slinks away and I cross my arms to watch for others appearing and hoping to hell Andrei works his magic.

      As I watch his figure blend into the shadows, something strikes me.

      Students aren’t permitted to use mental magic on each other outside the classroom.

      Andrei is sticking his neck out for us. Again
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      ANDREI

      

      I pad across the grass towards the shifter emerging from the trees. Two things confuse me. Firstly, that Ash asked for my help and secondly, why the hell Maeve would risk discovery?

      But who am I to criticise someone for making mistakes?

      I bury my hands into my back pockets as I approach. "Hey, Clive," I say breezily. "Can I have a chat?"

      But whoa. What did Maeve do to him? His eyes are dazed but his mouth set in determination.

      A mouth covered in the blood that streaks his face.

      He glances at me with his brow pinched but keeps striding to his goal. "I’m in a hurry. I’ve something really interesting to tell people."

      Crap. "This is about Katherine. It’s important. I think she’s still out there and lost."

      Clive halts and turns around. "Are you sure?"

      I nod. "I’m headed out to look for Katherine. Are you coming?" I can practically hear the cogs whirring in Clive’s head—finish and win, or fulfil his duty to his beloved lamia. The lamia who’d have him by the balls if she knew he’d let her down.

      If I was telling the truth, that is.

      "Where are Remi and Seamus?"

      He waves a hand. "I’ve walked ahead so I can speak to Vincent and Professor O’Reilly."

      Why won’t the guy look at me? He runs a hand along his head. "Crap."

      Clive’s knuckles look red to match his eyes. What the hell happened?

      "I’ll help. We can soon track Katherine." Look at me. I need to do this before you walk away. "Clive?"

      Finally, his eyes meet mine. One thing about a shifter is their minds are easy to wipe. Especially ones like him—all brawn and no brain with the emotional range of a potato. Katherine knows this too, so she easily keeps him under control.

      Ash is different. He thinks things through. Cares about people. Is his stronger mind the reason she gave up and pursued Clive instead?

      And I hope that strong mind remains if the ‘not-Vincent’ starts on him.

      "Looks like you had a crap time out there, Clive. Did you get lost?"

      Clive finally looks at me and snorts. "We met the witches."

      Holding his gaze, I lower my voice. "I don’t think you did."

      "We did. Did you know your witch girl controls minds? She’s dangerous. She made Remi do this." Clive points at his broken face and my hold on his mind drops as my shock registers. What the hell have you done, Maeve? Are they expecting me to wipe three pupils' minds?

      "I doubt that," I retort. "Witches can’t usually control minds, and I think I’d know by now if she could."

      "Yeah? Looks like some witches can. Such as Maeve. I’m reporting her. now."

      "You didn't see Maeve."

      I’d prepare myself for resistance as I reach out to his mind. But his mental barriers barely exist, his focus is running to the finish line and finding a professor. Something easy to interrupt. "Remi upset you, I suppose. What did you fight about?"

      Doubt flickers in his eyes. "Uh. What?"

      Sifting through his mind, I run my mental fingers across the things that upset him. To locate a thought with an emotional root that I can take and twist.

      Ah. Here’s something interesting. "Remi is a tosser sometimes and he challenged your authority. The group lost their way because he insisted you listen to him. You lost your shit, which I understand. Sucks to come last in the challenge. To be a loser."

      "We’re not losers," he retorts and runs a palm across the top of his head. "Remi... Yeah, he’s a dick. He should’ve listened to me."

      "Maeve and her Walcott team aren’t back yet. Did you see them?"

      I project my thoughts harder and the energy pulls at his mind, yanking the immediate memories from his brain and replacing them with false ones. As I do, I snort softly at my role in the gang’s world—Andrei the mental magic expert who swoops in and saves the day.

      Clive chews on his bottom lip and stares at the ground. "Maybe. Dunno. We were looking for the witches."

      "Did you find them?"

      "Nah." He tips his chin. "We were lost. Bloody Remi."

      A smug relief flows through me as he repeats the words I’ve pushed into his mind. Man, I’m better than I thought at this. "Remi punched you in the face. You fought."

      "Remi punched me, and he’ll bloody regret this. I’ll fucking knock him into next week." He touches his injured cheek and scowls.

      I shake my head. "Ash won’t let you cause drama. Gilgamesh need to unify against the other houses. Your head boy is also counting on you winning. Gilgamesh lost to Petrescu last year—I’m sure you don’t want that to happen again."

      With a shake of the head, Clive steps away. "Dude, are you trying to delay me so the witches can finish the competition before I do? Shit." He screws his face up. "Are we the last back?"

      "Almost. If you wait here any longer, the last team will beat you—Maeve, Jamie, and Amelia."

      Clive blinks at me and then shoves me hard to the side. "If I wait here any longer, the witch team will beat me."

      I blow air into my cheeks as he breaks into a sprint towards the finish line and turn. Remi and Seamus appear on the tree line, running towards us at speed and barely panting.

      "Whoa, guys," I say and slam a hand on Remi’s chest. "What’s happening?"

      "Out of the way, bloodsucker," snarls Remi as he attempts to push me to one side.

      Mentally, I curse Ash for asking me to do this and not telling me everything. A quick scan of their minds tells me this won't be difficult—the small amount of mental energy they have was used up in the challenge. They’re fired up, like Clive, unfocused.

      I pull myself straight and look Remi in the eyes. "Clive is waiting for you."

      A brief chat later, the two stumble away. With the worry I’ll be caught for using the magic comes a smugness how powerful I am to have the energy to do this three times in a row.

      Remi strides over to Clive and every muscle in my body tenses as I wait to see how they react to each other. All I did was wipe memories of Maeve from their minds, the pair still think they fought. Did it work?

      Shoving Clive, Remi’s instantly in his face and their angry voices drift towards me.  Shifters. I laugh to myself. Dumb bastards.

      Another figure emerges from the trees. Maeve runs across the frozen ground towards the hall, her figure unsteady and pace slow. I blur through the dark and she stumbles to a stop as I appear in front of her.

      "I need to find Clive," she pants. "To stop him talking. I screwed up, Andrei." She’s out of breath, cheeks pink.

      Blood pumping hard.

      I hold my breath against her scent burrowing into the side I struggle to keep under control around her. "I spoke to Clive, and I’ve dealt with the situation. What happened?"

      Without thinking, I catch Maeve’s hand, and she looks down before squeezing my fingers. Maeve stammers out an explanation, and I look behind at Clive and his two friends. Well, he doesn’t look too friendly with Remi.

      "Like I said, I sorted the issue, Maeve," I say softly.

      She nods and grips my hand tighter. "Theodora frightened me when she warned how valuable I am to people. What my skills mean. But I wasn’t thinking, and when I saw Jamie—"

      "You were angry and didn’t think? That’s something most of your little gang have in common." I smile at her. "Everything is fixed. Don’t worry."

      Her mouth thins. "Apart from Jamie. I’ll tell Professor O’Reilly what those arseholes did to him and how they sabotaged us."

      I shake my head. "No, Maeve. You can’t talk about a situation someone has been forced to forget—Clive might remember again." I run a finger across the back of her hand, attempting to ignore how soft she feels. "If someone finds out I mind-wiped three students, I’m in serious trouble."

      Maeve’s eyes widen. Didn’t she realise? But the girl’s trembling with cold and shock. I take her other hand in mine and she looks at me, her eyes brimming with tears.

      I’d give anything right now to take Maeve in my arms and hug her until she’s warm again. Comfort her until the tears stop.

      Oh, and try not to devour her.

      Life sucks sometimes.

      Ha ha.

      Amelia and Jamie stumble from the shadows and Amelia rushes to Maeve, her face filled with panic. I hover at the fringes as Maeve explains my actions to Jamie and Amelia. Amelia’s expression breaks into relief, and she thanks me.

      I rub the back of my neck, uncomfortable at her praise. "Yeah. It’s okay."

      What Amelia doesn’t mention is she saw me drop Maeve’s hand when she approached. With repeated thanks from Maeve, the pair support Jamie and they stumble towards the sports hall. I could follow, but I don’t. Instead, I watch the girl I risked everything to help, and know I’d do it again in a heartbeat.
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      Ash stands with Vincent and the shifters who attacked us, and I stride onwards with Amelia and Jamie. I can't stop. Can't engage.

      If they see us and Jamie's injuries, they might remember.

      Andrei’s mental magic is strong, but he's not allowed to use this on other students.

      Just as I'm not allowed to use my powers.

      Shit.

      Why can’t I control this aspect of my magic?

      I panicked when Jamie fell to the ground, the anger blinded me as I watched the shifters' arrogance and amusement, and the desire to hurt them in return frightened me. The fury flooded adrenaline into my veins, the magic came took over.

      I need guidance, but not only how to utilise the skill. How to control myself. I’m thrilled I could use this in self-defence, but terrified what could happen if I lose control.

      I've spent my life fighting to control visions, and now this. I’m exhausted.

      My worn spirits sink further when I approach the sports hall and make out a figure standing outside, arms crossed. I don't need to step closer to Tobias to sense his displeasure; it flows across the space between us.

      Andrei left Amelia and me so we could help Jamie, and to compose ourselves, and he's now alone with Tobias. I keep a wary eye on the pair.

      Amelia's face is still deathly pale, her eyes wide. She tried to hide her tears before, but I saw them. Jamie's holding himself together well. His head injury isn't easily visible like Remi and Clive’s faces, but he's unsteady on his feet. He stares ahead, mouth pulled into a determined line, but he winces as he walks, slowing with each step.

      "I’m not going to the infirmary," he mumbles.

      "Take Jamie back to Walcott," I whisper to Amelia. "Is there any magic you can use to help him?"

      "I have a balm I use." She laughs at my doubtful look. "This is stronger than most because the lavender and arnica used comes from plants my great-grandmother blessed with magic years ago."

      "Your home sounds magical," I say. "Like a secret world."

      She wrinkles her nose. "Our family home is in an enclave cut off from the world, which is a good and bad thing."

      I've spoken to Amelia about her home before and imagined a coven of eco-witches living off the grid. And there’s the prejudice again, Maeve. But only her family live there. Amelia’s mother teaches her advanced nature magic to those with the chance to excel at a higher level. Private tuition held at their enclave.

      Having spoken to Jamie, I'm aware Amelia has big shoes to fill. Perhaps that's part of her affinity with Ash—they both live in the shadows of highly skilled family members.

      "What are you talking about?" asks Jamie.

      "We need to get you to Walcott house and fix you up," I say.

      Tobias watches as we approach and, head down, I attempt to take a wide berth around him.

      "Maeve." That voice. The way he says my name arrests me every time, as if he’s casting a spell to stop me moving

      Shit.

      I look to Andrei instead of Tobias, who gives a sharp nod.

      "I'd like to talk to you," he continues. Amelia halts and takes a deep breath. "Jamie and Amelia, you can go. And you, Andrei."

      "No." Tobias jerks his chin up at Andrei's response. "If you want to talk to Maeve, I'm coming too."

      "I'd like to speak to her alone, about tonight's events," he says tersely.

      Andrei takes a step towards him. "And I don't want you alone with Maeve."

      The conversation is too low for Jamie and Amelia to hear, but clear to me.

      Tobias flicks his tongue against his teeth, then raises his voice. "Amelia. You and Jamie look exhausted. I suggest you leave. The cold won’t help Jamie."

      "Maeve?" asks Amelia.

      I fix my eyes on Tobias's. "Andrei will stay with me."

      Amelia looks as if she's about to protest, until Jamie swears and rubs the back of his head, muttering about a headache.

      "I'm coming to Tobias’s room to find you if you're not back in an hour," she whispers.

      "You know I'm okay with Andrei," I repeat.

      "I can hear your conversation," says Tobias. "You are all exasperating. I am here to help."

      "You once trapped Maeve in a room alone," retorts Amelia.

      I bite my lip and look at the floor while Andrei snorts softly at Amelia's outburst.

      "I will see you in class tomorrow, Amelia," he says stiffly. "Tend to Jamie."

      The pair head away and my stomach churns with nerves. "To my room. Both of you."

      Tobias strides away and I look in wide-eyed desperation to Andrei.

      Andrei touches the side of his head with his index finger. "He knows everything. Tobias took it from my head."

      Shit.
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      Tobias locks the door to his classroom and, as I step into the darkness, I'm relieved he allows Andrei in with me. I stay close to him as Tobias lights a lantern. The metal carved with runic shapes filters the light and covers the room with an eerie glow.

      "I admire your decision to help Maeve's situation, Andrei," Tobias says as he rests against a table. "But you behaved stupidly. Wiping a student’s mind with your magic isn't wise—and against the rules."

      "Keeping Maeve's powers secret is more important," Andrei replies.

      "Agreed, but your actions aren’t wise. Many at the academy are looking for an excuse to discipline you. They’re waiting for you to slip up and remove you."

      "Let them wait," he mutters.

      Tobias makes a derisive noise and turns to me. "Any particular reason for your stupid behaviour this time?"

      I bristle. He may stand in his classroom as Professor Whitlock, but I refuse to let him talk to me in this way. "Shut up, Tobias."

      His mouth falls open. "I'm sorry, what?"

      "Yes, I fucked up, but I refuse to let you lecture me."

      "Maeve," urges Andrei. "Stop."

      "Listen to him." Tobias’s tone drops in warning.

      My body shakes with the exhaustion from the run, and from the magic that took over, and I rein in the emotional outburst. "Sorry, but I can't cope with you talking to me like this."

      Andrei sits beside me and lifts his fingers to touch mine. At the last moment, he drops his hand onto his knee. Tobias's watches with intrigue. "This event brought you two closer, I see."

      "We’re building trust, Tobias," I say. "That's what's happening."

      He purses his lips. "Then whoever planned tonight’s events underestimates your ability to work through curveballs thrown your way."

      "Planned?" I ask.

      He shakes his head. "Nothing that happens at the academy is a co-incidence. Andrei, would you please let me speak to Maeve alone."

      He eyes Tobias with doubt. "Why?"

      "I need to fix this fuck up, which means I need to hear the full story from Maeve. I only caught a little from your mind." Tobias’s terse tone takes me aback and Andrei side-glances me.

      I nod and he sighs. "Okay, but I’ll wait outside."

      "Maeve is safe with me, Andrei. Safer than she is out there."

      "I wish I could believe that," Andrei replies.

      Me too.

      Andrei’s determination to keep me safe warms through the cold of the night.

      "How cute." I scowl at his condescension. "I'm glad you're friendly with him, but don't become too friendly. Andrei believes he has more self-control than he actually does."

      "Is this meeting about Andrei or me?"

      Tobias sits on the desk and places his booted feet on the chair, less able to keep his authority when he's dressed like his students. Is the formal attire and manner he uses when teaching an act created to fool others about his age?

      "No. This is about you. Explain exactly why you broke the academy rules and caused Andrei to risk his future at the academy by doing the same to help you."

      I explain events to Tobias who listens impassively, even at the point my voice breaks when telling him I thought Jamie was badly hurt.

      He holds a hand up to pause my burbled explanation. "Are you telling me you had no control over your actions?"

      "I knew what I was doing once I took hold of Remi’s mind, but the desire to take control came from somewhere else. I didn't think—the magic just happened."

      Tobias swears. "Then we need to work on this."

      "How?"

      "Your desire to protect your friends is good, and the reflex response will serve you well if threatened, but what if this happens publicly? We need to find a way to limit your uncontrolled responses."

      "Such as?"

      "I'm unsure. I will talk to Theodora." He sits opposite me and leans forward, elbows on his knees. "You cannot ask other students to fix your mistakes, Maeve."

      "I didn't ask. Ash did."

      "What? Does he know?"

      "Ash is part of us, Tobias. Of course, we told him. I doubt he’d tell a staff member."

      "That’s not good."

      "Why?"

      Tobias arches a brow. "Because his brother is an imposter and is here to cause trouble. Ash could hand him this information."

      "You’re convinced Vincent is an imposter, aren’t you? Where’s your evidence?"

      He snorts. "If I can hide, so can he."

      The ex-Ravenhold inmate pretending he's an older professor.

      "Do you believe Vincent is working for the Dominion?"

      "No, I'm saying this isn't Vincent."

      "But Ash—"

      "But Ash, like others, is fooled."

      "He can't fool witches and shifters as strong as the ones who’ve examined him. Ash tells me Vincent remembers everything. Things an imposter wouldn't."

      Tobias shakes his head. "I have a theory about Vincent, but I don’t want to share this until I’m certain. Somebody is controlling his actions."

      "You mean he isn’t working alone?"

      Tobias’s lips tighten. "Once I have more evidence, I will ask for help. But if I’m wrong, I’ll make the situation worse."

      "You’re hiding something, Tobias. Is that dangerous?"

      He sighs. "You’re not in danger from him."

      "Are you sure?"

      "Yes." He’s empathic, but this doesn’t take away the fear I’ve had since doubts were cast on Vincent. "You’ve met the man. What did you think of him?"

      I chew my lip. "I saw him threaten Ash over his relationship with me. Physically. That isn’t the actions of a good person, but doesn't make him an imposter."

      "Vincent is attempting to pull you apart. All of you—not just Ash and yourself. Watch his actions carefully. I’m watching, and his behaviour is insidious. You must keep your group together. Build on the trust. Between you all, we can reveal who he is." He chews his lips. "Especially with your talents, Maeve. You’re probably stronger than the witch and shifter interrogators who’ve tried."

      My mouth parches. "You're asking me to get close to Vincent and look into his head?"

      "Whatever you see will help. I’ve tried, but Vincent has a mental wall thicker than any I’ve encountered before. I’m hoping you can push your way into his mind." He drops to a gentle tone. "But don't tell Ash."

      "We agreed, no secrets in our group."

      "Even if the secret is to keep somebody safe?"

      I slump back and drag a hand through my hair. Is Ash safe? "I don’t know if Ash wants to be around us, anyway."

      "I said, stay close. Fight for him."

      "Whoa. You make this sound life or death."

      He watches me for a moment and taps his lips. "Why didn’t you come to me, Maeve?" His evasiveness raises the hairs on my arms, as his voice drops into the smooth tone that can entrap me. "Theodora told me about your vision. I’m disappointed you didn’t tell me."

      "You were ‘indisposed’ that evening," I say. "I haven’t had a chance to speak to you since, but there isn’t much to tell."

      He chuckles. "Apart from seeing me burn alive?"

      "No! That isn’t what I saw. I don’t think."

      "I would hope not." His mouth quirks at one corner. "The vision is worrying, though. Theodora has requested extra security and investigations into the school grounds, but this has speeded up my need to find out Vincent’s real purpose." I nod and his eyes widen. "Maeve. Are you still suspicious of me? I caught something from your thoughts just then—you believe I’m connected to the fire."

      "I don’t know what to believe about anything, Tobias. Including you."

      "Believe what Theodora tells you."

      I straighten in my seat. "Why were you at Ravenhold?"

      He blinks. "Because I broke the law and needed rehabilitation."

      "Don't evade my question."

      "Don't ask me, Maeve. I can't tell you."

      "But you have to."

      "Why? You don't need to know."

      "I do, if you want me closer to you."

      He slides his chair away from mine and it scrapes on the slate floor as he stands. "I thought we’d established that closeness isn't a good idea."

      I've no clue why I said that to him. But the night in the room, almost pressed together, was more. Something exists that I don't understand, the forbidden drawing us closer, instead of repelling.

      "Stay with your other guys, Maeve. Between them, they're right for you. I'm not." My heart thrums as his quiet admission "I want us to keep a distance, but I need you to trust me. Believe that I’m helping. Forget about Ravenhold."

      I stand to face him. "But are you dangerous? If you are, I shouldn’t be alone in a room with you, Tobias."

      His eyes drop to my mouth and I moisten my lips, desperate for him to tell me—but scared what his secret might be. Tobias pulls on his bottom lip and I spot the struggle on his face that matches the one happening inside me.

      "Are you dangerous?" I whisper.

      I reach into his mind and my head lurches as if I’ve hit my forehead against a wall.

      "No. And keep out of my head,” says Tobias, voice low in warning.

      "You’re confusing, Tobias. On the one hand you ask me to trust you, and on the other tell me to stay away."

      "We need to keep boundaries, Maeve, and if you push against them, I’ll be tempted to cross them."

      "I don’t push."

      "Not deliberately, no, but even standing with you now, the intensity from you feeds me and heightens my senses too. I don’t want you to hate me, but disliking me would help."

      "I do dislike you," I mumble.

      "Yet your body radiates the opposite."

      "So does yours."

      Tobias blinks at me and then turns away. He moves behind a desk, adding a physical barrier between us. "I can’t be distracted by you, Maeve. I have a job to do and once I’m finished here, I won't stay around." Before I can speak, he hastily adds, "I need to speak to Andrei about his dumb behaviour too."

      "Conversation over?" I ask indignantly.

      "Maeve. This is fucking hard. Drop it.”

      I reel at his loss of composure and harsh words, as if he’d taken both hands and shoved me in the chest. "Wow."

      His shoulders droop and he adds more gently, "Sorry. Do you see how easily I lose my control ? I can’t cope with what you do to me, even though it isn’t deliberate.”

      I take a shaky breath, my chest tight with hurt.

      “Could I speak to Andrei, before this becomes any more heated?" he adds.

      "Don’t be harsh to him,” I say. "He wants to protect me too."

      "I know." Tobias walks towards the door. "So many protectors, Maeve. Perhaps one day, we'll learn why. Hopefully before the Dominion do."
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      I return to my room, still wearing my sports clothes and ready to collapse into bed. Our dorm room door opens onto a scene I didn't expect. Jamie sits on my bed with his head in his hands, and Amelia crouches at his feet with a small, brown, glass pot in her hand. Her face is still pale, eyes surrounded by dark circles.

      One simple academy team challenge turned into a disaster.

      And again, this is my fault.

      "Is everything alright?" I quietly close the door behind me. "Jamie?"

      "He threw up." Amelia wrinkles her nose. "I've told him, he needs checking out."

      "I'm fine," he mumbles."

      "Jamie! You could have a concussion." I sit and pull a hand from his face. His clammy skin is slicked by a sheen of sweat and he's pale.

      "I told Amelia to fetch something stronger. I can't go to the infirmary, can I? They’ll ask questions."

      I rub a tired eye. "Is there anything stronger, Amelia?"

      "I could mix some lavender with dragon’s balm—the salve stops the pain, but the tincture should heal the wound and stop any swelling."

      "Great! Where's that?" I glance around the room.

      Amelia stands. "Nicole has some. She's our ‘go to’ for stronger potions and such. She’s the only one with the skill to make them."

      "Which is why it costs a lot, Amelia," groans Jamie, and he blows hair from his face.

      "And you're one of my best friends. I don't care."

      "I'll pay you back," he calls after Amelia, who's out of the door before he can protest any further.

      Jamie slides from the bed to the floor, swearing. His hair is thick with the salve Amelia smeared on the back of his head.

      "Can I persuade you to get checked out properly?" I ask and slide next to him.

      "I'll be fine."

      "Arseholes," I mutter and stroke Jamie's hair from his face for a closer look at his eyes. Again, my rudimentary first aid skills help—his pupils are normal-sized. He isn't seriously injured.

      "I shouldn't be proud of you, but I am." Jamie touches my cheek. "You and your mad mind control skills."

      I smile back at his teasing. "Using them is a bad move for me, though."

      "Ash and Andrei sorted the situation. It's cool." He pauses. "Or not? What did Tobias say."

      I chew a nail. So much, Jamie. "Not much. I think he’ll tell Theodora, but nobody else."

      Jamie reaches out for a cloth filled with ice discarded on the floor and holds it on the back his head. "This didn't need to happen."

      "I know," I whisper. "I was stupid."

      "No. This." He points at the wound on his head. "I had a way to protect myself, which Tobias took away."

      I slump back against the wall by the side of the bed. "Don't talk about the pendant again."

      "But the pendant worked and I felt safer. More in control. The most confident I’ve ever been."

      And that's the problem. But I don’t voice this. Amelia told me how Matt became obsessed with Blackwood magic, and how good this made him feel. Jamie claimed he stopped at the pendant—and I believe him—but was the short time he wore the necklace enough for magic to take hold of his soul?

      "I understand."

      "Do you?" He blinks at me. "I stand by everything I originally said. For all I know, I've a death mark on me. Someone may be planning to kill me, Maeve."

      "Jamie." I gently turn his face to mine and the fear hidden in his eyes delves into my heart. "Magic isn't the answer."

      He snorts. "You have magic that protects you."

      His hand trembles where he holds the ice and he shifts the pack to a different part of his head. "Tobias told me he'd destroyed the pendant, so there's nothing I can do without the book."

      "Good. I don't think Amelia would cope if she lost you to Ravenhold too."

      "That would never happen."

      "And Amelia told me that's what Matt thought." I stroke his face. "I would blame myself if we lost you."

      "What? Why?"

      "If I’d never told you about the event I saw, you'd never touch Blackwood magic. You’re making bad decisions because of me." Like Ash's brother made decisions based on a future-sighted witch's vision. "I need to stop what happens, not you." I choke up as I say the words.

      "Maeve..." He touches my face too, and I'm startled when he runs his thumb below my eye to catch a tear I'm trying hard not to shed. "Life in the paranormal world is complicated, that's why we need to do what we can to help. It's better that I know."

      "Is it?"

      "There's a reason, I’m sure." He sets down the ice pack and his cool fingers tip my chin. "A reason you saw me. That you felt a connection before we met."

      I swipe my eyes with a hand. I sense what he means, deeply. "I think so."

      Jamie rests his forehead on mine and his clammy skin sticks against mine. "I struggle, Maeve. I thought we'd be more when I felt the spark between us, but you were always out of reach. Now, Ash..."

      "Ash is struggling, Jamie."

      "He's a bloody idiot."

      I slide a hand around to the back of Jamie's head and he takes a sharp intake of breath. "Crap. Sorry." I drop my hand.

      He moves his face away and takes my hand, moving his fingertips lightly across my palm. "I'll let you keep me safe, if you let me keep you safe too."

      The light touch leaves tiny buzzes on my skin and I close my palm around his fingers. If we sit here with thoughts and hands joined, are we risking a vision? Neither of us has the strength right now.

      What exists in this moment is a desire to care for each other, to stay connected. This started as a friendship forged by a frightening vision, but he now holds a place for me in his heart—and he has a place in mine too.

      The room door slams open. "She drives a hard bargain," mutters Amelia. "Twice as much as I paid last time."

      She pauses and stares at where our hands are joined. What's worse is I spring away from Jamie as if caught doing something I shouldn't. "Anyway, come on Jamie, let's get this on your head." She deftly unscrews the lid and scoops gloopy white cream from the jar. "Before you pass out and Maeve has to give you the kiss of life."

      "Ha ha," he mumbles as she smears the cream on him, biting her lip in amusement. "Ouch! Be gentle."

      I watch the two friends, smiling at their antics again, relieved I have such good people around me. Is Tobias right? Is somebody coming between us? Because keeping strong will be difficult when secrets are hidden and we walk the precipice between truth and lies.
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      The last couple of mornings I’ve met Ash outside the Gilgamesh building, but he texted me this morning to say he’d meet me at breakfast instead.

      Confused and a little hurt, I wait for him in the main hall, promising Amelia that I’d meet her in class.

      He steps in with Vincent, and when I walk over, my happiness at seeing him plummets. Ash doesn’t smile but glances at his brother, who looks between us before arching a brow at Ash.

      Ash barely spoke to me at last night’s games. Has Vincent won?

      "Maeve, isn’t it?" asks Vincent.

      He knows damn well who I am. "Yes."

      "Bad luck on the performance in last night’s challenge. I’m sure your team will improve with practice."

      "I’m sure."

      "What happened to Jamie? His face looked a little worse for wear." Vincent chuckles and my hackles rise. "Ash told me he walked into a tree in the dark."

      I expected Ash to tell Vincent a story that lowers Vincent’s suspicion, but seriously? He could’ve chosen something less obviously a lie.

      "We were banned from using witchlight magic, and Jamie couldn’t see where he was walking in the dark," I say with a sweet smile.

      "Poor kid." Vincent doesn’t return my smile.

      Ash mirrors Vincent’s stance with arms crossed and chin tipped, a miniature version of his brother. A strange tension hangs between the three of us. Ash denied his brother disliked me, and I thought his attitude was to witches in general, but I can feel his displeasure at my closeness to Ash.

      Hell, I saw how he feels.

      "Are you coming to class?" I ask.

      "Soon. Vincent needs my help with something."

      "Oh."

      Vincent blows air into his cheeks. "We’re in a hurry, Ashley. Now."

      Ash darts a look between us and mouths ‘sorry’. I step forward to give him a hug before he leaves, but he turns to follow Vincent.

      Amelia and Jamie are already in class when I arrive, and I glance over to where Andrei sits with his Petrescu group. His eyes linger on mine longer than usual and he gives a small smile to acknowledge me. I hesitantly smile back.

      Class starts and I keep one eye on the door as we pull out our potions books. Mine and Amelia’s are stained in places from spilled potions and notes in the margin. Jamie’s brow creases as he runs through the list.

      "Where’s Ash?" asks Amelia

      "With Vincent."

      Jamie makes a humph noise and stands. "I’ll grab some ingredients. Light the burner, Amelia."

      Amelia watched Jamie as he wanders across the classroom then pulls out a match to light the flame. "Do you have the glasses for the potion?"

      I bend down and pull three cylindrical glass containers from the cupboard, along with the spoons and scales.

      "He doesn’t trust Vincent," says Amelia. "They’re going to come to blows if this continues."

      "Do you trust him?" I ask.

      She shrugs. "I’ve hardly spoken to him."

      "Do you think Vincent knows about last night?" I whisper.

      "Andrei dealt with the situation, as you know." Amelia chews her lip. "He’s a different guy around you."

      I glance back at Andrei. His dark fringe sweeps into his eyes as he looks intently at a book Katherine shows her group. His long fingers spin his phone around on the table and heat fills my body as I look at his hands.

      Since we sat together, I’ve daydreamed about more. The strange promise we’ve made to see each other again, as two people who hide in the dark. Each time he helps us, Andrei moves closer to the centre of our group, and each time he holds himself back.

      What will it take for Andrei to relent and trust us?

      Ash slides into the seat and apologises to Professor Turlington for his tardiness. I place my hand on his leg. "Is everything okay?"

      He moves my hand. "Vince needs extra support."

      "Oh?"

      Ash purses his lips and pulls out his potions book. Jamie rejoins us and sets bottles of dried herbs and red and blue liquids in containers on the workbench, then shuffles onto his stool.

      "Hey, Ash."

      "Hey."

      There’s a stiff formality between them and I hope to hell this isn’t a shift in his attitude to Jamie too.

      Ash moves so his face is close to my ear. "I need to talk to you later."

      The words could mean anything, but my mind leaps to the worst conclusion. This isn’t good. "Everything alright?"

      "Mostly."

      "Thanks for helping last night," I say and look pointedly at Jamie.

      Ash shrugs. "One thing I hate is a cheater. Plus, I don’t want any of us in trouble. We need to stick together."

      I relax a little at his encouraging words: ‘stick together’.

      "Andrei put his neck on the line for us again," I say and indicate him with my head.

      "For you." Jamie sprinkles herbs into the bowl and begins counting heads of dried flowers.

      "For us," I insist. "We need to avoid situations like that again."

      "Why are you mixing that?" Amelia picks up Jamie’s small ceramic bowl and sniffs the contents. "This isn’t wyrmroot and nightshade."

      He gestures around him. "This is a lesson where we create potions to aid us. Therefore, I’m making something to help in the games. I’ve found new recipes."

      He taps the leather-bound book on the desk beside him and Ash flicks open to the first page.

      Snatching the book from him, Amelia flicks over more pages. "These potions heighten normal human powers to a magical level, Jamie. Only witches can use these and that’s an unfair advantage. You can’t cheat."

      Jamie closes the book. "Everybody has advantages. Vampires, speed and night sight, shifters, stamina and strength. Witches can use magic to match that."

      I chew my lip as I listen to the conversation. Jamie’s right—we’ve already proved Walcott will come behind in purely physical challenges and we need some help.

      "Is this a superhero potion?" I ask in an attempt to lighten the mood.

      Ash snorts. "Don’t worry. Advanced potion making. Jamie would need to practice all term to perfect one."

      "How do you know?" retorts Jamie. "Or are you worried Walcott will win?"

      There’s a friendly rivalry between the pair, but Jamie’s attitude edges towards hostility, not helped by Ash’s mood today.

      "Sure. Like that happened… never."

      "I guess with some more cheating from teams, you might," Jamie continues.

      Ash leans across the desk. "And using potions isn’t cheating?"

      "Well, according to you, I can’t successfully make one," he snaps back.

      I absentmindedly stir the liquid in the jug on my desk, watching the blue swirl into the yellow. I understand academies and schools have competitions, but with such division already in the school, is this wise?

      "The games are only a small part of the school," says Amelia, and she places a hand on each guy’s arm, where she sits between them. "Let’s work together when we’re not competing in any challenges."

      Ash pulls a face and continues to measure out the red tincture from the small bottle while Jamie continues mashing herbs together.

      Clive sits with Remi and a couple of other shifters, every student in their regular place. His and Remi’s cheeks are still discoloured, and Remi’s eye has swollen to twice the size.

      I curse myself again, something I’ve done over and over since yesterday. Amelia tells me not to worry, that everything is fixed, but that doesn’t stop the possibility it could happen again.

      I told Theodora about my slip up this morning and waited for her to give me a dressing down, but she responded with quiet awe that I can control people at will. But she and Sofia are right—when I’m emotional is when my powers are closer to the surface.

      Controlling my emotions matters as much as my controlling my powers. And that will take a lot of practice.
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      Andrei joins us at dinner and Katherine glares at him across the room. But there's little she can do. We're interlinked. The games last night proved again how working together is the way forward.

      Clive sits with Katherine, but as usual she studies Ash and me too, a silent warning in her displeased eyes. She knows there's something between us, but would be overjoyed to know Vincent has similar plans to split us.

      Ash tells me I'm paranoid, but since the night in his room and the party, he touches me less. In normal circumstances, I'd put that down to not going far enough with him, but this is different.

      Andrei sits with his back to her, quietly listening to our conversations.

      "Where is Amelia?" I ask.

      "Matt." Jamie sips his coffee.

      "Matt's here?" That can't be possible.

      "No. He has phone privileges this weekend. Ten minutes. She won't be long."

      The table drops into silence at the mention of Matt's name. We never speak about him in front of Amelia, just as Vincent is a taboo topic.

      "Amelia is dreaming if she thinks she'll see him again," remarks Andrei.

      "I disagree," says Jamie. "Some Ravenhold kids are freed. Only the really nasty ones stay. He'll be fine."

      Tobias. I don't understand why he was there, or why he was freed, but I intend to find out.

      "You know Dorian Blackwood is still out there somewhere?" asks Andrei. "He's one person who should be locked up for life."

      "Who's he?" I ask. "I thought the Blackwoods were in hiding."

      "Most of them are dead," says Ash. "And he’s not a witch. He’s worse."

      Jamie drops into silence and unease seeps in when his hand goes to his chest. He'd know all about the Blackwoods.

      "He's a hybrid. People like him would destroy Matt if he were still there." Andrei spins the plate around in front of him. "I know what Matt's like. He wouldn't take shit from people, and he isn't as strong as the hybrids."

      "But Matt is okay. Amelia says he's—"

      Andrei jerks his chin up and I look to where Amelia stands behind.

      Her face clouds. "Are you talking about me?"

      "Yeah." I kick Andrei under the table. "What? Isn't the gang motto 'tell no lies'?"

      Amelia scowls and sits. Her face is red and eyes puffy from tears, so I reach out and give her a hug. "Don't," she mumbles. "I don't want to cry again. I only came here because Andrei says he has something urgent to tell us."

      Andrei enjoys his moment, hands behind his head. For somebody still hovering at the very edge of the group, he can be too cocky sometimes.

      "Spill, Andrei," says Ash.

      Andrei shakes his head. "Let's enjoy our meal first."

      "Andrei..." I warn.

      He leans forward, his face too close to mine for my body's comfort. "I can't say anything because a certain someone is close by."

      "Oh." I fight looking over at Katherine.

      "But I have a suggestion for some bonding time."

      "Go on," says Ash, voice heavy with suspicion.

      He smirks. "How long has it been since you guys went into the city? I reckon we should plan a night out."

      "We’re not allowed off campus, remember?" asks Amelia.

      He pulls a disappointed face. "Oh, come on. Students head out all the time and nobody says anything."

      "That's not a good idea." Amelia looks around warily. "Who'll be there?"

      "Us." Andrei scratches his head. "Don't you want a night away from campus? A little bonding time now we’re all in this shit together."

      Jamie scotches his cheek. "Where?"

      "Demon’s Lair."

      "Whoa." Ash straightens. "We can't get in there. Demon’s Lair is exclusive."

      Andrei coughs. "Uh. My cousin’s dad owns the club. I'll get us in, no problem."

      I look between them all; again, I’m out of the loop.

      I snap my head back. "A vampire club?"

      "I’m not sure," says Jamie. "Not my scene. I hear dubious stuff happens there."

      "No more dubious than human clubs." Andrei nudges me. "What do you say? A little more immersion into your new world?"

      I do miss my weekends out with Tessa. The small taste of freedom I had at the Halloween party wasn’t enough, the evening stressful.

      "When?" asks Jamie.

      "I already spoke to my cousin. He reckons we can get in within a couple of weeks."

      "There’s a waiting list? Is Demon’s Lair that exclusive?"

      Jamie nods at my question. "Because Dominion members are mostly vampires, the place is strictly controlled to keep them out. Invite only."

      "They’ve learned to stay away," says Andrei stiffly. "Last time any Dominion tried to get in, there was a mysterious death."

      I watch Jamie. This would be his cue to make a snide comment about Andrei and ‘mysterious deaths’, but he remains quiet. Is he finally accepting our mismatched friendships?

      Instead, Jamie runs his tongue along his teeth. "I bet I know what someone will say next."

      Silence. But we're all thinking the same, I’m sure.

      "‘You can't go, Jamie. It’s too dangerous’," Jamie adds in a mocking tone. "Right?"

      "Nobody said that, dude," says Andrei.

      "Are you sure Jamie will be safe?"

      "His choice," says Andrei and shrugs.

      "I'll be fine," he says. "No problem."

      Amelia’s eyes fill with alarm. "You don't even like vampires!"

      "No, I don't like them, but witches go to Demon’s Lair too."

      "Uh. Cough, cough, vamp sitting here," retorts Andrei, but he’s smiling wryly. "Helpful vamp with something interesting to tell you."

      He tips his head to the side towards Katherine’s group. I glance at Clive's swollen face and focus on not meeting his eyes. What if the magic wears off and he remembers?

      "Cool. I'll ask Vincent to come with us. He could do with some time out," adds Ash.

      The atmosphere chills several degrees and Jamie shifts in his chair, briefly meeting my eyes.

      "Anyway!" Andrei slaps his hands on the table and the icy atmosphere snaps. "The other news I have is about Katherine’s plans."

      "What now?" Ash sighs and slumps back in her seat.

      "She's planning to cheat in the mental magic challenge."

      Jamie purses his lips. "How? Nobody knows what the task will be until the day."

      "I heard Katherine talking to Clive about creating a potion to help her get ‘an advantage’ in the game. Katherine shut up when she noticed me nearby."

      "She'll be detected. Not possible," says Amelia.

      "Katherine can always hide what she does," says Andrei with a snort. "Clive already tried to cheat in the first game. I’m not surprised she is too."

      "I can report her to Vince?" suggests Ash.

      Andrei shakes his head. "No. Not without proof. We'll figure out a way to counteract what she's doing."

      "What potion?" asks Jamie. "I'll make one to counteract the effects."

      "I didn't hear that part. I bet it’s something to confuse her partner. Maybe send them to sleep? I don't know."

      "This is dangerous," says Jamie with a frown. "All the potions I know that affect the mind could do serious damage."

      "Katherine wouldn't risk that," I say.

      Amelia snorts. "Believe me, Katherine doesn't care if someone gets hurt, if they get in her way. I know."

      She exchanges a look with Andrei, who rubs his hand across his mouth and says nothing. "Yeah, well I thought I’d tell you."

      Andrei’s decision to confide in us reinforces what I keep telling the others—that we’re a group. Mismatched, but united. Jamie rests against the wall close to Andrei, but without his usual guardedness. Ash stands arms crossed, face drawn into displeasure. Amelia’s not quite with us still, and her reddened eyes worry me—what happened when she spoke to Matt?

      "We only have until tomorrow afternoon to figure out what she’s planning," says Amelia, chewing on her lip.

      "Tomorrow afternoon? So soon?" I ask.

      "Apparently Sofia needs to attend an urgent meeting at the witches' council later this week. The challenge has been brought forward, because all house heads need to be present."

      Jamie tips his head at Ash. "How do you know this?"

      "Vincent." He grins. "You guys have an advantage thanks to my insider info."

      "Good." Jamie crosses his arms. "This gives Katherine less time to work on her cheating."

      "She’ll know too," says Amelia. "Nothing happens here without her knowledge."

      The fact the challenge has been brought forward doesn't concern me as much as Sofia’s summons to the witches' council.

      "Did Vincent mention why Sofia needed to go?"

      He shrugs. "Witch business, I guess. Ask her?"

      "I will."

      Andrei jumps down from the desk. "I’ll try to find more info from Katherine, but she’s cagey around me."

      "The best we can do is be alert to what she does on the day," says Amelia. "If we don't know the potion, we don't know how to counteract it, but we can stop her. Her victim would need to drink shortly before, for her to be sure the potion has an effect."

      "If that’s what she’s choosing to use," puts in Jamie. "She could use a balm or powdered herbs."

      Ash swears. "Then this is impossible for us to stop. Someone should tell Tobias."

      "And what? He can’t disqualify Katherine based on a rumour from a group who don't like her. Plus, we’re on opposing teams. Even if Tobias believes us, I doubt the other professors would." Amelia’s face sours.

      "I’ll talk to him anyway," says Andrei.

      "Or I could?" I suggest.

      "I'm not comfortable with you and him alone," says Ash, and Andrei's expression reflects the same opinion.

      "He won't hurt me."

      "That's not what I'm worried about." Andrei's eyes meet mine.

      "He’s on our side too," puts in Amelia, and everybody looks at her in surprise. I’ve never heard Amelia defend Tobias before, but she’s never voiced her suspicions as loudly as the others.

      "She’s right," says Andrei in a begrudging tone.

      Ash says nothing. Is Tobias somebody else Vincent told Ash to keep away from?

      Amelia tugs my arm. "I’m tired. Tomorrow, we can practice our mental magic in case one of us is paired with Katherine."

      Something in the pit of my stomach tells me to expect that honour.

      Ash pulls himself from the wall. "I need to talk to Maeve first."

      The group drops into another awkward silence as the conversation abruptly ends.

      "Yeah, well, I’m headed off too." Without pausing for goodbyes, Andrei lopes away.

      "Abrupt," says Amelia with a chuckle.

      I’m disappointed he cut us dead and left as suddenly, but that’s Andrei. "I’m glad he decided to tell us."

      Ash rubs his temples and glances around. "Maeve?"

      I don't know what Ash wants to talk to me about, but the vibe I get is this won't be good.
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        * * *

      

      My walk with Ash takes us away from the building and towards the rugby pitches. Each step we take, my hopes sink further into my shoes. Ash keeps looking back at the academy and his hands remain in his pockets. The spring sunshine touching and warming my face can’t reach my heart growing cold. I hate seeing Ash subdued and unhappy like this.

      Ash finally wraps an arm around my shoulders and I rest my head against his chest as we walk in rhythm.

      "Sorry I haven’t had a chance to speak to you since the party," he says.

      "All good. I know you’re busy with other things apart from me." I nudge him in the ribs with an elbow. "Looks like Vincent demands a lot of your time."

      "Yeah."

      We stop by the goal posts and Ash rests against one. He shuffles down to my height, which is nice but his legs crate a barrier between us. "Was Christmas difficult? Getting to know each other again."

      He hunches his shoulders. "I hope you're not hinting he isn't Vincent."

      "No," I protest. "I just mean the experience must’ve affected him and how he responds to you all."

      "Everybody’s changed." Ash pauses as he takes both my hands again. "I missed you over the holidays."

      The tenderness on his face, the way his eyes brighten when he looks at me sends the familiar fluttering into my chest.

      "Me too," I whisper.

      "Are you okay with people spreading the news we’re together?"

      I blink. "Aren’t you?"

      He inhales and then sighs. "This sounds shitty, but things are complicated. I mean, there’s something between us, but..."

      He trails off as I try to hide the hurt with words that mean nothing. "Oh. Sure, okay."

      The nausea I’ve fought since we walked away from dinner builds. Is Ash rejecting me? Since we returned to the academy, he’s been attentive, as if I’m more to him than I was.

      Vincent changed that the moment he arrived on campus.

      "We can still spend time together, but I think ‘official’ would be full on for you. I know you don’t like being the focus of attention, and if you’re with me—"

      His words hit a raw nerve. "I’m not good enough for the school’s most popular boy?" I retort.

      "No. Maeve, I want us to be together. Just not public yet."

      "Wow." I’m speechless for a moment as I pull my hand from his. "I think I’ll head back now."

      He strides to catch up as I walk away across the vast, empty pitches. "Maeve. Don’t take this the wrong way. I’m not saying this because I want to play around with other girls."

      If that bothers you, you’re a hypocrite, Maeve. You practically kissed Andrei. I spin around. "Look. It’s okay. We only kissed once. Hardly a big deal."

      "But it must be. You’re upset."

      "I’m not," I lie. "Like you said, students don't ‘do’ exclusive here."

      I ready myself to tell Ash I saw what Vincent did to him at the party, but what do I say? Ash is beginning to distance himself from me and this could make things worse. I’ve no doubt Ash’s pride would cause a bad reaction and he’s already struggling.

      "I care about you a hell of a lot, Maeve. I’ll still protect you. I’d do anything you asked."

      I want to let go of the emotions he’s provoked and tell him he’s hurt me, cause a fight, but Tobias’s words come to me. Vincent is trying to pull us apart and in Ash’s small way, he’s trying to stop that. There’s no all or nothing for me and Ash. We have to work with what we can. A terrible part of me wants Vincent to be an imposter, so Ash can be freed from his influence. The part of me terrified he may be the real Vincent after all.

      Please let Tobias be right.

      Ash wraps his fingers around mine. If I were childish, I’d pull away, but I appreciate his honesty even though I wish he’d not said any of this.
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      One night, I’ll manage to sleep without lying awake while Amelia snores. Every day recently, the days' events swirl around my tired mind and today is no different. But as I pull my thick coat on over my pyjamas and slip on my boots, ready to take a walk, I question my motives. Is this more than head clearing?

      I know where to find Andrei, if I want to.

      He’s sitting on his bench, hunched over his phone as ever. I pause. Do I talk to him, or will that prompt more inside me? I watch him for a few moments, debating what to do. No. Tonight isn’t a good time to talk to him, considering what happened last time we sat on that bench and my current emotional state. I pull my coat closer around myself and take another circuit of the cloisters.

      Once more before I try to sleep again.

      I’m halfway around when shoes scuff behind me. On immediate alert, I spin around. Andrei stands a few feet away, hands in pockets.

      "I know you’re watching me again, Maeve. Why is that?" Instead of anger, there’s amusement in his tone. "Don’t try to sneak around after a vampire. Even with your skills, it’s impossible."

      The way he looks at me when we’re alone adds to my confusion. The defensive scowl that intrigued me early on is replaced by openness. Hell, he even smiles at me.

      "I’m not sneaking," I say with a frown.

      He shakes hair from his face. "I’m teasing. Why aren’t you in bed?"

      "Couldn’t sleep. Visions on my mind. I also wanted to talk to you." He raises a questioning brow. "I haven't had a chance to thank you for helping with Clive."

      Andrei shrugs. "I didn’t want you in trouble."

      "I appreciate it."

      His smile slips.  "But I never knew about your ‘special skill’, Maeve. I’m hurt that you didn’t tell me you can control minds." He’s half serious. "I suppose the rest of our little gang knows."

      "Yes. Sorry, I didn't think. You—"

      "I’m not part of the group? Yeah."

      "No. But you weren’t close. We weren’t. You’re part of us now."

      He laughs with disbelief. "Right. Well, now I know I can watch out for you trying to control my mind."

      I laugh at him and move towards him to touch his forehead. "I doubt I’d be able to find my way in there, even if I wanted to."

      Andrei steps back, tensing. He pats his jeans pockets, eyes filled with consternation. "Shit."

      "What have you lost?" I ask.

      "Don’t come any closer, Maeve," he whispers. "Please."

      I halt. "Okay, fine, you were the one who approached me." I swallow down the hurt at his rejection. How could I think our intimacy would go any further than a chat and hand holding? "You know, if you were friendlier to people, I think others would accept you more."

      "I don’t give a crap if they accept me or not." He continues to search his pockets. "Shit. Maeve, please step back."

      "What’s your problem?" He grimaces at me and inhales. Is he holding his breath? "Do I smell bad or something? Jeez..."

      Andrei swallows down a laugh. "You have no idea."

      I stare at him in disbelief. "Wow. Okay."

      He shifts to look over my shoulder, and I swear he’s about to run. "I can't talk to you right now, Maeve."

      I take a deep breath. "You hurt me, do you know that?"

      "What?" He jerks his head back to me. "How?"

      "This probably sounds stupid to you, but I feel you understand me and you always help me out, but then you push me away."

      "You have enough friends. You don’t need another."

      "I need one who watches my back the way you do," I say softly. "Who cares about me. Who I care about."

      Andrei blinks at me as if I slapped him. "You hate me and my blood-drinking evilness." His sarcasm hides more—a hurt he lets slip around me. "I killed someone, remember?"

      I push onwards with words I need to say because they tumble around my mind constantly. "I had a vision and you were there, Andrei, and I can’t stop thinking about what I saw."

      "Vision?" he asks sharply. "Of my death?"

      "No. I do see more than deaths in my visions, you know." I chew my lip. "You’re a friend and I’ve decided not to hide anything from friends."

      "I’m not your friend, Maeve," he mutters. "Not like the others."

      I push on. "My aunt has weird hallucinations. She gets confused between the present and the future, and last term that happened to me. I saw you. I was with you. In the future."

      "I don’t understand. What do you mean 'with me'?" Andrei tips his head and the sensation someone stroked my scalp tingles through. His face fills with horror and he steps back. "Maeve."

      "What?"

      "You kissed me." He speaks the words as if I’d murdered someone.

      "No." My protest is too quick. Too vehement.

      "I catch flashes of memories in your mind. You know that."

      My heart rate picks up. "Oh." My mouth dries as I relive the moment that plays over and over, at how tenderly he kissed me. How his lips felt. "Stop looking in my head. I don't know why I saw us, Andrei, but I did."

      "Any good?"

      "Are you asking if it was a good kiss?"

      A smile plays at the edge of his lips. "Yeah."

      "I don't know. I pushed you away. Why is this funny?"

      "It’s not, Maeve. This really isn't funny. Is this something you want to do?" I’d expect a teasing tone, smug smirk, but no. Andrei’s face is a picture of confusion. "Maeve?"

      This was supposed to be a light conversation, but suddenly an imaginary kiss becomes the focus. Why do I want Andrei’s attention so much when I have other guys who care? Am I foolishly convinced I’ll fix the broken boy?

      "I don't know," I admit.

      "Shit." Andrei holds his palm against his forehead. "I wish your answer was no."

      "No, you don’t."

      He folds his arms around himself. "I want to be around you without being overwhelmed physically, and I’m trying to, but I can’t block out the effect your blood has on me. That’s why I wish you’d said no."

      I tense at his admitting what we both know. Witch and hemia vampire. Incompatible.

      "I understand."

      "Did you know that’s why I always chew gum around you? So I keep control. The mint dulls my senses. Stops me wanting you."

      I burst out laughing at the most ridiculous excuse I've ever heard from a guy.

      But his stony face cuts my laughter dead.

      Wow. He’s serious.

      Andrei closes the distance he put between us. "I want to connect with you as Maeve and Andrei, not vampire and witch." His eyes shine in the moonlight.

      "I don’t believe you’ll hurt me."

      I tense as his hand slides into the back of my hair. "You radiate something I crave more than blood, and when we’re close, that worries me. Not because I think I’ll hurt you, but because this is more than obsessing about your witch blood."

      I reach out to place my index finger on his lips. "And I don’t think my blood is the only thing that attracts you. I think you’re scared because I have something else that scares you."

      "Such as?" My body heats everywhere as his fingers massage the nape of my neck. Andrei told me we can't get close, but he’s contradicting himself.

      "I see something you refuse to admit to yourself— you care what happens to others. You’ve helped me because there’s good inside you. You’re scared to let somebody prove this to you."

      He gently pulls my fingers from his mouth. "No, Maeve. You’re wrong. I have a need for you that rages through every cell in my body when we’re close like this. I’ve seen you with Ash and how gentle he is because he sees you as something fragile." Andrei’s fingers press into my skin. "I know you’re not fragile, and I don't want to be gentle with you. If you want tenderness, you’re looking at the wrong person."

      "But you were," I murmur staring at his mouth. "In my vision, your kiss was gentle."

      "Don’t talk about kissing me," he says voice thick. "Don’t keep putting that thought in my mind."

      "Then why are you touching me?"

      "Because we’re hidden in the dark," he says with a wry smile. "We’re not here."

      There’s a thrill that accompanies his words and touch. A secrecy that we meet like this and could hide from the world, that I could indulge a side of me that I pretend I don’t have. A raw, physical need.

      "I don’t care whether your kisses are gentle or not, Andrei. You think your body overwhelms common sense around me? I feel the same around you.”

      "You can’t trust me," he whispers.

      I rest my forehead on his and the intense need pools in my stomach. The frustration with Andrei builds, but because he holds back and I want to prove I can make him kiss me?  Or is this something more?

      "I can trust you, Andrei. Don't push me away, and I’ll prove that you can trust yourself."

      My heart thuds faster. Weeks ago, I didn't want to be in the same room as Andrei, but now all I want is time alone with him. I touch his face again, unable to resist running my fingers across his skin. Craving a connection. There’s no need to look into each other’s minds to read what we both want.

      As my fingers reach his lips, Andrei grabs my wrist. His mouth hits mine, breath knocked away as my back slams hard against the wall. This isn’t like my vision. Andrei’s response is exactly what I imagined—harsh, uncontrolled, devouring.

      I grip his hair and return his bruising kiss, our tongues exploring each other's mouths. Andrei growls low in his throat and pinions me against the wall with his hips, hungry mouth still over mine. In that one move, he wipes away thoughts of anything but my matching obsession over what kissing Andrei would be like.

      I slide my hands beneath his T-shirt, exploring the tight abs and digging my nails into the muscles of his lower back. I can’t move and barely breathe, lost in the heady kiss.

      Andrei pushes his hand inside my coat and beneath my top, sweeping his fingers lightly along my side. My legs weaken and if he didn’t have me pinned against the wall by his hips, I’d be a heap on the floor.

      I could tell myself this is due to Ash’s rejection, but I knew this moment would happen the day I first saw Andrei.

      Andrei pulls away as quickly as he pushed me, breath coming in short bursts to match mine. "This is wrong."

      "That didn't feel wrong to me."

      He straightens my coat, face shadowed as he focuses on the action. "A really bad idea."

      "I don't care."

      Andrei stares in shock for a few moments. "I could hurt you."  He holds up his shaking hands. "Badly. Look at what one kiss is doing to me. We should rewind before this gets out of control. Before I get out of control."

      I should agree, but the memory of his kiss remains on my lips. "I don’t think we can."

      Circling an arm around my waist, Andrei pulls me closer and rests his head on mine. "This is more than holding hands in the dark, Maeve."

      I laugh at him. "I’m aware of that."

      "And adds a whole new dimension to our ‘accidental meetings’." His breath strokes my skin as he speaks, cool against the heat.

      "They were accidental," I protest and pull away.

      "I wait for you every night."

      My calming heart rate picks up again at his admission. "Do you?"

      "Yes." I slide my hands around his shoulders and stroke the nape of his neck. "I'm not going to kiss you again, Maeve."

      "Ever?"

      He chews the corner of his mouth but doesn't reply. If this is so wrong, why does everything feel right? My body craves his touch and kiss, for him to overwhelm me, but there’s also a comfort in his embrace. We fit together, even if we shouldn't. The misfits. The witch and the vampire hiding in the shadows. Andrei and Maeve no longer hiding from each other.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      MAEVE

      

      The mental magic challenge takes place in the main hall. I've sat exams before with rows of students at desks, the room filled with nervous tension as their futures depended on their performance.

      This is a competition and not an exam, but my stomach churns with fear I’ll fail.

      I'm confused why Gilgamesh take part. I've found their minds easy to control, plus they don't take mental magic lessons. Apparently, the shifters’ skill is blanking their minds, a technique learned through meditation. Defensive rather than offensive.

      Petrescu's offensive attacks could hurt more than the physical pain from exhausting survival challenges.

      I wait against the wall, lined up with other students as we wait to be assigned our opponents. As usual, we’re grouped in our houses. Ash met us earlier, and things were awkward but not unpleasant. Tobias told me Vincent’s aim is to pull the group apart.

      My attachment to Ash is more than romantic—I can hold onto and build on our friendship to keep him close. There’s no doubt Ash was hurting when he spoke to me last night, and shunning him from the group because he hurt my feelings would be immature and unfair.

      And what Vincent wants.

      But how can I not feel rejected? I soaked up Ash’s attention as if he were the sun shining on me in this gloom. He filled me with a warmth I haven’t felt for a long time. What girl doesn’t like when a guy looks at her as if she lights up his world too?

      Like Andrei does. Every time our passionate kiss crosses my mind, heat surges through my blood. I tasted something forbidden, from a guy who admitted he won't be gentle. That thought sends my mind in all kinds of crazy directions. But could we ever risk more than a kiss?

      Nearby, Vincent, Tobias, and Sofia speak in hushed tones, although Tobias's voice rises. Andrei caught up with us earlier but avoided speaking to or looking at me. He spoke to Tobias last night—as I suspected, Tobias can’t talk to Katherine, but he can keep a close eye on her. I keep an eye on her too—standing with her cronies, ignoring those around and flicking through her phone.

      Tobias storms away from the pair and stands at the desk towards the front of the hallway.

      One by one, he announces each student and their challenger. "Amelia. Ashley."

      Amelia's relief replaces the nail-chewing anxiety she’s had since she walked in here. If her weak skills were challenged by Petrescu, they’d tear her apart and destroy her confidence.

      "Katherine Edelston. Maeve Foster."

      The deep anger on Tobias's drawn features grows and he scowls in Vincent and Sofia’s direction. Frankly, I don't care since I'm not scared of her, and happily take her on. Plus, I’m on the lookout for tricks when others might not be. She could cheat, but not against me.

      Katherine stalks across the hall to take her place at the allocated table and with a sigh, I walk over too.

      Chair legs screech around the hall as each pair sit to face each other across the desk. Katherine folds her arms in front of her, revealing dark blue nails with tips decorated by moons and stars.

      I'm rarely this close to Katherine, but when I am, she fascinates me. The girl's skin is air-brushed clear, but there's no photoshopping here. Her large blue eyes and cupid bow lips give her a doll-like appearance, but she can flick on sultry in the blink of an eye. If her challenger were a guy, he'd struggle against her lamia powers, whether used deliberately or not. Katherine is breathtaking—and annoying as hell.

      "Well, this is a surprise," she purrs, but there’s no surprise on her face.

      "This will be interesting, yes."

      "How is Ash? I've noticed you two are closer." Her eyes narrow in warning. "I wish you’d listen to me. You need to."

      "No. I don’t."

      Her lips part as I use the word few people say to her.

      She taps her fingernails on the desk. "Something weird is happening with you and your lapdogs. What?"

      I look over her shoulder. Is Katherine using this a technique to disarm me before we begin? To rile me so I lose focus? Katherine opens her bag and I sit up, anxious to see what she has in there. A small, pink hairbrush. I stare as she brushes her already perfect hair.

      "Are you ready to lose?" I whisper.

      She looks at me as if I’m an imbecile. "That won't happen."

      "Why? Because you believe your cheating potion will work on me?"

      She maintains an innocent look as she drops the hairbrush into her bag and zips it closed. "Silly Andrei told you this, I presume. He’s always full of stories. Do you know the stories about him?"

      "Yes."

      She shakes her head with a patronising smile. "I bet you don’t know them all."

      "I’m sure I don’t."

      Andrei sits opposite Jade, several desks behind Katherine. Jade is a skilled elemental witch, but I don’t fancy her chances against Andrei’s mental skill.

      Katherine glances around at him. "He's good, by the way."

      "Yes. Andrei's not as bad as everybody thinks."

      Her laughter chimes around us. "That's not what I mean, Maeve. He's skilful, if you get my drift."

      I blink rapidly. Has Andrei... with Katherine? When?

      She holds up an index finger and makes a winding motion around with her other hand. "Do you think he's under your spell? It’s the other way around, Maeve. You’re the one charmed into stupidity—Andrei is a predator, and he has his sights on you."

      I keep my eyes on hers, refusing to show her words delve into the wariness I have around Andrei. If only she knew the truth.

      "One of Andrei’s skills is his camouflage. Pretends he’s a broken bad boy who resists affection until the right girl touches his heart." She places a hand on her chest and pulls a face. "All he wants is to feed his disgusting needs."

      I force myself to hide the doubts flickering into my mind. "You're wrong."

      "Am I? The guy's mother leads the Dominion, and he has her blood running through his veins. Tobias can try to control Andrei, but he’ll kill someone on campus soon. There’s too much temptation. Too many witches." She leans closer and places a soft, cold hand over mine. "Maybe Andrei will kill you."

      I snatch my hand away. "Give up, Katherine. You're not distracting me. I'm focused on winning against you."

      She touches her heart again, mock indignation on her face. "I don't need to cheat, Maeve."

      "Uh huh. That’s not what I heard."

      She narrows her eyes and wipes her hand on her leg as if touching me repulsed her. My skin crawls too—Katherine is the last person I want to touch me.

      Theodora's heels click across the wooden floor as she enters the hall.

      "Good morning, competitors. I'm happy I'm free to watch today's game."

      Game? I wish I could see it as a game. We’re about to launch into a battle that could end with someone’s mind injured.

      Katherine looks around the room and places a delicate hand over her mouth as she yawns. "Do hurry up, Theodora," she mutters.

      She clears her throat to deliver instructions. "Sofia is placing papers in front of you. You’re not to turn over the page until instructed. The student sitting on the left of the desk will begin. You will read the words silently and your competitor will attempt to see the words in your thoughts. Then he or she will write the words on their paper. Then, he or she will wipe the same words from your mind. The papers will be removed, and you will then attempt to remember what you read."

      Katherine laughs softly. "Child's play. Just because dumb shifters are involved and can't do more than this."

      "At least the challenge will be over quickly," I retort.

      Katherine leans across the desk. "I can’t wait to get inside your head."

      "I'd say the same, but I doubt I'd find much in there."

      "Oh, very funny, Maeve. I’ll find your secrets in here." She taps her head. "I bet that's why Tobias didn't want us together. He’s in your head too."

      Is that what he argued with the other professors about? He watches us, the same displeasure on his face.

      "I want to see what's between you and him." I snap my head back round at her words. "I also know he's not a hundred-and-fifty-year-old immortal. Does he tempt you?" Katherine grazes her teeth across her bottom lip. "Or has he tasted you?"

      If we weren't in the middle of a hall with half the academy present, I’d push back my chair and leave. Before I have a chance to respond, Sofia places two sheets of paper face down in front of us before moving to the next pair.

      Katherine smirks as a divider is placed between us. "You’re first."

      "Time starts... now. And read," calls Theodora.

      The buzz around the room instantly drops into silence.

      The random selection of words are printed on paper: apple shelf doctor blue five.

      I practiced this trick in mental magic the other day, with Amelia. As Katherine's probing thoughts reach me, I close my eyes and picture a black box. Climbing inside, I surround myself with darkness.

      But she's scratching at the box, pulling it apart and exposing my mind. A sharp pain enters my head and I open my eyes. The room spins and my stomach flips over like the time I drank too much alcohol.

      Katherine looks straight at me, but her face blurs in and out of view. "Are you okay, Maeve?" she asks in concern.

      I look down at the words again and they jumble in front of me, as if they’re random strokes on the page and not letters. Where am I? I look around the room at people staring. At desks. Am I in an exam?

      "Maeve?" croons Katherine. "Are you confused?"

      Confused. "I didn't drink any potions," I say hoarsely.

      "Potion? I didn’t use a potion, Maeve," Katherine is indignant but a smirk plays across her lips. She lifts her hand between us and points to the back. Then she nods at mine, where I grip the desk’s edge.

      A fleck of white powder sits on my skin, like icing sugar from a cake I ate. But I didn't eat.

      In alarm, I brush at the powder. Mistake, because the powder rubs into my skin and the room lurches to the left until I’m looking at the world sideways.

      I swallow down the rising nausea. Katherine touched my hand. I rubbed her touch away.

      This powder is magic.

      "You cheating bitch," I stammer out.

      Katherine’s smug face fades and I fall backwards as if someone kicked my chair over. The already sideways room begins to blacken.

      Shit, shit, shit. Not now.

      I’m plunged into midnight black, but only for a moment. A kaleidoscope of images and sounds overwhelm me, as if somebody has thrown me into the middle of a bad dream. Snap shots. Confusion.

      A vision filled with nightmares.

      Amelia screams as a girl with blonde hair drags nails down her face, leaving bloodied scratches. I know who the assailant is before she turns and faces me. Katherine with her features in the evil mask of an infuriated vampire.

      I scream out, but immediately jerk into a different scene. Vincent and Ash, arguing. Ash's eyes changing as they did outside the pub that night, as Vincent goads him to shift.

      A girl screams in the distance.

      Blue flames beneath the library. Tobias reaching out and speaking, and I scream back at him because I can't hear what he's saying.

      I flail round, trying to fight my way from the vision. Never have I had so many at once, in succession like this.

      Andrei. His hands on my skin as he holds me to him, his mouth searching mine. Naked. I gasp against the arousal flooding through my veins and mingling with shock and pull back from him. He has a tattoo. Large raven wings open across his chest.

      Lungs constricting, I gasp for breath, and Andrei disappears from my arms.

      A woman's face comes into view. I know her, but we've never met. She's laughing at me, calling Andrei's name, and she steps back to reveal Jamie at the edge of a hole leading into a black void.

      And I scream, crying out again and again. The terror paralyses me, as I struggle to make my way from the confusing vision assaulting me and back to consciousness. But I can't free myself—the more I struggle, the tighter the grip. Something latches onto me and pulls me under, as if I'm falling into the hole Jamie teeters on the edge of.

      "I didn't know," echoes a voice. "It was a joke."

      "She's convulsing. Sofia. Help her."

      My heart aches as if it’s bursting from my chest, and the pulsing blood in my ears pushes painfully against my eyes. I scream again as the void swallows me whole, the voices growing more distant. I can't breathe. I can't feel. I can only see the blue flames bursting upwards towards me with a roar.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      MAEVE

      

      The strip lights in the academy infirmary are becoming too familiar for comfort. I sit abruptly and immediately drop back as if something pushed me down into the bed.

      Jamie and Amelia sit either side, with Ash standing close by. Andrei loiters further away, arms crossed but face sharing the same concern.

      "I'll tell the matron." Amelia leaps to her feet and scurries off.

      "You scared us half to death," says Jamie and touches my head. "Normally you're out minutes, but this..."

      "You were full on, Maeve," remarks Andrei. "Talk about making yourself centre of attention."

      I prepare to retort, but if I open my mouth, I swear I’ll vomit. Turning onto my side, I groan. I’m still dressed in my uniform, and the shirt sticks to my clammy back.

      "My head feels like it's about to explode," I manage to mumble.

      "What sort of vision did you have?" Ash asks. He sits on the edge of the bed and reaches out. Instead of taking my hand, he places his palm on the blanket beside me.

      "Bad."

      Amelia returns. "The matron is on her way. Oh, Maeve..." I'm immediately smothered by a huge hug from my best friend. Tears force their way from my eyes as the vision’s assault echoes in my mind.

      I disentangle myself and try to sit.

      "Katherine did this."

      "Yes. We found traces of Confusion Powder on you. Katherine’s in a fuckload of trouble," says Ash.

      I groan. "I'm going to mind control the girl into oblivion one day."

      Andrei laughs. "I love that you're feisty even when you feel like crap."

      Ash frowns. "You shouldn't do that, Maeve."

      "I'm joking." Half-joking. "But she really fucked my head up."

      "Theodora and Sofia will want to speak to you. Probably Tobias too," says Andrei. "What did you see?" I stare at his hands, then to his mouth. I remember. Everything. "Maeve."

      "I saw a lot, but nothing." I rub my head. They all look at me as if I’m speaking a foreign language. "That makes no sense, does it? I mean saw snapshots of events."

      "Were you there?" asks Jamie. "Inside the vision."

      "This was like being in a horror sci-fi movie where I’m strapped to a chair and memories played on fast forward. Apart from this was the future, I think."

      "Were we in the visions?" asks Jamie cautiously. I nod. "The same as usual for me?"

      His death.

      I lay my head back on the pillow. "If I talk about everything now, I'm scared the vision might start again. Can we leave this until later?"

      Jamie's face shadows as I avoid the question, and Amelia rubs his arm.

      "Were we all in your vision, Maeve?" Andrei's question is innocent but my vision of him isn’t. I close my eyes and rub them, but the feeling of his skin on mine sends a shiver of arousal through me.

      I don't think last night’s kiss is the end of us.

      "Maeve needs to rest," says the matron as she walks around the curtain. She’s grave-faced and holds a small cup of a liquid. The disgusting liquid that soothes my nerves and calms my mind.

      The god-awful-tasting concoction that turns my stomach.

      "I don’t want to rest here," I say in alarm. "I hate the smell."

      She laughs lightly. "Drink this. Once you improve, you can return to your dorm room. Amelia will look after you, I'm sure."

      Amelia nods solemnly, always one to take her duties seriously.

      "Stay here another hour or two. Your friends can leave now they know you're safe." The matron tips her head to give a pointed look at the assembled bedside visitors.

      I take the cup and stare at the contents, holding my breath.

      There’s one good thing that comes from every bad thing thrown at us. As a group, we become closer, and unite despite our differences. Gulping down the liquid, I grimace.

      Ash is here. He’s concerned. Part of us. Bad luck, Vincent.

      Did the matron add something else to the healing liquid? A wooziness takes over, but this time the darkness is calm and the oblivion welcoming as my mind becomes free of visions and shadows.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      ANDREI

      

      I keep seeing Maeve in my mind—screaming and thrashing around before she started convulsing. Then lying still while everybody around freaked out, including the ever-calm Theodora. My heart stopped when the possibility she’d died was whispered around the hall.

      I will relive the moment I crouched down and touched Maeve’s cool skin for the rest of my life. The academy could’ve crumbled around us and I wouldn’t have noticed.

      As instructed, we left Maeve in the infirmary, but I’m desperate to see her again. But I can't wait much longer as the long night heads towards dawn. Ash and the others have agreed to meet up in Walcott common room tomorrow before class. I’ve no choice but to wait until then. At least Maeve has others to comfort her.

      Maeve. That kiss. I let go of my control around her, but I’m terrified where this could lead if we follow this new path. I’m lying to myself if I say I don't want to taste her blood, but I didn't lie to her when I told Maeve I see her as more. Our kiss was a unity. I’ve denied the raw connection to Maeve I saw the first time I laid eyes, because it leads to a frightening place.

      A place Maeve is dragging me towards and I’m not sure if I want to go there.

      The effect on my senses took hours to leave, as if I could still taste and smell her as I tried to sleep. At the time we kissed, I fought to switch off the blood-craving and focus on her taste and touch, and almost succeeded. But the urge crept into my mind the harder her heart beat, and the closer her blood moved to the surface.

      If I hurt Maeve, that would be the end of me.

      Katherine sits in the cafeteria, surrounded by her worshippers, acting like someone who’s wrongly convicted and on the verge of execution. Which is total bullshit because she should be in a lot more fucking trouble than she is.

      How the fuck can she sit there as the wronged party after what she did to Maeve?

      Katherine spent the evening trapped in Theodora’s room with Tobias, undergoing the bollocking of her lifetime. Ordinarily, Katherine would paint on a new face after an experience like hers, but today she’s deliberately left herself puffy-eyed from her crocodile tears.

      "Look at Katherine," says Amelia through gritted teeth.

      I bought Amelia a slice of cake. I heard people sometimes eat cake when they’re pissed off, but I’m confused because hers remains uneaten.

      "No, thanks," mutters Ash. "I don’t want to look at her."

      Jamie glowers.

      "Raging bitch," I snarl. "She’s gone too far this time."

      "Andrei," warns Amelia. "Don’t get involved."

      I jerk my head around. "You’re going to let Katherine get away with this? Did you see what happened?"

      "Yes," she hisses back, "it was awful, but I don’t think Katherine intended to hurt Maeve."

      Ash splutters. "Why do you always stand up for her?"

      "I’m not! But we’re not the ones responsible for handing out retribution." She nudges me and I break my staring. "Are you listening, Andrei?"

      I grunt in response and scrutinise each person with her. Two vamps. Couple of witches. No Clive. Nothing special about how they look, but the witches are new to her clique. Hmm.

      "Do we know who made the powder for her?" I ask. "Katherine doesn’t have the skills or knowledge for that."

      Jamie taps his coffee stirrer on the table. "I’d guess Lorna. She’s a witch who’s big mates with Katherine recently."

      "Which one is she?" I sit upright.

      "The one who’s dressed like Katherine. As if a witch could be a lamia clone," Amelia says with a sneer.

      I flick my nails against my teeth and watch through narrowed eyes as the Lorna girl fawns over Katherine. This girl is who I need to ‘have words’ with.

      "I bet Katherine didn’t need to use mental influence on Lorna, either," adds Jamie.

      "Why?"

      "She’s part of a Walcott group who don’t like Maeve."

      I sit straighter. "You think she deliberately wanted to hurt Maeve?"

      "She better fucking hadn’t," growls Ash.

      We glance at each other. We may not agree on much, but where Maeve is concerned, we share the same motivation. Keep her safe.

      "Jamie?" I ask. "Amelia?"

      They both shrug. I huff and slump back in my seat. The Dominion think Confederacy are wrong to mix the races? They should thank them—the division caused by throwing together a load of opposing teenagers grows daily.

      I don’t believe Katherine is malicious to the extent she’d hurt Maeve. She slipped up once, when she hurt Amelia, and had a lucky escape. Only I know what Katherine did to Amelia on the night Matt lost control. I told Katherine what I saw, and she was genuinely terrified I’d drop her in the shit and she’d face serious consequences. Since that day,Katherine won’t dare cross me.

      No, Katherine’s bullying is insidious. For her own ends. Not to cause harm. Katherine wasn’t aware what would happen—or she’s too stupid to consider what the powder might do.

      But what about Lorna? I pull on my bottom lip as I watch Katherine’s group, no longer hearing the conversation happening at my table.

      Lorna knew.
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        * * *

      

      I hang back from the others when we leave, and I loiter in the quiet hallway outside the cafe.

      Katherine refuses to meet my eyes when she walks out, sweeping down the hallway with her vamp friends hurrying to catch up. Tightening my jaw, I wait for the witch to head in the opposite direction towards Walcott.

      Lorna appears, oblivious to me as she types on her phone. I don’t know much about her, since I rarely interact with Walcott, and the average-looking girl with straight brown hair blends into the uniformed kids in class. I wait for Katherine’s voice to fade and footsteps echo into the distance, before I stride after Lorna.

      Catching up, I walk past her then double back and halt, forcing Lorna to stop almost face to face with me.

      She sneers down at me. "What?"

      "You helped Katherine."

      "I help Katherine with a lot of things. Is there something you’d like help with, Andrei?" she asks sweetly.

      "No. Tell me what happened to Maeve."

      "Everybody saw. She had some kind of fit."

      "Don’t act like you don’t know. You made that powder for Katherine, didn’t you?"

      Shaking her head, she steps past me. Or tries. I move to stop her walking away, and stand as close to her as I find comfortable.

      Sometimes, a witch’s blood tempts me because I’m intrigued by how it would taste. Lorna’s? I’d like to spill.

      I take a deep breath, fighting the side of me that whispers evil intent, thanks to my mother’s blood in my veins. I avoid anything that provokes my emotions, resisting the urge to let them control me.

      No. I can scare Lorna enough to satisfy my vengeful need to hurt someone who’s damaged Maeve.

      "You made a magic powder for Katherine, which made Maeve very sick."

      "Maeve is very sick. She’s a freak."

      "Did you know what the Confusion Powder would do to her?"

      Lorna runs her tongue across her teeth and her heart rate stays steady. She doesn’t give a crap.

      "There was a risk, yes."

      Like this is some kind of failed experiment?

      "Don’t bullshit me. You knew this shit would hurt Maeve."

      She waves a hand. "Anything that has mind-altering properties has side effects, Andrei."

      "Didn’t you think what that might do to someone like Maeve?"

      Lorna’s eyes narrow. "‘Someone like Maeve’? A freak. She doesn’t belong here, and she’s dangerous. My dad is on the witches' council and they’re worried that—" Lorna pauses. "Basically, she’s trouble. Like you."

      I inch closer to her, but she holds her ground. Only this time, Lorna’s pulse rate picks up. She can pretend not to be scared of me but, like anybody, Lorna can’t hide her body’s reaction to a vampire.

      The stupid girl holds my stare, allowing me to explore inside her mind and read what I needed to see.

      Lorna knew.

      Katherine asked and she snatched the opportunity to hurt the imposter. Layers of hatred and jealousy towards Maeve are tangled in her mind and I clearly see her making the powder for Katherine.

      "You bitch," I lower my voice in warning. "You’ll regret this."

      I wait for her to back away at my malevolence, and I’m impressed when she doesn’t yield an inch. "Are you threatening me?"

      "If anything else happens to Maeve. If this has damaged her mind, I’ll be coming for you."

      "To do what?" she sneers.

      "To make sure you’re fucking sorry."

      Lorna laughs in my face. "See, this is another reason Maeve needs to go. She’s cosying up with you. The Dominion golden boy."

      "Fuck you," I snap.

      "You’re not denying you’re Dominion, then?"

      "I don’t need to."

      Lorna looks down her nose at me and side steps. I match her. "Move, vamp."

      Hell, I thought Katherine was bad, but the loathing against Maeve inside this girl’s head is beyond anything I’ve picked up from the lamia.

      "You’ll regret this," I repeat, itching to threaten her with more. "Watch your back."

      Lorna doesn’t pay attention, instead distracted by something behind me, and calls out, "Omigod! Don’t hurt me, please. Let me go!"

      Footsteps approach and Lorna’s face falls into despair as she staggers back with her hand over her mouth, eyes wide.

      What the fuck?

      "What’s happening?" I tense at the gruff voice. Fucking great. Vincent.

      "N-nothing." Lorna’s false fear continues.

      I turn and look up at the shifter mountain. "Nothing."

      His eyes narrow. "Did I hear you threaten her?"

      "No."

      He glares at my sullen face and I shake my fringe to hide my eyes.

      "Lorna, isn’t it?"

      She nods, hand trembling. "Yes."

      "Has this student upset you?"

      "He..." She sucks in a breath. "He threatened to kill me."

      "What the fuck?" I retort.

      "He blames me for what happened to Maeve, just because I’m a witch and friends with Katherine."

      Vincent’s mouth becomes a hard line and I chew a nail as I wait for his response. The man hates witches and probably wants Maeve dead too.

      "That’s a serious accusation, Lorna."

      "But everybody knows Andrei’s reputation."

      "Oh for fuck’s sake!" I exclaim. "I’m not listening to your bullshit."

      My attempt to walk away fails as a large hand curls around my bicep. I wince as Vincent squeezes to hold me in place. "Did you threaten her?"

      "No."

      "Liar!" half-shrieks Lorna.

      Vincent pauses and I snatch a chance to push into his mind in the hope I can anticipate his next move.

      Nothing.

      Literally, nothing. His mind is a black hole without a single thought or emotion. Where he holds my arm, nothing comes through to me. No energy. No aura.

      As suddenly as he grabbed me, Vincent drops my arm and steps back. I attempt to hide my shock. What did I hit? A mental magic shield or something more? Because I swear his mind held nothing.

      "I’m making a note of this incident and passing on to your respective house heads."

      "Sure. Can I go now?" I ask.

      "Do not approach Lorna again," he adds. "Lorna, please inform a professor if this vampire threatens you again."

      She nods with a grateful smile.

      I can’t wait to get the hell away from here and him. The dawn breaks in the sky above as I rush across the academy towards Petrescu house, the anger washed away by shock. Vincent slipped up, and I managed what Maeve failed to do so far. Found something nobody else has.

      I’ve seen into Vincent’s mind.

      And he doesn’t have one.
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      I leave the others and head to Vince’s place. I won't see Maeve until tomorrow, and after today’s events, I need a beer. Vince always told me I’m always welcome to see him, and his fridge is always stocked with beer.

      Maeve is still at the infirmary and I’m itching to talk to her. I sent a couple of texts and she’s agreed to meet later. Her message ended ‘don’t fuss’.

      Fuss? I want to take the girl, wrap her up, and keep her safe from the world she doesn’t understand. To hide with her from the bullshit.

      From my brother.

      I swallow hard as I remember the night Vince threatened me. Vince has a short temper and I’ve seen him snap a couple of times since he came back, but the physical assault genuinely scared me.

      He apologised the next morning. Well, as much as he ever apologises. Blamed the booze. His frustration. I shrugged the behaviour off, but something doesn’t sit right in my stomach. We’d tussle as kids, especially when Vince hit his teen years and I was the annoying little brother, but he’s never hurt me.

      That evening was the first time I thought he might.

      I’d collapsed into the spare room after the extra beers, and the next day I was ready to confront Vince. Stand up against him.

      Vince doesn’t know, but before he apologised I watched him from the hallway where he sat in the lounge. He stared ahead, hands clenched into fists on his knees and his face dark with pain. He didn’t move for several minutes and I debated whether to go to him or not. Partly because if I angered him, he could do worse, and partly because the guy I saw in the lounge isn’t the Vincent I know.

      He’d hate me to see him vulnerable, so I backed off.

      But I worried—and I still do—because Vince needs help.

      The heavy door leading into the staff quarters bangs closed behind me and echoes across the tiled hallway. I glance at the stairs heading up to the next floor, in case a professor sees me. Vince tells me I’m allowed inside, but I’m unsure.

      He opens the door to his rooms the moment I knock. The first time I visited, the place looked like a magazine feature about period homes, everything spic-n-span and perfectly arranged.

      Now the place has the ‘Vincent’ touches. He hasn’t straightened furniture since his party, and the place smells of stale alcohol and fried food.

      He stares at me and swigs from the bottle in his hand.

      "Hey, little dude. Come for a beer?" He lifts up his bottle and turns away to the kitchen. Vince is barefoot and shirtless, his back thick with knotted muscle and inked with a black dragon. He’s proud of his shifter status, whereas I dread I could be the same.

      What if this shifter form is where some of his temper comes from?

      Closing the door, I rest against the wood. Vince reappears with another bottle and a grin.

      "Crazy day, huh?" he asks as he hands it to me. "Do you know what happened to the witch?"

      The witch. I drink. "You were there. You saw."

      He purses his lips then drops himself into a winged armchair that barely fits his frame. "Yeah, but have you seen the witch? Do you know what happened to her?"

      I blow air into my cheeks and sink down onto the nearby sofa. "Her name is Maeve. You told me not to go near her, remember?"

      "As if you’d keep away after that happened." He shakes his head in dismay. "You went to the infirmary with the rest of your do-gooder gang."

      I tense at his term for us. "Okay. Yeah. I worried about Maeve and wanted to see her."

      Glittering eyes on mine, Vince drinks and my heart thuds as he rubs his lips together and prepares to talk.

      "Did you find anything useful for us?"

      Us? "Such as?"

      "The visions. You told me she saw something under the school a few days back." Yeah and I wish I hadn’t. "Any more info?"

      "No." He cocks a brow. "That’s the truth. She hasn’t spoken to anybody yet."

      He scrunches his face up. "Hmm. Let me know if she tells you anything interesting."

      "Why?"

      He narrows his eyes. "I’m at the academy. If it’s something that affects the school, then it affects me. All of us."

      I rub my temples in confusion and ignore the flickering suspicion in my mind. "Are you saying you’re okay with me and Maeve seeing each other?"

      He laughs raucously. "Shit, no. Keep your hands off. I’m sure you can charm her into telling you what she saw."

      "I don’t need to," I retort. "Maeve’s a friend."

      "And you need to choose your friends more wisely." My head spins at his contradiction. "Ashley. You’re central to the academy. Gilgamesh kids look up to you. Now more than ever, we need to stick together. Look after our own."

      "We do stick together, but we also work with the other houses. The rugby team, for example—"

      "Yeah, when did witches join the team? In my day, the rugby team was shifters only. Vamps are out because they don’t have the build. Witches? Well... they don’t have the strength."

      "Reuben’s a witch. He’s our prop forward. Awesome player. As good as any shifter."

      Vince grunts. "If you say so."

      "Everybody has a chance to try out for the team, fair and square."

      With a sigh, Vince drains his bottle and sets it down. "But the world isn’t fair and square, is it?"

      "Nor is the human world. I’m a believer in working together."

      "Jesus, you’re naive, Ash. We’ll get screwed over eventually. Nobody gave a shit when I disappeared. If I’d been a high-ranking vamp or witch kid, they wouldn’t stop looking."

      "The Confederacy tried, Vince. The case was never closed because there wasn’t a..." I lick my dry lips. "Body."

      Without replying, Vince heads away for another beer.

      "We’re not high-ranking, are we, Vince?" I ask him when he returns. "We’re just a shifter family who live in a village."

      He rests against the wall. "Nobody gives a shit about shifters. Confederacy or Dominion. We’re barely represented on the council."

      "When did you become a political activist?" I ask with a light laugh.

      He scowls. "I’m telling it like it is. Maybe once you grow up, you’ll understand."

      Now it’s my turn to scowl at his talking down to me.

      "I need you to come with me tomorrow night, bro."

      "Where?"

      "One thing you Gilgamesh kids need is bonding. Learn about who you are and why our bonds can be as mentally strong as any witch or vamp. Learn how powerful we are."

      My scalp prickles. "Where?" I repeat.

      "I’ve chatted to a few Gilgamesh kids who want to come out with me and my mates. A few beers—back to nature like we should be."

      "Sitting around a campfire telling stories?" I say and laugh.

      He strides over and takes my beer before slamming it onto the table. "This isn’t a fucking joke, Ash. This is our future."

      I shrink back. "Okay, okay. Calm down."

      He huffs and straightens. "You need to step up to who you are, Ash. No screwing around with witches. No cosying up with vamps like that dumb Clive does. Only spend time around the other races if it helps."

      "Helps who?"

      "Us."

      Wow. Shifters take part in bonding events, official and unofficial, but Vince taking students from the academy to do this concerns me.

      "Did you get permission?" I ask.

      He chuckles. "For a boys' night out? Theodora won’t care. C’mon, Ash. A few beers. Lads night."

      I remember Vince’s ‘lad nights’ from before—the times he excluded his kid brother. Now he wants me involved, and I’m torn between protesting and giving in to my pride that he asked.

      I also know I don’t have a choice.
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      I only have a chance to tell a horrified Amelia the bare bones about my vision before my expected summons to speak to the headmistress. Telling the whole group will need to wait until later.

      The meeting takes place in Sofia's room—with Theodora as usual, but I'm surprised when Tobias is there too.

      Surprised, but not as unimpressed as Sofia appears. When he sits in one of her armchairs, she looks so horrified I swear she's about to tell him to get up.

      I'm exhausted after yesterday and little sleep last night, my muscles weak and brain muddled. If I weren't certain this is reality, I'd think I were back in one of my dreams.

      Explaining the visions exhausts me further and my temples throb as I'm scared one will begin again. I'm alone with the professors and wish at least one of my friends were here.

      "This concerns me greatly," says Theodora. She sets down the pen beside the paper where she’s outlined my predictions one by one.

      Sofia clears her throat. "This may be an unpopular opinion, but I need to speak."

      My heart thrums in my ears. There's a nervous hesitancy in her tone and she rubs her temples.

      "I don't believe these were visions."

      Her words slug me in the stomach. "What do you mean?"

      "The dust that Katherine used is often used to induce a dreamlike state. That’s what causes the confusion. I suspect that the Confusion Powder tapped into Maeve's subconscious. What she saw were her fears for the future."

      "No," I protest too loudly and look to Theodora. "I've seen the fire before, the day I was with Jamie."

      Sofia gives me a pitying smile. "But the hole beneath the school? I am of course a strong believer in divination and prophecy, but this sounded like your subconscious fear that your life is out of control. That you're being sucked into something. I think we’d know if a giant hole existed beneath the school."

      I turn to Tobias, desperate for his support but he remains silent, face inscrutable.

      "You fear that Katherine will hurt Amelia—suspicious because she's hurt her before," continues Sofia. "Vincent and Ash—I know you're frightened Ash will shift too soon, or that his anger will take over."

      "Yes, but—"

      "And Gabriella. Dominion. You fear them, naturally. They are a constant threat, and Gabriella is in your mind due to your closeness to Andrei."

      I stare at the tassled blue rug at my feet. I haven’t mentioned Andrei, as my vision of sex with a vampire didn’t seem relevant to the bigger picture. If what Sofia says is true, am I scared of this happening? Or is that part of the vision evidence that this wasn’t a bad dream?

      Theodora taps a long finger on her lips. "But there's a possibility the Confusion Powder caused Maeve to have a vision."

      Sofia shakes her head. "This was too jumbled. Too unclear."

      "Maybe that's what the powder did to me. Because I'm...different."

      Sofia smiles sweetly. "Surely you don't want any of what you saw to be true. Admit, these are fears that could be a hallucination."

      I hold my aching head in my hands. Sofia plants the seed of doubt, which grows until I question myself too. She could be right. I’ve never experienced anything like this. I’ve never dreamed or had nightmares. I wouldn’t know what they were like.

      "This isn't an unusual reaction to Confusion Powder," says Theodora. "Please, ask Professor Turlington."

      "I intend to," replies Sofia.

      No. No. Why is she saying this? I again look to Tobias. He was there. In the fire. Surely that frightens him?

      And why the hell isn’t he standing up for me?

      "Perhaps you should work with Maeve on exploring these visions?" he suggests to Sofia.

      "Hallucinations," she corrects. "I feel we have more visions to decipher."

      "But the fire," I protest. "That’s the same as I saw with Jamie that day. And the woman—Andrei's mother. The Dominion could be planning an attack."

      "How? Through secret underground tunnels leading into the school?" Her condescending laugh prickles my scalp. "You saw a photograph of Gabriella, so she is planted in your mind."

      My throat thickens as I fight tears.

      "At least try," he says stiffly.

      Sofia sucks on her teeth. "We have a definite threat on Jamie's life. And, if we are to believe this hallucination, a possible attack on the school. You need to help her with the mind control. I need to help her with focusing on specific visions."

      "But the attack could be Katherine?" I suggest.

      Theodora coughs. "To be honest, the incident between Katherine and Amelia did sound like a cat fight."

      My mouth drops open. "Are you serious? Amelia wouldn't lower herself to this."

      I dip my head as her expression changes to distaste at my impudence.

      "Maeve. I wouldn't say this if I hadn't seen or heard this before. Yes, you have visions, but this..." She waves a hand.

      My breathing shallows further. I can't cope with this--with the confusion and denial. My chest shudders as I take a deep breath. Tears threaten and I clench my teeth.

      "What are the consequences for Katherine’s dangerous behaviour?" asks Tobias, and I squeeze my eyes closed in gratitude for his subject change.

      "She has been disqualified from the games and her house penalised," says Theodora.

      "What? Why hasn't she been reprimanded more severely?" he asks incredulously. "Because her family has money?"

      "No. She will be forced into detentions and refused free time, but there’s little we can do."

      "Are you serious? Expel her?" he suggests.

      The room drops into silence, and I peer at Sofia and Theodora.

      "Katherine has nowhere to go, Tobias," she says in a soft voice. "You know that."

      "She has parents," he retorts.

      "Who don't want to deal with their daughter. They are busy with Confederacy business and rarely in the country."

      Is she saying Katherine's parents don't care about her?

      Tobias makes an exasperated noise and stares out the window instead. "I refuse to have the girl in any more of my classes."

      "She's your student, Tobias," retorts Sofia.

      "As her house head and the professor of mental magic, I am banning Katherine from all further mental magic tuition. I suggest she's removed from potions class too." He turns his head. "Theodora?"

      Theodora rubs her temples. "Very well. I will arrange for Katherine to spend time in the library for your lessons. I'll ask Professor Turlington’s opinion on his class. That will be his decision."

      Sofia's face clouds and she stands. "I expect you've already told your friends what you've seen, Maeve. Please explain to them we believe you hallucinated."

      Theodora uncrosses her legs and stands. I'm thankful to see doubt flicker in her eyes—and hope Tobias holds the same.

      "I have preparations to make for class this evening. If you'll excuse me." Sofia walks to her door and yanks it open. "Maeve, we will work on your visions once you feel well again. But not these hallucinations."

      Gritting my teeth, I nod and walk stiffly through the door. The hallway is empty and I duck around a corner, unable to walk far, as I fight breaking down.

      A small bench located outside the administration office comes into view from behind my blurring eyes, and I slump onto the wood.

      Sofia's disbelief pulls me back to a childhood filled with confusion and panic, and I can hear the voice in my mind as clearly as if I were there today. "Mr. and Mrs. Foster, Maeve's hallucinations are worsening. We believe she'd benefit from a stay in hospital to run some tests."

      When I discovered the truth about my magic gifts, words like these from my past spewed doubt into my mind. From childhood, doctors diagnosed me with a disorder. Their words stopped me accepting who I was. Prevented me integrating into the academy.

      Now I’m hearing them again.

      How can Sofia say this to me? She knows how much I struggled accepting my visions, and she’s told me I’m hallucinating.

      Retreating into the frightened child told she was ill, I wrap my arms around my head to block out the sights and sounds around. For the first time ever, I wish I could revisit the vision and prove to myself I didn’t experience hallucinations brought on by a dangerous magical powder. A tear spills onto my arm and I clench my teeth to fight against the dam breaking and more pouring out.

      "Maeve." I startle as a large hand touches my leg and I peek through my arms. Tobias crouches in front of me, eyes filled with gentle concern. I gulp in air and stand, eager to get away from him. I can’t let anybody see me like this.

      "I would ask if you're alright, but clearly you're not." He produces a handkerchief from his pocket.

      I stare at the white cloth before a laugh bursts from me. "You're strange."

      "I’m aware you think I’m strange, Maeve. What in particular do you mean?"

      I take the handkerchief from him. "I never expected you to be a man who carries handkerchiefs to give to weeping girls."

      His mouth tugs up at one corner. "Indeed."

      The tears soak the corner as I dab my eyes. "You speak archaically sometimes, Tobias."

      "Well, I am over a hundred years old," he says with a wink.

      "And pretending you’re not."

      "I'm not the only one putting on an act." He cranes his neck to look back towards Theodora’s room. "Come to my study and talk to me about what happened." I widen my eyes. "Please. This isn't a demand, but a request."

      The Tobias close to me now has a gentler, less guarded manner than the one who triggers arguments between us. Should I be annoyed that him witnessing me breaking down is what closes that distance? Or should he be concerned that his defences have dropped too?
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      We walk to Tobias’s classroom in silence, and as we do, he takes the edge off my distress, absorbing some of the energy. Deliberately or not? Tobias leads me into his study at the rear of the classroom, closes the door and rests against it.

      "I believe you," he says instantly, and I suck in a breath with relief.

      "Thank you." The words come out as a sob and I squeeze back tears, but another sob escapes my mouth.

      Tobias rubs his temples with both hands. "Maeve. You're more distressed than I've ever seen you. I can help. Will you let me touch you?"

      If Tobias weren't in front of the door, I'd bolt out. "No!"

      "To help, Maeve. I hate seeing you upset in this way, and I'm sure you hate it too. You're a girl who likes to be in control." He hesitates. "I want to absorb some of this energy. Stop you hurting."

      Why am I tempted? Because I want to rid myself of the painful emotions or because I want Tobias's touch?

      "Touch me where?" I blurt.

      "Just your cheek. I wouldn't touch you anywhere else."

      Images of Tobias touching me in places nowhere near my face spring into my mind, and he widens his eyes at me.

      Shit. Did he detect that? I shake the thoughts away.

      I take a deep breath and hope to hell I don't regret my next answer. "Okay."

      Tobias moves closer, but not near enough for our bodies to touch, then reaches between us. His fingers rest on my right cheek, his fingertips are warm but the touch is barely there.

      The warmth grows to a tingling heat and I’m overwhelmed with a new understanding of why Tobias holds back from me. The intensity from his lightest of touches eclipses any sensation from before.

      I'm held in place as I look back into his dilating pupils, locked into the exchange between us. Instead of my usual protest against him taking my energy, I close my eyes and allow him to draw away the emotional pain.

      The distress is replaced with calm, as if I've taken the numbing drugs from my childhood. But this doesn’t last. My body comes to life as the heavy sadness leaves, replaced by a yearning for Tobias as he twists the emotions into something as intense.

      Desire.

      This is wrong—the professor feeding on the student—but feels so good.

      I fold my hand around his fingers, holding them to my cheek, desperate for the contact to stay. Energy floods further and I'm floating in a new place, away from distress, away from anger. Where nobody can hurt me.

      "Please let go of my hand, Maeve."

      I open an eye and his expression holds a need as intense as mine. His fingers shake beneath my hand as the fight rages inside him. Tobias wants to stay locked in this moment as much as I do.

      He runs his other hand down my hair and my scalp tingles with a static charge. His eyes focus on the movement as he tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. As he does, his fingertips brush my neck and my pulse races as I anticipate his next move.

      He cups the back of my head and strokes the nape of my neck, his breathing speeding to match mine. The world retreats. I’m not here. I’m not me. But I am, because every nerve tingles, as if fireworks exploded beneath my skin.

      I move my face closer, aching for him to close the final gap between us.

      The gap that's a chasm we teeter on the edge of.

      Tobias moistens his lips and takes a shuddery breath. "What are you doing?"

      "Nothing," I murmur. "You’re doing this."

      "Maeve. I’m not." His voice is throaty, but he doesn’t move. "Stop."

      He doesn’t want this? I blink out of my reverie as Tobias drops his hand and steps away before digging them into his pockets.

      "Why won’t you listen to me?" he asks. I tremble at the break in our physical connection. He closes his eyes to take a deep breath. "I want to help you, but you need to help me. This can't happen."

      My thumping heart refuses to slow, and I can’t find words as his spell remains around me.

      "I said I’d help, but I refuse to be a predator, Maeve." He swallows. "I won’t take advantage of your weakness."

      "I’m not weak."

      Shaking his head, Tobias steps back further. "You are. You’re an emotional wreck with no control—exactly the type of victim a pneuma can bend to their will. You planted those thoughts, Maeve. Pulled me away from what’s right."

      "I didn’t."

      "You did."

      My stomach turns over. "Are you saying I mind-controlled you?"

      "No. But your thoughts took hold of mine and pulled out what I—" He shakes his head.

      "Then you shouldn't have touched me."

      Turning away, Tobias pushes a hand through his hair. "I thought I could help. I knew touching you would take self-control, but I didn’t know your mind would touch mine."

      "I’m drawn to your energy and this blanks out everything else I think or feel. I can't help how I react."

      "And neither can I, but I'm bloody trying, Maeve." A muscle ticks in his jaw. "I shouldn’t have touched you—I tell you to keep away and then do this. That was a stupid step of me. I’m sorry if I’ve confused you."

      "I'm not confused," I say, voice almost a whisper, "I understand more."

      He shakes his head slowly. "You don’t understand anything."

      I bristle at his shift into patronising. "That’s always your answer, isn’t it? Every time I ask difficult questions, you dismiss me. Tell me I’m naive. Treat me like a dumb kid."

      "You're not a kid, Maeve." He snorts softly.

      He clears his throat. "I can’t talk about this anymore. But before you go, I want you to know I believe everything you saw was a vision and not hallucination. Sofia knows this too."

      "Are you saying she's lying?"

      "I have to see that as a possibility. I don't trust anybody here."

      "Anybody?"

      "Almost nobody." He rests back in his seat. Tobias may try to hide the effect our encounter had on him, but he's flushed too and eyes distant. "I'm watching Sofia, as I'm watching all professors and some students. One of them will slip up eventually."

      "And Vincent?"

      "Without a doubt." He scratches his cheek. "Have you managed to get close to him yet?"

      "No." I play with my nails. "I'm not with him and Ash much."

      "So, he has managed to separate you?" Tobias wrinkles his nose. "Don't worry. Once I uncover who he is, Ash will be back in your arms."

      I look sharply at him, but he isn't teasing.

      "The issue is how to get close enough to Vincent. We’re relying on you to push your way into his mind."

      "We?"

      "The academy, Maeve."

      I sink back into the soft upholstery. Tobias's room has a familiar, sharply spiced scent, one I associate with him, as the room’s scent lingers on him.

      "We need to untangle your memories too. I think the events you saw are in order, but they trouble me. This is one reason I'm suspicious of Sofia. She knows you had a previous vision of the fire."

      "Why do you think you were there?" I ask.

      "Why do you think you were in Andrei's bed?"

      My stomach lurches. "I never told anybody that's what I saw."

      "You did, though. When you explained the visions to Theodora and Sofia, you skipped that one." He places fingertips on his temples. "I caught the images."

      If I could see my face right now, I swear it would match the trim around a Petrescu blazer. What must he think of me?

      "That might not be true," I half-squeak.

      "But this is more evidence, Maeve. You're not frightened of Andrei, and I'd be surprised if that situation didn't occur at some point."

      I give a wry smile. 'That situation'. So proper. So Professor Whitlock.

      "Then I should've seen Ash," I blurt. "He’s the guy I’m close to in that way."

      He arches a brow. "I suspect there’s a significance to why you and Andrei are together, and that if this happens with Ash, it isn’t significant enough for a vision."

      "I think it's significant to me whoever I have sex with," I mumble.

      Crap, I cannot believe I'm talking about this with Tobias.

      "At least it wasn't me," he says softly.

      I meet his amused smirk and narrow my eyes. "Don’t say that, Tobias. Not after what just happened."

      The unspoken hovers between us. Again. This tension will kill me—ruin us both.

      "What do you think causes the fire?" I ask.

      "Dominion related, if you saw Gabriella there."

      "And Katherine and Amelia? What was that?"

      "I want Katherine sent away, Maeve, but I didn't realise her home life was unhappy, but that might explain a few things." He nods. "I'll keep a strict eye on her, in case something is influencing her too."

      Something that could make her hurt Amelia?

      "Oh, she'll love special attention from Professor Whitlock," I say with a chuckle.

      "No. She won't." He shakes his head. "I certainly won't."

      Tobias's exaggerated eye-roll makes me laugh and he does too.

      "What the hell do I do?" he says with sudden exasperation and the laughter cuts dead.

      "Teach me to beat this," I say. "To stop whatever will happen. I can’t spend my time running in circles not knowing what to do. If Sofia won’t help, you need to.”

      "Entirely my intention." He pauses. "I'll look into this and see if I can make any links. Keep working with your friends."

      "I will. But I need your help. Soon.”

      He nods. “I’m unable to work with you tomorrow, but the following day we must start taking serious steps to hone your powers. Obviously Sofia is no help.”

      His mouth tightens. Is this their rivalry—or something more? “Okay.”

      I have my planned night out tomorrow, so I can relax for a few hours before getting stuck into a session with Tobias the next day. No more spinning in circles. No more delays. Time to take control.

      I’m about to step outside when Tobias adds, “Maeve. I’m sorry about earlier."

      I can’t cope with this similarity to Andrei—the constant protests that they need to keep away that hide lies. These guys are more similar than they admit and both toy with my emotions.

      Perhaps when Tobias teaches me to properly use my powers, I’ll use the time to see into his mind and take control of our situation.

      “Don’t be,” I say and leave before he can add more.
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      The meetings with the three professors ran late, and Jamie and Amelia aren't around when I head back to Walcott. But there’s one person I know I can find. I haven't seen Andrei alone since we kissed, and the evening plays on my mind constantly.

      Especially since the vision earlier. If I were sensible, I’d go straight back to my room, but I need to clear my head after the meeting with Tobias. Amelia will fuss and want to know answers, and I don't feel like running through everything again today. Tomorrow, I’ll explain my visions to all of them.

      At least Andrei won't force me to talk about anything that happened or make a fuss.

      The academy grounds are eerily quiet in the evenings. The imposing building against the stark landscape and moon behind clouds adds to the mystery surrounding the place. Since the day I saw Tobias beneath the school amongst the flames, I’ve become more curious about the school’s history. Is there something different that gives the place the discomforting vibe?

      Jamie spends time in the library running through local history, but hasn't found anything yet. The day I arrived, I joked about the place as an ex-mental institution from the Victorian times, but what was the building before this? I stare up at the rows of windows, some lit but most darkened behind curtains.

      Are the secrets in this place more than those held by some residents?

      Andrei sits in our unofficial meeting place, the bench beneath the willow tree. He’s rubbing both hands on his legs and looking sharply from left to right.

      What happened to him?

      I move from behind the cloister pillar, ready to tread through the darker night, but Andrei’s in front of me before I take a step closer to him.

      "Shit." I place a hand on my chest over my heart. "I wish you wouldn't do that. You freak me out."

      "Sorry. I forget how quick I move." He reaches out and strokes my hair, concerned eyes glinting in the dark. "You okay now?"

      "Uh. Yes." His sudden and intense concern takes me by surprise, which grows as he takes my hand and pulls me around the corner, behind a pillar.

      "Are you sure? You scared the shit out of me before."

      "No lasting damage." I hope.

      He places his other hand over mine. "Promise me you're okay."

      "Yes. I promise."

      "Then why are you out here? You only come here when you can’t sleep."

      I moisten my lips. We both know that isn't true.

      "Because I wanted to sit quietly with the person who doesn't ask me questions all the time. I guess that isn't you tonight."

      Andrei swipes hair from his face before lowering his voice. "No. Yes. I mean, stay with me."

      My heart speeds. Stay with the Andrei in the Dark. The one who kisses with a hungry need that frightens me.

      "I need to talk to you about something that happened, Maeve."

      About us? The kiss? "Okay."

      "It’s Vincent. I managed to read his mind."

      I breathe easy—I don't want to talk about the confusing bond between us. But this is worse.

      I lower my voice. "What did you see?"

      "Nothing. I couldn’t see anything at all."

      "Magic block?" I suggest.

      "I don’t know, Maeve." Andrei’s brow puckers. "I’ve never come across anything like this. He had hold of my arm, but I couldn’t feel him. Mentally, I mean."

      "Vincent’s closed off. The times I’ve managed to move close enough to pick up on his energy, I’ve struggled to find anything."

      "Exactly."

      I rub a hand across my forehead. "I thought he’d blocked me. Do you think this is more?"

      "I don’t know."

      "We need to speak to Tobias about this. He’s asked me to use my powers on Vincent. This could help us decide how." But how can I use mind control on someone with no mind? "Shit. The poor guy’s mind is screwed."

      "Brainwashed. Honestly, Maeve, he isn't normal. I've come across blocked minds before, but nothing like this." Andrei drags both hands through his hair. "I have a crazy theory. I don't think that man is Vincent."

      I grasp for a possible explanation from my confusing world. "Are you saying somebody shapeshifted into Vince?"

      "Shapeshifting into another human form isn't possible. I think Vince is a construct, Maeve."

      I shake my head to ensure I heard correctly. "A what?"

      "I believe this is Vincent's body but not his mind. Vincent has been reanimated."

      I burst out laughing as images of Frankenstein complete with bolts in his neck cross my mind. Andrei's face darkens.

      "This isn't amusing, Maeve. This is necromancy."

      The word cuts my laughter dead. "There are necromancers?" I whisper in horror.

      "Necromancy is illegal magic, not practised anymore. Those who could animate the dead were killed or imprisoned by Confederacy,  to stop the magic passing along their bloodline. There's a possibility one exists. Somebody in the Dominion may be a necromancer."

      "That's insane, Andrei."

      "Is it? Then why is Vincent's mind empty? Once reanimated, there's no difference in how someone looks or behaves. They don't know what they are and hold the same memories and personality as when they were alive. The only difference is they're under another's control. They've lost free will." He pauses. "Their mind is gone."

      "No. This can't be true."

      "But it might be. The guy disappeared for years. Who knows what the truth is?"

      I swallow. "If this is true, how could we prove it?

      Andrei blows air into his cheeks. "We need to find proof. You need to get into Vincent's mind."

      "Uh. No. We need to tell Tobias and ask what we should do." I chew my bottom lip. "Tobias told me he had a theory about Vincent but refused to share until he had more evidence. He could already suspect?"

      "Possibly. I'll talk to him." He sighs. "I don't know what to say to Ash. What if he's in danger from Vincent?"

      "Say nothing yet. Ash is drifting from us—we can't screw up by upsetting him without evidence. If we do, that could alert Vincent. And if he's not really Vincent, that could cause more problems."

      Andrei pulls on his bottom lip. "Do you trust Ash?"

      "Andrei! Yes," I snap. "What happened to me... I think it opened his eyes to the fact we need to stick together. He came to the infirmary. Stayed with the group after you left me."

      Andrei doesn't respond, but his expression hardens.

      "Andrei, we need to trust each other."

      "Yeah." I narrow my eyes at his non-committal, unconvincing answer. "I don’t understand how nobody else has detected Vincent’s blank mind," he continues. "Powerful witches have looked into Vincent’s head and seen nothing."

      My shoulders droop. "Maybe you did just meet a mental block."

      "Maybe," he says doubtfully.

      I straighten. "Hang on. Why was Vincent touching you?"

      He waves a dismissive hand. "I had an argument with some witch, and she shouted out that I threatened to kill her. Vincent was around. Grabbed me."

      He’s nonchalant but hiding something. "Who was she?"

      "Just a chick who hangs around with Katherine. Lorna. She was bad-mouthing you."

      Lorna. The day I discovered I’d made enemies at the academy by doing nothing at all hurt me, but is there any difference between me not accepting the supernatural world when I arrived and them not accepting me?

      Lorna shuns me and is part of a group whose distaste I can feel across a room, but she’s never approached me.

      "Oh. Her. Ignore Lorna. Don’t cause trouble, Andrei, please."

      He reaches out and touches my face again. "I think she’s involved with what happened to you. Katherine needed a skilled witch to make that powder."

      My mouth dries. "Do you have proof?"

      "No." He’s distracted, running a finger along my cheek. If this is to comfort me, he does the opposite, because with the touch my body remembers his hands on me the other night.

      "Then leave it. Tell Tobias and we can work together to find proof," I murmur as my cheeks heat beneath his touch.

      A flashback from my vision bolts into my mind. Andrei.

      "Why are you looking at me like that?" He tips his head. "You’re pink, Maeve."

      "Can I ask something weird? Do you have a tattoo?"

      His mouth tips into a smile. "Why? Would a tattoo give me extra ‘hot bad boy’ points?"

      I shove him in the chest. "Ha ha. Do you?"

      Please say no.

      "Yeah. I do."

      "Where?"

      He places a palm on his chest at exactly the point I saw. "A raven. Ironic, really, that Ravenhold is in my future."

      Oh crap. I flick my eyes to where I saw the large raven on his chest.

      "Why are your cheeks pinker?" He leans in to whisper, "Do tattoos turn you on?"

      "Andrei!" I jerk away from him. "Don’t."

      He runs his tongue along his bottom lip. "I don’t need a tattoo to turn—"

      I clamp one of my hands over his mouth and his eyes shine with amusement. This is what I need. Andrei banter. Somebody treating me like a normal person.

      Andrei speaks but I can't hear what he’s saying, and I press my hand harder over his mouth.

      "Don't say anything," I warn as I move my hand away. "I want to tell you something too."

      Eyes still filled with amusement, he nods.

      "Thank you for not treating me like somebody special."

      His brow furrows and he drags my hand away. "What?"

      "You treat me like Maeve, not the future-sighted, mind-controlling witch with powers the Dominion and Confederacy would fight over. When I’m with you, I can forget all this for a while."

      He shrugs, Andrei-style. "Takes a misfit to know one. No judgement here."

      But I judged him. "Thank you."

      We face each other in a way that would be challenging or awkward last term, but despite everything that’s happened to me today, this is the calmest I’ve been. Andrei doesn’t have Tobias’s pneuma powers, but his laidback attitude towards my situation has the same effect. He soothes me and I’m drawn closer.

      "Why thank me?" he asks.

      "Because I judged you and you still accept me as a friend."

      "I judge me."

      "I know, and you shouldn’t." I take another step closer, his honesty dragging me to him again. "I don't judge you anymore. We have more in common than I first realised."

      He rests his head against mine and I fight against the images from earlier, frightened he’ll see them in my mind. Standing together, we’re caught in our weird place again.

      Andrei tips my chin with his thumb and forefinger. "Something else we have in common? Some people don't want us around because we’re dangerous. I don’t think many understand how that feels."

      "I know." I shiver as his thumb skims my bottom lip.

      "I understand, Maeve, and I will always be here when you need."

      The last couple of days, I’ve imagined what would happen if Andrei kissed me again, because there always was going to be a next time. I pictured the sexual tension flooding out again, and into another slammed-against-a-wall, breath-snatching moment that would be over as quickly as it began. So, when Andrei gently presses his lips to mine for just seconds before withdrawing, I’m as stunned as if he had kissed me until I was breathless.

      Andrei’s face remains close, his breath against my lips, hands remaining on my cheeks. Waiting. I tip my head and meet his mouth, curling a hand around his neck to pull him closer. Andrei circles an arm around my waist and holds me as his lips press harder against mine.

      The warm pressure of his mouth moves from tentative to firm as I eagerly respond, pressing myself into him. Andrei’s grip on my waist tightens and he slides his hand into my hair. Mouth harder against mine, Andrei parts my lips with his tongue, exploring as I push my tongue against his.

      Andrei’s hands don’t wander but hold me tightly, as if I might fall if he lets go. I crave his touch, to slide my hands against his skin, and my body tingles at the thought.

      He pulls away, suddenly, and dark eyes meet mine. "I can see something that worries me, Maeve. Am I looking at your thoughts or a vision?"

      I blow hair from my face and admit, "Both."

      "You know that would never happen between us."

      "Sofia told me my visions were hallucinations. My fears manifesting."

      "I’m not sure if that makes things better or worse."

      The arousal doesn't drop and won't as long as his hands are on me. I stare at his mouth and want him to help me forget today.

      "Don’t push me away," I whisper as he turns his head from my kiss.

      "You wouldn't say that if I let you into my mind and you saw what was in my thoughts."

      The edge to his voice sends a new shiver through me. "You’ve blocked me?"

      He nods. "But if you tried, you could break through."

      Blazing eyes meet mine and the temptation builds. The longer he stands here holding me, his body warming mine against the cool night, the stronger the urge to read his thoughts.

      I swallow. "No. I won't invade your mind, Andrei."

      He mutters something under his breath and kisses me again. Andrei’s lips are soft but firm and he grips my hair with his other hand, tugs my head back, and kisses me. The gentleness has gone, and his mouth claims mine as he delves his tongue deeper into my mouth. Andrei pushes me against the wall and switches back to the slow, teasing kisses, but the sweetness does nothing to take away the burning need he’s ignited.

      My lips smart as he pulls his away and peppers kisses across my cheeks, and downwards. I squirm as he nips my ear and his lips continue their exploration, sending tiny shivers of pleasure through me. His mouth stays against my pulse point longer than I’d like, lips hard against my skin. An instinctive need to protect myself takes over and I wriggle from Andrei’s grasp.

      The moment I shrink from him, he steps back and looks at me with barely disguised horror when I hold my fingers to my neck.

      "Did you think I was about to bite you?" he asks.

      I drop my hand, unaware I’d responded that way. Drawing in a shaky breath, I shake my head.

      "You did," he says hoarsely.

      "No. No, I didn't."

      "Don't lie." I brace myself for his anger, but he’s hurt. Swearing beneath his breath, Andrei moves back from me. "I would never hurt you, Maeve. Ever. And the stars help anybody who hurts you, because they’ll fucking regret it."

      I slump down the wall a little. "Sorry. I panicked."

      With a shake of his head, Andrei pushes his hands deep into his pockets. "This is why what I see in your thoughts could never happen."

      "I know." The truth pains me as much as the hurt I see in his face.

      "I don't mean sex, Maeve." I blink at him. "You see a different Andrei to everybody else. You care and that hurts."

      "I don't understand."

      "We should stay friends." He gives a harsh laugh. "Friends don't bite each other. They don't complicate things with emotions and shit."

      Emotions and shit. "You don't want to feel?"

      He shoves hair from his face. "I don't want to hurt. I can't let you hurt me."

      "Andrei." I attempt to hug him but his whole body tenses. "You can’t stop me caring."

      Andrei holds me by the shoulders and his saddened eyes search mine. "I’m not sure how long I can hide in the dark with you." Rubbing his lips together, he holds my face. "I’m sorry," he repeats. "Don't hate me."

      My hope that he’ll stay and talk things through disappears with Andrei as he rushes away. I slump against the pillar, shaking with anger and frustration. Tears prick my eyes that he’d run from me, say such harsh things. Push me away.

      I glance after his retreating figure.

      He wants more and is frightened because I want this as much as he does. The guy is a vampire who readily admitted he wants my blood. But he also told me I meant more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      MAEVE

      

      I spoke briefly to Amelia last night, once I returned from my encounter with Andrei. Luckily, my upset over that was masked by her believing this was all due to the visions. She agreed to let me rest before talking about everything I saw today, but I could see the worry in her face. I couldn't have spoken to her if I’d tried, because I was exhausted by the rollercoaster I spent the day riding.

      My reassurance things aren't as bad as they seem is blown apart when I describe the visions to the group. I sit on a bench beside Amelia, outside the academy and away from anybody who can hear, with Jamie and Ash standing in front of us. Tonight, there aren't any jokes or laughter.

      The sky streaks orange as the sun sets behind the moors, ready to drop us into the night, where the danger in our world intensifies. I shiver against the temperature dropping too, my blazer and uniform barely keeping out the cold.

      "Tobias is right," says Jamie. "Sofia can't possibly believe you're hallucinating."

      "Why would she say that?" asks Amelia.

      I rub a hand across my mouth. "She’s in denial or—"

      "Or she knows something," adds Ash, gruff. "She could be involved. Tobias said not to trust anybody." He’s in an odd mood tonight, more distracted than usual. Has Vincent threatened him again?

      Amelia looks at him in confusion. "Theodora trusts her."

      "No, Theodora said she only trusted Tobias," puts in Jamie.

      Ash humphs. "Yeah, and there’s everybody pointing fingers at my brother. What if she’s the Dominion spy?"

      "She is not!" protests Amelia. "She’s loyal to Walcott and the academy."

      I stare at my shoes. I don't want to be the one to say this, but could Ash be right? No. This is Vincent causing more disharmony.

      "I have to find out what’s beneath the school," says Jamie through gritted teeth. "I’ve looked everywhere in the library and there’s nothing about the building before the 1840s. No plans."

      "Theodora doesn’t think anything is down there and she’s older than the academy," I say.

      "Well how do you explain a vision about a huge fire and big hole under the academy?" snaps Jamie. "The ground won't just open up unless something is there already."

      "Like what?" asks Amelia.

      "If I knew that, I’d tell you!"

      I reach out to Jamie and grab both his hands. "Jamie. I know this is stressful, but we’ll find the answers."

      "How?" he demands. "Nothing happens, apart from your weird visions, and none of those make sense. The academy isn't helping you learn more."

      "Give me a chance," I protest. "I’ve only been here a few weeks."

      "Maybe Sofia is blocking her?" suggests Ash and crosses his arms.

      My mouth drops open. "What? She’s helped. Not as quickly as Jamie would like, but at least I know how to channel them better."

      "Jamie, this was different. Maeve was drugged. Of course, her visions make no sense." Amelia pats my leg. "I know how terrifying the experience was, but this might’ve given us more clues."

      "Yeah, clues as to who’s against the academy."

      I bite hard on my lip to avoid making comments about him accusing a witch.

      The sun tips over the horizon and I startle as somebody joins us from the gloom. Andrei slings an arm around Jamie’s shoulder. "What’s happening, happy gang?"

      Our eyes meet and when he looks back impassively, I know Andrei still means what he said last night. Has he told Tobias his theory about Vincent yet?

      "I was talking to the others about my new visions, Andrei." I repeat to him the same story I told the others, and he listens without interrupting.

      "Huh," he says when I finish.

      I blink. "Huh? Is that it?"

      Andrei crosses an ankle over his knee. "What else can I say? Listen, do you guys still want to go out tonight."

      Whoa. Talk about change of direction.

      "Andrei, didn't you hear what Maeve just told you?" asks Amelia. "Be tactful."

      "What can I say? There’s nothing we can do, so let’s keep to our plans."

      I clench my jaw. "Not tonight. I’m not in the mood."

      Andrei drops onto the nearby low wall. "Not even for a little harem bonding?"

      "Harem?" interrupts Amelia.

      I grit my teeth at his behaviour, as if he’s emphasising he won't be the Andrei who hides with me. "It’s Andrei’s idea of a joke. Ignore him. We’re all friends. Drop it."

      "Touchy." He waves hand. "C’mon, Ash, I know you enjoy a good evening out. I’ll make sure you’re safe."

      "I don’t need you to keep me safe," he retorts. "I can't go, anyway."

      "What the hell? Why?" Andrei throws his arms in the air. "Anybody would think you don't like to have fun."

      "Strangely enough, I’m not feeling ‘fun’ right now," I tell him.

      He cocks his head and lets slip a smile. "But it’ll be dark, Maeve. You have fun in the dark."

      "Not anymore, I don't." I hold fast against his teasing undertones. "Apparently."

      "What’s with the cryptic conversation?" asks Ash with a frown.

      Andrei opens his mouth to speak and I interrupt. "Andrei being his usual charming self."

      He shakes his head. "Jamie? Amelia?"

      Amelia sighs. "I promised Matt I’d talk to him tonight."

      "Make it another time?" Andrei suggests. "You’ve known about this night for a couple of weeks."

      "He’s only allowed phone privileges once a week. I never know when until the day before." Her mouth turns down.

      That settles the situation for me. "Another night, Andrei."

      "What the fuck? Guys!" he protests and stands.

      Amelia stands too. "I have to go. I have something to do before I talk to Matt."

      I smile at her. "Say hello from me."

      "He’s never met you," puts in Andrei.

      "I can still be polite," I retort. "You should try it some time."

      He chuckles at riling me again.

      "I will." She leans over to hug me, squeezing tight. I pat her back. Amelia’s support means a lot to me, and I kick myself I almost lost that last term.

      "Thanks."

      Her eyes shine as she picks up her bag. "I’ll see you later."

      Ash chews his lip as he watches Amelia walk away. "I don’t understand why she bothers with him anymore. If he’s at Ravenhold, he won’t be out again in a hurry and she can’t visit him."

      "They’ll find a way. Star-crossed lovers and all that," puts in Andrei. "We know Ravenhold kids leave the island, don't we? Tobias, for example." He huffs again when nobody responds.  "Why can't you come tonight, Ash? You were up for it."

      "I’m headed out for a night with Gilgamesh kids," he says and his eyes shift to the right. "Organised by Vincent."

      I straighten. "What sort of night?"

      "A house bonding session." He scratches his nose. "Sorry. I’d like to go with you but I can't be in two places at once. Next time?"

      "I bet he has insider knowledge about the last challenge and wants to teach you how to win," says Jamie harshly.

      Ash glares at him. "No. That’s not why."

      Jamie narrows his eyes then turns back to Andrei. "I’m still coming with you."

      Andrei claps his hands together. "Hot date, me and you, since everybody else is so bloody boring."

      Ash splutters with laughter but I’m not amused. Jamie’s response changed my mind.

      "Fine. I’ll come with you," I say.

      Andrei bites on his bottom lip. "Cool. Eight p.m. See you there."

      In typical Andrei style, he stands and walks away.

      Ash shakes his head. "I like the guy more than I did, but he’s weird."

      "Everybody here is weird," I remind him.

      "Some weirder than others." Jamie stands. "You coming to class?"

      How weird will the people be tonight?

      Ash grabs my fingers as I prepare to follow Jamie. "Can we talk?"

      Each time he says those words my stomach lurches. What now? Does Ash want to break off our friendship entirely?

      Hesitantly, I sit by him. Ash’s face is strained, and the brightness in his eyes fades with each day his brother is here.

      "I’m worried about you," he says and takes my hand between his. "How are you coping after the vision?"

      I dip my head and stroke the back of his hand with my thumb. "I’m frightened, Ash."

      My breath is knocked from me as he seizes me in one of his bear hugs, squishing my face against his chest. "I’m sorry."

      "What for?" I ask, voice muffled.

      "For listening to Vince."

      I wriggle from his embrace and look up. "I saw him threaten you, Ash." He blinks rapidly. "That’s why I didn’t push you for reasons why, when you pushed me away."

      He rubs a hand across his short hair. "I thought cooling things between us was the right thing to do. That Vince would calm down about witches after a couple of weeks at the academy, but he’s worse."

      "Has he threatened you again?" He shakes his head. "Because you’re doing what he tells you to do?"

      "Yeah."

      He’s defeated and my heart swells for the confused, unhappy guy in front of me. "You didn’t abandon us completely, so don’t worry. I don't blame you. You’re in a horrible situation."

      "I wasn’t there for you, Maeve." He squeezes my hands tighter. "I wanted to help Vince, but he’s making my life too difficult. And..."

      "And? What’s he done?" I ask sharply.

      "Tell me something, Maeve and be honest. Do you trust Vincent?"

      His eyes plead with me to give him the answer he wants, but I can’t. "No."

      He pulls his hand away and wipes both of his across his face. "Am I stupid to trust him?"

      What do I say? That Andrei thinks his brother is a construct created by a necromancer? The words sound crazy in my head, but what if Andrei’s theory is true? I take a deep breath. "You’re not stupid, Ash. Your loyalty to Vincent and love for him influences your decisions. Too much."

      I tense, waiting for an angry reaction, but if Ash will listen to anyone, I hope it will be me. Doubt hovers around Ash’s mind, which means Vincent’s grip over him isn’t absolute.

      "I want him to be Vince." Ash’s voice cracks and my heart shatters for him. "I want him to be the same person who disappeared."

      I swallow. "Vince would never be the same after whatever he experienced, Ash."

      "I guess."

      "Has he done something to make you doubt him?" I ask cautiously.

      "No, but he’s intense. Obsessed about shifters being the underdogs." He half-smiles. "No pun intended. I don’t think he’s linked to the Dominion, but there’s something off about him."

      "What are you going to do?"

      Ash reaches out and smoothes my cheek with his thumb. "A couple of things. I’ll go with Vince tonight to see what he’s doing, and I refuse to follow blindly what he says. I won't stay away from you."

      "Even if he threatens you?"

      Ash nods and smiles. "I can look after myself. You’re too important. I hate this tension between us."

      "Me too," I whisper and place a hand over his.

      "I told you I’d keep you safe and be there when you needed. I let you down."

      "I’m sorry I didn't step, but I didn't want to lose you completely." I touch his face. "I hope I did the right thing."

      "You did. I didn't."

      And I hope I’m doing the right thing keeping our theory quiet. "What is important is we stick together. All of us."

      Ash nods, but he’s distracted, staring at me with a look I’ve seen before. One I’ve craved from him for days. Affection. I tiptoe and place my mouth against his, hoping he doesn't push me away. I needn’t worry because Ash wraps me in his arms and kisses me in a way that tears the breath from my lungs and answers the niggling doubt in my mind.

      The guy whose protective arms hold me to him is still a part of us. Of me.

      I’m determined to solve the mystery surrounding Vincent, and Ash is now in the position to help us. There’s no love lost between me and Vincent, but part of me hopes he’s truly Ash’s brother.

      Because if he isn't, the truth could tear apart Ash’s life all over again.
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      The club is located in a suburb on the city outskirts and from the outside looks like a small hotel, the brick building squished between a café filled with late-night customers and a boarded-up shop with no sign what the place sold. The club building has four floors but the top two are unlit. Burly men stand outside, and scan people with handheld metal detectors.

      Or I think they’re to detect metal. Can they detect magic?

      There’s another group from the school in front of us—witches. Jamie’s twitchy, but settles a bit when he sees witches. I’ll be happy once we find Andrei, but I wish Amelia and Ash were here.

      With no clue what to wear to a supernatural club, I dug through my clothes to look for something other than my usual jeans or sweatpants. The best I could find is a blue sleeveless dress where the loose cotton skirt stops just above my knee. I’m not a fan of low-cut dresses, and the thin straps and neckline reveal more of my skin than I’m comfortable with. So, I add a thin cardigan, almost tempted to wear a thin scarf, but that obviousness would upset Andrei.

      I’d often head out with Tessa on a Friday night, which makes this partly normal—even though this place isn’t normal. We step inside and are told to stand inside the doorway. A circle beneath my feet glows in a similar way to the one in Tobias’s room and a guy with slicked-back hair and intense eyes that seem to stare right through me nods curtly and gestures us inside.

      The noise grows as we walk along a hallway decorated by red carpet and black walls. We step through the double doors at the end and the narrow space opens up into a wide atrium set with rough wooden tables and metal chairs. A bar across one wall serves an eager crowd, and a drinks menu is chalked up on the board behind beside lights shining above rows of bottles.

      I’d pictured somewhere similar to the Petrescu building, with gothic fittings and furniture, not the deceptively ordinary. The spotlights above pick out the visitors, including kids from school, but also older people I don’t recognise. I laugh at myself. Older by a lot of years.

      Andrei stands at the bar and waves us over with enthusiasm and his eyes light up as we approach. "You’re late. I never thought you’d come."

      The music plays low and chatter fills the air. Others waiting to be served bump us, and Andrei holds his hand out to catch my arm and stop me fully falling into him.

      Jamie chews his lips and looks around, touching his throat as he does. Is he worried a vampire will attack? But his fingers move downwards to touch his shirt.

      Andrei wastes no time in ordering from the bar, a seasoned visitor who the barman recognises enough to serve his usual order. Jamie guides me to a table and I drag a chair to sit.

      "Do mostly academy students come here?" I ask as Andrei joins us with the drinks.

      "On a Friday, it’s mostly us, yeah," says Andrei.

      "I told Tobias," blurts Jamie. "Just in case."

      Andrei groans. "I hope he won't charge in after us again."

      "I wouldn’t be surprised," I mumble.

      "Nah. Tobias knows we're pretty safe here. No hunters or Dominion ever get inside."

      I take another look at the visitors around us. In many ways, this could be a normal club—perhaps an exclusive and pricey one where the young and beautiful attend, since the majority are alluring vampires. A handful of shifters are tucked in a corner, and a witch nearby has conjured a crown of brightly lit flowers to sit on his delighted date's head.

      Another, a tall slender guy but without the vampire-flawless looks, moves from group to group and most refuse to talk to him. The shifters scowl and turn away. He finally finds someone who’ll talk to him, but seconds later he edges away, head down. His new friend follows, glancing at the security guys as he passes to the back of the club.

      "Do people deal drugs here?" I ask, staring after him.

      "Potions and powders, yeah." Andrei cranes his head. "Who's dealing?"

      I shudder at the memory what happened last time I experienced mind-altering magical powder. "Surely you don't want anything, Andrei."

      He cocks his head. "Are you judging me, Maeve?"

      "No. Just... No."

      Jamie huffs. "Be careful what you take."

      "I agree. I worry about you."

      He arches a brow and looks at where Jamie’s hand rests on my knee. "Do you?"

      Is he jealous? The guy told me to back off. "If you're in our gang, someone will target you," says Jamie. I snap my head around. Is he serious? "We're dangerous people to hang with."

      Andrei wraps an arm around a horrified Jamie's shoulder. "Then I fit right in, since I’m the academy's resident Dominion traitor."

      "Andrei," I warn. "Voice down. You can’t mouth off in front of a room full of people."

      He snorts. "I told you before, I don't give a shit."

      The dealer slinks back into the room and Andrei perks up as he catches the guy’s eye. "Catch you downstairs."

      My stomach lurches as he walks away and Jamie touches my arm as I stare after him. "Don't worry about Andrei. He can look after himself."

      "What drugs... potions do they take?" I ask.

      "Euphoria Elixir is the most popular—Lix. It’s like human drugs but without any side effects or withdrawal."

      "They don't hurt anybody?"

      "No. No worse than alcohol. Probably not as bad."

      "Then why do they need to deal it?" I ask.

      Jamie drains his glass. "The drugs are a rare commodity controlled by gangs who make a shitload from dealing," says Ash.

      I take a drink and pull a face at the vodka. "Do you want to sit down or head downstairs?" interrupts Jamie.

      "What’s downstairs?"

      "There’s a band playing tonight. If Andrei want to go off on his own, I’m not hanging around for him."

      My spirits sink. So much for him wanting a night out with us.

      Nobody pays attention to me and Jamie as we weave through the tables to stairs at the back of the room. Posters on the wall either side feature the band name and music strains beneath the closed doors at the bottom of the steps.

      This time, we walk into a smaller room with a short bar close to the door and a tiny stage a few metres away. The music’s volume hits and excitement surges. This is the type of place I’d love on a Friday night. The room is crammed full as people watch the band, but the stage is too low to see them. Strip-lights line the low ceilings along with narrow pipes and concrete pillars. The industrial look continues with dark walls and metal tables topping barrels, all lined with drinks that others watch over for their dancing friends.

      "It’s busy!" I call to Jamie as he guides me, arm around me so that I can work my way through the crowd untouched.

      "They’re a popular band. Want to dance?"

      "Sure!"

      I set my drink onto a round metal table and plunge into the crowd after Jamie, keeping an eye on his tall figure so that I can’t lose him. Moments later, I lose myself in the music and the moment, barely aware of the people jostling as the performance creates a spell that winds around my senses and pulls me away from where I am. All I can sense is the music, and Jamie beside me.

      I wrap my arms around Jamie’s neck and half-shout in his ear. "I'm glad you came tonight. I wish everybody else had." Drawing back, I smile, but his tugged brow and pursed lips unsettle me. "What’s wrong?"

      With a sigh, he slips his arms around my waist. "We only touch when we dance, Maeve."

      I abruptly stop moving to the music. "Oh. I don't mean anything by this."

      His brow tugs further. "Dancing with me means nothing?"

      "No." I press my fingers into the back of his hand. "With everything happening, I don't spend enough time with you. I’m sorry. I’m not pushing you away."

      Jamie points at his ears. "I can't hear you properly."

      He takes my hand and leads me from the dance floor to corner close to the bar.

      "I’m not avoiding you," I repeat in the quiet space.

      "I know." He sighs. "I’m preoccupied too."

      Catching his hand between both of mine, I rub my fingers across the back. "Sometimes I think you’re closed off from me."

      He wrinkles his nose. "Yeah. I thought about that. I don't like getting in the way of you, Ash, and Andrei."

      I blink. "Andrei?"

      "Don't pretend I can't see how Andrei behaves around you. You're more than friends now, aren't you?"

      I swallow. "Does that bother you?"

      He pulls on his bottom lip. "To be honest, yes. I understand you and Ash, because what girl wouldn’t want his attention? But Andrei's dangerous to you." I open my mouth to protest. "Yes, I trust Andrei, but not the hemia who’s programmed to crave witch blood. I'm scared he'll lose control."

      "I'm sure he won't." But the fear follows me after the way he withdrew the other day. "Andrei told me something yesterday and I don't know what to think."

      Jamie straightens. "What happened?"

      "Calm down. This is about Vincent." I lower my voice. "Andrei thinks Vincent is a thing created by a necromancer. He touched Vincent and didn't detect anything. Like his mind was blank."

      Jamie’s mouth falls open. "He thinks Vincent's a construct? The guy is delusional. I mean, I don't believe Vincent is the real deal, but seriously?"

      "He seemed pretty convinced, Jamie."

      "Necromancers were wiped out years ago. Their existence is an unspoken chapter in our history, because the witch council killed them all."

      "But one could've survived?"

      "Possibly, but 200 years is a crazy amount of time to stay hidden. Nearly impossible."

      "But we can't rule this out."

      Jamie sighs and takes my hands. "This is far-fetched. Have you spoken to Tobias?"

      "Andrei’s agreed to speak to him."

      Jamie chews the edge of his mouth. "If you believe this, why aren't you worried about Ash heading out with Vincent tonight?"

      "I am a little, but if Vincent is working for the Dominion in some way, I think he has bigger plans than killing a bunch of shifters." My heart rate spikes as I say the words. "Ash wouldn't listen to me anyway."

      Jamie huffs. "Typical."

      "Jamie!" I look around as a guy calls his name, and a delighted Dane stands with his girlfriend Jade and two witches I vaguely recognise from the common room, as they’re not in my classes. "I didn't know you came here."

      "I don't often," he says.

      I move away from Jamie and turn to the group. Jade’s intrigued look drops and she gives a wide, slightly false smile. All four hold half-full glasses. Most here are dressed expensively, but Jade and friends are casual like us--their black dresses neutral amongst those standing out around us.

      "Hey, Maeve," says Jade. "Is Ash with you?"

      I shake my head.

      "A night out alone with Jamie?" asks her friend and I catch a hint of snideness.

      "Andrei’s with us," I reply. "Ash and Amelia are busy."

      Why am I justifying myself to these people?

      "How are you feeling, Maeve?" asks Dane.

      "I’d rather not talk about that."

      "Yeah, Maeve’s here for a night away from all that," butts in Jamie. He looks at me. "Another drink?"

      "Did you finish already?" I ask and look at his empty glass.

      "And?" He frowns at me as if I’m his mother telling him what to do. "Who wants another? Drinks are on me."

      I groan. Jamie just guaranteed these people will hang around us, when I’d rather spend time with him and Andrei.

      Wherever the hell Andrei went.
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      ASH

      

      We assemble in Gilgamesh common room and wait for Vince. Clive and Remi are pumped, ready to go—I swear they hero-worship my brother. Vincent, the shifter who survived incarceration by the Dominion. The one who escaped with his life. but how?

      Vince encourages their attention regularly with stories how strong they could all be. Has he given them his rallying speech about shifters versus vampires and witches?

      Others from the rugby team sit with me, conversation bouncing between the latest matches and what Vincent has in store for us.

      I join in but currently don't care about the match. I want to know what Vince has in store tonight.

      Vince steps into the room, and I can't help but shake my head at how his presence immediately draws everybody's attention. Conversation drops and eager eyes watch him, watching and waiting.

      "Hey, guys," he says laconically. "I'm glad to see so many of you here."

      So many guys. Not one girl. Earlier, I asked Crystal if she was interested and she muttered something about the 'boys club' and walked off.

      His gaze lands on me, and he gives a small nod. He thinks his obedient Ash is here. Right now, I'd rather be with Maeve and the others on a night out. Relaxing. Enjoying Maeve's company somewhere Vince can't see.

      But I need to be here.

      My conversation with Maeve earlier worried me—not enough that I'm ready to admit I'm wrong about my brother, but enough for me to need reassurance I'm right.

      "Where we headed, man?" asks Clive.

      "To meet my friends." He grins. "We have a little party house."

      Little?

      "Which friends?" I ask.

      His eyes narrow for a moment. "Friends from years back. We're reconnecting, and some young blood would be awesome."

      "You a secret society or something?" asks Seamus with a laugh.

      Vince smirks at the gangly shifter. "Not quite. But we're tight. Reckon you guys have what it takes to join us?"

      My stomach lurches. With every word, I'm positive Vince is about to lead me into a shifter underworld.

      No. That’s a shitty thing to think. Vince isn’t capable of leading an army. He's known for physical prowess and coasted through classes at the academy, but he isn’t the smartest. Vince had special treatment for being so bloody good at sports and winning for the academy.

      "I hope we're not taking part in an initiation ceremony." I say the words with a straight face, but others around me laugh.

      "Nah." Vince's eyes fix on mine. "You guys can't shift yet. That would come later if you want to be part of this."

      Holy crap. I don't hear the rest of the conversation as Vince talks up our planned night of beers and fun. I'm half-inclined to make a break for the hallway and hope Maeve hasn’t left yet.

      Vince hangs back as the rest of the guys file from the room. "You okay, little bro?"

      "Does Theodora know about your secret society?" I ask as we walk behind the group.

      "Pfft. Ashley. No secret society. Just a group of friends banding together. We can teach you some tricks to help win the games."

      "This feels like a recruitment drive."

      He grabs my arm to stop me. "Why are you weird about this?"

      "What? I'm not?"

      "Rather be with your witches?"

      I shrug him off and keep walking. "You're supposed to be impartial, Vince."

      "Doesn't matter what happens. The students are screwing this up on their own." He points at Clive and Remi. "Though I'd like to know what happened to them in the woods that night."

      I sense his suspicion. "Those two? Not the first time they've smacked each other about."

      I'm telling the truth, but Vince's expression stays doubtful. He wraps an arm around my shoulder, and I stumble as he leads me away. "Tell me about your witch's visions."

      "Nothing to tell," I say lightly.

      He cocks a brow. "Liar."

      "Just the usual," I say. "Maeve sees people dying, and it freaks her out."

      "Who?"

      I chew my lip. I'm managing half-truths here, but I don't like him pushing me. "I didn't think you believed witches' visions."

      "Others pay her a lot of attention. I'm just curious why."

      "I've nothing to tell you, Vince." I hold his annoyed gaze. He needs to realise I'm not his kid brother who will follow him blindly. 

      Am I already blinded by him?
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        * * *

      

      We head to the edge of the academy grounds, where I expect to see vehicles to take the six of us to the ‘party house’.

      Nothing.

      "Taking a long walk, are we?" I ask Vince and nudge him.

      "Yeah. We are." He's deadpan serious.

      Beside me, Remi's face falls. "Where're we headed, Vincent?" he asks.

      Vince smirks. "For a nice walk across the moors."

      His confusion turns to horror. "In the dark?"

      "What's up with that?" Vincent slaps him on the back. "Your family are big cat shifters. Your night vision must be above average already.

      "Yeah, But…" He trails off. "How far are we walking?"

      "A few miles."

      "Define a few," I interject.

      Vince winks. "Shifter miles." 

      As Vince walks away to chat with two of the other guys, Clive approaches. "Do you know where we're headed?" he asks.

      "Nope."

      "All good as long as there're beers once we get there, am I right?" Remi nudges him.

      I'm relieved to see things are resolved between Clive and Remi after Maeve's slip up, but the five of us worry that they'll remember the truth. 

      "I'll ask Vince," I say. 

      Using this as an excuse, I approach Vincent and pull his arm. "Promise me this isn't a crazy initiation ceremony."

      He chuckles, and I stagger as he claps me on the back. "Nah. My friends have a place they can go to hang out. Middle of nowhere. No dramas with shifting. Some of us don't like to keep that part of us under wraps."

      I bite my lip but can't avoid asking the question. "Do you feel up to shifting again?"

      "Do you?" His eyes shine as he studies me.

      "No. I can't yet. I don't want to end up as a Mid."

      Vince snorts. "Yeah. Can't see a permanent dragon tail would suit you."

      His humour adds to my discomfort. Or is he deflecting from the question whether he'll shift?

      "Ashley, dude, don't look so stressed." My shoulders sink under the weight of his arm around them. "Tonight I’ll show you what I was part of before the witch ruined my life. Have you ever wondered what will happen if the hunted become the hunters?" 

      Vince jogs away, towards the group gathered close to the academy gates. I glance back at the building as I debate what to do. The words echo in my head.

      The hunted become the hunters.
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      ANDREI

      

      Maeve’s easygoing attitude around Jamie is the opposite to how I’m sure she feels around me. I'd be jealous, but honestly this is my own fault for pushing her away. Again. I’m ridiculous, but scared of myself. Anyone who makes Maeve smile is good by me.

      Does Jamie know about me and Maeve, or am I her dirty little secret? The way she kissed me left me hanging on the edge—confused how I'd managed to stop myself taking Maeve's blood. A different desire took over—for her wanting me. To give in to her truth: acknowledge that I feel. I crave the euphoria from the snatched moments, something I won't find from Maeve tonight, so I'll find something else.

      I know this dealer, Jay, and after five minutes searching, I can't find him in the club. Gritting my teeth in frustration, I step outside into the night. The sharp human scents carry towards me on the breeze, along the street lined with shops and clubs. You'd think the supernatural owners would hide or glamour the place, but no. As with many things, blending in plain sight is the key to surviving in their world. That makes life tough. Maeve asks about drugs, but humans are the real addiction.

      I’m learning to keep away.

      Once, I went to a nearby human club. Big fucking mistake. That was the day the naïve Andrei Tepes sealed his reputation as someone who attacks humans. How was I to bloody know the human chick wasn't serious when she believed I’m a vampire? I've heard humans like to pretend vampires exist and offer themselves up. The girl got cold feet at the last minute.

      Yeah, blood touched my lips, but I backed off the moment she screamed. Some would’ve killed to shut her up. I didn't and that saved me. But again, my family’s legacy colours peoples’ opinions over what happened. Unfair, because I'm not the only teenage vamp who's been in that situation.

      Blowing air into my cheeks, I seek what I need to blank out these thoughts. I know where Jay goes if he’s caught dealing and slung out the club. There's an alleyway between the building and the back streets, one that leads to a car park. Few humans use the route, as if they automatically sense something inhuman lurks in the shadows.

      The guy who owns the club lives out of the city, but the manager lives above the club in a small flat with a door leading out this way so he can avoid walking through the people. I hang by this door and wait for the dealer to finish with the two girls he's with. I'm not interested in talking to the pair and turn my back as they wander back to where music belts through the open door.

      Jay shoves handful of bank notes in a pocket and I dart over to the dealer before he can move.

      "Fuck!" he exclaims and shrinks back. "I wish you bloody vamps wouldn't sneak up."

      If Jay dressed better, he wouldn’t stand out as much when he touted for business in the club. His black hooded jacket probably hides his usual black T-shirt with holes, and his faded jeans are filthy.

      "I'm not sneaking. I wanted to catch you before you leave."

      He cocks a brow. "Are you buying?"

      "Why else would I be chatting to a dealer?" I look behind him, half- expecting Maeve to appear and tell me to stop. "Can we be quick, dude?"

      Moistening his lips, Jay delves into his inside jacket pocket and pulls out small, square pieces of paper. I frown. "What's that?"

      "New delivery method."

      "I'm not fucking stupid. Sell me some Lix."

      "That is Lix. On paper. You’ll still get a hit from this. How many do you want?"

      I narrow my eyes in suspicion. "It's definitely Lix?"

      "Man, you haven't bought recently, have you? Supply is short since some bastards stole half our gear." He huffs. "Look, I've a long-term business here. I'm not fucking that up by dealing dodgy shit and getting myself killed. You want the Lix or not?"

      I push hair from my eyes and pull out cash. "Three."

      "Big night, huh?"

      "Spares. Some for later."

      Deal done, I dip my head and duck around the corner. The music thuds from inside the club and I rest against the wall as the dealer scuttles back towards the club, no doubt looking for his next customer. Lix. I stare down at the paper for several seconds and debate what to do.

      There’s no debate here. From this, I can get the hit to match my euphoria from tasting blood. I’ll lose the temptation around Maeve better than stupid gum chewing. I snort softly. As if I’d get close to her with Jamie protecting her from the big, bad bloodsucker.

      The paper dissolves in my mouth, and I grimace at the sour taste as I rest my head against the brick wall and close my eyes. The effect doesn’t take long—never does—and a warmth spreads from my heart through to every extremity as the drug fills my veins.

      I won’t lose touch with reality—drunk humans would act out more than me taking Lix, although our inhibitions drop the same way. I call it my ‘no longer give a shit’ drug, because that’s how I feel after taking Lix. I told Maeve I don’t give a shit usually, but that’s not strictly true.

      The door to the back of the club bangs and I open an eye. Rainbow colours edge my vision and I’m filled with a new warmth.

      Warmth that’s chilled from my body when I see who left the building.

      Ione. The last time I saw my sister, she spat at me that I’d regret abandoning my family, which is fucking hypocritical since she walked away with my mother. My mother dropped her married name and Ione abandoned it too.

      Ione scornfully told me I wouldn’t live to see immortality if I didn’t join them, implying she’d make sure I didn't.

      I’m not keen on meeting her tonight. Or ever again.

      I shrink back into the shadows that won’t hold me for long and peer through the dark. There’s little light in the alleyway, no streetlights close by, but I know it’s her as soon as the light from the doorway captures her features. She looks like me, something else I hate, with identically coloured hair, the same face shape and eyes.

      But Ione is nothing like me.

      If I weren’t high, I’d panic and run, but I’m transfixed. Who’s she with?

      I don’t recognise anybody, but as Ione is high up in Dominion ranks, these guys are too—or they’re her bodyguards. I’m surprised she’s at the club; Ione is too well-known to get far.

      My bigger concern isn’t why the Dominion are here, but how they got into the club. I need to find the others and leave.

      As Ione reaches the bottom of the steps, she pauses and tips her chin, cocking her head at the same time.

      "Why are you skulking, little brother?" Her voice is like the velvet my mother would dress her in, soft and smooth; sweetly friendly. She’s anything but.

      "I’m not," I reply and don’t move.

      "So, it is you, Andrei," she exclaims with more delight to her tone than I’d like.

      Ione moves towards me, and I sidestep before she can block my escape route. Her long coat is cinched at the waist and fastened, a dark blue scarf wrapped elegantly around her neck. She laughs and it reminds me of happier times, when I amused my big sister with my childish games. Ione, the vampire who’s fifty years older than she looks, and her blood-born brother she grew to resent.

      "Why are you here?" she asks.

      "Night out. You?"

      "Meeting some friends."

      I pay attention to the two tall guys with her, hoping to hell that I don’t recognise them from somewhere else.

      I don’t. One is clearly a vamp—he has the typical face shape and the light catches his unmarked skin. He’s good-looking, naturally, but old-fashioned in his suit and cravat. This guy stands out one hell of a lot amongst the modern around him.

      The second I sense is a witch, again not one I recognise. His magic energy surrounds him and calls out to me as strongly as his blood. Powerful. Spirit witch. If Ione didn’t detect me tonight, he definitely would’ve. He’s young—not much older than me—and he watches me like a cat stalking prey.

      I catch her subtly probing my mind and I focus on the sensation of the Lix flowing through my veins, slamming a door closed against Ione’s intrusion.

      She laughs softly. "How’s the witch?"

      "Which one?"

      Her mouth thins. "The one everybody thinks is powerful enough to take down the Dominion. The witch you’ll kill."

      My mouth fills with bile. "I’m not killing anybody."

      Ione sneers. "Please, Andrei. Your self-control is pathetic. Of course, you’ll kill her one day."

      "Fuck off," I mutter.

      She steps forward and her skin has the luminescence only found on vampires that take blood from humans.

      "Such an eloquent response. Don’t they teach manners at the Nightworld academies?" The vampire beside her sniggers. "I don’t need to see inside your mind to know you're worried. Don’t fret, little one, we’re not here to kill your witch."

      I should be relieved this isn’t the reason my sister visited tonight, but why won't Ione touch her? "Yeah, you couldn’t."

      "Umm. Wouldn’t. I’m perfectly capable of slaughtering the girl. No, she’s a useful distraction for the Confederacy idiots. They pay too much attention to her because they don’t have any other ideas how to stop us."

      "While you plan to do what?" I ask.

      She shifts so her face moves closer to mine. Ione wears the same perfume she always did, her cheeks rosy from a recent feed, no doubt. Dominion have willing donors they call blood banks, but how many survive? I hate to think.

      "The Confederacy can continue their ridiculous attempt to police the supernatural world, but unrest is growing. Their stupid Nightworld academies can’t brainwash the kids into believing we can all integrate. The unnatural state of affairs will end. Five hundred years is too long."

      "And you think your Dominion are strong enough?" I sneer. "If you are, why waste time?"

      Her thin lips spread into a smile. "Watch. This. Space."

      The rainbows at the edge of my vision grow as the Lix moves through my system, soothing and preventing the fear my sister would like to elicit from me.

      "Are you high, Andrei?" She takes my face between her fingers and tips my chin.

      I recoil, slapping her hand away. "As a fucking kite."

      Ione chuckles and touches my cheek again with long, cold fingers. "Andrei Tepes. Always the rebel. Forever an outcast."

      I grit my teeth as her taunting words push through the high embracing me.

      Because they’re true.
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      MAEVE

      

      Ugh. Why did Jamie leave me with the group? I planned this night out with all my friends and ended up with two. Now they’ve both wandered off. Seriously?

      I smile at the four as they discuss the academy games, aware it’s only a matter of time before one of them questions me about what happened at the mental magic challenge.

      The amount of time I spend with my small group of friends prevents me integrating into the academy more, but I try to stay friendly. Which means I need to stay with them until Jamie reappears.

      Jamie, who stopped counting how many drinks he had and unsteadily wandered away to the bar five minutes ago.

      "Why isn't Ash with you?" asks Jade.

      Didn’t we already have this conversation? "He’s busy with Vincent this weekend."

      "Yeah, I heard Vincent took a few Gilgamesh kids for some extra training for the final game." Dane huffs. "Not exactly impartial, is he?" He pauses. "Sorry, I know he’s your boyfriend’s brother."

      "Ash isn’t my boyfriend." Why do those words hurt me to say? I began the term hoping we’d move in that direction, but instead he’s withdrawn from me. I’ve held onto the idea planted by Tobias that he’s influenced too greatly by Vincent.

      Please let that be true, and when we expose Vincent, we don't lose Ash completely.

      Jade and Ashleigh side-glance each other. Gossip for them. I smile even though I don't want to.

      "Did you split because of Andrei?" asks Jade.

      "Or Jamie?" offers Ashleigh.

      I grip my glass tighter. Where the hell is either of the guys? "No."

      The girls exchange another glance before Jade says, "She wants one of each--vamp, shifter, witch."

      Thank god it’s dark in here so they can't see my cheeks, which I swear turned pink.

      "Are you sure you’re not a lamia hybrid?" asks Jade and nudges me.

      I join in their laughter, but I’m eyeing up an opportunity to walk away. "Are you saying I’m like Katherine?"

      "Hell, no," says Dane. "By the way, what happened between you at the mental magic game? Did she attack you?"

      Well, I walked into that question.

      All three focus on me, waiting for the answer every student at the academy wants. Maeve’s explanation. The drama. The gossip.

      I gulp down my drink. "Jamie’s taking a long time. I should find him."

      Before they can respond, I dive through the group beside us and head towards the bar. People wait, crammed together in the hope they’ll catch the bartender’s eye first, and I scrutinise the group.

      No Jamie.

      Anxiety spikes. What if something happened? I need to find Andrei. Barging my way through others loitering in the hallways, I burst outside.

      The cold air sends an immediate shiver through me to join the shaky nervousness we could’ve misjudged our safety. Andrei seemed convinced we’d be okay, and I’m positive Tobias wouldn't let us come here if he thought there’d be a danger.

      But my paranoia that this new world of mine is a constant threat follows me everywhere.

      I adjust my eyes to the dim and spot a group several feet away, close to a nearby alleyway. More drug dealing? Surely Jamie wouldn't. I squint through the dark. Not Jamie, but I recognise Andrei’s figure. I always will in the dark.

      He’s with three people—two men and a woman. He’s pulled straight, not moving, arms tightly crossed against his chest. I wish I could see his face. The men flank the woman, occasionally glancing around the alleyway.

      My stomach lurches as the woman touches Andrei’s face. Am I concerned or jealous? The intense conversation continues and something unsettles me. Why hold a secret meeting out here? Andrei never told us he’d planned to meet anybody. Accidentally bumping into friends would happen inside, surely.

      Who are they?

      I shake my head. This is distracting me from my hunt for Jamie, who’s not around, and I turn to head back inside. Footsteps click across the pavers behind and I turn my head.

      A man steps in front of me and grumbles at me to move away, blocking my view. But I glimpse the woman’s face. I’ve seen her recently, but not at the academy. I struggle with my memories in an attempt to locate her.

      Then the image hits me.

      This is Ione Tepes. The vampire in Sofia’s book.

      I flee back into the building, terrified she’ll see me. Jamie. I have to find him. Now.

      As I stumble back into the main bar area, I desperately look around again, in case he’s returned to the group.

      Joining the fear in the pit of my stomach is an overwhelming sadness.

      Andrei has links to the Dominion.
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      JAMIE

      

      I stumble through the back door, wishing I hadn’t drunk as much. Desperate for Maeve to stop nagging at me. Dragging a hand through my hair, I pause and let the night air slap some sobriety into me.

      Nope. Not happening.

      My feet are on the ground, but my head is elsewhere, spinning in the night sky above. I look up and hold my hands outstretched as if soaking in the night. I’m away from the academy. I’m safe. Nobody can touch me.

      The Blackwood pendant is chained firmly around my neck. I blame her for not allowing me close, deflecting attention from the truth. I can’t hide forever, and she’ll discover my secret soon. I’m planning how to explain to her and Amelia, but can’t find the words.

      They don't understand how much this pendant means to me. I no longer wake up thinking today is the day I might die. Nobody can touch me, whether the dumb Gilgamesh bullies or some arsehole who wants to blast a hole through my chest.

      But they won't understand.

      I clutch the pendant in my hand and the metal warms. Sometimes I catch glimpses of the item’s past, just snapshots that seep through. A girl once possessed this; the same one I saw when I touched the Blackwood grimoire. What happened to her?

      I stagger slightly as nausea takes hold. Maybe I drank too much, too quickly, but I’m craving oblivion. Not drug induced, like Andrei, but alcohol.

      I hiccup. There’s no difference, apart from Andrei probably won't puke.

      The dealer Andrei followed comes into blurry view, and he pauses as he reaches the doorway.

      "You okay, dude?"

      "Fine," I mumble. "Be fine soon."

      He chuckles. "Alcohol’s a killer. Next time come to me. Your mate did."

      I rub my clammy forehead. Should’ve known that’s where Andrei snuck off to. Where is he now?

      "Yeah." I turn away, and miss my pockets as I attempt to shove my hands in them. Shit.

      The roughly paved area outside the door is rough when my backside hits it. And fucking cold. I swallow down the feeling I’m about to throw up and peer into the darkness.

      Four figures stand nearby and I attempt to focus. If I can see them properly, that will help. But they blur in and out of sight.

      Andrei? His hair looks similar and I smirk to myself. If I were buying and taking illegal drugs, I’d cover my face with his jacket hood. He has Andrei’s posture and there’s a tall woman in his face. I can’t tell if he’s happy about this or not—too dark.

      I stay on the ground, hands on the cool pavers as I focus on not throwing up.

      Oh hell.

      I look back up at the group. Who’s Andrei with?

      A thought burrows into my drunken mind. Did he persuade us to come here because he needed a cover for a meeting with somebody?

      I don’t care what the others say, I’ve my suspicions about this guy. I hiccup again. Although Vincent doesn’t like Andrei, which blows apart my theory both are linked with the Dominion. One must be—but who?

      The woman turns and a sudden spike of adrenaline cuts through my hazy thoughts.

      Ione Tepes. Or she was before she changed her name to her mother’s.

      Holy shit. I yank my hood over my head to hide my face. Andrei and his sister? What a big fucking coincidence they visit on the same night.

      I can’t let them see me. Struggling to my feet, I keep one eye on the group and the other on the doorway I need to get through before their intense conversation finishes. Neither take their eyes from each other. The two guys with them watch others leaving around me, but pay no attention to the staggering drunk guy.

      I can’t think about this right now because my synapses won’t fire. Andrei. Tobias’s closeness to him. To us. Maeve. Fuck.

      I focus on moving and shove my way through the door straight into a guy. He’s carrying two glasses and the drinks slosh out and over his shirt.

      "Watch where you’re going, arsehole," he snarls, gripping the glasses.

      "You watch where you’re going, dickhead." I retort.

      "What the fuck?" His ugly features sour further as he stares down at me.

      "I said, watch where you’re going." Screw shifters and their attitude.

      "Piss off, witch."

      "Fuck you." The words I wouldn’t normally use spill from my lips. People like him have talked down to me for years, but no more. I’ll say and do what I think—he can’t hurt me.

      Something touches a spot beneath my chin, a gentle stroke that tips it upwards like a lover would to kiss me. Confused, I swipe at my face.

      The shifter screeches, lurches backwards, and attempts to steady himself. One hand slides against the wall, damp with condensation from heat and sweaty bodies, and he holds the other against his face.

      "What the fuck?" The guy steps towards me and my reactions are too slow to dodge him. He snatches my shirt by the front and buttons fly from the shirt between us.

      Tugging me close, he pulls an arm back to punch me again, landing a blow straight in my face. I barely feel it, and I’m fascinated by how his nose shifts and blood leaks down to his mouth. He reels again.

      "Are you fucking kidding me?" His voice is muffled by the hand across his nose and mouth, and I chuckle.

      With a frustrated snarl, he reaches out and seizes me by the neck. As his fingers touch me, he yells louder before releasing me and holding his hand in the air. "You fucking witch bastard. Look at my hand."

      We’ve drawn attention from several onlookers who’ve shifted from bored to intrigued, especially now the shifter's seared hand glows red.

      Whoa. That’s new.

      "Get him out of here! Before I knock the fucker into next week and we both get banned," he shouts.

      Another shifter appears at his shoulder, head and shoulders above me like his friend, and storms towards me.

      "He’ll hurt you." The guy spits the words with the vehemence of someone who wants to squash me beneath his large boot.

      "Him?" The guy laughs and looks down at me as if I’m pathetic.

      I breathe heavily, steadying myself on the wall as if I’m the one knocked by an assailant. My shirt hangs half open.

      "Fucking magic." The first guy swipes a sleeve across his nose.

      Doesn’t he know when to give up?

      A dark figure looms behind them and a guy dressed in a smart suit with an earpiece glares at us. He steps between me and the injured shifter and slams a hand in each shifter’s chest.

      "Leave the shifter dog-fights at the door," he growls. "Or you’re both banned."

      "Wasn’t me! Him!" protests my attacker’s friend and he jabs a finger my way. "Tell him, Shane."

      "A witch hit you?" The security guard peers at me. "You sure?"

      I stare at the floor and bite back a smile.

      "What’s happening, Jamie?"

      Andrei’s face appears in my line of vision as he ducks down to look into my eyes.

      I glare back at him. "Was gonna ask you the same question," I slur.

      Andrei straightens and glares back. "Don’t judge me."

      I swallow. Don’t tell him you saw. But I’ll bloody tell Maeve and Ash.

      I shrug.

      "What are you doing in the middle of a shifter fight?" Andrei’s eyes go to my ripped shirt and his mouth parts. "Is that—?"

      The pendant.

      Fuck.

      I curl my hand around the metal and narrow my eyes. "What?"

      "Is that... Shit, Jamie. Maeve and Amelia would rip your balls off if they knew."

      "If Maeve knew what?" asks a girl’s voice.

      Maeve’s distinctive blonde hair appears as she pushes her way through the gathered crowd. Andrei leans forward and yanks at the chain around my neck. It breaks and he shoves the pendant into his pocket.

      "I saw that!" she exclaims. "Is that—"

      Someone jostles her from behind and the bleeding shifter shouts over her. "Are you going to kick out the witch bastard or not?"

      The club passes by in a haze as we’re roughly escorted from the premises. I trip over my own feet and slump back to the ground outside.

      "Is that the Blackwood pendant?" Maeve snaps at Andrei.

      "Don’t know what you’re talking about." I stare as Maeve grabs at Andrei’s arm. He lifts his hands from his jacket, outstretched, palms outwards.

      "Empty your pockets," she demands.

      "No. Frisk me if you like, Maeve. You know I’d like that."

      The two stare at each other in challenge.

      "Fine!" she says in exasperation. "Jamie? Did the pendant protect you again?"

      With amazing and disgusting timing, I throw up at their feet.
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      MAEVE

      

      Jamie is incoherent on our trip home, and I’m lost at what to say to Andrei. He sits in the front and his avoiding me grates on my nerves. The Uber driver almost refused to take us, thanks to Jamie’s drunkenness, but good old vampire mental magic helped with that one.

      As we travelled from the city, I call Amelia to ask if she’ll help with Jamie and there’s no response. I’ve felt her unhappiness grow stronger over the last few weeks, and I’m increasingly worried about her.

      The driver drops us at the academy gates and our walk to the building takes twice as long thanks to Jamie. We reach the Walcott building and Andrei helps me haul Jamie back upstairs to his room.

      I’m not dumb. I heard the shifter shouting about magic with his nose squashed against his face. Andrei took something from around Jamie’s neck. The Blackwood pendant.

      I place Jamie in the recovery position and leave Andrei with him while I search for his roommate. Kyle reluctantly returns from the common room, complaining I interrupted his movie.

      "Has he puked on himself?" asks Kyle and wrinkles his nose.

      Jamie has dragged himself up and sits on the floor, back resting against his bed. "Mostly on the ground," he mumbles.

      "Where did Andrei go?" I ask sharply. "He told me he'd wait with you."

      Jamie looks up at me through bleary eyes. "Dunno." He's ashen and makes a gagging sound. I grab a nearby wastepaper bin to put close to him.

      Kyle groans. "Dude..."

      "You do this too," he mumbles out. "Helped you before."

      "I’m never as bad as you," he retorts.

      Has Andrei snuck off to his room?

      Since I saw him with the Dominion, the sick feeling has grown. What upsets me most? His betrayal or that I let my guard down and trusted him?

      Jamie's ripped shirt exposes the top of his naked chest. "I need to talk to you about how the shifter broke his nose."

      He lies back and holds his arm over his eyes. "Whatever."

      Kyle watches and I choose my words carefully. "You used certain magic on him, didn't you?"

      Jamie mutters something and keels over to rest his head on the floor. This conversation is useless.

      I push both hands into my hair, confused what to do next. Or what if Andrei went to Tobias and the pair run? If Andrei’s involved with the Dominion, Tobias could be too.

      My head hurts. Why is nothing straightforward?

      "I need to go," I say to Kyle. "Can you stay with Jamie?"

      "Yeah." He nods at me. "Dumb bastard will be okay. Apart from tomorrow morning; then he won't be."

      With a grateful goodbye, I close the door and debate what to do.

      There's only one choice.

      Pulling my jacket closer around myself, I stride along the hallway before anybody sees me leave.
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        * * *

      

      The grounds are quiet as I cross towards the Petrescu building. The bench I sit on with Andrei is empty, and I picture us there. How could he lie to me?

      A shiver runs through me as I step into the Petrescu building. I haven’t walked in here since the day I followed Andrei. The place creeps me out. Why? I should laugh at the cliché décor, but there's an uncomfortable vibe to the place. Some prejudices are hard to drop—especially when I'm told witches tempt them to the point they lose control. I shiver as if one stands behind me and runs cold fingers along my back.

      But my discomfort isn't only from the students who live here—there’s an eeriness, as if the place is haunted.

      My heart hammers as I creep up the stairs and pass rooms. Chatter and music come from behind doors and I pray nobody sees me walk by. My hasty decision to come here might be a waste of time, since I don't know where Andrei's room is. No way do I want to ask anybody; I don't even want to see anybody.

      I chew my lip as I walk along the carpeted hallway. The doors to dorm rooms are identical to Walcott and I peer at a few. Some have name plaques the way ours do too.

      Which means the common room isn't far. Hesitating, I watch the doorway that I need to pass and hope nobody leaves. The double doorways are open and a couple of girls intent on their conversation walk out. They block the doorway long enough for me to sidle past with my head down.

      "Maeve Foster."

      I halt.

      Shit.

      "Have you come to visit our common room?" continues the dulcet female voice. "I do hope you were invited."

      Turning, I startle as I’m face to face with Katherine. I haven't seen her since the mental magic challenge, and behind the haughty tone I sense wariness. Does she think I’m here to find her?

      "I'm looking for somebody."

      She wrinkles her nose. "You know Tobias is a professor and doesn't live here, right?"

      "Yes," I retort. "I'm aware Tobias lives with the other staff. I’m not looking for him."

      "Andrei, then?" She arches a brow. "Did you know he threatened the girl who helped me with my practical joke? Upset her a lot. Rather uncalled for, in my opinion."

      "You mean when you cheated?" I keep my tone light. Standing with a predator in the midst of her territory isn't a place I can show fear.

      She snorts. "People overreacted. You're such a drama queen, Maeve."

      I choke out a sound of disbelief. The girls who stepped from the common room pass, and scrutinise me from head to toe as they do.

      "Fine. I'm looking for Andrei. Tell me where his room is and go spread your rumours."

      She arches a brow. "Well, I am impressed, Maeve. I didn't think you had it in you. I mean, hooking up in guys' rooms doesn't seem like your style."

      "I am not hooking up."

      "Oh? Then why come here in the early hours to find him?"

      My head twinges and I shove her intrusion away. "You can't read my mind, Katherine. That's why you needed to cheat, remember?"

      "I did not cheat."

      "Sure," I scoff.

      With a deliberate yawn, Katherine pats her mouth with a palm and points into the dim. "Andrei's room is at the end of the hallway. You'll be pleased to hear he doesn't share. Those of us from the more important families have that privilege."

      "Thanks." I step away and make my way down the hallway before our 'chat' descends into a bitchfest.

      "Do be careful, Maeve," she calls with false concern. "We all know Andrei can be a bit... bitey."

      Her laughter irritates me but I refuse to rise to her taunt.

      A heavy-looking door painted black is the last in the hallway. There's no name on the wall beside. Andrei's? I can't see any other room doors set into the wood-panelled walls, so I knock.

      No response.

      I knock harder. Shit. Has Andrei left? One more time and then I’m headed to Tobias’s rooms instead. Maybe I should've headed straight there.

      My knuckles rap on the door.

      "Shut the fuck up," yells Andrei. "And piss off."

      I pause, fist in the air. Judging by his tone, Andrei's mood isn't good.

      Neither is mine.

      "Andrei," I call. "It’s Maeve."

      Silence greets me.

      "I'm not leaving until you talk to me."

      I close my eyes and hope he won't be childish.

      The door opens. He's dressed and has the glassy look in his eyes from earlier. His face is strained and brows pulled into a deep frown. "What are you doing here?"

      "I need to talk to you. Now." I pull myself straight and fix him with a determined stare.

      He pushes hair from his eyes and blinks at me. "If this is about the Blackwood pendant, yes, I have the necklace. I’ll hand it to Tobias tomorrow."

      "Did you know Jamie had the pendant?" I ask, incredulous he'd hide this from us.

      "No! I would've said something to Amelia, wouldn't I? Or you."

      I hold my hand out. "I’ll take it."

      He pauses. "Don't take offence, but I'm not giving the pendant to another witch."

      "Oh? Are you saving it to give to the Dominion?"

      His grip on the door tightens. "What?"

      "The Dominion. They're the reason you took us to Demon’s Lair tonight."

      Andrei grabs my arm and before I can catch up to what's happening, he pulls me into his room and slams the door.
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      The place is a mess. Clothes are strewn across the floor and the bed is unmade. I can't see his desk beneath the books and paper piled on top, and a laptop charges on the floor in a corner.

      The candle burning on a small shelf gives off a scent that reminds me of him—subtle and woody.

      "What the fuck are you talking about?" He drags his hair back and panic edges his features.

      "I saw you tonight, Andrei. I recognised your sister from Sofia's book—she looks like you and your mother."

      For an eternal moment, Andrei doesn't speak and my heart thuds harder.

      "Is that what you believe, Maeve? That I'm a spy for the Dominion?" His voice is harsh and dark anger replaces the drugged look.

      "You were the one who insisted we all went to Devil’s Lair tonight. Planned our ‘night out’. Now, coincidentally, the Dominion were there. What would’ve happened if Jamie’s behaviour hadn't forced us to leave?"

      He shakes his head as I speak. "No. How can you think this?"

      "Because I saw you with your sister!" I say, voice rising.

      "I didn't know she'd be there and I think you should ask the club owners why, not me. Ione accosted me." He pushes both hands into his hair and holds his arms above his head. "I don't believe this. After all the support I've given you."

      I waver. Am I paranoid? My friends' lives are under threat here.

      "Is Tobias involved?" I demand.

      "What the fuck are you talking about, Maeve? He's here to help. Why would Tobias pursue Vincent, convinced he’s a Dominion sympathiser, if he were one too?"

      "To deflect attention?" I suggest.

      Andrei drops his hands and shakes his head. "I'm not talking to you about this paranoid bullshit. Where's your proof? Did you take photos?"

      I blink. "No."

      "Have I done one single thing that makes you suspect me, before tonight?"

      Resting against his bedroom wall, I rub my temples. Andrei's convincing—genuinely shocked.

      He wraps his arms around himself, every muscle tensing. "Are you buying into the 'Andrei is a Tepes, so he must support Dominion' bullshit? I thought you were better than that."

      "You have to understand why I'd have doubts after what I saw, Andrei."

      "No, I don't!" He half-shouts and I shrink back as he steps closer. "You said you knew me. Believed me. You fucking accepted me and now what? You throw all that back in my face?"

      His chest rises and falls rapidly, his blue eyes glittering with fury. My breathing speeds too, with fear he'll hurt me.

      "No. But—"

      "But what?" he gives a harsh laugh. "Maeve Foster, the prejudiced human, doesn't think for herself after all."

      "I do!"

      "Sure, you do. Sofia's in your ear about me. Witches don't trust me—and I bet bloody Ash doubts me too."

      "Ash has nothing to do with this."

      Andrei tips his head to look at the ceiling and mutters under his breath. Sizing up my chance, I side-step towards the door.

      Andrei's arm shoots out and he slams a palm on the wall above my head, blocking my escape.

      "So, Ash siding with Vincent and rejecting you is okay, but because I'm a vampire, everything I've done to protect you doesn't count?"

      "I said, this isn't about Ash. Stop changing the subject, Andrei."

      He taps the side of his head with a forefinger. "Ash is in trouble. Vincent's brainwashing him. He's torn you and Ash apart and this affects us all."

      "Because a witch is responsible for what happened to him."

      We're close, both breathing heavily through our frustration. "You're blinded by him. Just like I'm blinded by you."

      I take a ragged breath. "What the hell does that mean?"

      His face moves closer and I sense his emotions too readily. "You've kissed me. You've seen into my head. You know how I feel about you." His jaw sets hard. "I've never done anything to hurt you, and I never will. No bastard could tell me to abandon you. I'm not Ash."

      I shake as his emotions flow over me. At the truth radiating into the tiny space left between us.

      "You told me you had to keep away. The witch blood..." I trail off, unsure what to say.

      He moistens his lips. "Being close to you like this drives my instincts fucking nuts, but I won't hurt you."

      "I want to trust you, Andrei. I just—"

      He slams a hand on the wall again and steps away, leaving me shaking. "Fine. Go. Believe what you want. Tell Theodora you saw me plotting with my sister and watch her expel me. Wave goodbye when they send me to Ravenhold."

      "I wouldn't do that." I rub my head. I’m jumping to conclusions. Again. "This is confusing, Andrei."

      "No. It's not. You believe me or you don't. If you don't, I guess I'll see Matt in Ravenhold."

      "No! I don't want you to go there."

      "Why? If I'm a danger to the academy and the Confederacy, isn't that where I should be?" He tips his head. "Don't tell me you care about me."

      "I do."

      Andrei moves closer again and I shrink away, but he reaches for the door instead. "Just go, Maeve." His voice drops into low weariness as he yanks it open. He stares ahead without looking at me. "Thanks for reminding me nobody will trust me because of my mother. Not even the girl who knows me better than anyone."

      I reach out to shut the door and place my hand over his on the handle. "Let me stay."

      "What's the point?"

      I gently close the door and rest against it. "I'm sorry. Tell me the story. What happened tonight?"

      He looks down at my hand over his. "Do you know what's difficult right now? The way you screw around with my emotions."

      I tense. "That's bullshit. Half the time you lie about how you feel."

      "I'm not the one who only wants to meet in dark corners for sordid moments."

      "There's nothing sordid about us."

      "Isn't there?"

      "No!"

      He drags my hand away from the handle and pulls me towards him. My arm is trapped between his chest and my mouth parches in fear. "Half the time I think you're incredible, Maeve, and the other half you piss me off because of how you treat me."

      "How I treat you?" I choke out. "Twice you’ve kissed me and now you’ve pushed me away. That hurts."

      "I’m trying to keep you safe."

      "But in the next breath you promise me you won't hurt me."

      "Because I’m confused, Maeve. So fucking confused. And now this—if you cared, you wouldn't accuse me of this shit."

      The truth slams into me. I care more about Andrei than I ever thought I could, and I’m betraying him. Andrei listens and never judges. He steps in to help me, over and over. Hell, at one point he wanted to break Tobias's hold over him to tell me about the mind wiping. Andrei was prepared to risk the consequences.

      With his body pressed close to mine now, there's no denying the other effect Andrei has over me. When we kiss, his rough passion is at odds with the distance he keeps, as he reveals the desire he hides. He barely holds onto the self-control when we kiss—but he does.

      Andrei wouldn't be able to if he didn't feel something more for me.

      I moisten my lips and Andrei watches the movement. His grip on my arm tightens as we stand in our weird stalemate.

      "I’m sorry, Andrei. I panicked. I feel awful I doubted you."

      "Tell me you believe in me," he says hoarsely. "Because if you don't, nobody ever will. I may as well give up."

      His pained words wind around my heart and squeeze. "I do. I overreacted because I’m scared what this world holds for me."

      "Maeve…" He holds my face between both hands, tightly so I can't move my head. "We will fight this world. Nothing will hurt you as long as I’m around."

      "There are stronger people out there," I say, voice thick.

      "Believe in how powerful you are. How strong we are together." He’s close, I’m trapped by his body, the strength he talks about. But is this enough?

      I’m losing track of this conversation as his touch and tender words send my focus in a different direction. The heat from our argument shifts into something else, and I ache to release that into something we both want.

      I reach out to touch his lips. "We can't be strong if all you ever do is push me away."

      "Does this feel like I’m pushing you away?" His mouth moves against my fingers. "But you walked into my room knowing how dangerous I am."

      I shove at him in frustration. "Omigod, Andrei! Will you stop this constant whining about how dangerous you are to me?"

      His mouth parts and cheeks redden. "I am!"

      "No, it’s an excuse. You're not scared you’ll kill me; you're terrified I’ll bring a part of you to life."

      "You’re a witch! What if I’m as bad as they say? What if—"

      I grab Andrei’s hair and pull his head towards mine. Heart racing, I close my mouth around his and kiss him, smothering his words.

      He tenses in surprise and I hold onto him, more terrified that he’ll push me away than attack me.

      Both hands back on my cheeks, he tips my face upwards and his lips move against mine. The temptation I’ve resisted until now evaporates as I push my fingers beneath his shirt and drag fingers across the sculpted muscle. Andrei tenses and his hot breath hovers against my mouth as he stops kissing me.

      In frustration, I tug his lip into my mouth and bite. He winces and makes a sound low in his throat before thrusting his tongue into my mouth. His lips harden with a devouring kiss, and Andrei shoves me against the door with one hand and holds me in place. Andrei’s taste is becoming familiar, but this time there’s no mint.

      Each of his senses is fully aware of who and what I am.

      His other hand pushes beneath my dress, and teases feathery touches along my thigh. Pressing his hand harder into my shoulder, he slides a hand around to my backside and I make a surprised sound.

      "Okay?" he says.

      I nod.

      In a blur, I’m with him on the edge of his bed. Andrei sits back and pulls me onto his lap. My dress rides up my legs as I straddle his hips, leaving my underwear and his jeans as the only clothing between. It’s impossible to ignore his arousal and the barrier between us does nothing to quell the tightening between my legs.

      There’s something I need to know. I drag his T-shirt upwards and he pulls it over his head with one hand. Then I place my fingers on the black ink across his smooth skin and hard pecs. The raven.

      "Is this what you saw?" he asks in a husky tone.

      "The raven? Yes."

      He reaches up and pushes my dress straps down, the material falling forward and exposing the top of my breasts. "Not the tattoo. Me and you. This."

      I rub my lips together. "I think so."

      "It’s what you want?" His eyes glitter in the dark room, and the touch of his fingertips as he traces the exposed skin flicks a switch, coursing white-hot heat through my whole body. My dress slips further and Andrei inhales sharply, but he doesn't move.

      His pause surprises me and I tense, ready for him to stop altogether. To throw excuses at me why he can’t continue.

      "Yes," I say.

      "But I warned you," he murmurs and nips my shoulder. "I won't be gentle."

      His teeth against my skin ramps up the need. "I don't care."

      "I hope you mean that." I’m held in place as he fists my hair and tips my head back. Lips touch my heated skin, moving from my neck downwards.

      I’m where Andrei wants me, and I’m where I want to be. But if I give myself to him, how much would I lose?

      Right here, right now, with his hands and mouth driving me towards his wicked promises, I don't care whether I regret this or not.

      My scalp tingles as he releases my hair. He slips the straps further down my shoulders and pushes my dress to my waist, his fingertips lightly brushing my skin, eyes on mine the whole time. "You have no idea how much and how often I've thought about this," he says in a rough voice.

      "Same," I manage to croak out.

      He slides both hands back up my sides and cups my breasts, rubbing my peaked nipple beneath the lace as he lowers his head to place his lips on the exposed skin. His attention pulls my insides tight, and I close my eyes pushing my fingers into the back of his hair, gripping as my arousal grows.

      The gentle attention drops away as he pulls at the material and his hot mouth immediately touches the swell of my breasts. The rough fervour of his hands and mouth shock and arouse me, as I give in to what my body has screamed at me to do every time we touched.

      I sink back onto the bed and pull at him, wanting his body covering me.

      His hips settle against mine, but he props himself up on both arms, dark eyes shining. Our heavy breaths mingle, and for a moment, we don't speak. A pause. Something exchanged in the unspoken 'yes'.

      The fleeting moment passes, and Andrei flips me over on the bed. He slides his hand between us, and along my inner thigh, fingers pressing hard against the skin. The raw passion that bubbles beneath won't be held back much longer, the depth of his kiss and insistence of his hands ramping my own desire.

      I'm eager for him to explore further, fulfil the fantasies I've had about him.

      To see if the vision comes true.

      I lose track of where I am and who we are as we tangle together on his bed, Andrei's attention becoming unrestrained the further we spiral into our physical need. My heart hammers against my chest as I struggle for breath, my mouth smarting from rough kisses, skin on fire from his harsh touch.

      We're naked; bodies joined as our fevered passion leads us across the unspoken line existing between our lives. The witch and the vampire. The taboo—the extra thrill this gives to the situation.

      Andrei shakes hair from his face and holds himself away from me, propped up on both arms, staring down with his mouth parted. I curl my fingers around his forearm, and he dips his head forward, moistening his lips as he takes ragged breaths. The tension in his arms and face show the struggle against the effect my hot blood must have on him.

      I wriggle against him in frustration. "Don't stop."

      He lifts his head, and the depth of the darkness in his eyes and wicked smile sends a shiver through. My instinct screams danger, but that adds to the thrill as his lips assault mine again. A guy has never possessed me in this way, and I've never experienced raw lust from anyone in the past, but instead of being afraid I feel a safety with Andrei that I never expected.

      Andrei warned me he wouldn't be gentle, as if that's what I need, but to experience someone consumed by passion for me is as satisfying as soft kisses and tender touches. I don't know how long we stay wrapped in each other, solely focused on each other's pleasure, but I know I could stay in this moment all night.

      As I fall apart beneath his hands, Andrei's gaze stays on my face. The world fractures as I reach a new high, and I cling to him as the intense pleasure rolls through me. I will never worry again that Andrei could hurt me because, in his eyes, I see the tenderness he denies.

      Back in reality, I lie in Andrei's arms, head on his shoulder as I fight to bring my breathing back to normal, one hand linked with Andrei's. He strokes my forehead as we lie in silence, coming back down to earth.

      "Well, that was…yeah," he murmurs against my hair.

      I shift to face him, and I almost laugh at the hesitancy on his face. "'Yeah?' So eloquent, Andrei."

      "You broke my brain," he says and rests his head against mine. "I can't word."

      I chuckle at him and pull his damp hair between my fingers. "That's not unusual for you."

      He pulls a face. "Huh. Now I won't tell you how fucking incredible you are, Maeve."

      "Okay."

      "Or how incredible fucking y—" He's interrupted as I gasp and slam a palm over his mouth.

      "Andrei!"

      "Don't deny it," comes his muffled voice.

      I shake my head at him and replace the hand with my lips, tasting him and pulling myself back to the moment. Andrei may hold himself back, but this plain-speaking guy will always speak his mind and keep me grounded.

      There's no denying what happened tonight will change everything between us, but by how much?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      MAEVE

      

      I blink at my surroundings, stuck in that moment when you wake up and try to remember where you are. I’m aware of a body in the bed beside me.

      And my near-nakedness.

      I sit up and hold the sheet against myself as I look at Andrei’s still figure. He’s lying with one arm above his head against the pillow, face softened by sleep. The top of his tattoo is visible from where the sheet is draped over his chest.

      My pulse ticks up as I remember his hands and mouth on me, but this time me and him definitely wasn’t a vision.

      Oh crap, I stayed in Andrei’s room all night. Amelia will be freaking out. I’m tempted to snuggle up to Andrei and check he doesn't regret what happened, but this isn't only about me and him.

      My bag lies on the floor close to the bed and I reach out to pull it by the strap towards me. Delving inside, I pull out my phone. There’s a message on the screen. Oh hell, I’m in trouble. What a crap friend I am, not telling her I was okay because I was too busy doing… things with Andrei.

      I read her text.

      <Sorry for leaving. Don't worry about me. I’ll be back. There’s something I need to do>

      Rubbing my eyes, I re-read Amelia’s message. Back from where? Amelia hasn't asked where I am, which means she can’t be in our room at Walcott.

      <Where are you?> I type and hit send.

      Amelia’s someone who replies instantly, but as I stare at the screen, nothing happens.

      Crap.

      I’m half-dressed and my mind scrambled further before I notice Andrei watching.

      "In a hurry to leave?" he asks. "Wow. I’m surprised you didn't run last night."

      His mussed hair sticks up in places and his eyes are bright as he regards me, but his lips pulled tight. Unamused.

      "Not because of you. This. Amelia’s gone."

      Andrei slides to the edge of the bed and sits. I train my eyes away from his body and back to his face before I distracted. "I don't understand."

      I sit beside Andrei, who takes my phone in the other. As he reads, he absentmindedly places a hand on my leg and rubs his thumb across my thigh. "Uh. Where do you think she is?"

      "I don't know. She can't do this. What if somebody hurts her?"

      Andrei hugs me to him as panic rises in my voice. "Everything will be okay. We’ll find her. She probably went home to see her sister."

      My shoulders drop slightly. Has she? He kisses the side of my head. If I weren’t so worried about Amelia, I’d pay more attention to how Andrei hasn't immediately retreated back into himself.

      "I’m not running from you, Andrei."

      He gently turns my head to his and his mouth tips into a half-smile. "I couldn't follow you, if you were. It’s daytime."

      Because he’s a vampire. The words sound weird in my mind. Imagine if I told Tessa—she’d ask my parents to lock me up again because I was delusional.

      As delusional as if I told her ‘Hey, I’m a witch’.

      Andrei’s lips touch mine with soft affection and he then rests his forehead on mine. "I understand that you need to leave."

      His bare chest presses against my dress as we hug, his skin smooth and warm as I touch the sinewed muscle in his back. I want to stay here. Stay hidden with him in the dark for a little longer.

      But we’re no longer in the dark.

      And we never will be again.
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        * * *

      

      I manage to leave Petrescu without any attention, half-running from the building and across to Walcott. If anybody sees me charging through the academy grounds dressed like this, there’ll be questions to answer.

      I’m unsure if anybody does, because I’m busy calling Amelia, and all I hear is a 'this number can't be reached' message.

      I cling to my theory she's left to find Matt. But how would she get into Ravenhold? And if she did, where would they go? My biggest concern? What if she lands herself in there too.

      I'm tired even though I slept late. It’s late morning, but Jamie probably hasn't surfaced yet either. Good. I can avoid questions and focus on what matters.

      The Walcott building bustles more than usual for a Sunday morning, with groups loitering on the stairs talking in hushed tones. Eager to get by before anybody takes a good look at me, I attempt to push my way through a group and stumble as one guy deliberately shoves me with his shoulder. I stumble into the wall and look up at his scowling face.

      Duncan, a witch in my elemental magic studies class. "Where've you been?" he asks.

      "A walk." I straighten my dress as he narrows his eyes.

      "Is that her?" asks another, a female voice, and someone cranes their head from a higher step to look down.

      "Yeah." Some, like Lorna, dislike me, which I accept, but the disgust in this guy's eyes sets the hairs on my neck.

      "Is everything alright? Why is everybody on the stairs?"

      He doesn't respond, instead turning his back. I elbow my way higher up the steps.

      Two academy security stand halfway along the hallway, their bulky figures either side of an open dorm room door. A jittery girl approaches and they speak to her in gruff tones. She scuttles towards a group, eyes brimming with tears, and the three girls hug each other.

      My stomach turns over as the energy from the scene around me takes hold. Anger. Horror. Disgust.

      Whose room are they outside?

      "Your blood-sucking scummy boyfriend went too far." Hot breath brushes hair against my ear and I snap my head round to meet eyes filled with the same disgust as Duncan. Lorna’s friend. She’s never spoken to me before—I don't even know her name.

      Desperately, I scan the area for Jamie but with more than a dozen people crammed into the stairwell, I can't make out every face.

      What has this to do with Andrei?

      Sofia steps from the guarded room and she clutches a white handkerchief in one hand, the other over her mouth. I can't see clearly from here, but her eyes look puffy.

      "Sofia?" I break away from the group and the security guards step closer together so I can't pass. Her eyes harden before she turns her back on me.

      Tobias steps from the room too, his face grave. Sofia speaks to him and her body shakes as he looks back at her, replying in low, urgent tones. I almost call out to him but bite my tongue.

      "What the hell is going on?" I ask the burly man in front of me.

      He tips his chin. "There's been a death."

      "Murder," puts in the second guy and his pupils are pinpricks of disgust.

      His words slap me around the face and I reel. "The Dominion found their way into the school?"

      He sneers. "Vamp attack."

      "Who died?"

      "Lorna," says Sofia, turning back to me.

      "Lorna, who Andrei threatened," says the girl who spoke before. "I found her this morning with her throat ripped open."

      The girl's voice chills my blood. "Do people think Andrei murdered her? That's impossible!"

      A guy at her side snorts in derision. "A vamp killing a witch? That’s not impossible. Especially one who told Lorna to watch her back."

      "No!" I protest. "Andrei doesn't kill. When did this happen? He couldn't!"

      "God, you're so fucking naive," spits the girl. "All your years as a human screwed with your loyalties. Witches and vampires don't mix. Look what happens."

      The world around me lurches in and out of view, but this isn't a vision. "Nothing. Nothing happened. It wasn’t him."

      Tobias closes his eyes and shakes his head. At me? Or the situation? I step backwards. I hold my hand over my mouth and again look for Jamie. Finally, I spot him sitting on the hallway floor, hands wrapped around his legs as he stares forward. He doesn't register what's happening around him.

      "Excuse me," I mutter and attempt to pass the accusers.

      "He was here last night," the girl announces. "Someone saw him in the building around midnight. The bastard is guilty as hell."

      "He was with me and Jamie," I retort.

      "All night?" She cocks her head at me.

      "Perhaps we should talk to Maeve later." Tobias stands between me and the girl, arms crossed. He's pulled on his authoritative air, but he's not okay. Even without sensing how he feels, the shock in his eyes is visible to everybody.

      Sofia joins him, but at a distance to match her dislike of him. "All students are to congregate in their common rooms. Nobody leaves their respective houses until the authorities arrive."

      Authorities? I attempt to catch Tobias's eye, but he refuses to look at me.

      "Has anybody informed the other professors?" asks the security guy.

      "Yes. Theodora is contacting Confederacy police. The students must remain in their houses. Nobody may leave the academy."

      Shit. I rub a hand down my tired face. Andrei isn't responsible. He can't be. No way did he have time to silently kill a witch and return to his room before I joined him.

      "Common room, now!" Sofia claps her hands together, her voice tinged with hysteria.

      I hold a hand out to Jamie, who takes hold and struggles to his feet.

      "Come with me," I whisper. "There’s something I need to tell you."

      I drag my hungover friend to one side. "Does this ‘something’ explain why you’re still dressed in last night’s clothes."

      "Partly. Listen. Amelia’s gone."

      "Gone where?"

      With a trembling hand, I pull my phone out and show him the message. He blinks and re-reads several times, the way I did, as if this would change the words.

      "What the hell? Where is she?"

      "This is about Matt. It has to be," I whisper.

      "She can’t get to Matt. Nobody can get onto Ravenhold island unless they're staff or students."

      I wave the phone at him. "What if she does something to get herself arrested and sent there?"

      Jamie’s dark-ringed eyes fill with horror. "Oh, shit. No. She wouldn’t be that stupid."

      "Haven’t you noticed how obsessed she’s been about him recently?" I ask. "How can Amelia say she’ll be okay?" My raised voice attracts attention from two girls nearby and I give a hesitant smile before lowering my voice again. "We need to tell someone. She can’t be far."

      "Agreed." Jamie stands. "Theodora?"

      "Shouldn’t we tell Sofia first?" I ask.

      "Uh. She’s busy." He leans sideways against the wall. "Do you think Andrei is involved?"

      "What?" I shout the word and draw more attention. "How can you ask that question?"

      "Calm down," he urges. "I’m asking because it’s possible. The guy is a vampire with a history of violence who threatened her. If he wasn’t involved, he’ll need a watertight alibi."

      I smooth the front of my dress and the ache from our night together grows from physical to emotional. I broke a school rule, went against everybody's advice and spent the night in Andrei's bed. This isn't something I planned on telling people about just yet, but Andrei’s life matters more to me than this.

      "I was with him, Jamie. He didn't kill her."

      "We were both with him, but not all night." I stare at the floor. "Or were you? Maeve? Omigod, don't tell me… you and him. You’re insane."

      I moisten my dry lips. "That’s irrelevant right now. I need to speak to somebody. Tobias? He’s innocent."

      Jamie places a hand on my arm. "All night? Every minute after we returned to the academy?"

      I swore I’d never hide the truth again. Promised I wouldn't lie to my friends, but I can't tell Jamie that Andrei was alone for ten minutes. Not yet. I refuse to believe that Andrei went anywhere but straight to his room. But Jamie doesn't have the faith in Andrei that I do.

      "Yes."
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      MAEVE

      

      The Walcott students are herded towards the common room like sheep, and I shuffle along squashed between Jamie and others. I’m several steps from the door when somebody takes my hand and pulls me to one side.

      Tobias.

      The man who told me he’d never touch me, with his face pale and filled with apprehension as he half-drags me along the hallway. I have a weird sense of déjà vu as he leads us into a study room and closes the door.

      Without speaking, he holds both hands on my cheeks. I don't have a chance to pull up a barrier against him, and his mind invades mine, taking enough energy to stop me moving.

      "Let me go!" I drag at his hands, but he’s already dropping them to step away. "How dare you push into my mind."

      He moves back and sits on the edge of a desk in the small room and holds his hands against his temples. I wait for him to speak, confused by the situation.

      "I intended to talk to you. There was no need to do that," I continue.

      "I needed to see where you were last night. But I’m not sure I want to see any more than I did," he mutters. "Show me your neck."

      I splutter a laugh. "Pardon?"

      "Your neck. Did he take blood from you?"

      Omigod. He saw me and Andrei. I jab a finger at my throat. "My neck isn’t covered up. Take a look."

      Swearing beneath his breath, he stands again and turns to the window. Silent. Closing me out.

      "What happened is a good thing for Andrei," I say.

      "What? That you had sex with him? Yeah, I’m sure he thinks that too."

      "I mean because he has an alibi. Me."

      He spins around. "I am struggling to control Andrei and you are not helping."

      "He makes his own decisions. So do I."

      I flinch as he appears in front of me, breath shorter as he glares. "No. The boy is uncontrolled. Without my influence on his thoughts, he’d kill."

      "You control Andrei?" I choke. "Does he know?"

      "No. Not control. I’m not only watching him, I’m smoothing over his thoughts. Dampening down his needs. Andrei has immense value to the Dominion and if he does anything that breaks Confederacy laws, he’ll fall into their hands."

      "Does he know?" I repeat.

      "Yes. And putting direct temptation in his way is both unfair and unwise of you."

      "Andrei didn't hurt me."

      "This time."

      I grit my teeth. "Maybe give me the Blackwood pendant to protect myself," I throw back. "Oh, wait. You gave that to Jamie."

      He straightens. "How do you know?"

      "Because he caused a scene in the club last night and the pendant deflected an assault on him. Now Andrei has it. Do you think he needs it?"

      "I’m not discussing Jamie with you. That’s not important right now. Did Andrei kill the witch?"

      "You too?" I choke out at his blunt question. "How can you ask that?"

      Tobias leans closer. "Perhaps because you awakened Andrei’s desire for witch blood, and he couldn’t take from you, he went elsewhere."

      "That’s ridiculous! We were together. All night." He stares at me long enough to fill me with dread. "What will happen to him?"

      "I’m headed over to Petrescu once I’m finished with you. I can speak to the Confederacy but there’s panic in the academy. He won't be able to stay."

      "Ravenhold?" I whisper.

      "I will do what I can to prevent that."

      Ravenhold. Another thought bounces into my mind. "Amelia. Did you help Amelia?" I gasp out. "She’s gone."

      Tobias’s cheeks redden. "Gone where?"

      "She texted me. I don't know where she is. I think she went to Ravenhold. Did you help her?" I half-shout. "She could be hurt. In the Dominion’s hands!"

      "Maeve. You're getting hysterical. Calm down."

      I shove him with both hands. "Did you?"

      "No!" He grabs my hands. "You need to calm down, otherwise you’ll attract attention."

      I choke out an indignant sound. "You dragged me in here."

      "Because I could sense you were on the verge of losing control. How would that behaviour look to those investigating? Suspicious.”

      "Then take my emotions away," I say, voice thick with tears. "Stop this."

      Tobias cups my face in his hands and looks me in the eyes. "I will fix this. Everything happening here is connected. Ash and Vincent. Andrei and the witch’s death. Amelia and Matt. Jamie’s future. You can’t give up. We need to fight this, because I’m damn sure the academy is in danger. That’s why I gave Jamie the pendant. That’s why we need to work together."

      Harsh male voices in the hallway call at people to get into the common room. He swears and stands, staring at the door, deep in thought as he drags a hand across his mouth. "We have to leave."

      "Yes. The guards will look for me. I’m not where I should be.”

      "No. Leave the academy." The strain on his face shocks me. The composed guy who holds us together isn't the Tobias  with me right now. "I’ll tell Theodora that I need to get you and Jamie out of here. Amelia is missing, Andrei’s about to be arrested, and fuck knows where Vincent took Ash." He inhales.

      "Isn't Ash back?" I hold my hands over my face again. "Oh, god. No."

      "Vincent and his group of Gilgamesh kids haven't returned."

      "Where are they?"

      "Nobody knows."

      I sink to the floor. Ash is safe. He can look after himself. "Did Andrei tell you he thinks Vincent is something created by a necromancer?"

      Tobias gives a sharp nod. "Yes. Andrei’s experience when he touched Vincent supports a theory I’ve had for some time. That man is not Vincent."

      "Have you told Theodora your theory?" He nods. "And does she believe you?"

      "No. She won’t listen. We can’t stay Maeve. Somebody is moving closer to their aim to divide you all, and if we stay here, I don't think it will be long before one of you dies."

      I look up and clamp a hand over my mouth. He can't be serious. Is Ash in danger?

      "And I need to leave," he whispers. "Your alibi will help Andrei, but Confederacy investigations will lead to me. I don't have an alibi, Maeve."

      "Why would you need an alibi?" Tobias holds a palm against his face and shakes his head, and my stomach twists with fear at what he might say. "Your past. Ravenhold."

      He nods, eyes pleading with me not to ask my next question.

      "What did you do, Tobias? Why were you sent to Ravenhold?"

      He pauses before he answers, but looks me straight in the eyes. “I killed a witch."

      The room lurches and fear leaks into my body. "What? Who?"

      "More than one." His voice is flat and emotionless.

      I struggle to my feet. "What the hell are you doing at a school full of witches if you kill them?"

      Tobias closes his eyes. "I’m not dangerous anymore, Maeve. There’s a block in my mind that stops me wanting to consume their energy. I no longer chase that high."

      High.

      "But you want my energy." My palms slick.

      "No. I can’t look at you without seeing the faces of the witches I killed, Maeve. Without the guilt eating into me and reminding me how depraved I was. That’s why I push you away."

      I can barely look at him, the trust I’d built for him shattering in this moment. Tobias’s horrific confession should terrify me, but I sense his guilt. His pain. The endless struggle he must face.

      But that doesn't stop me wanting to run screaming from the room.

      "Did you kill Lorna?"

      "What?" He’s hoarse and shocked. "No. But Theodora knows what I did in the past. So do others. I’m not safe."

      I squeeze my eyes closed, wanting to believe him, but my head is a tangled mess. "Do you think somebody is trying to frame you—or Andrei?"

      He looks out of the small window which overlooks the drive towards the gates. "I don't know. But I hope you and Jamie understand why you need to leave. I’m begging with you to come with me. I promise you’re safer with me than if you remain at the academy."

      "And Andrei?"

      He looks over his shoulder at me. "Once I leave this room, I will locate Andrei and ensure he is not taken from the academy. He’s my responsibility and the guy is slipping closer to the edge."

      The world crashes down on me, and I’m on the verge of crumbling to the floor again. Tobias catches my arm as I stumble towards a chair, and he helps me sit.

      The tears surge as exhaustion and emotion rise to roll over me like a tsunami. I’m pulled under, gasping for breath through my sobs, as again my world is drowned in the chaos. I’m cursed and everybody who gets close to me at the academy suffers.

      Tobias stares down at me in alarm as I slide from the chair and onto the floor, curling my knees tight against my chest and gripping my hair. Pulling. Reminding myself this is reality.

      "Maeve." With my arms across my ears, his voice is muffled and my sense dulled.

      My whole body shakes as I’m wracked by sobs and I lash out as Tobias attempts to help me sit back on the chair. "I hate this! Call me immature. Call me naive, but I can’t live this life."

      "You don't have a choice, Maeve," he says. "You never had a choice. Nobody did."

      I gulp in air, aware how childish and selfish I sounded. Like Andrei never had a choice. Jamie. Even Ash and Amelia. All our futures are out of our hands.

      “Maeve.” I jerk as Tobias seizes my face again. “Listen to me. Last time we spoke, we planned to work on your magic. Strengthen you. Don’t let these events pull you backwards. Whoever is behind all this shit thrown our way thinks you’re weak. They don’t think you’ll handle what’s happening. Don’t prove them right.”

      I stare back into his intense eyes and force myself not to picture a man who kills. “They can’t win,” I whisper.

      Tobias nods curtly. “Correct. Are you prepared to let go of your fears and your past? To accept you can do something to help your  friends—help us all?”

      Am I? Can I? Since I arrived at the academy, I’ve been a boat on an ocean pulled by the tides and caught in the storm. Unable to navigate where I’m headed because I don’t know how to sail the boat.

      I’ve looked to people for help, but haven’t made any progress. Am I looking to the right people?

      “You believe I can make a difference?” I ask.

      He smiles. “I know you can, Maeve. Own your magic. I will teach you what I can. If you trust me, we can beat this together. Not just me and you, but all of your friends too.”

      I nod and drag myself to my feet. “You’re right,” I mumble. “Something is stopping me becoming what I need to be.”

      The daylight shines through the window catching dust particles that dance in the air around us. Tobias looks at me with a mix of hesitancy and encouragement.

      I rub a hand across my mouth and gulp back the hysteria that spilled out a few moments ago. Andrei’s words last night, about how powerful we are together, echo in my head.  “They won’t hurt us. I am strong enough. I need to trust I can do this.” I fix Tobias with a harsh look. “Yes, I’ll come with you, but if I think you’re a danger, I’ll take you on too.”

      “Understood.” Tobias smiles and his large palm cups my cheek and I recoil. Witch killer. He drops his hand.

      Accepting what I am and stepping into the frightening shadows that hold my powers is the only way forward.

      I’m Maeve Foster, a future-sighted witch who can control minds. Whoever thinks I’ll crumble doesn’t know the life I’ve led.

      I won’t be the one destroyed.

      I’m about to put my life in the hands of a man who murdered witches. If that’s what it takes to become stronger, that’s something I’ll risk.

      “When do we leave?” I ask Tobias.
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