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        FRIDAY NIGHT

      

      

      If a pack of shifters looked for somewhere private to shift and enjoy their freedom, a small farmhouse on the isolated Yorkshire moors would be the perfect answer.

      Such as the one I'm looking at through the gloomy night, right now.

      Our family aren't the only shifters in the north of England, and I've heard rumours of places like this. The house has always been a suspected safe haven for those who don't like to suppress the animal side of themselves. Nowadays, most shifters work on keeping their non-human side hidden and under control, and pass that view on to their children. The Confederacy prefer shifters to behave that way—there's less chance we'll be discovered. Captured. Experimented on.

      One night, a few months before Vince disappeared, I overheard him arguing with my parents about his reluctance to stay hidden. Although Dad's secretly proud he produced a dragon, my parents are amongst those who prefer to keep themselves safe by integrating with the human world.

      I remember the swearing, Mum crying, and Vince disappearing for days at a time with his friends—the ones who he reconnected with when they attended his party at the academy. He'd spend "boys' nights" away, but never told us where, sometimes for days at a time. Because he disappeared a lot, it was over a week before my parents alerted the authorities when he was taken.

      I would hear his frustration over how difficult his life is as a dragon shifter—Vince couldn't transform and take a run across the moors the way his animal shifter mates could. The day he returned from a longer trip to Eastern Europe he was brighter, and I presumed this was because he'd had his chance to become the hidden dragon. Now, I wonder if the hidden community over there is where his strong opinions stem from.

      Now I'm about to discover what happens on his nights away.

      "Did Vince mention anything to you?" I ask Clive.

      "Extra training for the brightest and best," he says with a grin. "He selected us because we have the most potential."

      "Right." I move uncomfortably between him and Remi. Potential for what?

      Squashing five students our size, plus Vince, into a Land Rover isn't comfortable, but Clive and Remi's excitement keeps them happy. Seamus never speaks much to kids in our house and rarely to the other houses—a perfect target for Vince. The last guy, Damian, spent most of his time hunched over his phone, earbuds in.  We saw Professor O'Reilly as we were leaving, and my worry dropped. If a professor knows we're headed out, then the excursion must be legit.

      I climb from the vehicle and rest on the door as I study my surroundings. The farmhouse is a single-storey brick building with untended gardens out the front, weeds growing through the slate paving stones leading to the door. Curtains are drawn across the windows with lights shining from the rooms behind. Barns once used by the farmers lurk behind in the shadows, where an old tractor with no wheels stands as a sentry.

      The wind blows my hood upwards and rushes through my clothes. No wonder people don't want to live in bleak places like this; at least I don't feel the cold.

      Vincent opens the heavy wooden door to the house, and we file in behind him. The exposed brick walls and uneven slate floors are original features, along with the fireplace where flames crackle and warm the room, the smell of smoke mixing with that from the pizza boxes on the floor. Stained rugs and tatty sofas take away from the rustic atmosphere, and the three guys already in here sprawl across them with beers in hand.

      I remember Des from the party as the one who deliberately embarrassed Maeve, and he stands to greet Vince with a slap on the back. Others offer gruff hellos, one guy handing Vince a beer from the cluttered table beside him.

      "We all set?" asks Vince.

      Des grins. "Yup."

      "Awesome." He takes the offered bottle, swigs, then wipes his mouth with the back of a hand. "A few drinks first—we have to stick to the traditions."

      Vince's mates chuckle and the word ‘tradition' sticks in my mind.

      I hang at the edge of everything as Vince introduces the Gilgamesh kids to his mates, until Vince pulls me aside. "Why do you look worried?"

      "I'm not," I retort.

      He wrinkles his nose. "I can smell you are."

      Swearing under my breath, I grab a beer from the table and drop onto one of the dilapidated cloth chairs.

      A TV plays in a corner and I'm unsurprised to see Vince's mates are watching rugby. Maybe this is a boys' get-together after all and I'm reading too much into the situation.

      My instincts tell me otherwise.

      "Cool place." Clive slurs from his bottle, cheeks pink. "Do you catch up here much?"

      "Once every couple of months," says Des. "We kept the tradition up while Vince was away."

      I frown. Des makes it sound like Vince went on sabbatical, not missing and presumed dead.

      "What do you do when you get together here?" Remi's cautious, almost shy, barely speaking since we arrived. He isn't the only one awed—Seamus and Damian sit outside the circle, watching warily.

      "Some months, we shift," says a second shifter. Marcus, maybe? He was definitely at Vince's party too.

      "Since we're banned doing it elsewhere," adds Des with a grin.

      Banned everywhere.

      "I guess coming here is safer," says Clive as he reaches for another beer. His eyes light up when a new gang member walks through the door and dumps a fresh stack of pizza boxes on the table. A small bowl contains a pile of bank notes and I look around for playing cards. Is this a poker night?

      "And you always come here to shift?" I ask. "How far do you go from the farmhouse? Don't people see you?"

      Des chuckles and elbows the guy beside him. "Marcus disappeared once. Reported sightings of a large black cat in a village about twenty miles away."

      He whacks Des in the chest. "Not my fault the guy I was chasing managed to run that far."

      "Yeah, your fault you're a shit hunter."

      Chasing. I straighten. "Do you hurt anybody?"

      The room drops into silence and they look to Vince as if he's the only one with answers.

      Vince places his booted feet on the table. "Not usually. But mistakes happen, y'know?"

      "What does that mean?" I ask sharply.

      Vince grabs a slice of pizza and tips his head back to lower the end of the meat-loaded slice into his mouth.

      I watch, heart pounding as he devours it. "Who gets hurt?"

      He licks his greasy lips and ignores my question. "The guys dropped the ball while I was away. A few of them left the group—they backed away because they aren't strong enough to believe in the next phase. I'm hoping you can join us."

      If tonight isn't an initiation ceremony, this sounds like a recruitment drive.

      He gestures around him and looks at the other kids. "I explained to Ash how the witch and vampire societies treat us like shit. They look down on us for what they call our useless powers. Not to our faces, but we all know, don't we?"

      Clive and Remi mutter in agreement and the other kids nod.

      "At the academy, how many times have the witches and vamps sneered at you and made comments about dogs and animals, as if we belong under their boots?"

      "Vince. That's not fair. The witches and vamps taunt each other too," I protest.

      Vince gives a harsh laugh. "We're held back. Every step of the way. Mental Magic classes? Oh no, too complicated for the shifters, don't let them attend." His eyes narrow. "We're excluded. Put at a disadvantage."

      "And the meditation bullshit," puts in Remi. "Trying to wipe away our natural instincts."

      What the hell is this? Around me, the guys casually share pizza as if we've caught up for a night watching rugby and drinking beers, not whatever the fuck Vince is talking about. Don't they see how dangerous his attitude is?

      "The meditation is to help, Remi. To stop us losing control and shifting too young," I say.

      Remi laughs. "Yeah? You refused to go to the class until a few weeks ago. What changed?"

      "I don't want to lose control and spend my life stuck as a Mid."

      "Ah yes, Mids." Vince leans forward and his tone grows harsher. "Witches could help Mids. Hell, they can help vamps have babies and even create hybrids, but you're telling me they couldn't help a shifter return to normal?"

      I swallow, mouth drying. He's right.

      "Another example of the Confederacy treating us like second-class citizens. They control us. They tell us what we can and can't do. And when we need help? They turn their back." Vince's eyes glitter with a hatred that turns my blood cold. "We're not taking this bullshit anymore."

      "Who's told you this is okay, Vince?"

      He jerks his chin up. "I'm protecting my mates. We have instincts that are denied. Skills that need honing. Fuck the vampires and witches. We live by our own rules."

      He lifts his bottle in a toast to the gathered shifters and my stomach leadens as they match him, adding jeering agreement. What sickens me further is the agreement in my classmates' shining eyes. Vince looks to me and I lift my bottle but keep my eyes fixed on his. He smirks at my displeasure.

      "So, you wanna know how to train the skills they deny us?" Vince speaks the words directly at me.

      "Fuck, yeah!" calls out Damian.

      "This had better not involve shifting, Vince," I protest. "Don't risk the guys becoming Mids."

      "That's their choice."

      I stand. "Shit, Vince. This is insane. Take us back to the academy."

      He chuckles and stands too, heading over to wrap an arm around my shoulders. The grip is firmer than affectionate, crushing my bones until I wince.

      "Don't get so excited, little bro. I told you, this is training for the games. Honing our physical might for the final challenge."

      "Which is?"

      He smirks again and taps his nose. "I'm not allowed to say. But it will be one hell of an end to the games."

      I don't know what the hell is happening here, and I'm not sure I want to.

      "Aww, don't keep us in suspense, Vince," calls out Clive. "What's this special training you have planned for us?"

      "Yeah, I can't see how effective we'll be if we're full of beer and pizza," I add pointedly.

      Vince crushes me closer. "You know that's never a handicap to us. Come on."

      The not-so-friendly arm remains around my shoulders as he leads me to the front door again.

      The wind blasts my face as I step outside—the kind of weather normal people would dress warm for. If Maeve were here, I'd wrap her in my jacket, or she'd freeze.

      Maeve. I'm not frightened that Vince will do something to me; I don't get the vibe from him. But I'm terrified what this means for me and the others—especially Clive, Seamus, Damien, and Remi, totally sucked in by his fanaticism.

      Who's driving this? Because Vince isn't a thinker or a planner.

      I expect him to guide us to the vehicle, but he leads us behind the farmhouse along a pebbled track. An old tractor rusts at the edge of an unused field and there aren't any animals behind the low stone walls.

      "Whose place is this?" I ask him.

      "Marcus's grandparents. They passed away a few years back and he inherited the place. Perfect retreat, huh?"

      I finally manage to wriggle from his grasp. "Yeah, sure is."

      "Marcus. You got the keys?"

      Marcus tosses a jingling bunch to Vince and we approach a small barn towards the end of a track. A wide metal gate on the left side opens onto a field that leads into the distance. On the other side, trees grow.

      I sense something. Not only the adrenaline pumping through the other guys' blood, along with the excitement and alcohol, but a faint scent of fear.

      I glance around and focus my shifter senses. Where? Vince pushes the key into a padlock and the chain rattles as he yanks it from around the handles.

      I adjust my eyes to the light as he opens the door. Des shines a torch inside and the hairs lifting on my neck aren't due to the wind. I imagined many scenarios tonight, but never the scene in front of me.
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      The barn once held the tractor outside, perhaps hay bales for cows. Now, the building holds a few boxes piled up between the door and the wall, and a motorcycle on the right, half-hidden by tarpaulin. Two figures huddle in the corner of the barn, just visible behind the boxes, and their fear rolls across the space between us.

      Two guys who look around my age, although one's face is bashed around too much to be sure. I stare in horror at their torn shirts and filthy arms, and although I'm relieved they're not chained or tied up, what chance of escape would they have from a locked barn? Or against a pack of shifters?

      "What the fuck, Vince?" I rasp out. "What the hell is this?"

      Beside me, Clive scratches his cheek and his wide eyes show he shares my shock. My instinct is to grab the academy guys and run, but we're hemmed in by Vincent's shifter friends in the doorway behind.

      "Hunters," he snarls. "I told you—today, the hunted become the hunters."

      "You have them locked in a barn?" This can't be happening. This is fucking insane. "Humans."

      "Hunters," he spits.

      "They're not much of a challenge if they're cornered," I say and eye the closest guy.

      I've never seen fear on somebody's face as intense as this. Yeah, the guy I threatened outside the pub was scared, but this guy reeks of terror. That night, I was furious the same hunters who killed my brother were hunting me—and could be a threat to Maeve. He stalked me.

      This guy is prey trapped in a corner, unsure if he'll live or die.

      "Vince, no. You can't kill them. That's against the accords."

      "They killed shifters," he says flatly.

      "No." The guy's voice is croaky and distant, and he holds the side of his head. "I haven't killed anybody."

      "You were following us the night we went to Vince's party at the academy," spits Marcus. "We tracked you."

      The guy shakes his head and looks to me. "Let us go," he pleads. "Make them listen to you."

      "That's not possible now," says Vince, lip curling. "You know about our base and who we are."

      "You can't kill them," I urge. "Vince. See sense."

      He shoves me in the chest. "These hunters took me and held me."

      "How do you know? You can't remember."

      "I remember hunters poisoning me —just enough to send me into a coma and not kill me."

      "And then?" I ask.

      "I don't fucking know, but it was them."

      "No," protests the second guy in a weak voice. "Hunters didn't take you."

      I attempt to grab Vince's arm as he strides over to the guy and tears him from the floor. "Someone you know did," he snarls into his face.

      The guy's hair is caked in mud and he can barely stand. "No. Hunters didn't take you. Witches did."

      I swallow hard. This is worse than I first imagined.

      "No," Vince repeats. "Hunters."

      "How could hunters keep you constrained for five years?"

      The second man breaks his silence, voice barely audible. "Logan. Shut up."

      "He's about to kill us!" Logan staggers back as Vince releases him. "We need to tell them."

      "They won't believe us," he mumbles.

      "Don't you remember?" Logan pleads with Vince. "They did shit to you. We want to help."

      "Bullshit. You're not talking your way out of this." He glances down at the second guy. "Get up."

      He scrambles up, supporting himself on the wall.

      Vince has his back to me, and I step up to him. "Vince. Don't. Do. This."

      Slowly, he turns and crosses his arms. "You wanna know what these hunters do to people? What I've seen? Hell, Ash, they almost got you once. You went on a fucking hunting trip with your vamp and witch buddies. The vamp killed a hunter."

      Bile rises in my throat. "Andrei?"

      "Yeah. Nobody's hauled his arse off to Ravenhold yet. I bet if he was a shifter, the authorities would've taken him there before he could blink."

      No. He didn't. I'd know. Maeve would know.

      Does she?

      We need to break ties with Andrei. Now.

      "We didn't plan to kill them. That was self-defence."

      "Liar," sneers Vince. "The animal is inside you. Self-defence comes at a cost."

      I shake my head. "Like vamps, we need to control our dangerous side. Vince. Please listen."

      Vince leans forward, face in mine. "Aren't you listening? We're not vamps. They're nothing like us."

      "But this solves nothing. You're talking about hunting defenceless men. What happens when you catch them?"

      Vince looks at me like I'm an imbecile and I swallow down my anger.

      The other Gilgamesh guys remain silent and I tug at Clive's sleeve. "We can't get involved in this shit."

      "Vince is kinda right, though," puts in Remi. "They do hold us back."

      "Hunters?"

      "Nah, vamps. Witches." Remi nods at my brother. "We should listen to him."

      "At least some of you see sense." Vince's smile grows. "If you're with us, you can join the sport."

      My mouth parches. Sport?

      He crosses his arms. "I'm letting these guys go. Give them half an hour, then we hunt."

      One of the hunters makes a strangled sound and I shake my head in despair. "Vince. No."

      "Seriously, Ash, your whining is beginning to piss me off. Don't you care what they did to me? What they want to do to us? All of us?"

      I turn away and rub my hands down my face. This is insane. Dangerous. My brother could end up in Ravenhold—any one of us could.

      "The first to catch one of the three gets the cash. I hope you all put your cash in the pot."

      Three? I turn in a circle and peer into the dark but can't see anybody else.

      Vince's broad back blocks the view as he walks behind a thick wooden beam and drags somebody from behind.

      He's a slight guy who looks like he'd lose in any fight—not just against an assailant Vince's size. He's injured, because he's cradling his arm, and winces as Vince knocks into him.

      This one isn't human. I sense straight away what he is. Witch.

      I can't step back and allow this. I shove at my brother. "Don't be so fucking stupid! I don't want to lose you again."

      "The Confederacy will blame the hunters if the witch dies."

      "No. Let them go. All of them."

      Vince purses his lips. "I said I'd let them go, didn't I?"

      "To hunt and kill them." I hold my temples with both hands. "I can't let you do this."

      I land on my arse as Vince shoves at me. "Tough. This is happening. And anybody who betrays us will pay. I chose the five of you because I thought you'd be with me on this."

      My heart pounds blood into my ears. I'm listening to Vince, but I can't see my brother here. "This isn't you, Vince. Yeah, you're proud of being a shifter. Always were. But you wanted a quiet life, not to start a war."

      "Sometimes shit changes a person. Like years locked up by these fuckers." He jabs a finger at the hunters. "Because of people like him." Vince shoves the witch who stumbles.

      "Who is he? What's a witch done to you that would make you kill one?"

      "Because I'm a traitor," croaks out the witch. "Because I've information they don't want sharing."

      "They?" I ask.

      "The—" Vince punches him square in the face and the witch cries out. In a reflex action, fire appears at the witch's fingertips on his injured hand, interrupted by Vince snapping his wrist.

      Bile pushes upwards again as the witch lets out an inhuman sound and I look desperately to Clive and Remi. Why aren't they affected by this the way I am?

      My heart thunders in my chest. I need to leave. Now. I'll walk back to the academy if I have to. But if I ran, how far would I get? I'd be hunted too.
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      I slump against the barn wall. How could I have been so wrong about Vince and defend him for so long? Whatever happened to him has screwed with his mind. Big-style.

      Vince shepherds the two hunters from the barn, past the shifters, who barely leave a gap for them to get through.

      "Listen to me," stammers out Logan. "We weren't involved in his disappearance. Hunters took him, yeah, but the witches killed him."

      I blink rapidly but Des beside me laughs. "You're full of shit. Does Vince look dead to you? If you're gonna come up with an excuse, at least find a believable one."

      The hunter grabs my sleeve. "The witches. The Dominion. They're doing this. It's the start."

      "Of what?"

      A shifter beside me sighs, draws back a hand, and knocks the hunter around the head. He reels, barely staying upright. "We hate the Dominion as much as we hate the Confederacy. They have no place for us in their plans," Logan stammers.

      "Why are you still here?" growls Vince as he appears with the witch. "Your time already started."

      Logan's eyes are that of someone condemned to die. Maybe he has killed shifters in the past, but we've no proof. Fights should be fairer than this. I'm sickened by what I've been dragged into.

      If I had the car keys, I'd be out of here.

      "Regan," breathes out the witch. "I'm Regan. Tell somebody you saw me."

      "Go, you fucking idiot!" shouts Vince.

      The others around me jeer as the three stumble into the night. Turning my back on Vince, I grab Clive by the collar and force him to look at me. The other Gilgamesh guys are hyped, pacing from foot to foot, muscles tensed as if about to run a marathon.

      "Clive. We need to leave."

      "Why?" Clive looks into the dark the three men limped into and smacks his fist against his palm. "We fucking do this."

      Clive's arrogant and sometimes violent, but I could never imagine him killing. There's something in his eyes, pupils dilated, jittery like a drug addict.

      I snap my head around to look at the others who are chattering, egging each other on for the oncoming hunt.

      Something isn't normal.

      "Did you take something?" I ask Clive. "Drugs?"

      "Nope, just the beers, dude." He smiles. "I can grab another bottle if we have to wait half an hour."

      "You'd seriously kill the guy?"

      The glassy-eyed Clive looks back to me. "Nah, they won't kill 'em. This is all a bit of fun."

      "Uh. Not for the people they're chasing. Did you see the state they were in?"

      Clive shakes his head and gives me a rueful look. "I'm surprised at you, mate. These guys hunt and kill us. Scaring the shit out of them sounds like a good plan to me. Nobody will die. C'mon. Get a beer."

      Does Clive seriously believe nobody will die?

      I run a hand across my hair and take in my surroundings to plan my escape. I don't have the car keys, but I can run. Vince jokes with his friends while Remi and Damian lap up the atmosphere. Des tells them they're honoured to get an invite and their grins grow wider.

      Snatching my chance, I back away and run.

      I'm barely halfway along the driveway before Vince tackles me to the ground. I land on my face and he sits on my back, grabbing my head between his broad palms and pulling my neck back. I'm immobile beneath him, breath knocked from me.

      "Where are you going?" he snarls, hot breath against my ear.

      "Back to the academy."

      "Why aren't you joining in? You're supposed to want this. You fucking hate hunters."

      "I don't want to take part. Vince, get off me."

      He smacks my head on the ground and gravel sticks into my face, shock coursing through my veins.

      "Only if you do as you're told." His hands push against my skull, forcing my face further down, and for a horrible moment I think he's about to seriously hurt me. "Will you?"

      "Yes." I relax my body in submission and Vince climbs off me. Rolling over, I groan and look up. "Vince. If you don't stop this, I will."

      "How you gonna do that?" he asks. "You're not stronger than me. Not like this. Like a human."

      I take shallow breaths. "Someone's making you do this crazy shit. Who told you to?"

      "I make my own decisions, Ash."

      Struggling to my feet, I meet him nose to nose. "And I do too. What have you done?"

      "I'm starting a war," he whispers.

      I meet the hardened eyes of the guy I once loved and respected, and my heart tears as I finally admit to myself something I've denied for too long. "Who are you?" I yell and shove him in the chest. "You're not my brother."

      "Why? Because I want to save my race?"

      "Listen to yourself!" I brush gravel from my bleeding forehead. "Vincent wouldn't do this. He's not capable."

      "How do you know I wouldn't?" he sneers. "I've always hunted the hunters."

      "Hand them over to the shifter authorities."

      "And what will the authorities do with them? Grow up, Ash. Open your eyes."

      "This isn't only hunters, either. One of these people is a witch. Why torture them too?"

      "Why? Are you worried yours will be next?"

      "Don't threaten Maeve," I spit.

      He leans in and whispers. "But once the war starts, she'll be fair game. Perhaps the guys could have some fun with her first. Have you had a go? Any good?"

      Something in my head snaps. I yell at him, the guttural sound echoing through the air, a sound I've never heard come from my mouth before. I lift my fist to uppercut him. His face, covered with the sardonic smile, sharpens into focus, and everything around me brightens as if a torch illuminates the dark.

      Vince laughs and calls out more disgusting things he'd do to Maeve, and the worst thing is, I believe he would. I believe this man could start something there's no turning back from.

      My head pounds and pain wracks my body as if someone injected acid into my veins, as Vince's taunting words continue. He's sick. The things he's saying. Hell, even vamps wouldn't do that to a person. A girl.

      "Looking angry there, Ash," he says with a grating laugh. "Your eyes look lovely, by the way."

      Eyes. I touch my face, but my cheeks are numb and I catch sight of my hands. They're bigger, my fingers elongating and skin on the back of my hands shining in the dark.

      Not my skin.

      They're fucking scales.

      "No!" I shout and desperately grab at the corners of my human side, trying to wrap this around the Ash I can control and protect him from the darker instincts. "You don't do this to me!" I yell out. "Vincent would never do this to me!"

      I've one and only way to escape this situation and keep myself safe—to keep my friends safe—it's to run.

      I don't know how far I'll get, or what bullshit Vince will use to hurt me or frame me, but I refuse to let go of who I am and shift.

      I might never come back from that.

      Which I swear is what Vincent wants.
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      I'm an hour into running from whatever the hell Vincent is doing before I slow. I've never been more grateful for my shifter speed and endurance, able to cover ground quickly, but I'm terrified to look at my hands in case my fingers still look strange—or if I've scales on the back of my hands. The environment lost the sudden brightness around us when I fought Vincent, something else related to shifting? Heart thumping and sick with fear, I pause and pull my hands from my hoodie pockets to look.

      Normal.

      But I can't let the relief slow me down, and I plunge onwards, listening for anybody following me. Once I reach the main road that passes across the moors, I pause to locate myself. The lights from a town shine upwards from the valley as the road begins to descend from the moors towards civilisation. I'm close enough to reach the safety of human lives in the next ten minutes, but I'm still a good hour from the academy.

      I once laughed at the fact we lived near moors, the perfect place for mysterious creatures to roam at night. Well, apart from dragons. That shifting happened well away from any population, most commonly in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union.

      Dragons are rare. Almost as ostracised as Mids, but stronger than any other shifter.

      My brother is strong enough to take down anybody who stands against him. Any race.

      I stick to the road's uneven edge but there's little cover, and I warily walk against the traffic, able to see any car coming from a distance.

      Not one car passed me in the last half hour.

      My head pounds from Vincent's assault and I'm spaced out, convinced I'm in a surreal dream. I must be. I'll never forget the terror on the men's faces and can't think what might happen to them next.

      Vincent wouldn't kill.

      Clive and the guys wouldn't blindly join in.

      Would they?

      I want to believe that something altered Clive and the others' minds and created this vicious streak, but if I'm honest I know violence lies inside all of us, looking for an excuse to come out. Vince gave them the excuse they need—a cause to champion. Enemies to fight in a war. Clive and Remi often instigate fights with other houses, claiming practical jokes, but they're closer to their darker natures. I've seen this violence on the rugby pitch and on other people. They resent being told to settle down and behave—the strongest shifters never want to toe the line.

      Now they've found somebody who speaks to them, on their level.

      A new hero, a man who survived impossible odds, who wants to teach them how to be as strong.

      What a fucking disaster.

      Headlights dazzle as a truck speeds along the road in my direction. I step further onto the road verge and break into a run again, mind whirling with what to do. Obviously, I need to tell somebody—Theodora or Tobias, rather than Professor O'Reilly—but say what? I'll sound insane. I've no proof and the others will deny the truth.

      Fuck, the world is a mess.

      I glance over my shoulder as a car approaches from the opposite direction, and step as far into the shadows as I can. My tension drops a little as the headlights fade into the distance as the car speeds by.

      A few minutes later, the same car approaches from the opposite direction and I pause, heart rate ticking up in suspicion.

      The car stops and I increase my pace. This isn't Vincent's car. I'm paranoid.

      The nearby village would take ten minutes to reach at a shifter sprint, and I set off sprinting. To hell with it if humans in the car watch me move at inhuman speeds; I'm not slowing down and risking what could happen if they're not human.

      But I'm no match for the speeding car behind me. Wind pushes hair across my face as the car roars by and tyres screech as the driver turns sharply to block my path. Immediately I sidestep off the road and head into the trees lining the route.

      A car door slams and whoever pursues me matches my speed, their footsteps faster and closer than I'd hoped.

      Not human.

      Somebody large jumps onto my back and I lose my footing, landing spread-eagled on the ground beneath my assailant. I wait for Vincent's gruff voice from the figure on top of me, but he doesn't speak. I lie in the dirt, the earthy smell tickling my nostrils as I summon up the energy to retaliate.

      Shiny black boots appear in my line of vision and I turn my head to one side with a stick embedded in my face. A torch shines in my eyes, blinding me from taking in any more of the person's appearance

      "That's the boy. Get him out of here. Make him forget." The female voice is soft, her tone verging on bored, and she ends the sentence with a sigh. "Fucking Vincent—I told them he was out of control, but did they listen? Of course not."

      The weight lifts from my back and the guy who pinned me down pulls me to his feet. He wears a balaclava—something I've seen from hunters in the past because they're cowards. He's stocky and a big guy, but I can't tell if he's a shifter or not. Sometimes I sense them, other times not.

      "Fight back and I'll knock you out," he says, his deep voice muffled. Not Vincent.

      The woman's figure retreats across the leaves ahead of me, her tall figure resplendent in a long black coat edged with what looks like black fur. She's hooded and facing away from me; I've no chance of noting anything else about her.

      I bow my head, pretending to be compliant, as the guy leads me away.

      As if I'd let him take me.

      The moment the woman blends into the shadows, I lash out, throwing my fist upwards to knock the guy's head back.

      The man barely moves, as if my touch was from the breeze around us. I hold my fist—his face was fucking hard and my knuckles hurt. What is he?

      "Tut, tut, tut," he growls, drawing his hand back. On the third tut, he slams his hand into my face.

      I sink backwards and my neck jars as my head hits the ground. Are the stars above real, or part of the dizzy world I've been thrust into tonight? The night claims me.
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      SATURDAY AFTERNOON

      

      Tobias promised we'd leave the academy before anything else happens, but with the academy overrun by Confederacy police authorities, we can't leave yet. If he smuggles us away now, we'll draw more attention to our group.

      I made Tobias promise he'll find an excuse to get us out of the academy and he nodded. He never replied when I asked if he'd bring Andrei too.

      Now I'm trapped in the Walcott common room, in a corner with Jamie, too scared to turn my back on the witches whispering poisonous words about us. Jamie and I are ostracised. Friends of the witch killer.

      He's half-asleep, the hangover interfering with his ability to stay focused on our situation. I tease him, but inside I feel sick.

      My body feels as if someone has put weights in my pocket, every muscle dragged down. Each way my mind turns there's more worry. Andrei. Ash. Amelia. Some commented on her absence, but nobody knows when she left and they're too preoccupied with Lorna's death to care. Events churn in my head: I didn't return to our room after the club—I tended to Jamie and then went to Andrei. Guilt eats at my decision to pursue Andrei—could I have stopped Amelia instead? But I know Amelia. She plans. She's careful. No doubt Amelia left earlier, while we were out. Why would she run the risk I'd discover and stop her?

      One thing is sure—someone will track her down.

      My biggest fear? That Amelia is planning something to guarantee her a place at Ravenhold. A life with Matt.

      Tobias's shock when I told him proves to me that he didn't help Amelia, and he's promised to ask his contacts to help locate her before she runs into trouble. The phrase sends tremors through me. Trouble she creates, or trouble that finds her?

      One group of witches switches on the TV and laughter from a comedy show interrupts the solemnness, the fake hilarity out of place in a room filled with shocked and angry people. I daren't look around; Lorna's best friend, Yvette, already accosted me and unleashed her anger and grief.

      Maeve, the witch who's friends with a witch-killer.

      More than one witch-killer. I moisten my dry lips as Tobias's confession echoes in my mind. If his employers know, how could they let a convicted murderer work here?

      Sofia saw Tobias leave the small room with me, once I’d calmed down enough to re-join the rest of Walcott. Her displeasure was palpable as she regarded Tobias as if he were the murderer, not Andrei. If Tobias were supposed to keep an eye on Andrei, what position does this put him in?

      As Tobias walked away, I wanted to grab his hand and ask him to stay with me. To help me escape before anything else happens. But he's right—creating a scene puts me under a brighter, hotter spotlight than I already am.

      My gut tells me to trust him, but my mind is messed up.

      Sofia sits in the velvet red armchair closest to the door, her face strained and pale. Her red-rimmed eyes betray the fact she's been crying, but she sits upright, watching her charges and giving concerned students the occasional smile.

      I cross the polished wooden floor, my cheeks heating at my house head's quiet scrutiny as I approach. "How long are the Confederacy keeping us confined here?" I ask.

      Sofia's eyes are distant—cold, even. "Until their investigators have finished with forensics."

      A glimmer of hope appears. I've watched enough true crime shows to know what this could mean. "They'll be able to tell who did this?"

      "They'll confirm this was a vampire attack," she replies stiffly.

      "And they can find out who from DNA?" I press.

      "Most vampires are from the same bloodlines, Maeve. This isn't human DNA profiling." Her scorn heats my cheeks further. "Not much investigation is needed. They need a confession from the person who did this, that's all."

      "Do you mean Andrei? He won't confess because he didn't kill Lorna. Somebody wants to frame him. I can help prove he didn't."

      "The boy is guilty," she says, eyes hardening. "Why would you help him and how? Has the professor influenced your mind?"

      I blink at her. Sofia's grasping at straws, trying to click together a puzzle with pieces that don't fit. "No. I'm close to Andrei."

      She stands abruptly, eyes wide. "Close? How close?"

      "I've become friends with him. We have much in common—neither of us are understood. We're outsiders."

      She scoffs. "You're a foolish girl. Your naivety about this world never changes."

      "Perhaps I am naive, but I have people who help me. Who understand me."

      Glancing around, Sofia then leans closer to me. "Who you were with earlier interests me. Are you close to Professor Whitlock too?"

      I blank my mind as she subtly attempts to push her way in. "Professor Whitlock helps me, yes. You know he does."

      "The man has taken an inappropriate interest in you, Maeve. I am watching and if he oversteps the line, I will drag him in front of the school board."

      "Professor Whitlock is not inappropriate towards me," I retort.

      "What were you doing in that room with him earlier?"

      Wow. This situation has interfered with Sofia's filter. How long has she thought this?  "He saw I was upset. He was trying to help."

      "Trying to get his claws into your mind. Your enemies lie everywhere," she whispers and the hairs on my arms raise. "Be careful who you trust."

      "I came to ask when the houses were allowed to mix again, not talk about this."

      She ignores me and continues, "I do agree on one thing. You're not safe here. You've made enemies amongst your peers. It is my role to police this, but I can't watch you all day, every day."

      I refuse to let her scare me and press on with my questions. "I need to see Ash. Is he alright?"

      "Ashley Greenwood? Another ‘friend' of yours?"

      Her attitude adds more weight to me. How has Sofia changed like this so suddenly? The gentle, kind witch who helped me now looks at me as if I'm a thorn in her side. Not only as the badly-behaved student, but as one who's disappointed her.

      "Yes. Is he okay?"

      She pulls a noncommittal face. "Last I heard, the group hadn't returned. The whereabouts of Gilgamesh students is not my concern currently."

      The weight grows heavier, my body at the edge of what I can cope with. How can a night with Andrei that changed my life, and brought me closer to my new world, be followed by a nightmare like this?

      "I am interested to hear how you can prove Andrei is innocent," says Sofia, and I can hear the sneer in her voice.

      "Once I speak to the authorities, I will tell them."

      The barrier between us grows as our mutual mistrust manifests. Tobias planted a seed of suspicion that grows as I look back at Sofia's behaviour—how poor her help with my talents has been. And her resistance to me and Tobias—is that more than personal distaste?

      The door beside us opens and Sofia springs to attention as blond man walks into the room—tall and official looking in his art suit. A Confederacy representative. He narrows his eyes at me, and Sofia clears her throat, mouth pulled tight as she regards me too.

      I'm not stupid.

      This is my cue to walk away.

      Jamie looks at me expectantly as I cross back towards our exiled corner, still sick with worry.

      Ash. Amelia. Andrei.

      Is Jamie next?
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      The last time I walked into the vast hall, Theodora announced the academy games. The time before that, I danced, relaxed and happy as I integrated into my new place in the world and the academy.

      This time, the hall is filled with sombre students, and some Walcott and Petrescu students throw harsh words at each other. Many Petrescu students keep their heads down, the most subdued of all. This death shines a spotlight on all of them too, especially the hemia students.

      Theodora stands on stage, dressed in black, her hair drawn from her face rather than falling to her shoulders as usual. This emphasises the strain in her features. She's attempted to disguise some of how she feels with heavier makeup, but the smile she gives is false.

      The mic screeches with feedback before Theodora speaks. "You are all aware why we have assembled here. Today is a tragic day that has deeply affected us all."

      My heart squeezes as her voice cracks. Theodora's school. Her students. Violated by this act.

      A rumble of dissenting voices moves through the room.

      "You mean a Petrescu kid murdered a witch?" pipes up a girl sitting in front of me as she flicks her long brown hair over a shoulder.

      I grit my teeth. Yvette again.

      "It is not my place to discuss events," continues Theodora. "My role is to ensure we support each other in overcoming this tragedy." Her voice breaks again and her hands tremble where they're folded in front of her.

      This is wrong. The students shouldn't see the stoic academy head breaking down like this. Sofia rises and gently takes Theodora by the shoulders, murmuring something to her. Theodora brushes her off and audibly clears her throat.

      "I'd like to introduce you to Rupert Briary. He is the chief investigator from the Confederacy police. He is here with his officers, and everyone must co-operate with him."

      She gestures at a tall man who sits alongside Tobias and Sofia, as he watches the gathered students assessing every movement we make. His salt and pepper hair is cut as neatly as the black suit he wears, and his manner screams authority.

      Rupert stands and straightens his jacket sleeves as he takes slow steps across the stage towards the mic. "Thank you, Theodora." He pauses and watches her as she sits before turning back to us.

      "To clarify the situation, a young lady was discovered deceased in her room this morning. There is no doubt that she was murdered. We have arrested the perpetrator and will deal with him swiftly and in the manner he deserves." His voice is hard, words precise—the type of man you wouldn't dare argue with.

      Blood floods from my head to my toes. "He can't say that," I whisper to Jamie. "Andrei should be ‘suspect' not perpetrator."

      Jamie stares ahead and a muscle in his cheek twitches.

      Deal with him swiftly.

      I attempt to catch Tobias's eye, but he's focused on a spot to the rear of the hall, ensuring he doesn't make eye contact with anybody.

      "We intend to question friends and acquaintances of both parties, and you may be called to speak to my colleagues. However, I won't waste time. I can reassure you that once I receive the correct paperwork,  the individual will be removed and the threat to the academy gone."

      "Does he seriously believe that?" Jamie says beneath his breath.

      "What does he mean by paperwork?" I ask.

      A sour-faced guy sitting beside Jamie leans forward and scowls at me. "The academy will sign Andrei over to the authorities, then they can deal with the murderous bastard."

      My mouth parches. "What about his parents? Won't they be involved? Somebody has to stand up for him."

      The witch raises both his eyebrows. "His parents? Like his mother?"

      I close my eyes, annoyed I said something so stupid without thinking.

      "They should kill the bastard. Ravenhold will be too good for him," says Yvette as she turns to face me. Her hazel eyes are reddened, face blotchy from her tears today. Earlier she whispered at me to 'watch my back' and her expression tells me I need to. "I think all hemia should be thrown out of the academy. We can't trust them."

      I fight the growing panic, chest tightening with each word spoken. Death. Ravenhold. The hall lurches and I grip the edge of my seat as reality hits me. I might never see Andrei again.

      Emotions in the room run too high for a gathering like this. Now I understand why we've been held separately all day.

      Rupert scans the room and his gaze rests on me before flicking to Jamie.

      I know who he'll want to talk to.
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      The students file out of the hall in silence, clouded by grief. Many Petrescu kids' faces are indifferent, but a handful show genuine concern. Katherine changed into black, but in the most stylish manner, with the Walcott colours as stones in her necklace and earrings.

      Lorna and Katherine spent time together, but were they true friends?

      Should I approach Katherine and ask if she can back up the alibi I'm determined to give? Could she? Katherine only saw me pass in the Petrescu halls. I'm unsure she saw him at all. She can account for my movements, but not his.

      We're shepherded into our separate houses and instructed to make our way towards our house buildings. Katherine's blonde head disappears into the shadowy sea of Petrescu kids. Oliver and his two friends slouch along, yawning and muttering with bored nonchalance. If I had to point a finger, it would be at the hemia in his gang. They all scorn the Nightworld academy's racial mix.

      But would he risk death or Ravenhold?

      My head fills with fanciful theories that the Dominion recruited the gang and they're the insiders feeding information. Distracted, I almost walk into Yvette, who blocks my path. With an apology, I move to pass her, but she steps in the way.

      "Why are you defending him? Don't you have any loyalty?" Her tone is harsh.

      Yes, loyalty to Andrei. But I don't dare say that. "I believe in innocent until proven guilty."

      "You're delusional. Has he used his mental magic on you, or do you genuinely care what happens to a vampire who could kill you too?"

      I bristle at her not using his name. "Andrei? Yes, I care about him."

      "That's both gross and wrong," she spits.

      Other students bump into us as our standoff continues. I crane my head. Where's Jamie? I need him by my side right now. "Because he's Petrescu? You're friends with Katherine."

      "Not anymore. Besides, she's lamia. Not a bloodsucking demon."

      This is the first time I've heard Petrescu demonised as a group and hairs on my neck prickle. "They're the same race."

      Yvette snorts. "What do you know? Nothing. This event changes everything."

      Which is exactly what frightens Theodora. I force a smile and finally Jamie appears, his tall figure pushing through the group towards me, in a move unusual to the quiet guy who keeps himself in the background.

      "And you're no better," she snaps at him.

      "Come on, Maeve," he says and reaches out to me. I take hold of his hand and place mine over his. Our touch is more than comfort—this is a symbol of our unity against those who look down on us because we support our friend.

      Yvette's expression changes and she arches both brows. "Interesting."

      The forced smile begins to make my face ache as Jamie leads me away. As he does, I catch Yvette's words. "Watch your back, Maeve. You're not as special as you think you are."

      The words reverberate through my whole body as I follow Jamie and stumble as Yvette pushes past me, slamming her shoulder into mine before striding ahead.

      "What was that about?" asks Jamie.

      His hand in mine offers a comfort I desperately need, one heightened by our magical connection sending his calmness to me. I'm on the verge of stopping and hugging him but shake my head and keep walking. "Yvette's upset. I got the brunt."

      "We all are, but there's no point getting nasty." He shoves a hand through his hair. "I've known Lorna since I was a kid. We were at the same primary school—her family aren't high up, but they're well-known and respected. That'll be another reason for Rupert's urgency."

      Unsure how to respond, I squeeze his hand as we walk outside.

      Night time at the academy holds the usual eeriness as the old building overshadows the grounds, the lights from the windows only reaching a few metres before the world disappears into darkness in this lonely location. Familiar guards in their smart, dark uniforms watch us pass, and with them stand the Confederacy police sent today. They're dressed differently in military-style black trousers and shirts, and a badge with an ornate letter C inside a triangle emblazoned on their right-hand chest.

      I close my eyes as the badge reminds me that we may not have much time to help Andrei. I've spent the day waiting for Tobias to return and tell me we're leaving, and that he has Andrei with him, but he's remained away. Jamie reminded me that as he's head professor of Petrescu, he can't walk back into Walcott without causing drama.

      I glance at the Petrescu building to my left as we make our way across the lawns. I always found it odd the vamps are located further away than the other two houses, as if there's always been worry about them mixing.

      My stomach churns as I look up to the top of the building. To Andrei's window. How is he coping? The way he looked at me last night showed a different Andrei to the one I thought I knew. Not only the tenderness as we took a step across a line we'll never return from, but the hurt in his eyes when I accused him of Dominion connections.

      I will fight for him, even if that includes tracking down the killer myself.
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      Jamie's grip on my hand tightens as we walk through the Walcott students who loiter outside the building, some reluctant to return to the common room. How long will we be held there as if we're the prisoners? I'm also reticent to return to the Walcott halls, where the bad energy thrown at me by other students adds to my sickness. My outburst in Theodora's academy assembly hasn't helped—I'm now a confirmed supporter of the person who murdered one of our own.

      My mouth dries as we head inside and make our way along the hallway, the same I walked with Jamie the first day I arrived here. I'm as nervous now as I was that day.

      Yvette stands with a friend outside the common room a few feet away from a guard. Although her back is to me, I easily recognise this is Becci.

      The elemental witch's curly auburn hair makes her unmistakable. She talks to her friend, but Yvette's attention is elsewhere as she silently watches the kids pass her into the common room. As she catches sight of me, Yvette's face transforms into a mask of hatred, her eyes as narrow as her thinned lips. She flicks a look to Jamie but the bulk of her disgust rests on me.

      Pausing, I turn away and pull Jamie closer. "I don't think I can walk back into the common room," I whisper.

      The gentle concern Jamie's held in his startling eyes hasn't left today, and is now joined by a worried crease to his brow. "You have as much right to be in the room as anybody else."

      "I know. I don't want to upset people and make things worse. I should've kept my mouth shut earlier."

      He takes my other hand and squeezes them. "Go back to your room. I'll bring you a hot chocolate. With marshmallow."

      "If they let you into my room," I mutter.

      "Leave the door open and we'll be fine." He pokes my nose. "If you're really lucky, I'll find two marshmallows."

      As I wander to my room, Jamie's warmth and humour follow me, taking the edge off for a moment. At least until I catch the eye of two guards, the taller one with a buzz cut whispering something to his stockier companion.

      They fall quiet and, as they stare at me, a chill replaces the warmth.

      My time as the academy witch with unusual powers is over—I'm now firmly in the sights of the supernatural world outside of these walls.

      Inside my room, I sit on my bed, tidy from not sleeping here last night. Amelia's bed also isn't slept in, and I slump against the wall as I think of her. Where the hell is she?

      The photo of her and Matt is still propped on the nightstand beside the lavender and chamomile hand cream she uses. The tidiness reassures me of one thing—Amelia left voluntarily and the text message was genuine, not forced by somebody else.

      What did she take when she left? Ignoring how intrusive the act is, I open her nightstand drawer and look inside for clues. Moving on, I search the drawers holding her clothes. The bathroom. The wardrobe. Everywhere. The drawers are half-empty of clothes and her rucksack missing. Amelia is headed on a long trip.

      A light rap on the door stops my investigation and I look around. Please don't be someone taking me away for questioning. I'm too tired.

      Jamie stands with two large mugs, white with the Walcott crest that matches the ring on his slender fingers. "Two marshmallows. I had to fight for them."

      "I hope not."

      "Nah. First in best dressed." He winks and nudges the door with his hip until it's almost closed, allowing us enough privacy without causing more issues.

      Taking the warm mug in my hands, I sip the chocolate and the white marshmallow bumps my nose. "I tried to figure out what Amelia took with her."

      A shadow crosses his face. "Did she take much?"

      I nod. "I'm positive she left on her own, but I don't think she'll be back soon. Not voluntarily, anyway."

      "Shit." Jamie sits on my bed and stares at Amelia's the way I did. "If anything happens to her..."

      "I think this was planned. Amelia isn't reckless."

      Jamie wrinkles his nose and sips from his mug. I join him on the bed and we silently drink for a few moments. The enormity of the day creeps up on me and hits my heart, forcing tears into my eyes. I take a ragged breath and cradle the mug, drinking to hide my face and distress.

      Jamie sighs and takes my mug before setting both on my nightstand, then opens his arms. "Come here," he says quietly.

      I'm grateful for his embrace as he enfolds me in his arms, and I hold him as tightly as he holds me, relishing the comfort in the middle of this shit storm. I push my face into Jamie's chest and inhale his clean scent. Jamie instinctively knows what I need as he tenderly strokes my hair, the sensation lulling the storm.

      "I'm scared," I admit, the words half-muffled by his soft cotton shirt.

      His heart quickens and he holds me tighter. "Everything will work out."

      I curl into Jamie, arms around his waist as I hold onto my one anchor. I want to believe his words, but the unknown we face between now and when we fix the situation scares me.

      As does something else. For the first time since I arrived at the academy, I'm facing a night alone.

      "I wish you could stay with me. I don't know who might come in the room when I'm sleeping." I shiver at the thought. "What if they drag me away before I notice them? Or Lorna was killed by a Dominion member who lives amongst us?"

      He lifts my chin and gives a small smile. "That won't happen. Plus, you can defend yourself if you need to."

      "If I have the energy." My stomach backs up my words by growling at him.

      "When did you last eat, Maeve?"

      "I'm not hungry."

      Jamie draws away and shakes hair from his face. This Jamie looks strange, with his eyes rimmed by dark shadows and a day's growth dusting his strong features. "A mug of chocolate and two marshmallows won't fill you up. I'll find you something else to eat."

      "It's fine, Jamie. I'll wait until breakfast."

      "And what if Tobias comes and asks us to leave? You're no use to anybody if you've no energy."

      "I feel like I'm no use," I mumble.

      His brows dip into a stern expression. "Wrong. People have failed to teach you properly. Tobias is right, we need you at full strength to fight whatever the hell is going on."

      "But we all need to be together." I say. "Us. Ash. Andrei. Amelia."

      "And we will be," he whispers and tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. "And until they're here, you have me. I'm not leaving you. Not until they drag me out." He's earnest and I believe him—Jamie barely left my side since this morning when he promised a grim Tobias that he'd watch over me.

      My stomach growls again and Jamie laughs. "That's my answer. I'll bring us food."

      I'm left with two half-empty mugs and a matching emptiness inside. Sipping my cooling hot chocolate, my thoughts return to the others who should be with us.

      I'm terrified I'll never see Andrei again and have a new understanding about Amelia's grief over Matt. The extreme feelings I have—the hurt and loss—aren't because I spent one night with Andrei, but because he's become one of the most important people in my life.

      He's my cornerstone; the guy who's as similar to me as he is different. Knowing how similar hurts my heart more, because only somebody who knows the real Andrei will understand how hard this is for him.

      My throat thickens as I picture him alone and trapped by circumstance, and I silently beg for Tobias to have the answer.

      I push the thoughts away and Ash jumps into my mind, piling the worry on. Where the hell is he? I have a strange feeling that he's okay, whether that's because I want to fool myself in order to cope better, I don't know. The universe sends me positive thoughts about Ash; thoughts of Andrei chill me.

      I'm relieved when Jamie reappears in the room with two small, white plates and hands me one. A simple sandwich. White bread. Cheese. Salad.

      He sits beside me again, one hand on my knee, as he eats his matching sandwich with the other hand.

      I stare at the plate, hating the ordinariness in the middle of a crisis. One I'm powerless to help with.

      For now.

      "Please eat, Maeve."

      "Do you think the others are safe?" I whisper, stomach churning again.

      "We have to believe they are." His endless optimism seems at odds with the recent Jamie—the withdrawn guy fearing for his life. Has this situation knocked him back to the world? "What were Tobias's thoughts when you spoke to him earlier?"

      How do I say Tobias was as freaked out as me—more rattled than I've ever seen him? And what about the other issue? Jamie needs to know.

      "I have to tell you something." I pick at the edge of my sandwich. "About Tobias."

      Jamie pauses in his chewing. "What's wrong? You've lost the rest of the not much colour in your face."

      I half-smile. "Tobias told me why has was at Ravenhold."

      "Why?" he asks. "Maeve? Tell me."

      I've no way to sugar coat this. "He killed a witch," I whisper. "Witches."

      Jamie almost drops his plate and stands. "What the fuck, Maeve?" I stare back, unable to say anymore. "I'm bloody glad you said something before he dragged us away from the campus to who the hell knows where."

      "We can trust him, Jamie."

      He stares at me. "I want to trust him, Maeve, and I started to, but this... This changes everything."

      My chest tightens in alarm. "He's rehabilitated."

      "You trust him?"

      "What choice do we have? Tobias is our hope at digging Andrei out of this crap. I swear he's not the dangerous one in our lives. I have to trust my instincts about this. You have to trust them." Jamie shakes his head and my heart beats faster at his silence. "I could've hidden this from you, but I'm proving there're no secrets." He purses his lips. "You trusted him, Jamie. When he returned the pendant to you."

      "Please don't use the pendant as a subject change," he mutters.

      "I'm not. I'm using the pendant as an example of why we can trust him."

      Jamie huffs and drops back onto the bed. "I don't know who to trust anymore."

      Reaching out, I take his hand and wrap my fingers around his. "We trust each other."

      All of us. Once we're back together.

      I move to snuggle up to Jamie, arms around his waist and head against his chest. “Things are bad. We need to stick together, Jamie.”

      Jamie’s chin rests on my head, and he hugs me to him. I’ve spent the day coiled and ready to retaliate to whatever is thrown my way, unable to relax. His gentle guidance over the hours has gradually soothed me, and for the first time, I allow my racing mind to calm. 

      I switch my focus to how cocooned I am by Jamie, physically and emotionally, and nestle closer, inhaling his subtle spiced scent. Since day one, Jamie has been my rock—silent and strong; always there if I ask, despite his troubles.

      “Nobody will drag you away,” he whispers. “And if anybody wants me to leave this room, they’ll need to drag me away.”

      “Promise?” I whisper, tiredness pushing away the stress.

      “I’m here, Maeve.” As he says the words, Jamie strokes my hair and brushes away memories of the terrible day. I’m safe. I can close my eyes. If I sleep, the world will be better tomorrow. Surely. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      ASH

      

      I lean forward, head in hands and elbows on my knees. My head pounds and I'd happily lie down and sleep again. I'm no stranger to serious hangovers, but today's the worst I can remember. As well as feeling like shit, I've an alcohol-induced memory blank. Again, not unusual, but never this bad.

      I'm not the only one hungover—Clive and Remi look like they'll puke any second, and each time I get a whiff of the day-old pizza inside the farmhouse lounge, I'm close to throwing up.

      I can't begin to count the number of empty beer bottles around us, strewn on the floor, sofa, and table. We've had one hell of a night.

      "You okay, bro?" asks Vincent.

      I look up, squinting at the bright-eyed and amused guy. "The academy won't be happy with you," I rasp.

      "What? For taking my boys out for a bonding session?" He claps me on the back and I almost fall sideways. "Not my fault you don't know when to stop drinking."

      I take a deep breath and concentrate on keeping my stomach contents where they should be. "No. For not returning us to the academy last night. You know Theodora doesn't allow overnight trips."

      "Never?" asks Vince. "You took one once."

      I frown. "How do you know about that?"

      "News travels." He looks over his shoulder. "I'll get the guys together and we can leave."

      I sink back in the sofa and grimace at the taste of stale beer in my mouth. News travels, but how would it travel to him? He was missing at the time and our ‘excursion' with Tobias to deal with the hunters is a secret.

      As Vincent orders the guys around, something scratches at the edge of my mind. I saw something when I was drunk. Something that bothered me. Closing my eyes, I focus on every memory from last night.

      Arriving here.

      Beers and pizza.

      Watching rugby.

      Vince's rallying speech about how shifters need to make their own rules—I can remember almost every word of that frightening outburst.

      And then? Hazy. More beers. I eye the bottle. Too many beers.

      A washed-out Remi plonks himself on the sofa and grabs his muddy boots he discarded beneath the table. "Looking rough, dude," I say.

      He wrinkles his nose. "Big night. Where'd you go?"

      "Huh?"

      "Last night."

      I shake my head, trying to dislodge whatever blocks the memory. "I don't understand."

      "You disappeared for a while. Vince told us you walked off sulking because you argued about his opinions."

      "No. I don't remember that. I only remember being in this room."

      Remi smirks. "Good old alcohol memory blanks. We didn't see you come back either."

      "Right." I eye the spot on the sofa where I woke this morning. "We fight sometimes."

      "Yeah, you've a bruise here." Remi points to his forehead. "Man, I wouldn't fight your brother. He's built like a house."

      I touch my face. What the fuck is happening here? Did Vince knock me unconscious? He's capable—I realised that the night he lost his shit with me at his party.

      "What did you guys get up to when I was gone?"

      Remi sinks back against the sofa and glances at Vincent. "Not much. Spent time with Vince and his mates. A few drinks."

      I eye his muddy boots. Outside.

      "Where are Vince's mates now?" I ask.

      He shrugs. "Went home, maybe?"

      Or maybe they shifted and are still out there.

      Vince reappears, tossing his keys in his hand as he calls at us to get our shit together. He cocks his head as he looks at me. "What's up?"

      "Nothing."

      I glance at Remi, who shifts his gaze between us and looks away. Something happened.

      When we head outside, I'm surprised the sun is already beginning to dip in the sky. Last night was a late one, but did we really sleep until early evening? That's not entirely unusual for kids from a Nightworld academy, I guess, but if I slept that long I should feel better than I do now.

      We jump into Vince's Land Rover as he stands beside the driver's door and calls somebody on his phone. The property looks smaller and more isolated in daylight, the flat moorland around stretching towards the valley. The barn with the corrugated grey roof and padlocked door is clearer too, a few metres from the old house.

      As I wonder what's kept inside, an image begins to form in my mind. A dark space with boxes stacked around and—. A flash of pain hits as if someone has jabbed their fingers into my eyes. Wincing, I hold my head.

      "I am never drinking again," I mumble.

      Clive chuckles as he hops in beside me. "Yeah, I've heard that one before, mate."

      Vince climbs in the van and starts the engine. As he drives us away from the farmhouse, he watches me through the rear-view mirror. Silent. Expressionless
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        * * *

      

      The sleek, expensive car parked in the academy driveway could belong to any wealthy student's parent, but the number plate gives away who owns the grey Mercedes.

      CONF01

      A Confederacy representative.

      "Oh no, you're in trouble for bringing us back to the academy late," says Clive with a chuckle, and he reaches over the seat to clap Vince on the shoulder.

      He smiles back. "I'm not the one in trouble."

      "Who is?" I ask.

      The Land Rover judders to a halt and Vince immediately climbs out. He throws open the door and jerks his head towards the academy. "You all need to go straight to the Gilgamesh common room and wait there."

      "Man, I'm tired. Can't we head back for a sleep?" asks Remi.

      Clive shakes his head. "Dude, you already slept half the day."

      "Yeah, but still."

      I step out into the late afternoon and look around. "What's happening? Have the Dominion been on campus again? Shit." A myriad of scenarios spin through my mind. Is Maeve okay? What if they didn't come back from the club last night?

      Vince wraps an arm around my shoulder, weighing me down as we head inside. "You know the Tepes kid, right?"

      "Yes," I reply cautiously. "Why?"

      "For once, the vamps and witches are at each other's throats and not ours." He smirks as if he's made a clever joke. "Literally."

      "I don't understand."

      A Confederacy guard stands unsubtly in the Gilgamesh house doorway and jerks his head towards the dorms and common room.

      "Tepes. The kid killed a witch," says Vince.

      Ice rushes through my veins and freezes my heart as Maeve's face enters my mind. "Who?"

      Vince pulls a ‘no clue' face and keeps walking. My legs feel heavy as I drag myself alongside him.

      Maeve.

      Holy shit. Andrei wouldn't kill her.

      Would he?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      ANDREI

      

      I don't normally sleep well. Never have. Today, I can't because I'm worried I'll never wake again. Killing me in my sleep may not be the correct way to deal with the murderous vampire, but who knows how the Confederacy will handle the situation? They never expected a slaughtered witch in the academy, and I never expected the finger pointed at me for a murder on campus. New experiences for us all, I guess.

      The authorities came in the daytime, interrupting dreams about my night with Maeve. I can't remember the last time I was so fucking happy and wanted to hold onto the feeling for longer, but the universe decided to screw me over again. The stocky guy who hauled my backside out of bed looked capable of screwing me over too.

      A second guy walked in after him, grey hair, smart suit, big attitude. He looked at me as if I'd killed his dog and in my bleary confusion, I had no idea what was happening.

      My first mistake was to laugh when he told me a witch had been killed and he'd come to bring me to justice. My second was attempting to leave the room. The big guy dragged me back inside and promised I'd pay if I tried to leave again.

      He's guarding the door now—I've heard others talk to him. As if I'd try to run again—I wouldn't get far, and they'd accuse me of confirming my guilt. Mr. Suit didn't speak to me for long or question me about my movements. As soon as he made a comment about my mother and my past indiscretions with humans, I knew I was fucked.

      Tobias forced his way past the guards early this evening and spoke to me briefly. He didn't have any information, but promised he'd help. I thanked him, but what's one guy against the might of the Confederacy? I asked Tobias who he thinks murdered the witch and he doesn't know.

      I'm desperate to contact Maeve, but they confiscated my phone. For a moment, I picture the amusement on her face that I'm separated from my phone. Tobias knows about us, his face dark with fury when he demanded why I'd been so stupid. Maeve doesn't understand exactly how taboo what we did is, but I refuse to apologise.

      Tobias swears she's okay, that he'll keep her and Jamie safe, and Maeve insists she'll give me the alibi I need.

      But he doesn't think that's enough.

      How long until the Confederacy authorities decide what to do with me? They've basically convicted me without trial, and I can guess what happens next.

      Ravenhold.

      Unless I'm facing the other future I imagined. Death.

      What the fuck did I do to deserve this? Is this my sister's revenge? Because if she's responsible, somebody powerful has infiltrated the academy and influenced another hemia to work for them. There are a dozen or so hemia here, and a number don't like witches.

      But surely none of them would risk death.

      Last night, Maeve tapped into the dam holding my emotions and now the bad spill out after the good. However hard I try to push down the fear and frustration at the injustice, the feelings rise again. I'm stuck, alone inside my head, unable to distract myself in the usual way.

      I sit on the floor, arms wrapped around my knees, and draw on the high from my time with Maeve last night. If someone told me my night would end with Maeve giving herself to me, and me taking less than my instincts told me, I would've told them they're insane.

      Since the first time we kissed—no, the first time she was rude to me—I've held the fantasy that the impossible could happen. Deep down, I knew sex would never be on the agenda, and stupidly taunted myself by kissing her. Twice. Each time, I managed to grip onto the control I never believed existed, and the deluded idea we could be together grew.

      But I never trusted myself.

      How did I hold back from feeding on a witch when the scent from her skin covered mine, and her blood rushed through her body to each place I touched or kissed? The drugs? Or because she isn't ‘a witch'? She's Maeve, the girl who overwhelms my senses in other ways. She's dug into the darkest parts of my soul and lit them up with her affection and refusal to accept I'm the evil creature others say I am.

      Sex with Maeve was unlike anything before, I can't find words to tell her or myself the intensity of connecting with her physically. The desire for her blood will always be with me, and I've proved I can fight this.

      I dig both hands into my hair and rest my forehead on my knees. The Confederacy don't need to torture me—the thought I'll never see Maeve again or have the chance to tell her everything I've hidden destroys me. Only the trust and belief Maeve has in me holds me together now and gives strength in my darkest time.

      I doze, dreaming about what I'd do when she's in my bed again.

      If I survive.

      Someone walks into the room, not knocking, and I jump up on alert immediately. Mr. Suit stares down at me and I reel as his projected energy hits my head. The door closes behind him and he strides over, seizing me by the throat. I choke, pushing away the urge to fight back. I have the strength to take him on, but not the stupidity.

      Pain seizes my head as he grips harder, staring into my eyes as he rakes through my thoughts. I don't look away. I've nothing to hide.

      Apart from Maeve.

      "You're clever, Tepes," he snarls. "I know all about your superior mental magic skills taught to you by Tobias Whitlock. You can hide from us, but you can't hide what you did from yourself."

      "I'm not hiding anything."

      "Bullshit," he says and drops me to the floor. "You were seen in the Walcott hallway around the time we suspect the girl died. Were you there at any point last night?"

      "Yes, but I—"

      "Then why not admit what you did and save us a lot of fucking time?"

      "Because, I am not responsible."

      He tips his head at the pleading tone in my voice. "You make me sick. You were given a chance to attend the academy because your grandfather insisted you're nothing like your mother. Nobody would listen to me when I warned them you'd do something like this."

      "Who wouldn't listen to you? I don't understand."

      He crosses his arms and his suit sleeve pulls up, revealing an expensive wristwatch. "Dominion killed my wife and your mother co-ordinated the attack. As chief of the police, I make it my business to prevent deaths as well as investigate them. I sit in on Confederacy meetings. I told them they were idiots if they let Gabriella's child into an academy. The apple doesn't fall far from the tree, Tepes."

      Defeat overwhelms me and I drop onto the bed. This man wants revenge. I've no chance.

      "You've come to take me, then?" I ask flatly. "How's Ravenhold at this time of year?"

      He sneers at me. "The same as every other time. Cold. Miserable. And inescapable."

      "Sounds lovely."

      My sarcastic humour doesn't amuse him, and something else appears to bother him. "I'd take you now, but I'm waiting for the papers I need from the ministry. They'll arrive tomorrow." Lips twitching into a smile, he leans forward, face almost touching mine. "I'll be back tomorrow evening around sunset to take you on a one-way trip to Scotland."
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      MAEVE

      

      I'm woken by snoring and rub my eyes in confusion, relieved when I discover I'm still in my room. Amelia snores sometimes, but not like someone's drilling the floor. Last night, I dozed off as Jamie hugged me, but I woke briefly in the night beneath a blanket and alone.

      I smile at the source of the snoring: Jamie's tall, spread-eagled figure on Amelia's bed. If he'd stayed cuddling me, Jamie would've squashed me if he usually sleeps like this.

      I prop myself up on one elbow and watch, bemused by his serene expression contrasting with the rumbling snores. The stubble on his face has grown too, and there's something sexy about the rougher Jamie; a ‘something' he could use to his advantage if he ever grew more confident with girls.

      "Jamie."

      He doesn't stir.

      "Jamie!" I toss a pillow at his head and he grabs hold as it lands on his face before he looks at me, bleary-eyed.

      "What time is it?"

      "Early. I can't sleep. Although you obviously can."

      He pokes his tongue out and swings his long legs around to sit. "No Tobias yet?"

      "No."

      Hell, Tobias needs to find us soon. It's killing me that I don't know what's happening to Andrei.

      Jamie reaches for his sneakers and pulls them on. "How are you feeling this morning?"

      "Okay," I lie. "But a hug would be nice."

      "Like I said, any time."

      I cross the room and sit beside Jamie, although partly I don't want the hug in case the gesture triggers my tears again. Embracing Jamie feels like the most natural thing in the world; why did he hold back for so long?

      "I'm sure I smell bad," he says, chin resting on the top of my head. "I'll head back to mine for a shower and be back in fifteen? As long as you're okay?"

      I smile up at him as he stands and smooths his mussed hair. "I'll be fine. I'm better after sleeping. More determined."

      "Good."

      I stand too and Jamie bites his lip as we face each other in silence. "Thank you, Jamie," I say softly.

      "For what?"

      "Taking care of me when I needed someone."

      He reaches out and strokes my cheek with the back of his hand. "I always will, Maeve."

      And in a sudden, snatched move, Jamie kisses my forehead, between my eyes, holding my head gently as he does. My breath hitches as his lips remain pressed against my skin.

      "You never need to ask or thank me. I'm here," he says quietly. "Just ask."

      We've found ourselves here so many times, but where is 'here'? I move back and silently hope in the midst of everything we don't add another complication to our lives. Before either of us can do any more, I hug Jamie to me and kiss his scratchy cheek. His arms encircle me the way they did last night and I soak up the comfort we share for a moment.

      "I'm here for you too," I say.

      Jamie breaks our embrace first and with a half-smile, he leaves the room.

      I can't put my finger on what, but there's something about Jamie that's unusual. Onceover, I thought this was a link created by the vision I had about him, and that he keeps himself at a distance in case he sees more. But this is different. Despite the affection he gives me, something holds him back from opening up to me.

      I don't think Jamie's himself again yet.
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        * * *

      

      A silent Confederacy investigator dressed in black, wearing a badge with a stylistic C engraved, escorts me towards the administrative part of the academy. He instructs me to sit on a wooden bench outside a room close to Theodora's, then talks to a second man standing by a bench opposite me.

      I look over. A Petrescu boy dangles his arms between his legs and stares at the floor with a sullen look on his angular features.

      Tobias stands beside him, arms behind his back, dressed as Professor Whitlock again. His face is marked by stress to match Sofia's current look, but I sense him brighten when he sees me. I can't help but smile broadly, communicating my relief at seeing him.

      Tobias murmurs something to the boy he's with before crossing the hallway.

      "Miss Foster."

      I frown at his formality. "Yes, Professor Whitlock?"

      The Confederacy man opposite glances over then returns to his conversation.

      "What's happening? Why are we still here? Where's Andrei?" I ask urgently, eyeing those around me.

      Tobias lowers his voice. "Things are complicated, Maeve. Don't tell the men inside that room about yours and Andrei's... activities."

      "But I have to tell the Confederacy police. I'm his alibi," I whisper.

      Footsteps sound on the polished floor behind me. "Yes. But don't tell these men. I'll explain later."

      I shake my head in confusion. "But—"

      "If you want to help me fix this, don't say anything." I clam up as he uses the tone that shuts down our conversations.

      The footsteps pause behind me and Tobias straightens, offering the person a warm smile. "Sofia."

      Great.

      I turn and give a false smile. Sofia tips her chin to look down her nose at Tobias. "The decision to keep Petrescu and Walcott apart includes professors as well as pupils."

      "I apologise. Maeve accosted me demanding to know about Andrei. I'm merely explaining I haven't seen him since last night." He's curt but hinting at information I need.

      He saw Andrei last night and now it's daytime, they won't be able to move a hemia vampire. "Is Andrei still at the academy?" I ask.

      "Yes, Maeve. Now if you'll excuse me, I have more important matters to deal with than chatting to students." With a nod at Sofia, he returns to the Petrescu student.

      I stare at the back of Tobias's head as he turns away from us. Andrei may be safe now, but when night comes, the danger grows. Does Tobias have a plan?

      "Do you feel alright, Maeve?" Sofia asks and lightly touches my arm with her fingers. "Did he attempt to touch your mind?"

      "Not at all," I say, attempting to hide the annoyance.

      "He'll be questioned too," she says with a smug satisfaction in her voice.

      "Will you?"

      "Me? The stars, no. I've no involvement with vampires."

      "You don't like Petrescu much, do you?" I ask.

      Sofia pushes hair from her face, the charm bracelet on her arm jingling as she does. "We must strive to stay unified." The sour looks she's giving the back of Tobias's head doesn't suggest she's striving hard.

      If unity slips away between professors as well as students, the academy faces bigger problems.
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        * * *

      

      The room I walk into appears unused, the shelves in the corner empty and only a desk and three chairs. A perfect place for interrogation. Two men sitting behind the desk look up as I walk in. One checks his watch as the other waves at me to sit. They're both younger than Rupert, dressed in suits they don't look comfortable in, and I'd take a guess they're witches. Does Andrei stand a chance if witches run the investigation?

      "How many more?" grumbles the guy with the watch, peering at me through green eyes.

      "Ten," says the second guy and yawns.

      The first guy swears under his breath. Clearing his throat, he picks up a sheet of paper and the guy beside him picks up a silver pen.

      "Name?"

      "Maeve Foster."

      The guy crosses my name off a list.

      "Did you know the deceased?"

      I blink. "The academy is small. We all did."

      "And the perpetrator?"

      "Suspect," I retort. "And yes, I know Andrei."

      The man pauses in his writing and shakes his head without looking up. "Where were you last night?"

      "I went out and then came back to the academy at around ten p.m."

      "Walcott?"

      I nod.

      "See anything suspicious?" He takes a slurp from a plastic coffee cup in front of him as he continues his bored repetition of the questions.

      "No."

      "Where were you at eleven p.m?"

      Perspiration grows along the top of my back. "Bed."

      Technically true; I haven't specified whose.

      The second man leans back, the chair on two legs as he links his hands behind his head. "Thanks. You can go."

      I remain rooted to the spot. "Is that all you want to ask?"

      He pushes a hand through his short dark hair. "Sweetheart, we're stuck here until we interview every student in the academy. The sooner we're done, the sooner we can go."

      Unbelievable. Couldn't they find staff who actually want to do their jobs?

      "I would've thought you'd find mind readers helpful in your investigations. Is there one?"

      The dark-haired guy splutters. "Waste of resources. We'll bring one in tomorrow to interview any Petrescu kids we feel need investigating further."

      "Have you considered that a Petrescu student may not be responsible?"

      "We just do what we're told." He yawns again. "Ask the next Walcott kid to come in. Yvette Grant. She should be outside."

      That's all I need. I nod, unsure whether to be pleased I'm not subject to an interrogation, or annoyed that these men don't give a crap about the investigation. Tobias warned me not to tell them the one piece of information I have that could help Andrei. Why?

      I turn to the door and one of the guys calls out to stop me. I look over my shoulder.

      "You're that future-sighted witch chick, aren't you?"

      I straighten. "Yes."

      "Shame your talents didn't work this time. You could've saved a life."

      The guy beside him snickers and anger at their attitude grips my chest. They didn't even introduce themselves. "My powers don't work like that."

      Without waiting for a response, I leave the room.

      I'm dizzy with anger as I step outside. Tobias and his student are no longer around, only the two Confederacy men.

      "Is Yvette Grant here?" I ask.

      "Does it look like she is?" asks the taller man, snidely gesturing at the empty bench. "Go fetch her. I'm on a break."

      Gritting my teeth, I turn away. Nobody gives a shit about this investigation or finding the real killer—Andrei makes a perfect scapegoat. But for who?

      I check my phone for the time—only mid-afternoon. This day goes on forever, but we might need that to help Andrei.
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      MAEVE

      

      The weight remains inside me as I make my way back towards Walcott, dragging one foot in front of the other. As I move through the grounds and make my way around the cloisters, I pass mine and Andrei's bench.

      Ironically, Yvette and Becci sit there, beneath the shade of the trees that shroud the bench in shadows at night. Both wear the full academy uniform, including the blazer with the house colours. Her eyes aren't red from crying today, but they're still dulled.

      "I've been asked to find you," I say as I cautiously approach.

      Yvette glares at me as if I shouldn't share her breathing space, so I look to Becci instead. The slender girl with her curly red hair immediately averts her eyes. Another person who refuses to look at me.

      "You?" asks Yvette haughtily. "Why?"

      "The investigators want to interview you. Main building. Room beside Professor Lancaster."

      "What do they want to know?" she retorts.

      "I don't know. If you talk to them, you'll find out, won't you?"

      She responds to my irritation with an expression that clearly says, "piss off."

      Gladly.

      Message delivered, I continue on my way. The worst part of this conflict is people equate my support for Andrei with not caring about Lorna's death. Isn't the fact I want to bring the real killer to justice enough to show how horrified and saddened I am? The idea somebody I know, although not well, was violently murdered in a room close to where I usually sleep sickens me. I'm heartbroken for her family and friends and as frightened as everybody else what this could mean.

      More frightened because I know the killer is still out there.

      Has Jamie spoken to the useless investigators yet? I step inside the cloisters and my footsteps echo on the floor, the air cooler beneath the stone than outside on the lawn. Another significant spot catches my eye—the place I first kissed Andrei—and I swallow down the growing lump in my throat, turning my head to look through the arches and back to the lawns instead.

      My hair lifts at the back as if I'm outside in the gentle breeze, and the noise of air rushing towards me follows. I look over my shoulder and see nothing as the strange wind whooshes past my ears, strong enough I need to fight to keep my footing.

      I startle at a cracking sound to my left and a chunk of stone drops at my feet. I'm too late to avoid the brick-sized piece and trip. Something hits me in the back, and I stagger forward more as someone grabs my hair, unable to turn to see who. My assailant yanks my hair back until my eyes water.

      Gripping the hands on my head, I attempt to dislodge the fingers holding my hair. "What are you doing?"

      I can't turn without causing more pain and I stop struggling. Another gust of wind hits hard enough that I'm pushed forward and cry out as my hair pulls tighter.

      "Let go!" I shout out. "You're hurting me."

      The attacker releases my hair and I reach to the side and steady myself on the bottom edge of the arch. The pathway rumbles below my feet and for a moment I'm worried the ground will collapse. My legs buckle as somebody slams into the back of my knees, until I fall forwards onto the shaking ground.

      Somebody jumps onto my back and pushes my face into the pavers that move below me. The wind circles around my head and my face stings as the wind whips my hair against the skin.

      "You don't belong here," a voice whispers in my ear.

      Yvette.

      "Let me go," I say, voice muffled by the stone.

      "Someone told me that you're screwing the vamp, you disgusting cow. Is that why you want him free?" Her breath is hot against the side of my face, hand still holding my face into the ground. "How long before people realise you're working with him and the Dominion?"

      "I'm not. Let me go, Yvette, before you get into trouble."

      The wind intensifies until I can barely hear what's happening around me. How is this happening inside the cloisters?

      Elemental magic. Pain splits across my forehead as she pulls back my head and smacks it into the ground.

      "Yvette. Don't. She's not worth it," says Becci through the wind.

      "You let him into the house last night. It's your fault Lorna died." She drags my head back again and I look into her furious eyes.

      My heart pounds in fear at what will happen next as the girl with Yvette urges her to stop. If she can control the elements, Yvette can easily organise an accident. My mind flashes back to when I controlled Remi in the woods, and I take a ragged breath, suppressing the magic she's triggering. No. Not this time. That would be a disaster. I tear my eyes away before I'm tempted. But my magic has hold, growing stronger with each moment she hurts me.

      The need to defend myself nudges the magic closer to the surface; the temptation to take control and make Yvette hurt herself instead rises. No. I won't sink to her level.

      I can control her for a moment—just long enough for her to step away from me. I reach out, ready to shove my way into her head.

      Stop. The word in my mind comes from elsewhere and startles me into stopping.

      "What is happening here?" Tobias's voice interrupts Yvette and slaps away the magic in my mind.

      The wind and shaking ground stop as Yvette jumps up and offers me her hand. Rejecting it, I unsteadily stand.

      Yvette wraps her arms around herself and backs off. "Maeve fell."

      I'm too dizzy to meet her eyes again; I'm shaking with shock and now anger trembles through me at her lies. I choke out an indignant sound.

      "And hit her head," adds Becci. "We were helping her up."

      Tobias steps forward, face darkening. "Do you think I'm stupid, Ms Grant? Fighting is a serious offence."

      "I'm not—" Her eyes grow wider and she falters. I glance at Tobias, whose gaze is trained on her. Don't lie to the academy's mental magic teacher, Yvette. Yvette purses her lips. "Okay. Punish me, then."

      Wow. I continue to take ragged breaths as I watch through watering eyes.

      "Are you alright, Ms Foster?" he asks sternly.

      "I'm fine. Misunderstanding"

      His eyes narrow. "You're bleeding."

      I touch my forehead and the blood on my fingers turns my stomach over.

      "It's a good thing your blood-crazy boyfriend is locked up," retorts Yvette. "He might kill another witch."

      Her behaviour stings as much as the cut to my head. I know people in Walcott don't like me, but this reaction is intense.

      "Can we just leave this, Tobias?" I ask. "Please."

      He looks alarmed at me using his first name and Yvette cocks her head. "Tobias? Is he involved in your plot against the academy?"

      "Don't be ridiculous," I mumble. "Everybody calls him Tobias."

      Her eyes become slits. "Something wrong is happening here."

      "Yes—you, attacking a fellow student. I suggest you walk away before I take this further." Tobias pulls himself straight. "I will report you and you can face severe consequences."

      Yvette's face crumples and she sucks in a huge breath before letting out a wail that echoes around us as the wind did before.

      "Lorna's dead," she calls out, voice thick. "My best friend. I loved her so much."

      Tears instantly streak her face and I stare at her in alarm. The speechless Becci envelops her friend in a hug, but Yvette pushes her away.

      Ordinarily, I'd suspect this was somebody turning on hysterics to avoid trouble, but her genuine upset flows across the space between us. I'm sick with dizziness and shock, but part of me feels for this girl.

      Tobias's expression remains unmoved.

      "I don't want to cause trouble," I say.

      He regards me in silence for a moment before turning back to the girls. "Yvette. I suggest you leave before Maeve changes her mind."

      Yvette nods and wipes at her nose with a blazer sleeve, while I stand with whiplash from her attack and change in attitude.

      Without another word, the two girls walk away, and if it weren't for the pain in my body, I'd question whether anything happened.

      "Thanks," I say and slump against the wall.

      "I wanted to find you before you returned to Walcott. I'm glad I looked." For a moment I think he's about to hug me, until he holds his hands behind his back. "What happened?"

      I describe the attack and as he listens, his brow furrows. "This is unacceptable."

      "I can look after myself."

      "You were about to take control of her and I stopped you. That course of action isn't taking control, that's losing it."

      I take a shuddery breath. "Don't lecture me, Tobias. Not now."

      Glancing around at the grass beside the cloisters and the few pupils walking between the two buildings, Tobias lowers his voice. "We can't leave yet. I didn't consider my position. I'm house head of Petrescu and my movements are scrutinised by the investigators. I've been repeatedly questioned about Andrei and there's suspicion I'm involved."

      "They won't arrest you too, will they?" I ask, heart leaping in my chest.

      "No. But I can't run." Tobias scratches his nose. "Although, now we have another reason for you to leave the academy."

      "Because someone hit me? I'm fine. I can deal with that. Things will settle down."

      He blinks at me. "No, Maeve. That was a knee-jerk reaction from a traumatised girl lashing out. These students are witches. You are at a magic school. Yvette attacked you with magic she can easily use—next time things could be different."

      I shake my head in confusion.

      "Katherine may've made a mistake when she tried to influence you at the competition, but these girls are powerful witches and are planning something more. I caught a glimpse."

      "A glimpse of what?"

      He shakes his head. "Strong emotions that will lead to stronger reactions, Maeve."

      "I'll deal with it." I say the words but a sense of dread at his words fills me. A worse magic attack.

      Tobias places a hand on my shoulder, a gesture of comfort, and I step back in a reflex action as his magical energy tingles along my arm. "I came to find you because I need to talk to you about something else. Could you come to my office and we can speak further?"

      "How? Nobody is allowed away from their houses."

      "In my capacity as a professor, I'm taking a distressed girl away from a difficult situation until I can find your house head."

      "You won't find Sofia in your office, Professor Whitlock."

      His lips curve into a half-smile. "Indeed."
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      I sit with Tobias in his office, with my sore head in hands, the pair of us silent. I hear him stand and cross his small room but don't look up. I'm lost what our next move is, as I think he is too.

      I've one question bursting from me. "How's Andrei? Have you seen him?"

      "He's incarcerated in his room in Petrescu under guard. I was allowed a few minutes with him last night but no more." He catches my thoughts. "He's uninjured, Maeve. Andrei is still here; we have a chance to intervene."

      Heart sick, I picture his room from last night, the place with touches of Andrei everywhere; his sanctuary now a prison. How scared is he? In the past, Andrei seemed resigned to his future, but facing reality may be different. Was I wrong to give him hope things could be different?

      No. I hope he takes strength from me and believes we'll save him—that he's worth saving. "How's he coping?"

      "Oh, he's Andrei about this. Nonchalant. Accepting. But he's scared and he's aware I know how scared."

      "This isn't fair. Who would do this to him? Who would kill?" I ask.

      "I've started my own investigations into whether this was an attack by another Petrescu student, but so far I've detected nothing. The Confederacy investigators refuse to waste resources on bringing in a skilled mindreader at this point."

      "I know," I mutter. "The men interviewing me said. It's as if nobody wants to consider someone else is responsible."

      Tobias's shoulders drop. "I know. This is the excuse they need to take Andrei out of the picture. The Confederacy often finds excuses to place certain teens into Ravenhold. They're jittery and want to remove anybody who could be a threat."

      I balk. "Kids who've done nothing wrong? That's horrific."

      Tobias nods. "I saw this happen to Matt—if he hadn't been as powerful a witch, the academy would've dealt with his stupidity. Instead, the authorities took him and ticked another potential Dominion recruit off the list. Political power is a ruthless game, Maeve."

      With each new piece of information I hear about those who oversee this society, the more the situation scares me. Are we banging our heads against a wall by trying to help Andrei? "Then what do we do? When are you going to help?"

      Tobias' straightens and frowns at me. "I hope you're not angry with me, Maeve. I'm in a difficult situation."

      I wince at my unthinking outburst. "Sorry. I shouldn't have said that. There's no point in anger; that won't help Andrei. I'm worried that you don't have a plan."

      "I do, but the plan involves your powers and your willingness. I need you to allow me to connect more closely." Tobias sits in a nearby armchair. "We haven't discussed what I told you about my past, and I'm concerned this has changed our relationship. I need to know if you trust me."

      I swallow. "If I allow you to, will we have more chance of helping Andrei?"

      "I think so."

      "Then I'll need to trust you."

      He massages his temples. "Even if that involves allowing our minds to connect deeply, in order to teach you how to fully access and control your powers?"

      My heart stutters and I turn my face to the window. Do I trust Tobias enough to allow a connection that could weaken me? If I save Andrei, then yes.

      I look back to Tobias. In all the stress, I forget how striking he is. His sculpted face and dark eyes held my attention from the first time I met him, even though this isn't the only reason for the attraction.

      An attraction that confuses the hell out of me.

      He's the gentle Tobias, his pneuma energy in check, but there's the familiar energy between us. His arms are folded tightly across his chest as if guarded against me, but I know he's guarding me from him.  

      Usually, I take heart at his stoic confidence whenever our minds unconsciously join. Not this time. He's worried.

      "Tobias, you're the only person who's truly helped develop my magic. I owe it to my friends to try. In the future, my magic could help us all—Andrei. Jamie. Ash. Amelia, too. Each of them could need my help in the future. And I need them in my future."

      "Then please have patience. I promise I'm spending every spare moment figuring out how to fix the situation, but I'm being blocked. Yes, I have Confederacy links, but that doesn't lift me above suspicion."

      "I don't understand why they'd suspect you. You're not hemia and this is a confirmed hemia attack."

      Tobias blinks rapidly and I tense as his mind spins away from mine. "My situation is complicated."

      "No more secrets, Tobias. You promised."

      He watches me, eyes keen as he rubs his lips with forefingers, the way he does when he's battling within himself. As I wait, I glance around the room. The place is sparse, few personal touches to hint at the personality of the room's occupant. Books he uses in class are piled on the desk; the shelves empty. Only a small round table with three glasses and a bottle of whisky are close to an individual touch.

      Once, there were four glasses, and the fourth shattered on the floor the last time we allowed each other close.

      Who is the real Tobias Whitlock? He's powerful, that's always been clear to me, sparking attraction from more people than he should as a professor. Like most vampires, the flawless features and beauty draws people in. Tobias holds me in a grip I couldn't break if I tried.

      But beneath all this, the times he's accidentally unguarded himself, I've sensed more.

      Loneliness.

      Tobias sits in the armchair opposite me, mirroring the time the glass broke. "I'm hybrid, Maeve."
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      "A hybrid?" I ask in shock. "Half vampire and half something else? Are you a witch too?"

      He splutters. "Absolutely not. There's only one vampire-witch hybrid in this world, and when they sent him to Ravenhold, they threw away the key. I wouldn't be walking around the world if I were one too."

      "Then what?" I grasp at my limited knowledge. "Shifter?"

      "No. I'm pure vampire, predominantly pneuma, but I have hemia and lamia... elements."

      The puzzle pieces snap together in mind as Tobias lays out the reasons he's as overpowering as he is. A vampire who can seduce, control minds, and drink blood. A triple hit.

      A triple danger.

      "Maeve?" He leans forward to study my face.

      "Does this make you more dangerous than a normal vampire?" Tobias rubs his lips together. He doesn't need to answer that.

      "Do you know how many people in my life know this?"

      "Theodora must?"

      "No. Only you."

      My stomach lurches. "Me? Someone else must know."

      "Only the people who locked me up and let me go."

      "They let you out to walk in the world knowing how dangerous you are? After you'd..."

      "Killed?" His eyes sadden. "I'm more valuable out here, but they took a risk. If I were an ordinary vampire, I'd be dead for my crimes. Instead, everything was covered up."

      "This is insane," I mumble. "How?"

      He leans back again. "Again, because this benefits the powerful. They've sealed parts of my mind to stop me going rogue, and I'm not dangerous. I'm aware I've a second chance and have no desire to screw up. I'm now of the age I'd face an adult prison and that's a deterrent alone."

      "By watching Andrei?"

      "For now. I think they have other plans for me." He pauses and catches my softening look. "I don't want sympathy. I'm only telling you because if you discover I've held this back, you'd never trust me again."

      The biggest shock isn't his admission, but the spin it puts on our relationship. Whether deliberately or not, Tobias draws out an intense physical desire for him that flows to him with my energy. Tobias feeds on that desire too. Lamia.

      Does he want my blood too?

      "No, Maeve. I don't." I blink at him. "You know I catch your thoughts, like Andrei can. I hope now you understand why I'm physically distant."

      I swallow and nod. "How many more secrets, Tobias?"

      "From me? None. From others? I think we're only getting started."

      The silence drops again and I stare at the side of his head, willing him to offer me a reassurance. Instead his handsome profile remains still. No show of emotion. As I struggle to decipher what his new confessions means, he pushes on. "I have identified one option available to us, Maeve."

      "To help Andrei?" He nods. "We take him and leave?"

      Tobias gives a wry smile. "If only. No. Rupert awaits papers to allow him to remove Andrei from the academy. If we get hold of the papers before he has a chance to sign them, he'll need to wait for more, which gives us more time."

      "Does he have the papers yet?"

      "I'm unsure. But if he aims to move Andrei as soon as he can, then he'll receive them and sign today, ready for Andrei to travel tonight."

      "That won't happen," I whisper to myself as much as to him.

      "And if he needs to wait for another set of papers, we have more time to investigate who really killed Lorna." I bite my lip. Is another day enough? "How did your interview with the Confederacy go?" he asks.

      "Them?" I look up and blow hair from my face. "They behaved like I was interrupting their day, not like investigators."

      Tobias taps his lips. "Then this is a pretence. Andrei's fate is sealed."

      "Why wouldn't you let me tell the investigators that I had an alibi?"

      "What you did is against society rules, Maeve. I agree you should tell somebody, but not low-ranking Confederacy drones."

      I widen my eyes. "But Katherine and Clive? Everybody knows about them. She flaunts their relationship."

      "The authorities worry less about witches and shifters. Witches and vampires are a bigger issue—the hybrid I mentioned, Dorian Blackwood, is a powerful creature, and the authorities are scared another will be created if a blood born hemia and a witch join forces." He rubs a hand down his face. "Andrei isn't immortal yet. His body functions like a witch or shifter." He pauses as I look in confusion. "His hemia side is in his genes waiting to trigger his immortality, but his living, biological side exists too. "

      Biological? I choke as I catch his meaning. "Are you asking me if I might be pregnant?" He blinks. "No!"

      "Is that guaranteed?" asks Tobias quietly.

      Omigod, is he questioning my safe sex practices? I'm unsure whether to be embarrassed or annoyed. I straighten and look Tobias dead in the eyes. "I had sex ed classes at school. I know what to do to stop getting pregnant. What matters now is that without me, Andrei has no alibi."

      "Precisely. But this is precarious and another reason the authorities may not believe you. What you did isn't illegal, but it's borderline."

      I falter, my certainty I can help Andrei dropping for the first time. "I didn't know."

      Tobias's lips thin. "Andrei did."

      The awkward silence that follows burns my cheeks as I desperately suppress the memories drawn out by his questioning. "Who can I tell, then?" I ask.

      "Perhaps nobody. We have more to help Andrei than an alibi; between us we can influence powerful minds. My plan is to gain an audience with Rupert for you and for us to operate together on him using our magic to get hold of those papers. One thing is sure, he'll keep them by his side."

      "Together?" I ask hesitantly.

      "You'll need to open your mind to create a conduit between us." He pauses and worry crosses his expression. "As will I."

      Linked. He'll see more of my thoughts—and I'll see more of his. Will that connection stay? "How do you feel about that?"

      He shrugs with a nonchalance that doesn't fit the situation. "Needs must. You're not strong enough alone, but together we have a better chance."

      Chance?

      "Okay," I say, voice faltering. "Arrange for me to see him."

      He nods, then shakes his shirt sleeve to look at his watch. "We can't stay long—you'll be missed. Talk to Jamie and see if he has any ideas how to uncover the murderer's identity. Even if we get the papers, that's only another day's reprieve."

      "I don't think the answer will be found in books."

      Tobias chuckles at me. "Every time I think you've caught up with our world, you say something that makes me realise you've a long way to go."

      "Why? What did I say?"

      "You're witches, Maeve. Often the answer can be found in books. Spell books. Or perhaps find a way into Lorna's room and utilise Jamie's divination skills. There could be traces of memories in objects around her."

      "Then why haven't other witches tried?" I ask. Tobias arches a brow. "Because they don't care," I mutter.

      We stand at the same time and almost knock into each other. Tobias flinches away from me, and I finally understand why. If his physical touch has the same effect on me as his mind's touch, neither of us know what the consequences would be.

      Which asks the question: what will be the consequences of opening our minds to each other?

      "Stay safe, Maeve," he says softly.

      "Jamie has decided he's my bodyguard," I say with a smile.

      Tobias nods and opens the door for me. I stop by him and meet his eyes, aware of the enormity of what he shared today. "I trust you, Tobias."

      As the door clicks behind me and I make my way back to Walcott, I'm no longer nervous about Yvette and her friends. I'm overwhelmed by Tobias's secret and the extra questions this raises.
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      Jamie isn't around Walcott when I arrive back, and when I text him, he doesn't respond. Refusing to allow my mind to wander into worst-case scenarios, I tell myself he's facing the bored investigators too.

      I wait in my room for half an hour before preparing myself to face the world, and pull out a concealer. I don't often wear make-up, but want to avoid questions about my face. I'm followed by enough rumours without adding another to the list if people notice my scraped forehead.

      The Walcott hallways are quiet and I peek into the common room. Almost empty. After a day confined in there yesterday, most avoid the place and stay in their rooms. We're not allowed onto campus yet, although some like Yvette ignore the rule.

      Not meeting anybody's eyes as I walk in, I take a spot by the bay window again, partly to hide my face and also to gaze across the grounds towards Gilgamesh. Is Ash back yet? My worry grows the more time passes without hearing from him. Large, expensive cars in matching black are parked in a regimented row outside the main building. They trigger nervousness, but as long as they stay there, so does Andrei. I hope Tobias manages to get me an audience with Rupert, although I'm nervous that I can do anything to help.

      I sense someone approach, behind me, and tense but relax when I detect Jamie's aura. "Where did you disappear to?" he asks. I turn and he leans forward to peer at my face. "Why are you wearing makeup?"

      "You're very observant for a guy." I dig my hands into my back pockets.

      "Your interview was an hour ago. I waited for you to come back before I was called."

      "Have you spoken to them?" He nods. "Useless, huh?"

      "Yep. Now tell me, what happened?" He swipes hair from his face.

      Taking Jamie by the arm, I pull him to one side and whisper what happened in the cloisters.

      "What the fuck?" He drags his arm away and looks around. "Why didn't Tobias do anything? He should've marched their arses to Theodora."

      "I asked him not to."

      He presses his lips together. "Maeve..."

      "I've more important things to worry about than bitchy witches." Jamie reaches out to touch my head. "Didn't Tobias take you to the infirmary?"

      "I didn't need to go. I've a graze, not concussion." I swat his hand away and he takes hold of my fingers instead. "He took me to his office, and I managed to get some idea what's happening."

      Jamie looks at me expectantly, and we plonk on the small, grey sofa beside the window. I fill Jamie in on my conversation with Tobias but leave out the part that Tobias is a hybrid. That's something Tobias can tell Jamie himself.

      Jamie's gaze remains ahead, blinking occasionally as I speak. "Good to hear Andrei's okay."

      "Definitely."

      "And I already thought about divination—if we can get into the room. Last time I walked by, a guard was outside. The furniture in the room would be too cluttered with memories, but we might be able to find something Lorna touched that night."

      We. A visual of blood-spattered walls leaps into my mind and I swallow hard. "How can we get inside if guards are watching?"

      Jamie taps the side of my head. "With your persuasive powers, I'm sure we'll manage. Have faith."

      The action hurts my aching head and I wince. Concern flickers across his face and he cups my chin. "How bad did Yvette hurt you?"

      "I'll be fine. When do you think we should go into the room?"

      "As soon as we can." He stands and holds out a hand.

      "Not now," I say in alarm. "Tobias is trying to get me a meeting with Rupert. If somebody comes for me and I'm snooping in Lorna's room, things won't look good."

      Jamie wrinkles his nose. "Tonight, then. If Tobias thinks you can give us an extra night, I'll try tonight."

      The possibility he can use his skills to help has brightened Jamie, and I'm excited Jamie thinks he can help. But my logical side pushes in other questions: what if he does see something? How do we explain to people? That's if we get inside in the first place. I shake my head to shake away the pessimism. "Sounds like a plan. No point in delaying."

      "Exactly." Jamie's emphatic. "Everything will be okay, Maeve."

      Jamie repeated those words a lot in the last twenty-four hours. Is he telling himself or me?

      But I have to believe him. Believe in myself. In us.

      Now I wait for Tobias to organise a meeting with Rupert.

      A meeting to buy us time.

      I turn to the window and gesture outside. "Do you know if Ash's group returned yet?" I blurt.

      Jamie joins me in the window and I rest my head against his shoulder. "I'm not sure. I hope so."

      "Theodora has requested to see you."  Sofia's joined us in the window and I startle. She tips her chin and looks out across the grounds rather than at me. Her manner hasn't changed since yesterday and like every professor, the strain shows in her face. "Professor Whitlock has informed me about an incident today which he insists we discuss."

      "You mean Yvette attacking Maeve?" asks Jamie.

      Sofia regards him for a moment. "An altercation."  

      He chokes a laugh. "Sure."

      "Your presence will not be required, Jamie," she says haughtily. "Come, Maeve. Let's not waste time."

      Sofia walks away, her bracelets jingling as her skirts swish after her. Bloody Tobias; I told him no fuss. "Why is Sofia like this to me?" I ask.

      "She's a friend of Lorna's family too." He sighs. "I told you, her family are well-connected."

      "But I feel as if Sofia blames me." Her figure continues to retreat towards the exit door.

      "Yeah. She's getting weird," agrees Jamie.

      I bite my lip. Her attitude to Tobias and underlying dislike of Petrescu kids becomes stronger. How is the school supposed to knit together if some of the professors are prejudiced?

      "You'd better go. I'll see if I can get into Lorna's room."

      "Be careful," I say as we hug.

      My shoes sound on the floor as I hurry after Sofia along the wooden floor. She pauses as she hears me catch up, and pushes open the door. "How are you?"

      "You mean after the ‘altercation'? I'm fine and I asked Tobias not to make a fuss."

      Sofia says nothing.

      The weather grew cooler the last few days; the sun forgot that we're approaching summer and decided to hide behind grey clouds again. The strong breeze blows the branches of the blossoming willow trees, but not as hard as Yvette's conjured wind blew me. Sofia doesn't speak again and my discomfort spreads perspiration across my back despite the cool surroundings.

      In the last two days, I've been dragged backwards from the world I began to accept. Each step I take in the academy fills me with apprehension, and as I look up at the windows and open doors, I'm as nervous as the first time I approached.

      Travelling with my parents that day, I was a stubborn, sulky kid hiding her fear and hurt. Thrown into a world I couldn't comprehend, I fought back as hard as I did against doctors who labelled me mentally ill. Until I accepted my fate.

      Those early days are a blur in my mind, the shock and fear as I fought back are hidden in my memories, but this is dragging them up again. I could ask Theodora to call my parents and ask them to take me home. But would I be any safer? No. There's one major difference between now and then—I have a new family who I'd protect, as I know they'd protect me.

      The front academy doors open and two large figures step out. I pause, heart speeding as the two guys walk down the steps.

      Ash.

      He's accompanied by Vincent, the two guys dwarfing us as they approach. My heart beats faster as I study Ash and fight the urge to run to him and hug him. He's dressed in jeans and the striped Gilgamesh rugby shirt and looks unharmed. His tired eyes meet mine and widen before he glances at his brother, who passes me and Sofia without speaking.

      "You're back," I stammer. "Is everything alright?"

      If Sofia weren't beside me, I'd throw my arms around him and tell him how worried I've been, but there's a new tension. Because of his brother?  

      "Maeve." Ash darts a look at Vincent but doesn't say or do anything else. No, he isn't alright.

      I glance over my shoulder at Vincent, who looks back at us, arms crossed. "Why wouldn't everything be alright?"

      "No reason. I worry too much, I guess, and you weren't back yesterday."

      "We arrived late last night," says Ash, then he lowers his voice. "I haven't been able to see you because of..." He trails off and looks to his brother. "The segregation."

      "Once Andrei has been removed and the investigators leave, things will return to normal," says Sofia breezily. "Come along, Maeve."

      "Will they, though?" mutters Ash.

      "Ash! We need to get back to Gilgamesh." Vincent beckons his brother and I bristle as Ash nods and moves past me.

      As he does, Ash subtly reaches out and squeezes my little finger with his. "I'll see you soon," he whispers.

      "Maeve!" repeats Sofia.

      Dutifully, I follow, irritated we're treated like little kids who can be ordered to do as they're told.

      Ash walks alongside Vincent, shoulders slumped. My heart thumping reaction to seeing Ash grows—what if Vincent has persuaded him to stay away again?
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      I've lost count of the number of times I've sat in Theodora's office while professors either talk with me, or about me. A couple of days ago I interacted enthusiastically, saying my piece, knowing I can help.

      Today the room is filled with the defeat I feel.

      The hardest part is seeing Theodora's eyes reddened by tears she's shed while hidden from the students. Sofia's face is as pale and grave as it has been all day, and the stress on Tobias's face multiplied since the morning, but I'm grateful he's here.

      I rub my forehead self-consciously as Theodora peers at me then slumps back in her seat. This graceful, poised woman never slumps—I'm not the only one carrying a weight.

      "And you say another witch attacked her?" she says in thick tones.

      "Lorna's friends." Tobias presses his lips together and looks to Sofia.

      "Emotions run high. I'll reprimand the girls and ensure Maeve is kept separate," Sofia says and sits in the chair close to me, smoothing her skirts.

      "Are you excusing their behaviour?" asks Tobias indignantly.

      "We cannot condone physical violence," adds Theodora. "Or misusing magic to hurt another student."

      Sofia purses her lips and looks away from the other professors. "I understand and agree, but we are in troubling times."

      "The physical attacks aren't the biggest worry." Tobias crosses his arms tightly over his chest. "This is an academy for the supernatural. Yvette is a highly skilled elemental witch and I hear she's skilled with potions too. I'm worried that the next attack will be more magical than physical."

      "My girls would never sink to such levels," says Sofia. "Their unfortunate attack on Maeve was prompted by uncontrolled emotions."

      "And what of uncontrolled magic?" snaps Tobias.

      The tension in the room creates an unpleasant energy that whines in my ears. Is Tobias correct? Does he fear for my safety, or is this his excuse to remove us from the academy, as promised?

      Theodora rubs her temples with her long fingers. "Why is Maeve targeted?"

      "Maeve is close to Andrei, as is Jamie, and she's vocal in his defence. I've heard rumours that students fear Maeve will influence people's minds and a murderer could walk free," Sofia replies.

      I glance up. "That's ridiculous. I'm not skilled enough to perform magic that strong."

      "But that's the point," says Sofia quietly. "Others here fear your powers because nobody truly knows what you are capable of. Now, your connection to Andrei suggests you're not loyal to your kind."

      "My kind? You mean Walcott? Because I mix with Petrescu and Gilgamesh kids?" I ask, incredulous. "The houses are supposed to mix, remember?"

      Tobias clears his throat and Sofia's lips purse further.

      "The truth is, the alliance between yourself, Ash, Jamie, and Andrei concerns people," says Theodora.

      "Why?" I demand.

      "You are the strongest in your respective houses. People can no longer decide who is influencing who. Yes, we are happy for the races to mix and build stronger ties, especially amongst those who are the next generation, but you are—"

      "Mavericks," interrupts Sofia. "And that is the problem."

      The change in the woman's attitude blows me away. I'd sensed her growing distance as my powers manifested and when Tobias was brought in to help, but this new Sofia is almost unrecognisable. Has her mistrust grown into something more?

      "We're a group of friends," I protest. "Why does that make us a threat? Besides, Vincent has more influence over Ash than anybody. I just saw him with Vincent, and I was happy to see he's alright. I worried because he was missing."

      Theodora frowns. "Why wouldn't he be? I sanctioned the excursion. I believe the Gilgamesh students should let off steam away from the academy sometimes."

      Tobias hasn't spoken to Theodora about his suspicions surrounding Vincent. Deliberately?

      "I would like to make a proposal," he says. "I believe it would be wise to remove Maeve and Jamie from the academy until tensions settle. Perhaps twenty-four hours?"

      Sofia makes a choking sound. "With you?"

      He tips his chin. "Is that a problem?"

      "May I remind you that you are the head professor for Petrescu house, and your duty is to those students. Your students are also under threat from the heightened emotions, especially the hemia."

      "My students are already separate from the witches. Maeve and Jamie are not. The last thing we need is more trouble." He pauses. "Theodora?"

      She stands and turns away, straightening her black dress's long sleeves. "Where do you propose to take them?"

      Sofia stands. "Surely you're not considering this."

      "Look at Maeve's face. Her bruises. This should not symbolise my academy."

      Sofia dips her head. "Yes, but I for one find it a little odd that you want to remove pupils from the academy, Tobias."

      "I'm not removing them. Merely a break. Vincent took Gilgamesh for a night."

      "You are not their house head!" says, Sofia, voice rising. "He is a member of staff working within Gilgamesh."

      "Perhaps we can revisit this conversation once Maeve has spoken to Rupert," says Theodora in a voice warning us to calm down. "He may disagree with removing students from the academy. Although, I'm also concerned why Rupert wants to talk to you in particular."

      "Curiosity, probably," says Tobias.

      Sofia moistens her lips. "Were you aware he brought a skilled mind-reader in this afternoon? Perhaps he believes Maeve knows more and would like to delve into her head." She smiles at my alarm. "Which is not a problem if she knows nothing."

      I swallow hard at the idea someone will sift through my thoughts and memories, but this is also a good thing. Andrei's alibi will stand.

      "But I know something. I can help Andrei," I say.

      "I'd like you to tell me what you know that can help Andrei," says Theodora.

      "I can give him an alibi."

      Sofia's eyes narrow to slits. "An alibi for the time Lorna died? How? We're not a hundred percent sure what time."

      I prepare myself to say the words; to admit the rule I broke. I open my mouth and as I do my thoughts muffle, words catching as if somebody held a hand across my mouth. Wide-eyed, I look to Tobias.  Unwise, Maeve. Listen to Sofia's words. Mavericks. Dangerous.  His voice bounces around my mind as if he's spoken them directly. How the hell did he do that? We'll tell someone. I promise.

      "Oh. I didn't know that." I clear my throat. "I thought the death happened when I was out with him and Jamie. I could offer him an alibi as he was with us."

      The suspicion doesn't leave Sofia's face as she looks between us. "No other reason?"

      Do not blush. Do not allow her to see my discomfort. "No."

      "How do you intend to punish the girls who attacked Maeve?" Tobias interrupts. "That is the purpose of this meeting."

      Suspicion flickers across Sofia's features at his subject change. "I will take Theodora's advice on the matter. I understand your concern for Maeve's safety, and I agree to some extent, but taking her away isn't the solution."

      "I'm inclined to agree, Tobias," says Theodora.

      "Very well," he says and a muscle ticks in his jaw. He can't arouse suspicion by insisting we leave. "I will consult Rupert when we see him."

      "We?" asks Sofia and snaps her head around. "Why are you attending the interview with Rupert and not me? She's my student."

      "I have no idea," says Tobias with a smile.

      He does.

      Tobias arranged this and now we have our chance.
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      Our house meetings take place in a room close to the head professor's office and isn't used often. This evening we're gathered in full uniform as instructed, seated on wooden chairs in haphazard rows. Clive, Remi, and the others from my strange night away sit together. They've barely spoken to anybody since we returned last night, tighter than ever. I try to chat to them but they're standoffish. Distant.

      Vince sits on one of two chairs at the front of the room, facing outwards, teachers to students. He leans back, hands laced behind his head as he watches us all. Honor, a pretty shifter girl who often hangs around the rugby team, steals a glance as she passes him. I groan as he winks back. Honor trips over a chair leg and almost falls, cheeks blushing. I've always found the songbird shifters like her are quieter and shier than others. Are our personalities influenced by our animals? Is that why Vince as a dragon is as dominant and commands attention?

      Professor O'Reilly limps into the room, his gait slower than usual. He's gaunter too, losing the barrel-chested physique he once had. There's a quiet exhaustion about him as he sits on the chair beside Vince. The professor's health has been in decline all year, and was already noticeable when the school year started after Christmas. Vince took on much of his sports teaching role, naturally, but Professor O'Reilly is still Gilgamesh's figurehead. Someone we look up to; a decorated member of the Confederacy army. Harsh but fair, and surprisingly approachable.

      He shifts in his seat, screwing his face up. At the first games, when Maeve almost gave herself away, he was distant and left early. Beside Vince, he looks like a dishevelled has-been.

      Which worries me.

      "Good evening, Gilgamesh students," he says, tipping his chin as he regards us. "Thank you for attending."

      As if we had any choice.

      "As you all know, there has been an unfortunate incident between a Petrescu student and a witch. I understand this has been dealt with, but there is much tension between the two."

      "And we don't want to get caught in the crossfire," puts in Vince.

      My stomach lurches as the professor continues. "I have expressed my concerns to the head professor about the mood within the academy, and I worry the disharmony will spread to attacks against Gilgamesh. This term is extremely important for your yearly grades, and I've had expressions of concern from parents too."

      "Who's been attacked?" I ask. Vince gives me an incredulous look. "I mean apart from Lorna. Are the two houses attacking each other?"

      "No, but it's likely. Even when the houses are more harmonious, pranks are played that misfire. The house heads have been instructed to draw their students closer. To supervise them and discourage time spent intermingling."

      Vince looks down at his shoes with a smile and the uncomfortable feeling in my stomach grows. This is exactly what he wants.

      "We don't have enough classrooms to do that," pipes up a shifter girl to my right. Leyla, ever studious, aiming for a place on the Confederacy council.

      "Yes. The lessons that you share with the other houses—Potions, History of Magic, and so forth—will continue, but socialising outside of these is discouraged." He looks between us sternly. Discouraged? One step from banned.

      "Things are better that way," says Clive, then he sits back in his seat, mimicking Vince's stance. "We don't need to get involved in their shit."

      "But we are involved," I say. "We're part of this academy too." I look straight at Vince as I say the words and he gives a rueful shake of his head.

      "And, in time, we will bring the academy together again. Look at the trouble already caused—the Petrescu girl causing the witch prodigy to collapse at the last challenge. Now a hemia killing a witch. Walcott will retaliate soon."

      I bite back defending Andrei. What would be the point? What bothers me more is the mocking way he said witch prodigy. How much has Vince been in his ear too?

      "Maybe the academy should exclude the kids who look like they'll cause trouble," suggests another guy.

      "Where would they start?" asks Vince with a laugh that's shared by his new fan club.

      "Precisely. There will be exclusions if anything occurs," says the professor.

      I shuffle down in my seat. At least I'll see Maeve in some lessons.

      "Now, I know that Vincent is more familiar with student politics since he's closer in age than I am, and a little less authoritative, I've asked his opinion on the situation."

      I straighten again. No. Vince clears his throat. "Yeah. As Professor O'Reilly says, tensions are high and really outside of Gilgamesh's concern. I feel a few days to let things settle would be good. A break from lessons." He nods at Clive. "Perhaps some extra training for the final challenge."

      A smile plasters Clive's face and he nudges Remi.

      "Vincent has also offered to teach a class to replace the ones you'll miss."

      "Yeah, I'm no good at Potions, but I can teach History."

      I choke out a laugh and he flashes me a look. Vince? Teaching? Give me a break, his academic record makes Andrei's look exemplary.

      "Meditation?" I ask.

      He narrows his eyes at me and the professor interrupts. "After reviewing class attendance and participation, I've decided that meditation should be optional in the curriculum from now on. Students will be able to choose between meditation and extra physical education."

      "You'll teach an extra class?" asks Clive, but I already know the answer.

      "No. Vincent will take over much of my teaching duties. This year has taken its toll and I'm no longer the spring chicken I was last year."

      A polite laugh travels around the room; an amusement I don't share.

      This is not good. Really not good.

      "Are we banned from the cafeteria and grounds?" asks Sienna, a girl friendly with Lorna and Yvette. "I'd like to see my friends."

      "For a couple of days, yes."

      This time the murmurs are discontented. "Only a couple of days," says the professor, holding his hand up to silence people. "Now, any questions?"

      The self-satisfied look on Vincent's face couldn't be clearer, and neither could the marked exhaustion on the professor's.

      But what else could I expect in the shifter community? The alpha has arrived to oust the ageing leader.

      I don't give a shit about the consequences; I need to see Maeve again.
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      The woman doesn't speak to me as we cross to the main academy, and I've no desire to make conversation. The entrance is dimly lit by coach lights and as we walk to the door, I glance over at the Petrescu building. Is Andrei still held there?

      Tobias stands in the middle of the entrance hall with the house crests looking down on him, hands clasped in front of him, expression neutral as he watches us walk towards him. Professor Whitlock is here tonight.

      "Wait with the professor," the woman says, and her heels click as she heads towards Theodora's office.

      I'm on the verge of reaching out to hold Tobias's hand, unsure what I'm facing, and push my hands into my pockets instead.

      "We're meeting in Theodora's room," explains Tobias.

      "Will she be there?" I ask.

      "No. I'm still unsure whether they'll allow me to stay."

      My stomach knots. "What? Why?"

      "They may call Sofia instead."

      "I hope not. Did you manage to see Ash at all today?" I ask, hopeful that as a professor, he might be allowed into Gilgamesh.

      "No."

      I swear if Vincent has hurt him, I'll get revenge.

      "Be careful, Maeve," says Tobias. "Don't play into people's hands."

      "You heard that thought?"

      He nods.

      "Is nothing private from you?"

      Tobias looks away. "I keep out of your head as much as possible, but sometimes your thoughts are too loud."

      He looks back to me and the idea he knows my secrets radiates heat through me.

      Tobias knows what I think about him.

      "I wish we'd managed to practice before this meeting," he muses.

      "Why?" I ask in alarm. "Don't you think I can do this?"

      He smiles. "Between us, yes. That's why I've persuaded my way in."

      "Persuaded." He arches a brow. "Oh."

      "Rupert will see you now," calls the woman from outside the room. "He has a busy night ahead, so please don't delay."

      And I'll do everything in my power to ensure this isn't a busy night for him, or Andrei. As Tobias strides ahead, I pause before following and shake my hands out, taking deep breaths. I can do this.

      I walk into Theodora's familiar room and meet unfamiliar eyes. Rupert sits behind Theodora's desk, as if he's the one with authority at the academy, and watches me keenly through his small eyes as the woman gestures at me to sit on a chair opposite him. She takes one by his side, and her bright blue eyes meet mine. A familiar sensation crawls across my skin.

      Mind reader.

      I pull down my barrier and her lips curve into a smile.

      Tobias sits beside me, close enough for him to absorb some of my fear, but not close enough to arouse any suspicion.

      I glance at Tobias, who gives a small shake of his head.

      Don't show our connection.

      "This is highly unorthodox," says Rupert.

      "Your curiosity gets the better of you," says Tobias in soft tones. "This is the witch everybody is excited about."

      I clench my teeth at being discussed in this way. Rupert leans forward to peer at me. Should I hold his gaze? Drop my eyes in reverence?

      "Hello, Maeve Foster," he says.

      "Hello," I half-squeak back.

      Tobias's thoughts hit and slap the reality into me. Don't be intimidated.

      "I've heard much about you. Everybody is curious to meet the future-sighted witch. I'm fascinated to know how you can offer Andrei Tepes an alibi for the night the murder occurred."

      Murder. I sit stiffly and soak in the calm Tobias projects towards me.

      The woman leans forward to whisper something and Rupert arches a brow. "Perhaps we should talk to Maeve alone, Tobias," he says with a tight smile. "Thank you for bringing her to me."

      "I feel she should have a staff member with her," he replies. "The girl is a student and young. Sofia is indisposed, unfortunately. Helping Theodora with an issue, I believe."

      He stopped Sofia attending with us?

      "We can't involve Maeve's parents, obviously, so I'm happy to take on the role of guardian."

      This time the witch with Tobias laughs but straightens her face when Rupert looks at her. "Sorry. I never pictured Tobias as a guardian."

      "Evidently a poor one if he can't supervise Andrei," says Rupert snidely.

      Tobias's pulse of anger hits me. How far has he opened up the conduit between us?

      "I haven't seen you for a number of years, Della," says Tobias. "I didn't realise you worked for the Confederacy now."

      "On a consultancy basis. I'm a good lie detector." Della smiles at me, but her eyes are cold with suspicion.

      "Ms Foster has no reason to lie for Mr. Tepes," says Tobias.

      Rupert clears his throat. "Perhaps you should stay quiet, if you insist on staying. I am suspicious as to why a highly skilled Mental Magic professor who is close to Mr. Tepes insists on being in the room with a potential alibi."

      "That is the reason. I'd like to ensure this meeting is correctly reported."

      Rupert scoffs. "You could influence a student's mind in order to help your young charge. Perhaps you chose the one the Confederacy would be lenient with due to her talents."

      "That's not true," I blurt. "I came here to tell you the truth. To make you understand why you can't take Andrei to Ravenhold."

      He smirks at my childish outburst and straightens the file in front of him on the desk. "Ravenhold, you say? And what do you know about the place?"

      "Enough to know he doesn't deserve to go there."

      Tobias clears his throat and I rein in the desire to pour out my thoughts. Stay calm, he whispers in my mind, my heart skipping as his words sound as if he's speaking them aloud.

      "Where is Andrei?" I ask.

      "Please outline your alibi," says Della.

      "Is he still at the academy?" I press and glance at the file.

      Her stone-cold gaze worthy of Medusa silences me and I falter. How can I influence these powerful people?

      "Andrei didn't kill Lorna because I was with him all night." He doesn't blink. "In his room."

      His lips twitch into a smile. "Is that so?"

      "Yes."

      He flicks his fingers at Della and inclines his head towards me. Energy assaults my mind, sudden and overpowering, as she flicks through my memories before I can stop her. Her eyes widen and I look at my hands clasped in my lap, aware I'm blushing.

      Della leans in to speak to Rupert again and he chokes a laugh. "I'm sorry, but I refuse to believe that the boy would have sex with this witch and not kill her too. He's out of control. Those are unkind thoughts to plant in the girl's mind, Tobias."

      "I have not influenced her thoughts," he replies stiffly. "Andrei has a certain amount of affection for Maeve," says Tobias evenly. "And you know I am blocking his urges. That's why I believe he isn't responsible."

      "You appear to have failed on both counts." Rupert fixes his eyes on me again. "Does she know how immoral her behaviour is?"

      I want to crawl away from the situation now I've spoken the words. I never in my wildest dreams expected I'd need to discuss intimate details about my life with supernatural authorities in order to save my vampire lover. Before this, my greatest moral crime was a secret night with a boyfriend when I was sixteen.

      "Maeve's decision is not the issue here. Andrei is," presses Tobias.

      "Silly girl," Rupert shakes his head like a disapproving father. "Then ensure she is educated and doesn't indulge in this behaviour with any other vampires."

      My clammy palms stick together as I squeeze my fingers. This is horrible. How can I take on this man?

      We.

      Shaking myself to my senses, I push away the humiliated teenager in the room. "My alibi is enough for you to release Andrei," I say. "I was with him all evening and night. He didn't touch Lorna."

      He barks a laugh. "Is that so?"

      "Rupert, let me explain my theory about Andrei," says Tobias, and captures his attention.

      I hear Get Della out of the room. Make her take the file from the desk in my mind.

      My eyes shift to the dark oak desk and the folder besides Theodora's photo frame. We only need to control one, continues the voice. Tobias's.

      I blink. We don't need to influence this powerful man—only Della. I straighten and meet the witch's eyes, which still hold her disgust at my behaviour with Andrei. This helps, because she's unguarded enough for me to sneak into her mind. Carefully, I search for a thought or memory that could help. A sharp pain hits behind my eyes as she fights back but I find what I want. Della doesn't want to be here. She's worried Andrei has supporters and she's on the hit list.

      The magic I used replenishes faster than usual as energy fills my mind again, instantly recognisable as Tobias's

      I place a thought in her mind—I should leave. Della stands abruptly and blinks before looking back at her seat.

      "What's wrong, Della?' asks Rupert.

      "I need to leave."

      "Why?"

      The seconds that pass feel like minutes as I wait for her to push back, but I sense something else. She gazes at Tobias, who's interrupting Della's mind too. "I don't..." she pauses. "I don't feel well."

      "Has somebody in this room affected you?" Rupert growls.

      Della shakes her head and opens her mouth as if to say something, and I seize my chance. The weakness in her mind allows me to sneak in further, undetected.

      She can't take her eyes off Tobias, and he's affecting her as strongly as he does me. As Della, I stare back captivated. Tobias draws Della's attention to him. This witch knows Tobias, and she's attracted to him. Della sought his attention in the past. I swallow down the jealousy until I hit the correct emotion.

      But he never did.

      "Nobody has affected me," I make her say.

      "Not the professor?"

      I smile at him. "No. I can withstand his charms."

      Rupert huffs. "This behaviour is unprofessional. Sit down."

      She wants to. Della is struggling, partly aware of me, and she pushes back. I inhale sharply and pray Rupert's focus stays on the woman's strange behaviour and not the fact I'm now mute and disconnected from myself.

      "Tobias Whitlock, leave this room," demands Rupert. "I don't know what you're doing, but this does not help Andrei's case."

      "He isn't doing anything," protests Della as my words come from her mouth.

      "Sit," he demands then turns to Tobias. "You. Leave."

      I reach out as Della and take a file from the desk as Rupert's anger is directed at Tobias. Please let the paper I need be in there.

      Tobias nods at Rupert. "I'd rather not be accused of untoward behaviour. I'm happy to leave."

      I almost snap back from Della in shock that he'd leave me in here alone. What if I'm arrested for sex with Andrei? Tobias shakes his head at me. I'll take the file from her and come back.

      "I'll go with Tobias," says Della. "Ensure he doesn't interfere with your investigation."

      Rupert narrows his eyes. "Whitlock. If I discover you're screwing around in my assistant's head, I'll arrest you too."

      He smiles. "I'm not."

      His eyes shift to me and I clench my fists on my knees, heart pounding. She has to leave before the thrall breaks.

      I can't do this.

      Yes. You can.

      I sense Tobias shift in his seat and he edges closer, bringing with him the stronger aura. My weakening energy is buoyed again as he projects part of himself towards me.

      Tobias looks away and engages Rupert in conversation, disrupting his attention on me and Della. Della, who's confusion begins to leak through the thoughts I'm planting. The strength of Tobias's mental energy strikes me for the first time and I'm aware how much he holds back. The magic surrounds us in the room—he's distracting Rupert with more than conversation. There's a mental fog in the room and it's befuddling the two people.

      We are in a crapload of trouble if this doesn't work.

      I'll take over. She's easy to direct now.

      Rupert taps his lips with his forefingers and watches through narrowed eyes. "Very well. I shall finish talking to Maeve alone."

      The sentence breaks the mental connection between me and Della as the panic interrupts my focus. She blinks, but Tobias's eyes are still on her.

      Della clutches the file to herself and Tobias steps towards the door to open it. She smiles at his gentlemanly gesture, and I sense how flustered she is at the lamia side of Tobias in action.

      "Please, let me take that," he says to her as he heads through the door. Rupert snaps his head around and I sense his growing suspicion. As Tobias leaves, so does the fog he surrounded Rupert and Della with.

      "I want to see Andrei," I say with a wavering voice, only half-pretending I'm on the verge of losing my self-control. "Let me see him."

      In the corner of my eye, I see Della hand over the file to Tobias, as Rupert's attention switches to the stupid, childish girl in front of him.

      "Please. He's innocent." My voice breaks and I don't need to force the tear from my eye.

      Rupert shakes his head. "The Tepes boy will get what he deserves."

      Again, Andrei's guilt is assumed because of his name, with his past indiscretions adding fuel to the fire burning around him now. He told me the night of the bonfire he'd die before he reached immortality, but I never believed him.

      The door closes behind Della and Tobias, the file in Tobias's hand.
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      Rupert slowly rises, circling Theodora's chair to stand at the window. The energy in the room shifts slightly and a tremor slides along my spine as he gives a soft laugh.

      "Are the pair of you fools?" he asks. "Do you realise that I expected this, Ms Foster?"

      His voice has lost the harsh, official tone and although he faces away from me, I picture him smiling. "Expected what?"

      "For you and the professor to walk into the room together and into my head. Well, attempt to." He turns back, lips tight with a smile. "I'm rather impressed at your skill, but you do need more practice. You were wise to switch to Della."

      I shift in my seat, shirt sticking to my back with perspiration. "I didn't—"

      "Please, don't make a fool of yourself further by lying." He cocks his head and studies me closely. "In a way, I'm happy this happened, because this proves you will be an asset to our battle against the Dominion. Although I'm rather displeased that you're defying rules."

      My pulse pounds as I struggle to respond and desperate questions form. Did Tobias take the papers? Is Andrei safe?

      "Quite safe, Maeve."

      I startle at him answering the question in my mind.

      His smile becomes sardonic. "Do you think I'd hold a senior position if my mental magic skills were inferior? I may not be future-sighted, but I expected Professor Whitlock to interfere with Andrei's removal from the academy, and so his suggestion to meet me was perfect. I was unsure why he asked you to see me, but now I understand why you wanted to help. Your alibi is very sweet, but a little late."

      "I don't understand."

      Light from outside the academy suddenly illuminates the window as a vehicle approaches the building. Rupert cranes his neck for a closer look outside for a few moments before turning back to me. "The paperwork is complete and filed. Andrei leaves tonight." He flicks his suit sleeve up and studies his watch. "In about five minutes."

      The situation unfolding slams into me like a wave, pushing me forward towards the window. I don't recognise the black van, but I do recognise the patrolling Confederacy guards approach.

      Between them a figure walks with a familiar saunter, a small rucksack across his shoulders.

      No.

      Oh, shit. No.

      I'm close to Rupert. Close enough to be overwhelmed by the heavy cigar and cologne that permeates the room and soaks him. Near enough to see the smug satisfaction on his face. Will he be rewarded for this? Anger trembles through my body and I straighten my arms by my side, taking deep breaths. A huge part of me wants to run from the building and stop events unfolding, but with all the mind control skills in the world, I'd never win against this many people.

      I glance at the door. Where's Tobias?

      "He's on a wild goose chase, I'm afraid. Della has no papers relevant to Andrei's incarceration."

      Incarceration.

      Finally, the tears spike at my eyes and I suck my lips together hard to stop myself letting go.

      "Why see us tonight if you were never going to listen?" I ask hoarsely, not taking my eyes off the nightmare happening outside.

      "Why see the two people most likely to interfere with his removal? Hmm. I wonder." He arches a brow, his tone patronising. "I expect Tobias will return soon, once he realises his mistake."

      I'm weak from using all the mental energy I could spare, and dizzy with shock. We were played, right from the moment Tobias arranged the meeting.

      Andrei's walk to the van is short and I watch with my heart fracturing as he climbs inside. Andrei doesn't look back. He doesn't look up. He merely bends his head and disappears into the dark interior.

      A commotion close by distracts me from my horror as another figure emerges from the academy building and strides over to the guards. Tobias. He stands head to head with one, their argument growing louder as preparations for Andrei's removal continue. Rupert's sickly scent grows stronger as he joins me to watch.

      "He was always rather emotional, that one," he says.

      Is he talking about Tobias? Because that's the last word I'd use to describe him.

      "I do hope Tobias isn't trying to use his magic again. Interfering with police procedures will land him in trouble."

      "How can you do this?" I ask hoarsely. "You have no evidence. Andrei didn't kill anybody!"

      Rupert shakes his head and looks at me as if I'm a small, clueless child. "We've waited for the right moment to apprehend Andrei Tepes. Let's be thankful we caught him before he did any real damage."

      His words are a slug to my stomach. "Has someone set him up?"

      Rupert rubs his lips together. "I admire your human need to see the good in everybody, but this boy has bad blood."

      I always thought the human world was filled with injustice, but I'm learning my new one is worse. Such as someone who's just a kid, who's prejudged by the society I know he wants to be part of because of his heritage.

      For two days, I presumed the Dominion committed the murder to frame Andrei, but a horrifying alternative stares me in the face. Did the Confederacy have a hand in the whole sick situation?

      The lines between right and wrong in my new world are more blurred than in my old.

      There's no point arguing with this man. With any of them. There's only one thing I can do now—find the real culprit and make them confess.
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      "What the fuck did you do?" Tobias's loud yell forces through my shock, bringing me back to a world I don't want to be part of.

      I step back in alarm as he strides across Theodora's office to meet Rupert head on. He's wild-eyed, disconnected, in a way I've never seen before, but Rupert's amused expression doesn't change. The anger inside Tobias mustn't explode into a fight, and I try to reach out to him. My mind hits a black abyss made from fury.

      "I would advise you to control yourself, Tobias Whitlock," says Rupert in a low voice.

      Trembling, I sink onto a nearby seat. "Tobias. Can we leave?"

      "You promised you'd listen before signing those papers. You broke your word."

      "And you walked in here intending to pervert proceedings with magic," he snaps back.

      "Because I knew you wouldn't listen!"

      "Tobias," I repeat as his outrage continues to fill the room with enough energy to blow the windows out.

      Outside, the van's engine rumbles to life, the sound followed by a slow roll of wheels across tarmac as the vehicle moves away. I'd run from the room and try to stop the van, but I can't leave Tobias. He's an ounce of self-control from lashing out at Rupert.

      Rupert steps back from Tobias, whose chest rises and falls as his breaths come shorter, limbs frozen by the same shock that assaulted me.

      Reaching out, Rupert pats Tobias on a shaking shoulder. "I know this is a blow to you, Tobias, but you tried. Perhaps they can find you an alternative role." He glances at me again. "Now excuse me, I have somewhere I need to be."

      He walks from the room, closing the door quietly but firmly. I'm woozy, but I can't tell if that's from using all my energy, or the magnitude of what happened here.

      "What do we do?" I ask Tobias as the clamminess spreads across my skin.

      Tobias grips the back of Theodora's chair, silent. I'm a second away from reaching out to him when he violently pushes the chair from him. The solid wood crashes sideways, the sound filling the room. I look expectantly as he turns, but Tobias passes me and yanks the door handle down.

      "Tobias?"

      "I don't have all the answers," he says stiffly and pulls open the door. "I'll see you tomorrow."

      Is he leaving me here?

      I slam my hand on the door to close it. "No. You can't leave me. Not now."

      The small lamp on Theodora's desk illuminates his strained expression. "I'm not leaving you. I'm taking you back to Walcott."

      "Not yet." I step closer and he shifts backwards. "We need to decide what to do. Where to go from here."

      "I'm tired and there's nothing we can do now," he says and wipes a hand down his face. "Tomorrow."

      "Talk to me."

      Slowly, he shakes his head as he forces his voice to steady. "I need time to think. This is a blow to me."

      "To you?" I ask, pitch rising. "What about Andrei? It's more than a blow to him. We can't stop now. We need to prevent him reaching Ravenhold."

      He straightens and places a hand on the door. "Maeve. That's impossible."

      "Then we need to find the real culprit." Tobias is saying he can't help. That we're out of options. I gulp in air. "We need to. Don't you have any thoughts?"

      "I have my suspicions based on some Petrescu students' past behaviour, but the individuals concerned are difficult to read."

      "I can make them confess. Who?" I urge.

      "We can discuss this tomorrow."

      "Tomorrow is too late!" I say, voice rising.

      Tobias frowns at me. "No, now is too late. You're magically exhausted and so am I. Please, Maeve, don't turn into a hysterical girl again."

      His words are a slap in the face that unleash thoughts of my own. "Better than being a cold-hearted man like you."

      "Cold-hearted?" He stares at me. "Because I'm keeping a level head?"

      "No. You're behaving like Andrei. You refuse to allow people close either because you don't care or because—"

      "Because I care too much?" he asks harshly. "Have you considered that? You know nothing of my role and what this situation means for me."

      "You were sent to watch over Andrei and failed?"

      He winces and his face draws with anger. "I have not failed. But this is a problem to me. My freedom depends on Andrei's safety."

      I falter. "If Andrei goes, you do?"

      He swipes a hand across his hair. "Yes. The person I work for is high up in the Confederacy and he has given me this chance. If I fail him, I might be incarcerated again."

      "Ravenhold?"

      He smiles wryly. "I'm too old for Ravenhold. There's an adult prison that makes Ravenhold look like a holiday camp."

      Of course there would be. This is like any other society. Immediately I have visions of Azkaban but push down the stupid Harry Potter similarities I fail to let go of. This world is nothing like Harry Potter. Not by a long, long way.

      "Then why are you giving up?" I ask.

      "Will you listen to me, Maeve? I need to figure this out. Alone. Tomorrow, we can talk again."

      He's tired. Distressed. Unguarded. Stepping forward, I study his face. The handsome features are marred by his stress, a vulnerability I haven't seen before. I feel terrible for this, but I'm desperate. I can't wait.

      "Tobias." I speak his name softly this time, imploring him to keep his attention on me. Not to look away or dismiss me. I feel his frustrated distress as much as if I were experiencing it, and our shared despair and sorrow wind together.

      The small space is there. The place in Tobias's mind I can slip into and carefully shuffle through his thoughts. I won't need to dig far; I'm sure the faces of the people he suspects are close.

      They are.

      Oliver and Tobias in a room. Oliver laughing at him, telling Tobias he didn't kill and even if he had, Tobias won't be able to touch him. Tobias doesn't fully believe Oliver. Why did nobody point the finger at him? The hemia who's vocal about his dislike of houses mixing.

      Everywhere I turn, rivalry becomes animosity. A threat to the future. A barrier erects between me and Tobias's thoughts, hard enough to cause pain as if someone jabbed their fingers into my eyes.

      "What the hell, Maeve?" growls Tobias.

      "You believe Oliver did this," I say, holding his furious gaze. "You know the real murderer and you're doing nothing." Adrenaline courses into my veins with a fury to match his. "Why didn't you do something before they took Andrei?"

      "Keep your voice down."

      "No! I won't!" The anger continues to shake through me.

      "I've focused on helping Andrei remain at the academy, and then I can follow my suspicions. And it's only a suspicion, Maeve."

      "If you won't do something, I will. Maybe I can stop this. Help Andrei." I turn away, blinded by everything apart from finding Oliver and clawing my way into his mind. I want to rip the truth from his thoughts and force the words from his mouth. I'll mind control him into a confession.

      "I can't be certain, Maeve," I grab the door handle. "Stop. You can't walk into Petrescu."

      I spin around. "Then you can take me there. Now."

      "No."

      I'm beyond logic. Past common sense. Right now, I'm fuelled by my emotions and adrenaline. If someone looked inside my mind now, they'd find nothing coherent. An image of Andrei climbing into the van repeats in my head, along with every horror story I've heard about Ravenhold.

      I'll go on my own. Screw the rules. I shove at Tobias as he tries to take my hand from the handle, and I pull open the door.

      "Don't be so stupid!" Tobias grabs my arm and tugs me back inside. "You're not thinking straight."

      "Get off me!" I yell and the fierce mix of emotions bursts from inside me and I shove him hard in the chest. As he stumbles in surprise, I turn to pull open the door again.

      His arms wrap around my waist and he pulls me towards himself to halt me. "Let me go." I lean away from him, attempting to disengage my body and senses, but his grip remains firm, his strength as great as Ash's.

      "Listen to me," he says breath hot against my ear.

      I can't respond, as the fury coursing through him reaches mine, reforging the bond we created earlier. A different energy than usual joins the anger and flows towards me, faster and more intense. Has binding our power earlier opened something inside Tobias that he's hidden from me?

      I focus on the ground beneath my feet, but I can't fade away from what's happening. Tobias may be trying to restrain me, but this physical embrace could be as intimate as I was with Andrei two nights ago, as arousing as his skin against mine.

      And Tobias has his clothes on.

      "You're..." Hurting me? No.

      Tobias's hands could be on my naked body, my blood heating at the intense arousal covering every inch of me. His breath comes faster and I feel his forehead against the back of my neck, his lips close to where my skin goosebumps.

      "This is insane," he mumbles.

      I relax in his arms, shocked at how the pleasure builds, unable to resist how this wipes away the anguish as readily as if he'd absorbed my emotions.

      Is he experiencing the same as me? I draw my fingers along his arm, over his shirtsleeves and the taut muscles surrounding my waist.

      "Fuck." He steps back and my body cries out as our connection breaks, the air between us arctic after the heat created.

      I tremble, almost too scared to look around at him. When I turn, he's several feet away, further into the shadows. The lamia energy between us sears my skin and I'm a whisper away from stepping closer.

      "What was that, Tobias?" I ask.

      He backs away, almost tripping over a seat behind him, swearing. His eyes are darker than I've seen before, and not only with the desire to match what courses through my veins.

      "What did you do to me?"

      "Shit." He drags a hand through his hair. "I overreacted and thought you were about to run out of the door and cause a scene we don't need. That's why I grabbed you."

      "Not that, the... other thing."

      "I didn't deliberately do anything to you, Maeve."  His eyes drop to my mouth and he looks away. "Fuck."

      "You felt it too, didn't you?" I ask cautiously.

      He swallows. "Yes. Connecting our minds opened up something else. I knew to avoid touching you but… fuck. I'm sorry."

      "That wasn't deliberate?"

      "No, Maeve." His voice is soft, apologetic. "You're an emotional mess. Why would I take advantage?"

      "Then why?"

      Tobias chews his lip. "I can't spend time in a room with you without us triggering our energy connection. What did you think would happen if we touched?"

      "We've touched before."

      "Not like that. Not when we've melded minds as closely. I try to keep away, but…" He pauses. "Forgive me. I won't put you in that situation again. I merely meant to stop you running through the academy screaming like a banshee."

      I want to say that I understand, but nothing makes sense. We both know this is something that can't be ignored, or pushed into a box and forgotten about.

      "Promise me when you walk out of that door, you won't go to Petrescu,” he says, and I nod. “And I promise I will investigate tomorrow. Could you ask Jamie to get the cottage keys and we can meet there to plan our next move."

      This is more the old Tobias, grasping at his wits again, even though he's not mentally coping.

      "Do you think you could bring Ash?" The fear something bad may happen to him too has intensified with Andrei's removal.

      "I will try." He chews his lip, his wariness as strong as mine. Changing the subject away from tonight and planning the future makes more sense. "Would you like me to escort you back to Walcott?" he asks stiffly.

      "No," I say, voice thick. "I'd rather walk alone."

      He smiles. "Of course."

      Tobias's escorts me from the room and hesitantly asks again if I want him to walk me back. His touch has pulled me out of one shock and into another, because whatever happened moments ago scares me. Relief brightens his face when I say no.
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      As I gingerly make my way to Walcott, I avoid looking in the direction the van with Andrei travelled. I'm trembling, emotionally and physically screwed by the last hour. Andrei. Tobias. What next?

      I pull out my phone and check the screen; I've been too distracted to hear messages. Jamie wants me to see him. He needn't ask because he's the first person I'm going to. 

      Inside Walcott, a gaggle of students are gathered at the top of the winding stairs, crowded around the large window that looks towards the front of the academy, chattering. The talk dries up the moment my foot touches the top step.

      Yvette heads the group and her position on the stairs creates a barrier between me and her. "We saw them take him.”

      Glee accompanies her mocking smile, which almost triggers the tears I fight. Almost.

      "Andrei will be back once they find the real killer," I retort.

      She shakes her head. "Maeve, you keep repeating that and nobody's listening. You can tell yourself whatever you want, but your murderous vampire boyfriend is gone."

      Becci stands towards the edge of the group, not looking out the window. She's paler than last night and chewing her nails. "I'm tired, Yvette. Can I sleep in your room again?"

      "Of course, hon. Until Sofia finds you a new room, you can share with me and Alison." Yvette pats Becci's arm, who smiles gratefully.

      A new room. "Did you share with Lorna?" I ask.

      Becci nods and chews her nail harder.

      "Didn't you see anything?"

      "No!" she protests. "How many times do people need to ask me?"

      Yvette takes Becci's hand between hers and pats. "Ignore her. Maeve, you can Nancy Drew all you want, but leave Becci alone."

      Something's weird. Why didn't I pick up on this earlier? Becci hasn't looked at me once.

      My stomach lurches. She won't look at me.

      "I'm sorry about Lorna," I say, "this must be hard for you."

      At my platitude, she lifts her eyes and they meet mine. Do I have enough energy left in me for this?

      I have seconds to swipe at her memories, only catching a couple of glimpses, but it's enough. Lorna laughing and smiling. Becci warning her not to do something—I don't catch what. A guy speaking her name. His face is a blank, scrubbed in black the way someone would scrawl through an unwanted picture. I recognise the surroundings. They're at the academy grounds.

      Her eyes fill with trepidation and she turns her back on me. The girls continue talking, but I don't want to fully rejoin their world. I grip onto the images in an attempt to memorise them but they fade too fast.

      "Excuse me," I say and step around the group.

      For the first time tonight, a small hope shines in the dark.

      Becci knows something.

      She's the key to unlocking the truth.
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        * * *

      

      JAMIE

      

      The news spreads through Walcott like a firestorm—the Confederacy took Andrei. He's on the way to Ravenhold.

      Now my focus is one person. Maeve.

      How did her and Tobias fail? Were they discovered and arrested for misusing magic too? A hundred scenarios vie inside my head, and I whip out my phone to message her.

      If Andrei's gone, do we have any hope of clearing his name?

      I wait in the common room, eyes on my phone ready for her reply. I hear some jibes thrown my way, but ignore them. Maeve must know. She'll be freaking out—I hope Tobias helps with that.

      Maeve sends an ‘on my way' text and I rush outside, hoping to catch her before she meets any gloating students. Too late. Maeve breaks away from a group on the stairs, but instead of tears there's a dark determination on her features. Her blonde hair is mussed and she smooths it as she storms along.

      "Maeve." I catch her arm as she almost hits me; she's so lost in her own world.

      She blinks up at me. "Jamie." Maeve's voice cracks and I hug her to me, surrounding her with comfort and hiding her from interested eyes passing by.

      "What happened?" I whisper into her hair.

      "It was awful." She pulls away and the expression pains my heart. "Awful. I don't know where to start."

      Her hands are clasped behind my back as she clings to me; she's never held me this tight before. Why is she shaking with distress? The least Tobias could do is help calm her.

      "Are you in trouble?" I whisper.

      "No. I don't think so." She keeps her cheek pressed against me and I'm lost. Can I can give Maeve what she needs?

      I let her cry into my shirt for a few minutes, while I glare at anybody passing who might comment about us, or Andrei. Stroking her soft hair soothes me as much as her, and gradually her breathing slows. At times like these, I wish I could curl around Maeve and keep her safe from everybody or create a magical armour to protect her heart.

      I'm about to move when another sob escapes Maeve. I crush her to me again, wishing this would squeeze out her pain, and place my lips on the top of her head. "I'm here, you're okay," I say.

      Maeve pulls away and wipes at her blotchy face with the back of a hand. "Can we move?"

      Few people are around as we walk along the hallway towards the dorm rooms. "Do you want to talk about what happened?" I ask.

      Maeve wipes her nose with the heel of her palm and shakes her head. Her big blue eyes are red-rimmed and filled with tears, but there's a different jitteriness around her. Not as if she's scared, but that something else affected her tonight.

      I sensed something strange in her energy when I held Maeve, a combination of exhaustion and something else. Somebody else's energy?

      "Do you want me to stay with you tonight?" I ask cautiously when she puts her hand on the door handle.

      "I'm too tired to talk," she says in a thick voice.

      "That's okay. We can talk tomorrow." I dig my hands in my pockets and smile at her.

      "My bodyguard?" she asks with a crooked smile.

      "I'm whatever you want me to be, Maeve," I say softly. I didn't mean for the words to be loaded, but they hang heavy between us.

      "Just be Jamie," she says. Maeve sighs and touches my chest. "I made your T-shirt damp. Sorry."

      I smile at her weird concern. "That's what you're worried about?"

      Maeve tiptoes and kisses my cheek. "You're amazing, Jamie."

      Her words swell my heart, and I hug her again. "Go to bed. Tell me everything in the morning."

      She pulls away and nods.

      "Tobias will have a plan. Don't worry," I say.

      Maeve drops her look to the floor, and I detect a wave of troubled energy. "I hope so."

      When the door closes behind her, I wrinkle my nose and look at the ceiling. Am I upset that Maeve doesn't want me to watch over her tonight?

      Maybe a little disappointed, but honestly? I need a decent night's sleep.
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      Walcott and Petrescu both use the cafeteria this morning, now open again for breakfast, but with something new and something missing. New guards watch from tables, pretending they're eating breakfast too.

      And every Gilgamesh kid is missing.

      Nobody in authority need worry about fights—the two houses barely register each other, sitting in the house cliques more noticeable than usual. Katherine's group only includes Petrescu today. Things are calmer because no hemia can come to breakfast, but when the evening and classes begin, the true test of ‘normalcy' happens.

      The emptiness in my heart is matched by the vacant chairs around the table. Three missing—Amelia, Ash and Andrei. Jamie's thinking the same thing—it doesn't take a spirit affinity to feel that. I comb my mind for something to talk about to break our morose silence, but there's nothing light in my thoughts.

      Yvette and her gang sit a few tables from us, drinking coffee and picking at muffins as they chat. Throughout my breakfast with Jamie, she watches us. Andrei's incarceration has lifted them and their smiles twist anger and jealousy inside. I want to be the one happy at the outcome.

      I stir the yoghurt with my spoon too vigorously and some splashes from the pot. Yoghurt splatters Jamie's sleeve.

      "Are you going to eat that or throw it at me?" he says, wiping the mess away with his fingers.

      "Sorry."

      He shakes his head and smiles. "Eat the yoghurt. I'm watching."

      "You can be really bossy sometimes, Mr. Greenwood," I retort.

      Jamie huffs and rolls up his shirt sleeves, revealing his distractingly toned forearms. "I'm dealing with the most stubborn witch I've met. I have no choice." He drops his firm tone. "Maeve, you're fading. I don't know if this is because you're not coping or something more, and I feel helpless. But I can make sure you eat and offer free hugs whenever required."

      I take a huge mouthful of yoghurt and stare at him as I eat. His mouth tips into the smile that triggers endorphins and happiness. He's helping in more ways than he realises. Yoghurt smears my mouth and I lick my lips before leaning in to kiss Jamie's soft cheek. "Thank you."

      "I'm always here for you, remember?"

      I move back and stroke his cheek with the back of a hand. "You shaved."

      He rubs his chin. "Yeah. I'm not into the scruffy look."

      "You decided not to grow a beard?" I ask and run my fingers along his chin. His smooth skin is a contrast to the scratchy sensation against my neck last night. "I began to wonder if you were going for an edgier look, when you weren't the perfectly groomed Jamie for a couple of days."

      "Not unless I need to disguise myself and even then..." He pulls a face.

      I smirk at an image in my head. "I can't picture you with a beard. Ash maybe, but not you."

      He straightens and puffs his chest out. "Are you saying I'm not manly enough?'

      "Manly." I splutter the word, casting an appreciative gaze over his lean physique. "Believe me, you're manly enough."

      "Hmm." Jamie pushes hair from his eyes and looks the other way, lips pressed together. "Have you seen Ash this morning?"

      "No. I haven't seen any Gilgamesh yet. Don't you think that's strange?"

      "Vincent probably told Ash to stay away from you again." He sips his coffee.

      "Probably, but he can't tell every student to stay away."

      "Lessons start this evening, including Potions. I expect we'll see Gilgamesh then. The staff want the academy back to normal, remember?"

      At the adjacent table, Yvette giggles and the sounds grates like fingernails on a chalkboard. I focus on Becci, her hair captured in a ponytail, revealing a brighter face as she smiles and joins in, unlike yesterday.

      "Has Yvette threatened you again?" asks Jamie.

      "What?" I look back to him.

      A dark look covers his face. "You're watching them."

      "Oh. No." My chair scrapes as I shift closer to Jamie. "We still need to find our way into Lorna's room, but also need to get Becci alone again."

      He sits back in his chair and his brow tugs low. "I tried, Maeve, but there were too many guards outside the room last night."

      "Hey. It's okay. You're not the only one who failed their mission." I poke him with a toe. We could wallow in our failures, but we need to take them on the chin and continue.

      I lower my voice. "Do you think you can get hold of the key for the cottage? Tobias said he'd try to bring Ash. That's the safest place for us to meet."

      "What time did Tobias say?"

      I spin the yoghurt pot around in my hand. I can't shake what happened between Tobias and me before I walked away last night. Was that due to our heightened emotions or something more?

      What's harder to forget is what I saw in Becci's mind.

      "We forgot to confirm a time. Things were a little... weird. Tobias was upset too. He's taken this badly."

      Jamie tips his head. "He's upset you again. I can tell."

      "Last night was bad. I think we were both shocked and it triggered..." I shake my head.

      "Triggered what?" Jamie leans forward.

      "You know we clash. The situation triggered an argument and neither of us were rational. Today I'm sure he'll be back to his old self and have a plan."

      "Hopefully he'll pin down Oliver and drag the truth from him," says Jamie. "This could all be over soon."

      Yvette and her friends pass by and I sigh at her immaturity as she knocks my chair and simpers an apology. Sometimes, kids here act like they're fifteen and not nineteen years old. Becci stays on the group's outer edge, furthest away from Jamie and me.

      "She knows that I saw something in her mind," I whisper to Jamie as the girls leave.

      "I hope Becci doesn't find a strong blocking spell before we can get to her." He half stands. "We should stop Becci and talk to her."

      I place my hand on his to stop him. "No. We can't run after Becci and assault her. We need to speak to Tobias and find the right time. How good is she at mental magic?"

      He shrugs. "Average, I guess."

      "And I'm above average."

      Jamie sits back down. "Are you sure Oliver isn't the guy you saw in her mind?"

      "I couldn't tell. If anything, the image faded overnight."

      He looks at the doors Becci walked through with Yvette. "I think she knows who really killed Lorna."

      "But why isn't she saying anything?"

      "She may've been threatened, especially if she saw the murder."

      I rub my mouth. In all my eagerness to find the truth, I hadn't considered if Becci may be in danger too.

      Jamie reaches across the table and squeezes my fingers. "Everything is complicated, but I'm great at jigsaws." He stands and this time I don't stop him. "I'll get the cottage key and we can wait for Tobias over there. At least the atmosphere's more comfortable there."

      I'm tempted to rush over to Gilgamesh to find Ash, but need to be content he's okay, and wait. But that waiting is gnawing at my resolve. I'm grateful one of my missing friends is back, but there was something weird about him yesterday.

      "I'll come with you." I stand hastily. I don't want to be on my own. Not yet.

      Jamie holds out his hand. "Sure."

      Without him this last couple of days, I'd be a mess. Yes, I'm determined to be strong for Andrei and all of us, but without support from others, I can't be.

      "Thank you," I whisper and squeeze his hand.
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      I'd forgotten how much of a sanctuary the cottage is and understand why Jamie would come here alone. If I were him, I'd be here every day. I open the curtains in the lounge window to let some welcome light into the room. There's nobody walking towards the cottage yet, but we're a little early. Please let Tobias find Ash.

      On the way over here, me and Jamie continued to discuss our theories about where we go next, and I'm still convinced the Petrescu guy is responsible. Has Tobias spoken to him yet? I'm certain we'll find the real killer, and that confidence wipes away some of the sickness that comes over me if I think about Andrei.

      Is Andrei at Ravenhold yet? How frightened is he?

      Will everything happening to Andrei change him?

      Jamie clatters around in the kitchen and I wander in to find him arranging mugs on the stone counter besides a boiling kettle. "Tea?" I ask with a chuckle. "How very English in a crisis."

      "Not your usual sort of tea." Jamie opens a cupboard to reveal a neat row of glass jars containing dried leaves in shades of black, reds, and greens.

      "Herbal?" I pull a face. "I like chamomile sometimes, but I'm not a fan. Those teas never taste of anything."

      "Some of these aren't common. Amelia brought them from her family's place."

      "Magic teas?" I blurt.

      "Well, magic infused, but they taste like normal tea." Jamie smiles and he takes a jar from the cupboard and pops off the lid. "How about this one?"

      I sniff the contents—a curious smell of licorice and cloves with a sweetness I can't identify. "What does this tea do to you?"

      "Clarity." He catches my look. "Not mind-altering, Maeve. We need to focus our thoughts because they're all over the place right now."

      I watch, wrinkling my nose as he spoons leaves into a cracked blue and white teapot painted with small flowers. "I'll try."

      Jamie has set out four mugs on a tray, and I smile even though it triggers the sinking feeling again. There should be six. "Biscuits?"

      "That's Ash's department. He usually eats them all and brings replacements."

      Ash. "I hope Tobias brings him today."

      "I'm sure he will."

      The brief moments I saw Ash stick in my mind. He wasn't hurt or unhappy, but confused and his hesitance around me has to be for one reason. Vincent. What happened when they went away? Ash told me he'd break free from Vincent's controlling attitude, but his grip on Ash looked firmer.

      I take the tray and walk back into the lounge to place it on the scratched wood table, before wandering over to the window again. From here, only one side of the main academy building is visible, with a pathway leading towards the cottage, at the edge of the woods. Two figures round the corner, but from this distance I'm unable to tell if they're pupils or the two guys I'm waiting for.

      My eyes strain as I spend the next few minutes staring at them, willing this to be Tobias and Ash. They set foot on the path leading towards us. The mid-morning sun silhouettes them, adding more frustration as I'm unable to see the pair clearly.

      But as they draw closer I recognise the two people's figures and gaits. The tall guy who walks tall and slowly, plus the broader guy who strides purposefully.

      This has to be Ash with Tobias.

      I fling open the door and run towards the pair along the narrow pathway. With each step, the clearer they become and I pick up my pace.

      "Ash!"

      He strides over and gathers me in his arms, lifting me off the floor in a strong embrace. I bury my nose into his neck, inhaling his subtle scent and the perspiration on his skin. Relief pours into my heart as I cling to his broad back.

      "Things are fucked up, Maeve," he whispers into my ear.

      I wriggle so he puts me back down and before I can ask him to elaborate, he pushes his lips against mine and grips my head, kissing me as if we've been apart years, not days. Throwing my arms around his neck, I kiss him back.

      How long since we last kissed? With Vincent in the way, we've had little contact since the evening in his room. My worries that he'll reject me again are wiped away in this moment—but this kiss adds an extra complication to my situation.

      "Can we go inside?" asks Tobias from beside us.

      Ash drops his hold and wraps an arm around my shoulders, hugging me close. "Yeah. Come on."

      Briefly, I meet Tobias's eyes and he immediately looks forward. What the hell happened between us last night? He blinks and walks in front of me and Ash, leaving me with the certainty he heard my thoughts.

      I rest my head against Ash as we follow him, and the words 'I don't know' cross my mind. Not my inner thoughts—Tobias's words.

      We've never before transferred thoughts as clearly as we did last night. Has something changed?

      Another complication. 

      Jamie appears in the doorway and Ash drops his arm from my shoulders. They clap hands and embrace with one arm in that strange way guys do—‘I want to hug you but this is acceptable'. "You okay, Ash?"

      "Yeah. Mostly."

      His voice is steady, but there's a rasp as if he's shouted a lot recently, and once we walk into the house, I take a closer look at his appearance too. He's as pale as the hungover Jamie a few days ago, the smile he gave me outside gone, and his eyes don't shine with the same life as usual. He's washed out—why?

      "Are you sick?" I ask him. "You look like you have the flu."

      "Rough couple of days." He forces a smile then kisses my forehead. "It's good to see you though."

      Tobias pulls out a chair. "Sit, Ash. You wouldn't say anything on the walk over, and something is wrong. Why did you need to sneak from Gilgamesh to find me?"

      Ash drops into the dining chair and rests his forearms on the table. He's dressed in the Gilgamesh rugby shirt again, his muscular figure slumped forward. "Vince's attempt to control me is worse. A lot of things are worse."

      "What do you mean?" I ask, sitting beside him. "Did Vince hurt you?"

      Ash clasps his hands together in front of him. "I don't know."

      "What do you mean?" asks Tobias sharply. "You would know if he assaulted you."

      Ash's tired expression grows. "I don't know because I can't remember what happened two nights ago."

      Tobias swears and drops into a seat opposite Ash, rubbing a palm across his face. "Can you remember anything about your time away with Vincent?"

      "Some. The evening started ordinary—met his friends, pizza, beers, and watching the match. Then Vince preached his weird ideas about the future and how shifters should separate themselves from vampires and witches. Aggressively weird—like the night was a recruitment drive. I argued with him, but Clive and the others were caught up in his excitement."

      "And then?" asks Tobias.

      "We went outside and from then on I have a memory blank, until I woke up hungover the next morning. I didn't think I drank that much."

      "Shit," mutters Jamie. "Spiked drinks?"

      "Dunno. I had a few beers, but not enough for that to be the reason. I woke up back in the house, but Remi told me I left and they never saw me come back before they fell asleep."

      "Where did you go?" asks Jamie.

      Ash shrugs and his mouth turns down. "I don't know. I'm sure this is more than an alcohol memory blank. I remember me and Vince argued at some point, but that's all."

      "And you think something happened?" I reach across the table and take his hand.

      "There's something in here, y'know? Like it's wrapped up tight and I can't get inside."

      I exchange glances with Jamie.

      "Is it possible somebody wiped your memories? Were any witches and vampires at the farmhouse?" Tobias asks.

      Ash snorts. "Not likely. Vince hates them."

      "Do you have any injuries? Feel like magic was used?" he continues.

      He scowls. "Obviously magic was used, and I need you or Maeve to get inside my head and find out what's blocked."

      "I think it would be wiser for me to try," says Tobias. "Untangling the magic used to block memories is difficult. Maeve can see the future and has learned to use mental magic in the present, but she cannot see memories as clearly as I can."

      "When?" he asks. "Now?"

      Tobias rubs his lips together. "I'd like to say yes, but I'm exhausted after last night."

      He avoids my eyes as he speaks, as he has since we stepped inside.

      "What happened last night?" Ash rubs his eyes. "I heard Andrei has gone."

      "We tried to stop them taking Andrei, with magic. Our plan backfired," I mumble.

      "What's the story? I heard the bare bones from gossiping, but why did he leave?"

      "Taken, not left," I say softly. I give Ash a staccato rundown on the events, leaving out my alibi story, and his eyes widen with each word I say.

      "Shit. Poor Andrei. You can sort this, right?" Ash looks at Tobias as if he holds the solution to everything.

      Tobias may've spent time convincing everybody he's infallible, but recently I've sensed differently.

      "Tobias has a suspect," I say.

      "I told you, Maeve, I have a suspicion with no evidence."

      "Maybe his mind is blanked too?" I suggest.

      He sits. "I spoke to Oliver this morning, as I said I would, but I'm certain he isn't responsible. Oliver was in the common room at Lorna's time of death. Several other students confirmed this and I saw the truth in their minds."

      "No!" I protest. "That's not true. I saw your memory!"

      "Oliver wanted to taunt me, until he realised his stupidity in almost implicating himself." The defeat is clear in his voice. "I'm sorry."

      Be glad you didn't run and accuse him last night. His words.

      Get out of my head. I glare and he blinks again. Was that deliberate or not?

      "But we think we have a lead on what to do," puts in Jamie hopefully. "We think one of Lorna's friends knows who the real killer is."

      "After I left you last night, Tobias, I caught a glimpse of Becci with Lorna and a vampire. Nothing clear, but I discovered they shared a room."

      Tobias's eyes brighten—ever so slightly. "This was a vampire attack, yes, but we need clearer faces."

      "My psychometry could help. I couldn't find my way into the room last night, but I'll try again today," says Jamie apologetically.

      "We'll find the killer," I say to myself as much as to Tobias.

      He nods. "Come to me later, Ash, and I'll see what I can find in your memories."

      "If Vincent lets me out of Gilgamesh to see you," he mutters. "He watches us like he's a hawk not a bloody dragon. Nobody can leave."

      "What the hell is Vincent doing—is this connected to Maeve somehow?" Tobias's frustration returns. "Or is this another issue our world is facing?"

      "I hope not, because his plans would be a big help to the Dominion," says Jamie. "A distraction."

      Tobias shakes his head. "No. Not a distraction. A split between the races could destabilise everything. The Dominion would love this."

      Ash runs both palms down his face. "I don't understand. Vincent isn't a thinker. Yeah, he's powerful and proud, but could he plan a revolution? No. Someone must be behind this."

      "Dominion?" I ask. "Andrei told me he saw into Vince's mind and it was blank."

      "Huh?" Ash straightens. "Blank?"

      '"But this doesn't fit," says Tobias. "If he were a construct under a necromancer witch's control, he wouldn't turn against witches and vampires."

      "Unless that's their plan?" I suggest.

      "Hang on. Necromancer? What do you mean 'construct'?" Ash asks, brow furrowing. "What's that?"

      Tobias takes a deep breath, as if preparing to dive underwater, and I close my eyes not wanting to see Ash's reaction to Tobias's next words. "A construct is something—someone—created by a necromancer when the person dies. The necromancer has total control over the reanimated person, even though the construct keeps all their attributes and memories as if they're still alive."

      Ash's chair crashes to the floor as he stands. "What the fuck are you talking about? Vincent might be spouting some crazy shit, but he isn't dead."

      "If Vincent is a construct, he died," says Tobias.

      I glare at him and his insensitivity. "I'm not sugar coating anything, Maeve. We have a lot to deal with here and all possibilities need discussing."

      Ash's drawn face turns paler. "No. I refuse to believe this bullshit. Vince is my—" His pause alerts us all and he screws his face up before hitting the side of his head with a palm. "There. Something's in there. You have to get into my head. My memories."

      Jamie picks Ash's chair up from the floor and sets it behind him. "Stay calm."

      "How's Vincent since he returned?" asks Tobias.

      Ash drops into the chair. "Vince is the one persuading Professor O'Reilly to keep Gilgamesh segregated, and he's taking a bigger role than helping train us for the games."

      "Hmm. I'll speak to Theodora about this. We need to keep an eye on him until we untangle what happened to you."

      "But first we need to get Andrei back, right. I get that."

      "We can do both, Ash," I say.

      "Yeah, but if Andrei is at Ravenhold, he's in the most danger. We need him back. I don't think Vince is about to act on his thoughts. Not yet."

      "We hope," says Tobias. He reaches out and pours tea into the mugs as if we've met for a morning tea. The aroma grows as he pours. "Amelia's clarity blend?"

      Jamie straightens as our last missing person is mentioned. "Have you heard…" He trails off when Tobias shakes his head.

      "I will do what I can," he says and picks up his mug.

      Exhaustion flickers through his eyes and the enormity of what Tobias is carrying strikes me. He's helping Andrei and Amelia, and now Ash. A leader is needed in any group, but Tobias takes too much responsibility. His position as a professor helps with this, but doesn't fix everything. Tobias's response to Andrei's situation last night told me he isn't coping. How big an impact does failing have on Tobias's life?
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      MAEVE

      

      The tea doesn't taste as awful as I expected, and Jamie is right about the clarity as my senses sharpen and head clears. Tobias discusses our next move, while Ash listens but doesn't speak much. We hold hands beneath the table and he runs his fingers across the back of my hand, rhythmic and soothing. I've a lot to talk about with Ash and don't know where to start.

      Our unofficial meeting has taken the four of us another step away from professor and students. We're not just witches, a vampire, and a shifter. The unity grows and once our missing are back, we can only get stronger.

      "I will call Becci to my office and speak to her," says Tobias. "Her behaviour suggests that her memories are intact."

      "But how do we force Becci to tell others if we find those memories?" I ask.

      "That might be a job for you and Tobias," says Jamie.

      Ash wrinkles his nose. "I don't have magic skills. How do I help?"

      "You could go on the charm offensive?" suggests Jamie. "You know Becci's group follow the rugby team. Well, some of the players."

      "Is that so?" Tobias smiles. "Perhaps hold one of your parties, Ash?"

      "I'm not in a party mood."

      "Yes!" I straighten. "That would give me the perfect opportunity to speak to Becci."

      "Um. Guys. Someone just died?" says Ash.

      "Then hold a party to celebrate her life. One organised by the shifters to help unify the other houses," suggests Tobias.

      Ash taps a teaspoon on the tray. "I don't know. Sounds a little insensitive to me. I don't think inviting Petrescu is smart either."

      "I agree," I say.

      "Okay, not a party—a few select people? The most popular guy in the school should step up and offer support," says Jamie.

      Ash slumps back in his seat. "I don't know about you guys, but my head is screwed."

      "We need to help Andrei," I urge.

      "I agree, but man this will be difficult. What if Vince finds out and loses his shit?" asks Ash. "And Maeve and Jamie? Should they stay away?"

      "We need to watch Vincent— and each other— closely. Vincent is still opposed to your friendship with Maeve, and I'd like to see how he reacts if he sees the two of you together." Tobias tugs his bottom lip with his teeth. "Talking of which, there's one more thing, Ash. Do you feel as if you shifted?"

      "I think I'd remember that," he retorts. "Look at my face. Hands. If I were a Mid, you'd be able to tell."

      "That's usually what happens, yes, but sometimes minor marks are left on the body if the juvenile shifter manages to shift back again." Ash scowls at the word ‘juvenile'.

      "Maeve, would you mind checking him over?"

      My pulse hikes. "Everywhere? Like, naked?"

      Ash chortles and I slap him on the arm. 

      "Not everywhere, unless that's what you both want." Tobias can't hide an amused curve on his lips and I bristle. This is serious. "Often the marks are on the lower back, occasionally other areas that Ash can't see himself."

      "His butt?" asks Jamie and snickers.

      "Grow up, Jamie." I pointlessly fight the heat in my cheeks as my mortification grows. Ash. Butt naked. With me. 

      "Ash?" Tobias asks him.

      "I'm good with Maeve seeing me naked." His eyes shine for the first time since we walked into the room.

      "Not naked," I protest. "Just... partly."

      "Either you do this, or Ash can undress in front of me." Tobias shakes his head. "I think you'd both appreciate Ash undressing more than I would."

      Ash tucks hair behind my ear—the hair I tried to hide behind. I'm a hundred percent certain that my cheeks are now a deep pink because the heat radiates from me. "Say no if you're uncomfortable. It's fine."

      "I'd rather get into your mind and see what's in there than get into your jeans," I say, attempting to cover my embarrassment with humour.

      Ash cocks a brow. "Really?"

      Jamie rests against the door, chewing on his thumbnail as he watches us. Does he feel pushed away already? I vow not to let our new closeness drop away because Ash is back to overshadow him.

      Each guy means different things to me, and offers me something the other can't—Jamie's intuition and gentleness contrasts Ash's forthright and passionate nature. And Andrei? My misfit mirror who understands more than I thought possible. The guy who's one step closer to me than the others, but now he feels forever away.

      "Perhaps we should give Ash and Maeve some time alone," says Tobias. "Jamie, walk with me and we can talk about our next move."

      Jamie smiles at us as he drops the cottage key on the table. "I'm glad you're back and safe, Ash. We've missed you."

      The door closes behind the pair and I'm alone in a room with Ash for the first time since we made out in his bedroom.

      Hell, I have a lot to talk to him about.
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      I leave Ash and Maeve together and walk towards the academy with a quiet Tobias. My trust in him wavered when Maeve told me his history, but each day I realise our way forward is to trust him. He hasn't taught at the academy for long, brought in early this year as the new Mental Magic teacher, employed because he could provide 'extra tuition' for the failing Andrei.

      I always sensed something strange about him. Now I discover he killed witches... and people complain Andrei is dangerous? Ha.

      I continue to be suspicious about his motives, and the weirdness between him and Maeve bothers me, but currently who can we ask for help?

      "We never discussed the other issue in detail," I say to him as we tramp along the moss-covered pathway.

      He turns to look at me, blinking as if I interrupted his thoughts. "What issue is that, Jamie?"

      The way he flicks between Professor Whitlock's formality and the guy who speaks to us on our level perturbs me too. Can't Tobias decide who to be?

      "Amelia."

      "Ah." He shoves his hands in his pockets as we slow the pace. "As I said, I don't have further information."

      "Did you help Amelia leave?" 

      This time he pauses and presses his lips together. "Why would I help Amelia when I would like you all together? She did approach me and question me about Ravenhold, and I was tempted to help but didn't. I'm as surprised as you, because I never expected her to be the loose cannon amongst you."

      "But you knew Matt and Amelia have a witch bond. A bond like that is powerful and capable of influencing an otherwise sensible girl."

      He sighs and shakes his head. "So it would seem. Jamie, I am asking people I know at the Confederacy to let me know if she's mentioned or found. I just hope..." He trails off. "That she stays safe."

      "You mean out of Dominion hands? Does she have what they want—she's not the most skilled witch."

      "Jamie, you just mentioned their intense witch bond. You underestimate your friend."

      Shit. I watch my feet instead. Amelia underestimates herself, so I've always underestimated her too. How powerful will the pair be together? One thing's certain, the Dominion like the world's most potent witches and vampires in their ranks.

      "You don't think Matt would work with the Dominion, do you?" I look back and run my hand through my fringe. "Ravenhold must be a melting pot of Confederacy resentment."

      "They've yet to infiltrate Ravenhold," he says. "Besides, most of the kids there aren't interested in taking sides. Recruiting them is a waste of time."

      Something in the way he says the words shows a greater understanding than if another had told him. Who recruited him? "But you work for the Confederacy. They recruited you despite what you did."

      Tobias pauses and crosses his arms. We're several metres from the building, where students walk down the steps and head out to the lawns.

      "Maeve told you?" he asks.

      "About the witches you killed?" I attempt nonchalance but my lungs constrict.

      "Yes." Instead of anger, he smiles. "I like that she doesn't keep secrets from you."

      "We've no secrets anymore. Have you?"

      Tobias sets off walking again and his evasiveness triggers my suspicions again. "I think Maeve appreciates your strength over the last few days. Thank you."

      I frown. "Why are you thanking me?"

      "You know how much Maeve struggles with her situation and her closeness to Andrei has made the last few days tougher. She's lucky to have friends like you."

      Friends. We're more than friends. Aren't we?

      The attraction between us has existed from the day I greeted her just metres from where I stand now. But I'm not like Ash, with his confidence and charm. Nor am I an Andrei, whose intensity and mystery attracted her. I'm just clueless Jamie, the guy who can never read signals.

      But you know what? She cares for me as much as the others. We've a bond they don't share. I had Maeve to myself the last few days, but I refused to be the arsehole who would take advantage of the situation when she struggled with her emotions. Hell, I could've kissed her a number of times over the last couple of days, and the temptation was there.

      No, Maeve doesn't need me confusing the situation. The problem is, I suspect there's something that confuses our situation more than a kiss would.

      For now, I give Maeve what I'll always give her, whoever she chooses to surround herself with. Understanding. Support.

      Love.

      "What do you think about the situation with Ash?" asks Tobias, interrupting my musing.

      "Maeve's entitled to choose who she wants. I'm happy, if she's happy. I guess it depends whether Ash and Andrei will be okay with the situation."

      Tobias's lips purse in amusement. "I meant the situation with his brother."

      Damn. "Oh. Uh. That's tough. How dangerous do you think Vincent is right now?"

      "The man—or whatever he is—is playing a long game. There's no urgency currently."

      "There's always urgency, Tobias."

      He cocks his head. "Yes, but Andrei is an emergency. I didn't want to say this to Maeve, but it's possible Rupert didn't accompany him to Ravenhold."

      "That's a good thing, right?"

      "No. Others have plans for Andrei. They want to remove him completely."

      Is this a polite term for a horrible situation. "Kill?"

      "That cannot be discounted. The Confederacy have their excuse now, and it's the most common punishment for killers."

      "His grandfather won't allow that," I protest.

      "That's what I'm hoping."

      I run my fingers through my fringe. "I'm glad you didn't mention this to Maeve. She would've freaked out."

      "She reacted badly when Andrei was taken. I don't want her unfocused, because Maeve dips into her old self when she is. She returns to the girl who fears our world and can't see her place in it."

      "Don't underestimate her," I mutter at Tobias.

      "On the contrary, she underestimates herself."

      "Maeve wouldn't be happy if she knew we were discussing her." I give him an uncertain smile.

      "Indeed." His formality comes with a grin too. "Perhaps we should stop."

      "And talk about Amelia?" I ask.

      "I wish I could help you more. Once we've fixed Andrei's situation and ensured Vincent isn't a threat to the academy, we can focus more on her."

      "That's a little harsh," I say.

      "Why? She made this decision. Perhaps she doesn't want us searching for her and drawing attention."

      "I bloody hope she doesn't end up in Ravenhold with Matt."

      "I doubt that. If she wanted to, Amelia could've misused her magic in order to be remanded at Ravenhold. No, instead she ran. I think Amelia has a wild notion that she can free him."

      My blood cools to match the wind lifting my hair. "Do you think she's travelled to Ravenhold island?"

      "She wouldn't get close. Nobody from the outside can." Tobias nods. "Jamie. We will find Amelia—if she wants to be found."

      We part ways at the edge of the pathway which splits—one to Walcott and the other to Petrescu. Tobias has little else to say and now isn't the time to tackle the mountainous issues between us. I watch as his figure strides tall towards his house and pupils, and consider why he has such a key role in the academy.

      One in a long line of confusing things.

      Walking along the Walcott halls, another confusing question drops into my mind as I pass students' rooms. I'm not the only psychomancer in this world. Supernatural investigators should've performed their magic on Lorna and Becci's room to pick up traces of memories, but evidently didn't. I hated to admit this early on, especially as I wanted Maeve to stay positive, but the authorities don't give a shit. This death is a convenient way to take Andrei out of the picture.

      Too convenient.

      The Walcott girls who pass me are brighter, now they can leave the building again. A group of elemental witches on the lawn sneakily create extra light and warmth around them as they capture and manipulate the sun's rays. Sometimes, I wish I was an elemental witch. Matt's powerful elemental control amazed me; the guy impressed everybody.

      But my skill is more useful—currently.
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      "Are you happy to do this?" I ask Ash.

      "Sure." I haven't seen the guy for days and now he's about to remove his clothes in front of me. He sits on the sofa and pats the seat. "Can we at least talk before you try to get me naked?"

      "Ha ha. Tobias suggested we do." I sit beside him and clasp my hands in my lap. I've imagined reuniting with Ash, concerned about what might happen, but didn't expect this awkward situation thrust on us. "We don't need to if you're not comf—"

      Ash interrupts by pulling me to him, lips meeting mine. A hand slides into my hair, fingers stroking the nape of my neck with his thumb and sending shivers across my scalp. I didn't mean for this to happen yet, but the suddenness catches me off guard and sends tiny shivers through my body.

      I part my mouth, craving more of his taste, and touch as I push myself against his warm chest. He grips my hair in his fist, holding my head so I can't move, deepening our kiss. My resolve is snatched away by the intensity of the moment, as I relish the way his tongue explores my mouth, reconnecting with the last time his hands were on me.

      I lie back, head hitting the sofa arm and I dig my fingers into his shoulders as his body presses into mine. Ash holds himself away just enough to stop his powerful body overwhelming me, but enough that his heat burns through everywhere he touches.

      The kiss continues; neither of us stopping for air, but something taps on my shoulder and whispers you need to talk first. I gently push at his shoulders and look into his soft eyes, blood pumping hot as he rests his forehead on mine.

      "I missed you," he says hoarsely.

      "I can tell." I brush my lips against his again and the desire remains wound around, holding us tight. "Are you really okay?" I whisper.

      "Mostly." Ash kisses my palm, then wraps his fingers through mine. "I'm safe. You're safe. I can deal with the rest."

      He shifts away from me and I sit up, smoothing my mussed hair. Ash doesn't say anything, but I can sense he's wondering why I stopped. "Ash. Something happened when you were away."

      Alarmed, Ash takes my face in both hands. "Something? Are you alright? Are you hurt?"

      "I'm fine." He'll know soon why I could offer Andrei an alibi, and although Ash told me relationships aren't always exclusive in his world, I'm uncomfortable with a secret. Secrets are poisonous and I can't hide this, however awkward I feel. "Something happened between me and Andrei."

      With a deep frown, Ash pushes my hair from my neck and runs his rough fingertips along the skin, the touch triggering a delicious shiver along my back. His touch ends on my pulse point. "Did he bite you?"

      "What? No!"

      I push his hand away and rub my forehead. This is the most awkward conversation I've had for a long time; worse than telling Rupert last night.

      "I spent the night with him," I blurt, searching his face for the reaction and squirming when Ash stares at me without speaking. "That's how I know Andrei didn't kill Lorna. I was with him. All night."

      Still he doesn't speak, and his eyes darken.

      "Ash?"

      He takes a slow, shuddery breath. "I guess you like to play with fire, Maeve."

      "I'm sorry. I understand why you're upset. I'm confused and..." I can't disentangle everything I feel. I'm lost. I have no excuse.

      Ash shakes his head. "Maeve, I'm not upset that you were with another guy. I'm concerned which guy. I trust Andrei more than I did, and I'm happy he's helping us, but Andrei has a reputation." He pauses. "And you're a witch."

      "He didn't hurt me," I press.

      He shakes his head slowly. "Wow. I never thought you'd get together with Andrei. Is this a love to hate each other thing?"

      "Are you sure you're not upset?" I'm totally confused. How can a guy be okay if the girl kissing him admits to spending time with another? I haven't spelled out what 'spent the night' means, but Ash isn't naive.

      "I hardly touched you or came near you for weeks, Maeve. I let Vince influence me too much. I'm surprised you want me, after the way I treated you."

      I take Ash's face in my hands and his saddened eyes meet mine. "But I should've waited."

      He wrinkles his nose. "Nah. All good. Like I said, I'm a bit shocked who stepped up to the plate. I thought Jamie might." I blink at him. "Maeve, it's fine. I know you and Jamie have, uh… 'unresolved feelings' too."

      I squirm again, because I'm more aware of those unresolved feelings than ever before. "Everything confuses me. I feel weird."

      His hand slips beneath my shirt and he rests his hand against my waist. "You don't feel weird to me."

      We share a smile. "Very funny."

      "Listen, Maeve." He tips my chin with his other hand. "Your body, your choices, but if Andrei hurts you, I'll rip his head off."

      "I honestly don't think he will." I swear my cheeks remain bright red even though Ash accepts every embarrassing word. "Sorry for dropping this on you now, but I wanted you to be aware. No secrets."

      "Don't stress. If you were a shifter who wanted a few mates, that wouldn't be unusual and I'd accept that too."

      Mates. Omigod. "Right," I croak. "Can we stop talking about this now?"

      He laughs. "I'm fine, so don't stress, okay? Now…" Ash stands and pulls his T-shirt over his head. 

      My eyes widen. "What are you doing?"

      "Following Tobias's orders. I'd prefer to strip for you than anyone else."

      "Strip? I only need to see your back."

      He chuckles. "A guy can dream."

      Ash turns away from me and I'm distracted from my task by how perfectly defined the muscles are across his massive shoulders and how his jeans hug his backside in the best possible way.

      "Take a good look," he says with another laugh.

      I stand and hesitate, before lightly running my finger along his back. This isn't helping the desire humming between us as I explore every inch of the smooth skin I can see, searching for any marks. "What am I looking for?"

      "If I'm destined to be a dragon shifter, scales." The amusement has dropped from his voice. "Tell me if a patch of my skin is a different colour."

      My stomach lurches. "Right."

      Strictly speaking, I don't need to touch him, but he's too tempting, and his shoulders move up and he shivers at the sensation. Ash has freckles dotted around his tanned back, but nothing unusual.

      "I don't see anything," I say. "Do you need me to look elsewhere?"

      He turns and lets out a mock gasp. "Are you asking me to strip, Maeve?"

      "No!" I swallow. "Can you check the rest of your body yourself?"

      Sweeping me into his arms, Ash laughs and nuzzles my neck. "I'm teasing. Back or chest is the usual spot to find alterations, and I can see my chest."

      Alterations. Ash keeps joking and playing things down, but I sense his fear. I rest my cheek against him and we stand together in silence. If we'd been alone, with time, who knows which direction we would've taken.

      I hear his heartbeat—and I feel his fear. "Do you want me to try and read your thoughts?" I ask.

      "If you read my exact thoughts right now, you'd slap me," he murmurs against my hair.

      I ignore the temptation to ask. "I mean your memories. Tobias said that magic blocks are difficult to push past, and I can't promise I'll see anything, but I can try."

      I step back and place a hand on his chest, looking into his worried face.

      "I hope you can. I want to know what happened to me. Even if I didn't shift, something doesn't feel right."

      The mood drops and I tiptoe to kiss his downturned mouth. "I'll try. I promise."

      Still distractingly shirtless, Ash sits on the sofa with an expectant but nervous look on his face. He always refused to let me 'practice' on him, and I respected that. I occasionally pick up hints of his thoughts, but usually just his mood. Now, that mood has dropped into apprehension. I sit beside him and take a hand, mine tiny against his.

      "What do you do?" he asks.

      Ash never attended Mental Magic classes, which adds an extra layer of the unknown for him. "You'll need to look at me and allow me to push into your mind. You'll naturally push back, but I'm... quite good at this."

      "Modesty." He grins. "Just promise to keep out of the dirty thoughts I have about you."

      "Ash!" I slap his hand and he winces with a mock pout. "I'm looking for something specific. I'm not interested in your secret fantasies."

      "Yet," he teases.

      I give him a steely stare and Ash clears his throat, straightening. "Sorry. Go on."

      "I know this must be frightening," I say and stroke the back of his hand. "I promise we'll find whatever happened to you."

      Ash places his hand over mine. "I'm scared what Vince is planning. Who he's working with."

      "I know. I am too. But we've got this."

      "Yep."

      Our shared certainty is underpinned by doubt. Who are we but a group of kids and a professor trying to solve situations bigger than the five of us?

      But I need to push those doubts away and stay true to Andrei's belief that together, we're powerful.

      As a group, we can do this.

      Otherwise why are people attempting to split us?

      Ash settles back against the sofa and eyes me nervously with a false smile. I focus on his eyes, their colour and what might lie behind. "Tell me again what you remember, Ash."

      He blinks and repeats what he told the group earlier, eyes moving rapidly through the memories. I seize hold of an image as it passes through his mind—the farmhouse. As he speaks, I picture the room, slowly pulled in as if I sit on the dilapidated sofa beside him. I can smell the pizza and beer, that distinctive male odour that also comes from the rugby changing rooms if I pass them.

      The scene begins to slip away as he pauses. "Go on," I urge. "Run through everything again. I'm listening."

      As Ash continues, the images return and I hear Vince's voice, sensing Ash's tension. I watch as if Ash is showing me images on his phone—a video clip playing in my head.

      "Is it working?" he whispers.

      "So far. Keep talking."

      Ash breathes in heavily and then exhales before nodding. "I don't remember much after this."

      "Shush. Let me stay with you."

      Shaking away the present surroundings, I focus on joining Ash's past. Aching crosses my temples as I concentrate harder, gripping his hand tighter. People rarely stay focused on my eyes the whole time, and with each passing second my mind stays joined to his, my hope rises. He's easy to read because he's unskilled in mental magic and unable to resist me. I'm not surprised—Ash is open with everybody. Always.

      I moisten my lips and jump back into his memories. Vince weighs Ash down with an arm around his shoulder and they step outside. I feel the cool air and breathe in the earthy smell.

      "Maeve."

      Ash walks with his brother, gravel crunching beneath his feet. Like a hidden spectator, I creep after him, straining to see where Vince leads him.

      A sudden crack, as loud as a thunderbolt, bursts in my ears and the sound reverberates through my mind. The images disappear and I'm hurtling forward as if in a speeding car, unable to stop as a black wall speeds towards me. I pull my hands from Ash's and hold them either side of my head, nausea rising with fear as I hurtle closer to the wall.

      "Stop!" Ash's shout succeeds in snapping me out of the fate awaiting me and I blink back to reality and confusion. "That hurts." Ash has both palms across his eyes. "Really fucking hurts. I feel like my brain is about to leak out of my ears."

      His comment would sound funny if it weren't a horrifying possibility to me. "I hit a block—almost—something that I swear would hurt me."

      He removes his hands from his eyes and his mouth drops open. "Shit, Maeve." Two broad palms cup my cheeks and thumbs rub just below my eyes. "Fucking hell."

      "What?" I ask, panic rising. "Are you okay?"

      "I am. But you..." Withdrawing his hands, he holds them out to me. Blood covers the tips of his thumb. "Your eyes."

      I fly to my feet and wipe the back of my wrist across my face. "What do you mean?"

      But the evidence is there as more blood streaks my skin. Bile rises as I stare down at the red that shouldn't be there. "My eyes are bleeding?"

      Paler, Ash nods.

      Two steps at a time, I charge up the stairs, looking for the small bathroom. Inside, I grip the white porcelain sink and stare at myself in the clear mirror. The girl looking back could be straight from a horror movie. I'm deathly white and my eyes brim with red tears. Bloody tears. I grab a nearby brown hand towel and wipe at my eyes with the rough edge.

      Heavy footsteps follow and Ash appears behind me. He takes my arms and pulls me against him, holding my arms tight so I can't rub anymore.

      "What happened?" he demands. "Did I do that to you?"

      "I-I don't know."

      "Has that ever happened before?"

      I swallow. "No."

      Releasing me, he steps back and places both hands on his head, elbows at right angles. "Then we don't try again. We stop."

      "Ash, we can't. We have to find your memories."

      "He can do it. Tobias. This hurt you."

      The bile continues to rise. Why now? Why with Ash? He reaches out and wraps his arms tighter around me, and I push myself into his naked chest. This is a lifetime away from how he held me earlier, but I'm here. I'm okay.

      But scared.

      Pain throbs behind my eyes and in my temples, and when I touch them, I can feel the pulsing.

      "There's no point trying, Maeve."

      I snap my eyes open and look in the mirror. "What did you say?"

      "I said, Tobias can do this. Not you."

      "No. The other thing." But the voice never sounded like Ash. A shadow moves in the mirror, faint and sudden. "What's that?"

      "You're trembling. Come downstairs and lie down. If you give me your phone, I'll call the others back."

      "Something strange is happening," I whisper. "This is different."

      I'm crushed harder against Ash's chest as he holds my head against him.

      In the dark, distant recesses of my mind, I hear a gun shot. An anguished voice—my voice—shouting out a name.

      Jamie.
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      JAMIE

      

      Still mulling over everything discussed today, I head back along the hallway towards the dorm rooms. The guards no longer stand as sentries outside Lorna's room, although they not so subtly walk amongst the students.

      I chew on the edge of my fist and take a surreptitious look around. The door will be locked; but I can try. I push down on the handle and wait for the resistance as I do. As the door opens, I drop my hold in surprise. Weird. Steeling myself for what I might see inside, I step into the room.

      The reason why the door isn't locked greets me, wild-eyed with her curly auburn hair free of the usual ponytail, and clutching clothes to her chest with shaking hands.

      Becci.

      I scan the room. All the drawers are open, and there are clothes and personal items dumped on the bed to the left—everything from jeans, shirts, uniforms, and books to jewellery and perfume bottles.

      "Get out!" she protests and clutches the bundle harder against herself. "What are you doing in here?"

      My curiosity wins and I drop my gaze to the floor, looking for bloodstains. None.

      "She died in her bed," says Becci in a wavering voice and points to the side. Lorna's bed is missing, the area stripped of anything personal as if this were a single room.

      Great. If all Lorna's possessions have gone, what the hell can I find to read? I can't take memories from walls, so I'm stuck.

      "Were you in the room when she died?" I ask.

      She shakes her head.

      "Where were you?"

      Becci turns away and shoves the unfolded clothes into a suitcase. "I've answered these questions once, to the investigators. I don't need to answer you."

      Finally, the fates smile on me—finding Becci here alone could help immensely. "Do you know who she was with the evening…it happened?"

      Becci stops and straightens, lips tight as she regards me. "Didn't you hear? I'm not answering your questions, Jamie. Now go away."

      Are these all her clothes or are some Lorna's? "Sorry. How about I help you pack? I can tell that you want to be out of this room quickly."

      "No." She's emphatic and grabs more items, speeding up her packing.

      "I'll help," I insist.

      The bathroom door is ajar and I wander in. Girl's bathrooms always smell much more pleasant than the guys, and this one still smells of sickly perfume and fruity shampoo. Shelves beside the sink hold bottles lined neatly beside a small plastic container filled with earrings and necklaces.

      I grit my teeth. This bathroom would be empty if the room was searched and examined thoroughly. Maeve's right—nobody wants to investigate this murder properly.

      I scoop up the bottles and place them in a plastic bag left in the corner of the bathroom. A blue towel lies on the floor next to the shower, and I grab that too.

      "Jamie, please leave," comes Becci's voice.

      Something falls from inside the towel and lands on the floor. I crouch down and pick up the silver hoop earring with a half-moon dangling from the bottom. As I prepare to add this to the jewellery box, something flashes into my mind—Lorna placing the hoop in her ear.

      This was hers. Hoping fate continues to help me out, I rest my back against the shower screen, clutching the earring in my palm.

      I close my eyes and see Becci and Lorna shushing and giggling as they leave the room. My psychometry isn't developed enough to read everything from an object, but if I focus, I can usually get snapshots.

      Another comes. A dark place. Trees behind. A male voice, and the owner strokes her hair and whispers. Lorna's voice. I strain to see his features and hear his muffled voices, but his face is unclear thanks to my weaker powers. Becci is urging Lorna to leave, who's laughing. I grip the earring harder. More.

      The images snap away and I curse until another image jumps in.

      Lorna alone with a guy. In this room.

      "Jamie! I said get the hell out."

      I hastily stand and shove the earring in my pocket before holding the towel out to her. "I'm only trying to help." I stammer, my pulse racing in my ears. She snatches the towel from me. "Where were you when Lorna died?"

      "Jamie. How many times? I'm not saying anything to you."

      "I saw you leave Walcott." She doesn't need to know I saw this through divination.

      She falters. "What?"

      "That night. You and Lorna left. Just the two of you. I saw where you went."

      Her cheeks heat. "Liar."

      "I don't think I'm the liar here, Becci."

      Her face turns deep red and she grabs the plastic bag from the corner. "Jamie. Fuck off before I scream and tell someone you've barged into my room and assaulted me."

      "What?" I ask, mouth falling open.

      "I don't know what you're hoping to find in here, but Lorna has gone. Every trace of her. I'm leaving too, and this room will never be used again. Ever." I stumble as she shoves me in the chest. "Go."

      My hand remains in my pocket where I've curled my fingers around the earring. The visions of the past have dropped away, but I have something that can help us. Help Andrei.

      "I think you know who really killed Lorna," I say. "I don't know who you're protecting, but I hope he's worth Andrei's life."

      Her hands shake again. "Andrei deserves a life at Ravenhold."

      I scoff. "Really, Becci? Do you think the Dominion leader's son, sent there for killing a witch, is likely to survive against powerful witches at Ravenhold?"

      "They can't use magic," she retorts.

      "No, but they could break his neck. If Ravenhold doesn't kill him, they will." I lean in to her. "Andrei may not even reach Ravenhold. One swift, unfair trial and he could be put to death."

      Becci heaves in a breath. "I'm protecting my own life," she blurts.

      Stepping forward, I look down and she shrinks back. "What do you mean?"

      Her eyes slide to the right and she pauses, searching for an answer. For a lie. "I'm protecting my life from a murderous hemia vampire who could kill more witches, if he's allowed to walk free."

      "What you're saying makes no sense," I say harshly.

      Without a word, she shoves the last of her clothes into the bag and picks up her pillow, before finally saying, "I'm done here."

      "I'm not."

      She glares. "I've nothing else to say."

      "The truth always comes out, Becci."

      We stand in stalemate while I attempt to pick up on her spirit energy and use my mental magic skills. All I find is Becci's hurt and anguish and her emotions overriding everything else.

      "Stop that!" she snaps at me and bolts through the door.

      I look around the empty room, void of life, and sense the energy from a violent death. A shiver runs along my spine; I wouldn't want to stay in this room either.

      The truth is buried deep in Becci's mind and someone needs to dig down there.
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      MAEVE

      

      Lessons are back to normal, even though they never will be again. There's none of the usual chatter in the hallway outside the classroom. Instead, Walcott and Petrescu stand far apart in tight groups, not looking at each other. All wear the academy uniforms, again adding a normalcy that doesn't exist. Katherine stands the furthest away from Walcott; I catch her eye and she arches a brow at me before resuming her conversation with the others. She's Lorna's friend—how does she feel about her murder? My gaze flicks from one Petrescu to another. Do they believe Andrei was responsible?

      I stayed with Ash in the cottage until the dizziness and headache subsided. He watched as I washed the rest of the blood from my face and asked me to go to the infirmary. We both knew I'd refuse—I no longer want any staff but Tobias aware of anything unusual happening. My head still aches a little, but attending class and putting my face out there is important. I refused to be late, especially as this is Mental Magic and I can speak to Tobias afterwards.

      Jamie eagerly told me about his encounter with Becci and what he managed to read from the earring. He tried to find more when he took the earring back to his room, but nothing else came to him. Becci's attitude proves to me she has information that she hasn't shared. Who is the vampire? Tobias needs to check the Petrescu gang's minds again.

      I understand Becci's fears and feel for her that she believes she's protecting herself, but Andrei's life is on the line too. The authorities could help keep her safe—they have no interest in doing the same for Andrei.

      I'm anxious to see Tobias to discuss everything from today, but worried that I went against his advice when I pushed my way into Ash's memories. The spell protecting those memories did more than block me—the magic violently fought me

      Jamie naturally fusses and asks how I'm feeling every few minutes, on alert for any changes to me.

      "Jamie, I said I'm fine." I give an exasperated sigh. "Don't ask me again or I'll get mad."

      "Your eyes bled, Maeve!" he says in a loud whisper.

      "Shush!" We're still shunned as we lean against the wall outside the classroom, away from other ears, but vamp hearing might pick up on our conversation.

      Yvette appears with her friends—but no Becci. Jamie follows my line of vision and swears. "Do you think Becci was packing to leave?"

      A chill runs through me. "Leave the academy? She can't. Not yet."

      "Why isn't she at class?"

      "Because she's scared that Tobias will get into her mind," I mutter. "We need to talk to him about what you saw, when you held the earring."

      "And about you and Ash."

      I nod. Gilgamesh don't attend Mental Magic, instead heading to a shifter-only class. They pass across the courtyard below the window, but fewer than usual. Ash is amongst them, but I can't see many others from the rugby team. Where do they stand in the war brewing between Walcott and Petrescu? This plays straight into Vincent's hands and must be connected to him somehow, even though his working with vampires makes no sense.

      "I'm still shocked Theodora demanded classes start again."

      "She wants routine re-established." Jamie chews his lip. "I think this is too soon. There's a dark energy around the students."

      The classroom door opens and an austere Tobias stands in the doorway. He's back in a black suit, immaculately groomed and every inch Professor Whitlock. The quiet talk around ceases as he clears his throat. "Welcome back to my class. Come in."

      I step across the runes that frightened me on my first lesson and briefly meet the stony eyes of the professor I argued with that day. He doesn't register either myself or Jamie as we file in with the other students and take our usual seats.

      Yvette strides over and takes the seat Katherine always sits in, and I close my eyes waiting for the fallout from her provocation.

      "Excuse me, sweetie." Katherine's honeyed tones join the scraping chairs.

      "Is there a problem?" Yvette replies.

      "You appear to be in my seat."

      I open my eyes to watch the exchange. Katherine's blonde hair spills forward as she leans over Yvette, who takes pens from her bag and neatly arranges them on the table. "There's a spare seat there."

      Yvette nods at a chair close by. Andrei's seat. Katherine runs her tongue across her top teeth. "I'd like to sit in my usual place."

      "I'm sitting here." Their eyes meet in challenge. Several days ago, the pair were close, linked by their friendship with Lorna. Now the animosity between them is thick enough to slash.

      "How old are you, girls?" Tobias's loud voice snaps across the room. "Stop behaving like infants and take your seats. Katherine. Over there." He points at Yvette's usual seat.

      "I'm not sitting with them." She pulls a face at the Walcott girls.

      "Good," mutters one. "We don't want Andrei's friends anywhere near us."

      Katherine remains tight-lipped and moves to the opposite end of the room where she sits beside Oliver's smirking gang.

      Tobias glares before resting against his desk and folding his arms. "Whatever prejudices you have towards each other belong outside my classroom."

      Yvette snorts and mutters something to herself. Tobias strides over. "Do you have something to say, Miss Grant? Believe me, you are treading on thin ice after your behaviour the other day."

      She doesn't flinch. "I've asked Sofia to exclude me from your lessons. I'm uncomfortable around the professor who had a close relationship with a murderer."

      He leans over and places both palms on the table. "I would suggest you remain in my class, if you want to pass your exams. Your Mental Magic grades are woeful. I'm sure your parents wouldn't be happy for their daughter to fail."

      She drops her eyes, pink spots appearing on her cheeks.

      Tobias moves back and surveys the students. "Where is Becci?"

      "She doesn't feel well," says a witch beside Yvette. "Becci won't be attending lessons today."

      "Yeah, a few of us don't want to be here. She should be too," grumbles Dane. Him and Kailey, once our regular magic partners in the sanctum, also reject us now.

      Briefly, Tobias meets my eyes and his displeasure is clear. We'd hoped to speak to her after class, and now Jamie's theory she may've left keeps my anxiety high.

      Tobias turns away and takes a book from the table. "Today will be a theory lesson. I want you to finish writing up your experiences from our last session."

      Behind his authoritative front, I sense his mental exhaustion. It's clear he doesn't want to be here any more than the students do.
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      MAEVE

      

      The class passes in silence, and as the students settle to complete their task the atmosphere calms. Was this due to Tobias's magic influencing the atmosphere? As the class wrote, or stared into space refusing to note anything, Tobias remained quiet, sitting behind his desk with an open red book he either read or pretended to. Occasionally, he closed his eyes and rubbed his temples, and at that point I'd feel a new calm wash over the space filled with antagonism.

      Tobias can calm his class, but how will other professors fare? I have images of students throwing potions across the room at each other. I eye Yvette. Or creating something to use on the murderer's girlfriend.

      I hang back with Jamie, pretending to discuss the lesson, until others leave. I'm surprised Tobias didn't wait in the classroom for us; instead he walks to his office at the rear of the room.

      "He's pissed off," I say to a surprised Jamie.

      "Yeah. What's the guy like when he's angry? He must've been pissed off last night."

      "Overwhelming." I clamp up and wrap my arms around myself, not wanting to connect with the feelings Tobias aroused last time he lost his temper around me.

      "Are you sure he didn't hurt you last night?" Jamie's eyes narrow in suspicion.

      "No. I think he has a temper he keeps suppressed, that's all."

      With a doubtful glance at me, Jamie raps on Tobias's office door. "It's us," he says.

      The door opens and Tobias turns to move away without speaking. He strides to the window and places a hand on the wall, staring out. "How the hell do we speak to Becci if she doesn't attend class?"

      "You can find a way," I suggest.

      He turns and I tense at the shadows hidden in his eyes. "Every hour counts, Maeve. Every. Single. Minute. We need Andrei acquitted."

      "Is Ravenhold that bad?" I ask.

      Tobias shakes his head. "No. I'm worried he wasn't taken there."

      "Then where?"

      He holds his temples and closes his eyes. "Forget it. We'll get him out. Tell me what happened with you and Ash. Is he marked?"

      I shake away his subject change. "No. I won't 'forget it'. What do you think might happen to Andrei?"

      In the ensuing silence, I'm drawn into a memory as if reliving a vision of the past. The bonfire and the future Andrei predicted for himself. "You think they might kill him?" Tobias doesn't need to answer. I drop into the nearest chair and shake my head. "No. Andrei won't die."

      "Now you see why I need to see Becci. Now. We need to get her alone and check her mind. If she has nothing, then we need to look at other possibilities."

      "She does know the truth, Tobias. Jamie—tell Tobias what you saw."

      As Jamie recounts events to Tobias, I lose track of their words. Knowing Andrei is in Ravenhold hurt, but a part of me accepted this. Andrei dying? That thought is a knife in the heart, twisted by a memory of Rupert's mocking face. Tobias hid this from me. Or am I stupid for not adding up what could happen?

      Tobias's stiffened stance loosens, eyes filling with hope to replace the desperation. "But the vampire's face wasn't clear?"

      Jamie shakes his head.

      "Unlike Ash, Becci is aware of her memories and that helps. She isn't blocked the way he is." He drags a hand down his face, with the hint of a smile on his face.

      "Which leaves the problem, how do we get Becci to you?" My voice wavers as both Jamie's and Tobias's faces shift into concern.

      "It's ill-advised of me to enter the Walcott house currently. Least of all because Sofia makes no secret that she blames me for the situation," says Tobias. "I can't ask a pupil here to my office with no reason."

      "She missed a lesson?" suggests Jamie. "Call her here to discuss that."

      Tobias shakes his head. "She wouldn't come, and I'm sure Sofia wouldn't care."

      "Maeve can make her," he says.

      I straighten. "She'd know. Becci would tell others I can control minds."

      "Once Becci tells the truth, your mind control will be the least of her worries."

      Tobias's harsh tones cool my blood. The witch killer. Angry with his Walcott student.

      Tobias looks at me in surprise and I hear, what the hell? He heard my thoughts? "I meant, she'll be in trouble with the authorities," he says stiffly.

      "If they believe her," I say. "And what if the killer isn't within the academy? If we can't find him, we're stuck."

      "We'll fix this," says Jamie and looks up. "Won't we?"

      Tobias rubs his temples again. "I have no choice."

      If time is precious, I need to find her. "I'll go to Walcott after class. As soon as I get her alone, I'll bring her here. This won't wait until Ash's party."

      "Speaking of Ash, Maeve." Jamie tugs my hand so I sit again. "Don't you have something else to tell Tobias?"

      "What?" he asks sharply.

      "Ash asked me to look into his mind and… it ended badly."

      "I told you not to, Maeve." Tobias's expression darkens. "And what do you mean ‘badly'?"

      I sigh. "I wanted to help him, Tobias. Ash is hurting."

      "What do you mean ‘badly'?" he repeats.

      "Ash felt unwell and my head hurt too."

      "Jesus, Maeve, stop making it sound like nothing," puts in Jamie. "Maeve's eyes bled."

      Tobias's face becomes a mask of horror. "Tell me exactly what happened."

      In a monotone, I recount events.

      "That's not normal for a future-sighted witch, is it?" asks Jamie, gesturing at me.

      Tobias chews on his lip and is silent for a few moments. "Powerful forces have influenced Ash. What you felt wasn't him pushing back, but something darker lodged in his mind."

      Omigod. "Will Ash be okay?" 

      "Whoever interfered with Ash's mind wanted him to return to the academy, so I don't believe he's in immediate danger. But you..." He takes a deep breath. "That's a problem."

      "I don't care. We need to help Ash remember."

      "Maeve. Bleeding eyes and ice-pick headaches might not be the only effect on you. We need to tread carefully. How was Ash afterwards?" asks Tobias.

      "He was okay when I left him, but I'm worried. Will you check on Ash for me?" I ask.

      He nods curtly. "I intended to and now I certainly will."

      I prepare to leave with Jamie, already planning my line of attack on Becci. "Maeve," interrupts Tobias. "Can I talk to you alone before you go."

      Jamie's mouth thins.

      "About?" I ask.

      The words last night and this come into my mind and my eyelids flicker as I attempt not to show my discomfort to Jamie. This new psychic communication is freaking me out.

      "Advice on how to deal with Becci," he says.

      Jamie's doubtful look returns. "You sure, Maeve?"

      "I think we're past the point you need to worry about Maeve's safety with me," he says stiffly. "You know my darkest secret, Jamie. I hope we have trust."

      I nod at Jamie and give him a gentle shove. "All good. I'll see you in Potions in ten minutes."
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      Alone with Tobias.

      I've spent the day attempting not to relive last night's events—any of them. I've ignored that the arousal Tobias caused took over an hour to subside, as I lay in bed my skin imprinted with the memory of his touch. How did the embrace affect him?

      As I stand with him, the weird energy surrounding us grows louder and stronger. The more he shared about himself, the closer I was pulled and now I feel bound tight. Tobias steps behind his desk, creating a barrier between us as he stands close to the window.

      "I apologise for losing control last night." He doesn't meet my eyes, instead looking outside. "That won't happen again."

      "I don't think that's true, Tobias," I say softly. "Please look at me."

      My heart stutters as he does what I ask. Tobias looks at me the way Ash does. Andrei. Jamie. There's a mixture of desire and affection, but underpinned by confusion.

      "I struggle, Maeve. So bloody hard. I don't think you understand how great an effect you have on me." The intense gaze continues and I'm grateful for the desk between us.

      I battle to suppress my thoughts, but the words spill. "You know I'm the same around you, but I don't know why. I don't understand because you scare me, Tobias."

      "Do you understand now why I won't touch you? I can push down the reaction with brief contact, but last night was a slip-up we can't afford."

      He rubs his forehead with the long fingers that touched me yesterday and prompted the temptation I now know we both shared.

      "Is this your hybrid powers?" I ask. "I thought maybe that's what happened, because I'm a witch."

      "No. This is you. Us." He looks up at the ceiling. "I have no fucking idea what's happening."

      I move towards the desk. "Explain why I hear your voice in my head."

      "I don't know." His teeth clench. "Ever since you took over my mind, my reactions to you are worse. I feel each of your emotions and hear you, the way bonded witches do. But I'm not a witch, and I shouldn't experience the same pull."

      As I moisten my lips, Tobias watches the action before looking away, a muscle ticking in his jaw. "When you held me, the touch felt as if you and I were naked. My body reacted as if you'd touched my bare skin."

      "Don't, Maeve." His voice grows hoarser.

      "You said you wanted to talk about last night. So, I am. You touched me through my clothes and aroused me. That's frightening and we can't ignore what happened."

      "I know." He drops his look to the desk and takes a shuddering breath. "I experienced the same sensations."

      "Was that your lamia side?" I whisper.

      Tobias lifts his eyes. "That was all of me."

      I cover my mouth and step back. "Is this what happened to the witches you killed? You used all your powers?"

      Did he want my blood?

      "No!" His shout startles me and my racing heart beats faster. "This is nothing like that. I can't describe to you what I did to those witches and why, because I've locked those memories away. This between us is a world away from what happened with other witches."

      "How?"

      Tobias finally steps from behind the desk to look down at me, so far into my personal space we almost touch. "I don't know, but the attraction existed from the first time we met, didn't it?" I swallow. "At first, your reaction amused me, because it's not unusual. Most can hide how I affect them, but you were an open book. Back then, the barrier between professor and student helped, but I broke that the night I touched you to wipe your mind."

      "Another reason you should never have done that," I retort.

      "I know! From that moment, the situation was no longer amusing. I craved you and told myself this was my old self breaking through. That I needed to control the buried creature in order to keep you safe, until I realised this was more than hunger."

      At the word hunger, I shuffle back.

      Tobias slumps back against his desk again. "I feel you on every single level—in my soul. In my heart. The marrow of my bones. The way I crave you drives me insane."

      I'm not here. This man isn't saying these crazy things to me. I steady myself on the nearby chair, aware Tobias's energy somehow holds me upright.

      "Stop that," I say hoarsely. "Why are you saying all this to me?"

      "Because I worry that your effect on me happens for a reason. I'm concerned that my link to you will bring me trouble, like the others. Jamie, Andrei, and Ash are all in precarious situations because they're connected to you."

      Anger races through, along with hurt at the idea I'm putting lives in danger. "You make me sound like I'm using the guys."

      "No, that's not what I mean. Their focus on you keeps you safe—I won't."

      "Maybe you're wrong and you're here to help!" I retort. "Maybe our connection is to help strengthen me to take on whatever I need to and win." My words come fast, breath speeding.

      Tobias shakes his head. "Maeve. Calm down. Please."

      "You all tell me to believe in myself, but I need you all too. What if you can't resist this forever? What if you need to stop resisting?"

      "Maeve!" Tobias shouts. "Stop. You're doing it again. I can't cope when you blast your energy at me like this."

      "Then feed on it," I retort. "Take the energy away."

      I startle as Tobias smacks a palm on the desk. "I hang onto the self-control I have around you by my fingernails. I guard the magic that screams at me to meld with yours, as your energy sings out to me. Right at this moment, that song drowns out my resolve."

      I shake my head, clamping up in case he loses control, and watch in alarm as he walks to the wall and places his hands and head against it.

      "I want you on so many levels, Maeve, and this is wrong. I can't get closer to you; I need to step back or everything will end badly for us both. I'm begging you, please hold me at arm's length again."

      "Then how can you teach me? Help?" I ask, breathless at his words and with the panic.

      "I don't know." He turns and rests his back against the wall, eyes to the ceiling.

      Witnessing Tobias losing control of the ice-cold barrier scares me more than when he uses magic on me. I clear my throat. "No. You have to learn to deal with this. I can't grow my abilities without your guidance."

      The laugh he gives is filled with despair. "You don't understand what you're asking me to do."

      I lick my dry lips. "That's a risk I'm willing to take."

      Tobias finally looks back to me and instead of the anger that scared me, now there is something that worries me more. Fear. He swallows and shakes his head as if dislodging our conversation. "Andrei is your priority right now."

      "Our priority."

      Clearing his throat, Tobias straightens again and focuses on his watch. "You'll be late for your next class if you don't leave now. I'll speak to you later."

      "Tobias. Don't do this again. You can't just switch off as if nothing's happening."

      "I'm sorry if this upsets you, but now I've explained, we need to go back to helping Andrei. I hope you manage to find Becci soon."

      Explained? Tobias just unleashed on me, more than I can comprehend. My anger subsides at the defeat in his voice and I'm a heartbeat away from hugging him. The one thing that's helped me recently is the hugs and affection, whether from Jamie or the other guys, or even Amelia before she disappeared. Behind Tobias's barriers lives a man filled with secrets and shame who can't—or won't—turn to anybody.
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      MAEVE

      

      The atmosphere in Potions class is no better than Mental Magic, but at least we have a practical lesson to distract us. I struggle to focus creating the herbal tincture ready for the creativity potion in a couple of weeks, because I'm too distracted by the day's events, and because Ash and the Gilgamesh students aren't in class.

      "Why aren't Gilgamesh here?" I whisper to Jamie.

      "Vincent," he mutters and eyes the two empty seats beside us, normally occupied by Ash and Amelia. Nobody took Andrei's, and others have moved the chairs further away, as if they might catch something unpleasant if they sit closer.

      I'd would've preferred to return to Walcott to find Becci, but I also need to bide my time. The majority of Walcott attend today, even those who often skip class. If I'm seen stalking the halls alone, someone might catch sight of me and question my motives. No, the best thing to do is subtly approach her when others are around and pull her to one side then. No doubt she'll avoid me, but I can still do this calmly and not screw up with recklessness.

      In Mental Magic, I attempted to catch Katherine's eye and failed. The same thing happens now. Katherine also saw me at Petrescu the night Lorna died and could back up my story, and I'm desperate to speak to her. Rupert wouldn't believe or listen to me—is there the tiniest chance he'd pay attention to Katherine?

      I know the answer, but it's worth a shot anyway.

      When the lesson ends, I snatch my chance. As always, Katherine hangs around outside the classroom talking to friends. I approach and the girls she's with incline their head at me. The first thing I note is that none of Katherine's witch friends are with her, and the second is how she looks through me.

      "Katherine, can I talk to you?" I ask.

      "I'm busy." Turning her back, Katherine continues the conversation.

      Jamie stands at my shoulder. "Katherine, I have that... thing you asked me to do for you."

      I frown at him. Surely, he isn't still writing her assignments?

      With an audible, false sigh, she looks over her shoulder. "I won't be in need of your help anymore, Jamie."

      His lips purse. "Oh?"

      "I feel it's best to sever ties with Walcott currently, due to their threats and prejudice."

      "What threats?" I ask.

      She arches a shaped brow. "I was Andrei's friend. I've heard threats, although they'd be damned stupid to take me on."

      "I'm sure things will calm down," I say.

      "You were Andrei's friend, I expect you've had threats too," she continues.

      "I am, not was."

      She smiles sweetly. "That's cute. You really shouldn't bother, Maeve. Even if he were still here, Andrei would probably be done with you by now. You're wasting your tears."

      I take a sharp breath. "That's what I wanted to talk about. You saw me—"

      Jamie nudges me in the ribs. "Talk to her privately."

      Our exchange catches the other girls' attention, but I really don't care about rumours. "In Petrescu," I continue.

      "Did I?" she scratches her nose with a pink fingernail. "I'm unsure how I could've seen you unless you were in my room. You know, since I'm banned from social activities after my mishap in the competition."

      I close my eyes. Shit. She disobeyed the conditions of her punishment and left her room; Katherine wouldn't expose herself to more discipline.

      "Don't you care about Andrei?" I ask. "He's your friend. Friends help each other."

      "But I can't help him." She steps forward and I catch the sickly scent of her perfume as she lowers her voice. "Yes, I saw you in Petrescu. I told you where Andrei's room is, but I never saw him that evening."

      Pressure starts in my head at the frustration, the tears not far away. Why would I expect Katherine to help? "But if you were asked, would you say you saw me at Petrescu?"

      She rubs her glossy lips together and her face softens as she notices my eyes moistening. "Maeve. I'm on the verge of expulsion; you know this isn't the first time I've been in trouble this year. I can't tell the academy I disobeyed rules."

      "You were only in the common room!"

      "That still counts. You have no idea what my parents are like, or what they'd do to me if I were expelled." Her eyes harden. "I wish I could help, but I can't. I'm sorry."

      "If it could help Andrei?" I ask. "Please. I'm sure Theodora would make an exception in this case."

      She stares at me and, for a moment, I think she's about to agree with me. "Even if I said yes, it's too late for Andrei, Maeve."

      "It isn't!" The frustration bursts from me and heads turn at my outburst. The pressure in my head grows and I'm no longer aware of Jamie beside me as I shove past people and further along the hallway. As soon as I find a space away from the group, I rest against the wall, sucking in breaths. My eyes blur and I wipe at them with my blazer sleeve.

      "Why are you this upset?" asks Jamie. "Even if she did admit to seeing you, Katherine isn't the answer. She never saw Andrei."

      "But she could help!" I blurt. "Doesn't anybody care about him?"

      "Yes." He places his hands on my shoulders and I look up at him. "You care. We care."

      I gulp down a sob. Andrei wouldn't believe anybody cared, apart from me. Does he think nobody else does as he sits in Ravenhold, or wherever the hell he is?

      Fury hits my head as hard as the vision earlier. Blow after blow keeps knocking us down and I'm not holding back anymore.

      This ends. Now.

      "Where is she?"

      Jamie drops his hold. "Who?"

      "Becci." I pull myself from the wall and stride back through the groups and force my way to the exit. "She must be at Walcott. I'm finding her now and she'd better tell me the bloody truth or I'll make her."

      "Maeve!" Jamie hurries beside me. "You need to be subtle. Don't barge in there yelling—she'll run."

      "But isn't that the point? I hide from what I can do; I don't use every skill I have." He attempts to seize my arm, but I shake him off and scan the groups ahead of me. "I'll follow Yvette. I bet she'll go to Becci."

      Yvette isn't around. Cursing, I knock past people and grab the metal stair rail, propelling myself downstairs and shoving past groups.

      Behind, I hear Jamie apologising as he weaves around students. Leaving the building, I pick up my pace as Jamie urges me to stop as I run into Walcott.

      Out of breath and my heart hammering in my ears, I barge into the common room. Two girls who're chatting over a book stop and stare at me as I fly around the room, into the kitchen and back out again. Jamie stands in the doorway and catches me as I make my way back out. "Stay calm."

      Glowering, I move from him. "Whose room is Becci staying in now?"

      "Yvette's. I think."

      I pause at the top of the staircase where Yvette and her friends gathered to watch Andrei leave last night. The night is clearer than yesterday, the moon at its pinnacle, and I can't help but glance out and picture Andrei climbing into the van.

      Something else catches my attention. Most students below are headed into the doorway below the window, but one walks from the Walcott building towards the academy with a suitcase trundling after her and her curly hair pulled into a ponytail.
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      MAEVE

      

      "No!" 

      Jamie's face fills with alarm as I push my way down the steps.

      "Maeve?"

      "Outside. We don't have time to ask Tobias for help."

      I speed towards her as she makes her way to the main building, the cool air hitting my face. "Becci!"

      The girl halts and glances over her shoulder.

      "Stay there!"

      But she doesn't, and instead rushes through the open double doors.

      I've no choice. I don't care if somebody sees; I need to take control. "Becci!"

      My chest tightens as I stumble through the door, and I catch sight of her heading across the hallway towards the offices.

      She hurries, but the suitcase wheels squeak behind her and slow her down.

      I catch up to Becci and step in front of her. She halts to avoid bumping into me. "Why are you running?"

      Her hair is as wild as her eyes, the quiet girl who moves mouse-like around the academy can't scurry away. "Because I knew you'd try to talk to me. Because of him," she says in a small voice and points at Jamie behind me.

      "I saw something," I pant. "In your mind. On the stairs yesterday. Jamie saw something too. Tell the truth, Becci. Someone's life is at stake."

      "Yes, mine!" she shouts and immediately clamps a hand over her mouth. I capture her terrified eyes with mine and shove so hard inside her mind that she staggers. "Stop that!"

      Becci attempts to fight off my intrusion but I hit harder, waves of angry energy spilling out. I'm not as skilled at locating memories, but I can make her speak.

      "Who killed Lorna?" I demand.

      "Andrei."

      "Bullshit. Who killed Lorna? Tell me."

      Becci's fear helps me and I grip hold of her mind like a dog with a bone. "I don't know."

      The truth. "Because you didn't see, or because you don't know the person?"

      Becci half-shrieks and holds her fingers to her temples. "Leave me alone, Maeve. I can't tell you."

      Jamie looks between Becci and me. "Shit, Maeve. Get out of her head. This is coercion."

      I'm unable to pay attention, my sole focus on intertwining my mind with Becci's.

      "Lorna liked vamps," stammers Becci. "Not Petrescu. Older. One of them."

      Let me in, I whisper in her head. Let me in, or I'll hurt you. You don't know what I'm capable of.

      I don't know what I'm capable of, but I can scare her into talking.

      If you do this, you'll pay a price, comes my reply. From Becci or someone else, the way I heard the voice when I was with Ash?

      Drawing every ounce of the fury-fuelled magic coursing through me, I tear apart her mind and plunge into the darkest recesses of her mind.

      Her secrets and the events the night Lorna died tumble into my head.

      Lorna. A secret meeting with a vampire who doesn't live at the academy—the same one she's met every weekend for months. The one who's never told her his name, adding to Lorna's thrill. She wants Becci with her as a guardian as usual, but Becci refuses this time. I cringe as Lorna becomes upset and the meek Becci caves to emotional blackmail, worried for her friend's safety.

      A pain similar to earlier with Ash stabs behind my eyes and I hurry to flick through her memories in case I lose them.

      They meet at the back of the academy grounds, close to the gate Vincent was dumped at that night. The vampire tells the pair that he doesn't worry about guards and mocks how easily he could control them if needed. He's powerful—more skilled than any student, guard or professor—and tells them how weak the people are at the academy.

      But he needs Lorna to allow him through the academy wards.

      I feel Becci's spike of panic as if I'm experiencing it as she begs Lorna to see sense, but Lorna ignores her. The guy whispers something close to her ear and Lorna opens the gate.

      A car returning to the other side of the academy draws the vampire's attention and he steps into the shadows. I recognise the distant figures as me and Andrei supporting the drunk Jamie and we disappear into the night. Placing his fingers to his lips to shush Lorna, eyes shining, the vampire's figure blurs as he heads towards the academy.

      Becci's panic rises. Where are the guards? Becci pleads with Lorna again, who brushes her off, eyes shining with excitement. She admits he feeds on her secretly, the wound on her shoulder always hidden, and mocks that Becci would never be brave enough to experience the high this gives her.

      Becci's conclusion matches mine: he's instilled persuasive magic in her blood so that nobody can see anything in her mind.

      A whining starts in my ears along with the sensation someone's pushing something sharp and hot into my head, but I can't stop now. I see two figures ahead, and as I move closer to them, the pain intensifies. Becci's memories blacken and my mind hits something solid, which breaks as if I've hit glass with my head, shattering shards that pierce my mind.

      As I focus, the pain becomes agonising and things begin to blur.

      No. Push on.

      Becci. Outside their dorm room. She tries the handle, but the door is locked so she turns away. Until she hears something. Not a scream, but voices. A guy's voice.

      Was Lorna insane enough to let him into her room?

      Trembling as she takes a key from her pocket, Becci unlocks and opens the door. Nausea joins my agony, and I can barely look at the scene in front of me. Lorna lies face upwards on her bed, her dead eyes open, the pink duvet and pillow patterned red from her blood. I hear the current-day Becci whimper as she relives this too.

      I can't comprehend the amount of blood on the floor and bed—on the vampire's face. His back is to me, a tall guy in black jeans and a black shirt, perfect for blending into the night. The guy paints a pattern on the wall, dipping his fingers in Lorna's blood as he creates a symbol I recognise.

      The Tepes crest.

      Becci's too shocked to scream, and she's with me now, begging me to stop. Alerted, the vamp sends the door flying shut with a flick of his fingers and turns, giving a bloody grin as he silences her.

      The whining in my head has grown and even though the vampire's mouth moves, I can barely hear.

      His voice is a whisper as he holds the terrified girl tight and murmurs threats into her ear. The gruesome detail. How nobody could detect him if he did come back for her. She's petrified and believes every word, silently thankful he's allowing her to live.

      He whispers why he needs to leave her alive—because Andrei Tepes would come to his senses and only kill one witch before he regained control. Two would be excessive, he whispers with a laugh, the metallic stench of blood overcoming her.

      Becci's mind blanks as he instructs her to leave. Influences her to return to the common room, lie on the sofa and sleep.

      Clawing aside the blurred face for the first time, I take in every detail. He wears his hair like Andrei and the whites of his eyes are reddened from feeding, his sculpted features a mask of blood-soaked savagery. His bloodied lips pull further into a smile and he whispers, "I told you that you'd pay, Maeve."

      I sense his evil as if he's standing in front of me and the room around us grows darker, walls closing in, the oxygen sucked away. This time when I hurtle towards oblivion, I fall backwards to the tiled floor, Jamie unable to catch me as I head towards the spiralling darkness.

      A girl screams. Me?

      Images race through my mind as I stand on the precipice of the darkness. I'm in a place beneath the academy,  standing over the black hole close to my feet and ready to suck me in. I'm rigid with terror and a sinking inevitability that I'll die.

      Behind, people call out. They fight. The world around trembles and when I look around, I see why the heat dizzies me. A tall ring of blue flames surrounds me, obscuring everything happening behind and I'm unable to step out. I sink to my knees and the ground beneath is covered in my blood, my palms in front of my face slashed with runic symbols I don't understand. Looking between them and the darkness visible beneath me, I sense an evil a hundred times greater than the vampire who killed Lorna.

      The malevolence inside the hole is coming for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      ASH

      

      Keeping shifters cooped up for the day isn't a wise move, and when Professor O'Reilly bans rugby practice too, even Clive and Remi become unsettled. Emotions run high, because many shifters have vamp and witch friends. Some were close to Lorna and want to be around her friends too. Separating us is unfair and stressful.

      I attempt to talk to Clive and Remi again, with no success. There's a strange tension between us that I pick up on as a friend, but also as a shifter. They say little, look at me less, apart from when I'm away from them. Their families are different types of shifter—Remi's a wolf and Clive a bear—but there's a bond I can sense between them through their pheromones. We can literally sniff chemical changes and new bonds out.

      I can't remember what happened that night with Vince, but I'm positive these guys can.

      The pair hang in Vince's vicinity, eager for a word or look, like young pack members wanting to gain favour with the leader. Packs exist, especially amongst the wolf shifters, but fewer than in the past. The remaining packs are from the old world and so have old school values. They keep themselves away from humans and are easy recruits for Vince when the time comes.

      My phone is still missing, and I've had no chance to buy a new one yet. Forced to use someone else's, I borrow Sienna’s, charming her into helping. She promises not to share or say anything about the texts I send, but I'm uncomfortable. I message Maeve but can't send love and hugs or sentiments that'll cause teasing and giggling from Sienna and friends.

      A simple text with no undertones: <Gilgamesh are on lockdown but will see you soon. Borrowed Sienna's phone. Are you okay? Really worried after today xx>

      I grit my teeth in frustration. How is Maeve after her eyes bled earlier? That was scary shit. I hope Tobias has an explanation or a fix.

      The after effects in my mind linger too. Maeve gave me a mother of a headache when she was in my head, and I tolerated the pain as long as I could. I gritted my teeth at the sensation of ice-cold fingers on my brain, scraping at the edge like trying to clear ice from a car windscreen.

      This switched to feeling as if she'd taken a heated metal rod and skewered between my eyes before I told her to stop. That was too much to handle.

      But that's nothing compared to what happened to Maeve, and I picture the blood suddenly flowing again. Why the fuck am I being held here as if we're the ones in the wrong?

      Tobias has to know what happened to her and why.

      I take to boredom eating, working my way through two family-size bags of crisps and a bar of chocolate, as I wait for Vincent. He appears in the common room, scanning as if looking for somebody. Not me, because when I approach him, he looks over my head.

      "What's going on, Vince?" I ask, stepping in front of him before he can leave the room. "Why are we still segregated?"

      "The world is exactly as I said." He rolls his shoulders. "We shouldn't get involved with the witches and vampires bullshit."

      Clive and Remi look over at us, ready to jump to Vincent's defence. "I don't think Theodora would be happy if she knew about your attitude."

      He says nothing and makes to walk away. I step in front so he can't move. "What happened to me, Vince? Why can't I remember?"

      "Are you talking about our trip away where you got blind drunk?" His lips quirk into a smile.

      "That isn't what happened. The other guys—they're being weird."

      "How?" He walks over to me and looks down. "Because they agree that Gilgamesh are the superior house in the academy?"

      Superior? He's taken another step in his strange crusade. "The houses are equal, Vince. You don't teach here; you can't start calling the shots."

      Leaning forward, Vince's smirk grows. "Oh, but I do, Ash. And I have plenty to teach."

      His words echo in my mind, as if someone else spoke them. Are the others right? Is he a construct or whatever the hell they said? Because he doesn't sound like my brother. He isn't behaving like my brother—which may be this person's downfall.

      "Who are you?" I demand in low tones.

      He ruffles my hair and I step back, smacking his hand away. "Your big brother. Why? Don't you like my new views? What's wrong with my standing up for Gilgamesh and keeping you safe?"

      "We're not unsafe."

      "You know my thoughts on this. Professor O'Reilly is old school. You're not reaching your potential—few of you are—and we need strong students to become leaders."

      The zealousness enters his voice again, almost as if he's reading a script.

      "Who's 'we', Vince? You can't have these ideas alone. Are you planning a rebellion?"

      "Why? Would you be involved or would you side with your witches?"

      "Answer my question," I say, taking on a harsh tone even though my heart races.

      Confusion crosses his face, fleeting but enough for me to notice. "Talk to me again when you've come to your senses. And remember, the no visiting witches rule includes you and your..." He chews the edge of his lip. "Girl."

      That wasn't the word he meant to call her, clear from his disgusted look.

      "You know your witch fucked the vamp who killed the girl?" he adds with a sour look.

      I cringe, not at the situation but his words, and bite back my defence of Andrei. "Yeah. So what?"

      "One of the top Gilgamesh students should have a girl who only wants you. To support you. Do what you say. Come on, you can be head of the school next year, if you don't humiliate yourself. Our family is going places, and I don't want you embarrassing me. Find a shifter or two—there're plenty around the academy who'd happily fulfil all your needs."

      Anger knots my stomach. "Maeve means a lot to me, and my other friends outside Gilgamesh are just as important. I prefer them to those who are only interested in what I can do for them."

      He presses his lips together and looks over my head again. I won't push the issue, remembering how heated he became last time. If he isn't my brother anymore, this person's opinions don't matter to me—but his fists might.

      "Omigod!" A girl's voice calls out, voice wavering. "Look." Arabella, a girl I saw with Lorna in the past, waves her phone at a friend who rushes over. In seconds, several girls are crowded around her, on the small blue sofa and behind as they all express their horror.

      Vince snorts. "I guess the cat videos aren't any good today."

      Arabella looks up at me and whispers to her friend. Then they all look at me. Foreboding shivers through my body as they drop their gaze, and the whispering continues.

      "What's happening?" I ask as I stride over. Arabella looks up before glancing at her friend warily.

      "I-I don't know. It's bad. Ash..."

      "Shit. Not another death." I snatch the phone of the girl and she protests as I read the text onscreen.

      <Look at the wicked witch>

      Beneath the words is a grainy photo taken from a distance. Jamie kneeling on the floor with Maeve in his arms, her body limp and head tipped back.

      My body is seized with horror and I grip the phone harder as I read Arabella's response and the question I need the answer to.

      <Is she dead?>

      Typing bubbles appear on the screen until the person texting replies. <I don't know. Maybe.>

      I drop the phone as if it burnt my hands and blindly cross the common room towards the door, the world retreating into an echo as I stumble through. Vince calls my name as my footsteps thunder along the hallway towards the building's exit.

      No. No. No.

      "Ash. Stop. Now." Footsteps as heavy as mine follow and a steel grip takes my arm when I'm less than a metre from the exit. From going to Maeve.

      I summon as much energy as I have left, but my attempt to pull away fails. Instead, Vince catches my arms and turns me to face him, gripping my upper arms until they bruise. "Don't you fucking dare."

      "I have to go. Maeve's hurt."

      For a moment, Vincent looks like I slapped him before his brow furrows deep and cheeks redden. "What? I told you to stay away." Struggling is useless and the black anger in his face grows. "You step foot outside that door and I'll beat you until you see sense."

      "I don't care," I rasp back, heart beating away the seconds that I'm wasting by not being with Maeve. "Don't you understand what she means?"

      "Yeah. She means my brother's humiliating me. I stand for shifters, and you're with a witch."

      I manage to pull myself from his grip and stumble backwards, hand on the door handle, ready to leave. "I don't care," I repeat.

      "Oh, you will. Step outside and find out," he snarls.

      I push down on the handle and rest my weight against the door, bracing myself for Vincent's to attack. Instead, he crosses his arms and narrows his eyes.

      "I'll be back once I know Maeve's okay. Vince, half an hour," I plead.

      "Go on," he taunts.

      Voices carry along the hallways behind us and he turns to the students attracted by our argument. "Back in the common room. This is personal."

      His tone would frighten the ballsiest of students and they scurry back inside. I grab my chance and bolt through the door and into the narrow space at the top of the stairs.

      Something hits me like a boulder and I sprawl on the floor. Winded, I push myself to sit and look up to where Vince stands over me, fists clenched. "Get back inside."

      "No."

      He responds with a punch to my face and the jarring pain splits my already aching head. "Wrong. Try again."

      "You can't do this," I say and wipe beneath my nose, warm blood on the back of my hand. "Someone will see me and ask what happened."

      Vince crouches down and jabs me in the chest with one finger. "I can't let you break my authority."

      "You don't have any," I gasp out.

      "The kids respect me. Professor O'Reilly is weak and reaching his final days at the academy. He and Gilgamesh need my help. I won't have you threaten that." he sneers down at me. "I hope the witch is dead. That'll do us all a favour."

      "Fuck you," I snarl.

      My head bounces off the wall from his next assault, and my vision blackens. Words echo in my mind, the blow to the head dislodging something hidden. I've been in this situation before—recently. Memories flash in colour over the dark caused by the injury. Vince yelling at me as I lie on the floor. A cold sweat sheens my head. Then I'm hurt and I'm running. I need to do something urgent. I saw something. What?

      "You..." I blink back the black dots dancing in my eyes. "What did you do to me?"

      "Stopped you leaving this building."

      "No. At the farmhouse. Why did I run?"

      His grip on my torn shirt loosens. "What do you mean?"

      "I remember." Scrambling backwards to get away, I say the words echoing in my head. "You're not my brother."

      He sneers. "And you're not behaving like mine."

      The same terror from my vision washes over me. Not because I think this person will seriously injure or kill me, but because something sinister joins us. I'm yanked to my feet and Vince holds me by the throat against the wall, squeezing my windpipe. "Get back to your room, Ash, before I lose my shit and hurt you badly."

      I stare back into his glittering eyes hardened with hatred. I close mine and try to pull out more memories, but the pain in my head overwhelms everything. I twist my head to look at the stairs and my stomach sinks in defeat. There's no chance I'll walk out of here tonight without Vince stopping me. A metallic taste touches my tongue as I lick the edge of my lip.

      This man might've won this time, but the rest of my memories will follow and I'll take him down.

      We'll take him down.
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      JAMIE

      

      On the day Katherine's magic sent Maeve into a vision, Maeve's reaction freaked me out, because for a heart-stopping moment I thought she'd died.

      This time, the thought Maeve may be dead lasts for more than a moment.

      Becci drops to her knees, arms wrapped around her head, and her scream for help echoes around us.

      "Get someone!" I yell at Becci, but she doesn't reply, now sprawled on the floor, sobbing and hysterical.

      I swallow down the lump in my throat before looking down at Maeve. Blood trickles from her nose and ears, her eyes and mouth open as if in a death mask. Sinking to the floor beside her, my hands hover over Maeve's body as my shock freezes me to inaction.

      I take a deeper breath and take hold of her lifeless wrist. A faint pulse. Each time I touch Maeve when practicing divination, a quiet energy flows between us, but this time she's empty. Physically, mentally, and magically empty. I whisper her name, wiping blood away with my blazer sleeves, holding her clammy, cold cheeks.

      I can't bear to look at her like this. Bending over her prone figure, I grip my hair and fight back the anguish threatening to spill from me. She's dying. I swear Maeve's dying.

      This powerful witch was hit by a magic so dense and hard it's half-killed her.

      Like a sick, Sleeping Beauty tableau, I bend over Maeve and do what I've spent weeks craving.

      But not like this. I never wanted to kiss Maeve like this.

      Her lips are cool against mine, but tiny breaths touch my mouth as I will her to come back to me. Gathering her in my arms, I hold the limp girl closer and kiss her. I've no clue about human resuscitation, but I've studied enough to know some witches can bring another back from the edge, before they're drawn across the veil between life and death.

      Witches with a bond stronger than friendship.

      One greater than held by lovers.

      The witch bond.

      I've seen one bring Matt and Amelia together and tear them apart when Matt left. The magic I share with Maeve grew over the last few days, nurtured by our closeness, and through the support and time we've spent alone. I feel her deeper in my heart and soul than before, as if a part of Maeve's soul is wrapped safely in mine.

      Our magic bond allows me access to a greater energy when we're together. Will that be enough now?

      Lips still on Maeve's, I step into the world inside her head; a place blacker than the darkness that waits inside nightmares. I can see Maeve—a tiny speck in the corner of her mind—and try to run to her, but my legs won't move, as if I'm wading through mud.

      I hold Maeve tighter, mouth still on hers, as the magic moves between us. The trickle becomes a stream that sparkles white beneath my feet as it ripples into the shadows that hide her. Maeve calls my name. Begs for help. I can't see her, but I splash through the stream and into the darkness, reaching out for Maeve as I do. A scream of pitch-black terror jumps from her mind to mine and shudders through my soul.

      Then silence.

      I'm alone in the darkness that swallowed us both. Where did she go? I gradually move through the dim towards her and reach out, our fingers touching. Beneath me, Maeve moves, twitching with jerky movement before flailing around and pushing at me, dragging her mouth away from mine. Her frantic eyes dart around until she meets mine, hyperventilating and unable to speak.

      I cover her face and cheeks with relieved kisses. "You're okay. Everything is okay," I say over and over.

      Mutely, Maeve shakes her head and her eyes brim with red tears.

      "No," she finally rasps out. "No, everything isn't okay."
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      The aftermath of the night in the hallway with Becci and Jamie holds me in a dream-like grasp and keeps me away from the world. I'm barely aware of the next forty-eight hours, moving through the world as a ghost, watching events around me.

      There's no medical or magical way to treat the effects. Time in the infirmary, sleeping, helped, but I didn't want to stay. Jamie remained by my side while I was there, and his presence buoys me each time he offers me a kiss or a hug. He's back to his reticence around me, almost embarrassed that he'd kissed me without permission and invaded my mind.

      The truth is, Jamie saved my life. Nobody has said the words, but I've seen the reality in their faces. How ironic that I've seen Jamie die in my visions more than once, determined to save his life, but he was the one who saved mine.

      I joked that one day I'll return the favour and he quieted. His death isn't a joke.

      Tobias spoke to me once and filled me with horror at my situation. In his forthright way, he demanded to hear every moment of my time in Becci's head. He was Professor Whitlock demanding I tell him every single thing I saw in the vision that followed. His questioning exhausted and upset me and I cried—and then lost my temper because I cried. His apology was sincere and soft before he walked away, leaving painful energy behind.

      I haven't seen him since.

      Ash never came because he couldn't, and I ache to see him.

      Nobody will tell me what's happening at Gilgamesh, or why the students aren't in lessons anymore. I don't understand why Theodora allows this. What the hell is happening? Jamie assures me he's safe, that he spoke to Ash, who knows what's happened, but isn't allowed near me.

      Isn't allowed.

      News of the hell I went through spread like wildfire through the academy and led to a confession from Becci. This wasn't accepted at first, and I broke down again, yelling that the Confederacy had played into the Dominion's hands by taking advantage of their narrow-vision. I raged that their refusal to believe her, me, and Andrei continues to create divisions.

      If the Dominion's aim is to kill the academy from within, they've injected the poison they wanted. If someone's aim was to frame Andrei for reasons I can't fathom, they've done that too.

      The murderer wasn't caught and is unlikely to be. Few can cast the spell he used, which makes him a powerful adversary if the authorities did find him. I worried this would count against Andrei, but independent mind readers confirmed Becci's story.

      Mind readers the Confederacy should've brought in at the beginning of all this. I lost the plot and screamed this at the guy interviewing me. Raged that the Confederacy set Andrei up, not the Dominion, because they want him removed. The result: I was banned from taking part in Andrei's retrial. Retrial? He never had one originally.

      I'm sick of two days cooped up in my room, excluded from what's happening because the stress might trigger symptoms. I'm also over Sofia's constant questioning about what happened and the tight-lipped disapproval when I don't tell her.

      Theodora asked us not to say a word to anybody about my near-death, surprising me when that included Sofia. Sofia knows I collapsed but not the full extent. Is she under suspicion?

      The empty bed in the room I share with Amelia remains untouched.

      Somebody raps quietly on the door: one, pause, one, two, three. I smile as I recognise Jamie's knock, not a deliberate sign, just him.

      I sense him more now than I did a couple of days ago—or perhaps I notice this now we know the truth. Tobias is the one who explained to me how Jamie saved me, while Sofia gushed about our bond, repeating several times that I've found my life partner and won't want to tangle with anybody else. She left off the words "especially vampires."

      As she spoke, Jamie stared at the infirmary floor and repeatedly shoved his hand through his hair. He never looked up until Sofia and Tobias left. After that, I'm not sure how he reacted, as I drifted into the blanketing dark again.

      No more visions have hit, but the images still sear as strongly to my mind as the fire around me did.

      The door opens and a smiling Jamie stands with two mugs.

      "Hot chocolate?" I ask, and he nods. "Two—"

      "—marshmallows, of course."

      Each evening, he's appeared to sit with me, even though I barely spoke at first. I once had flu so badly I couldn't move or think for a week, and this exhaustion feels the same. I desperately want to talk things through with Jamie, this time determined I won't nod off.

      "You're looking better today," he says as he hands me the mug. His fingers brush mine as he does, sending a familiar static charge along my arm. What is it about the energy jolts and the guys in my life?

      "How are you feeling?" I ask.

      He shrugs and sips his drink. "Yeah. Alright."

      "Can we talk about what happened?" I ask him cautiously.

      "I saw Andrei," he says in a skilful and successful deflection of my question.

      My hand jerks and I almost spill the drink as I process the impossible news. "Andrei's back? What did he say to you? Is he okay?"

      "I only saw him from a distance. Tobias was escorting him from Theodora's to Petrescu. He didn't speak, but nodded at me."

      I'm a heartbeat away from running out of this room and to Petrescu, as all the suppressed emotions tumble into me. I want to hold him, because I never thought I would again, to look into his eyes and see if he's really okay. "I need to see him."

      "Tobias told me later that Andrei wants to be alone tonight."

      "Oh."

      "Don't take it personally. He's had a shit time and he's not exactly welcome back here."

      Jamie's right. I eye my phone; I could text him instead? I'm sure his phone is the first thing he wanted back. I say my thoughts aloud. "Andrei will see us when he's ready."

      "He's lucky," says Jamie and I frown. "I mean, that we solved the situation. I hope Andrei appreciates what you went through to help him."

      I lick the chocolate from my lips. "That's what we need to talk about, Jamie."

      He takes a deep breath and slowly exhales. "I know."

      Curling my legs under me, I place the mug on the nightstand and turn his face to mine. The brighter eyes of late have faded into the shadows again. "Why do you avoid this conversation? You saved my life, Jamie."

      He takes my hand and kisses my fingers. "Maybe. We don't know."

      "I know," I whisper, admitting to myself what I don't want to think. "You pulled me back. I felt you—your energy."

      He scrunches his nose. "Shit."

      "Well, not really. I think that's pretty un-shit."

      Jamie returns my wry smile. "I meant, shit it's real. Did you know about how witch bonds work?"

      "From Amelia and Matt's situation, but I heard they're unusual." I link my fingers with his. "Do you think Sofia's right and we have one?"

      "Possibly." He sips again with his free hand, fringe flopping into his face.

      "Possibly?"

      "Okay, yes, I think we do," he admits. "I wasn't a hundred percent sure, but if my energy saved you, then yes. We're spirit attuned: I amplify your magic when you work on your visions and—" He scratches his cheek.

      "And what?"

      "And I feel you, even when you're not with me. You're literally in here, in my heart. You're a part of me." He squeezes his eyes shut. "I don't mean that in a madly in love way."

      The energy he's talking about flutters in my stomach and his back-peddling confuses me. "You don't love me?"

      "Yes, I love you, Maeve. You mean the world to me. I just didn't want to sound over the top soppy."

      Soppy. I smile at the word. I take his mug and place it beside mine. Our ritual of drinking hot chocolate in my room has a different tone today. "Is this the reason you won't talk about my link to Andrei and Ash?"

      "I was unsure about my place in your life—in all this." He looks down. "I felt the bond but denied it existed because you shied away from me."

      "Ha!" I poke him in the ribs. "You're guilty of that too. You're preoccupied all the time."

      "About my death? The one you've foretold?" he asks flatly. "Yeah, that's a dark cloud on my horizon."

      I fling my arms around Jamie and pull him into me, resting my chin on his shoulder, face close to his ear. "The bond is why I saw you before we met, isn't it?"

      "Yeah."

      He's still reticent—nervous, even. I plant a quick kiss on his neck and pull away to look at him. "You mean the world to me too, Jamie. Not because you saved my life—though that helps," He pulls a face, "But because you're amazing and caring and have always been there for me when things are tough."

      "That's not true," he mumbles. "I'm never around when you need me."

      "Because you don't take on the bad guys? So what? I don't know how I would've coped on my own the last few days. You held me steady." I place my lips on his cheek. "You saved my life with a kiss."

      His hand slides to the back of my hair and he rests his forehead on mine. "I hate that was the first time my lips touched yours. Not exactly the way I'd imagined the first time we'd kiss."

      Our lips almost touch as I whisper, "I never thought you wanted to kiss me."

      He pulls his head back. "Seriously, Maeve?"

      "You hide yourself well, Jamie. Sometimes I think you're about to and then don't. That's not encouraging for a girl."

      "I feel I have some stiff competition." He purses his lips. "I don't think I'd measure up."

      "You really don't have confidence with girls, do you?"

      He wrinkles his nose. "Can we not talk about this?"

      "You know this is an odd situation, and I'm sorry there's now pressure for us to be soul mates or whatever, but you're as important to me as they are."

      "But you love Andrei and Ash."

      Love? "In a way and for different reasons. I told you the other night, I find these relationships as confusing as discovering the world is full of supernatural creatures."

      Tracing the lines of my palm with his fingers, Jamie drops into silence. I always felt at ease with Jamie, and when we studied together, my magic became stronger and I had more success with the spells.

      "There are two reasons I've avoided acting on how I feel." He continues to move his fingertips across my palm, the sensation soothing and arousing at the same time. "One is the exact reason you just described—you're unsure and overwhelmed by feelings for Ash and Andrei. I didn't want to add to that. Yeah, I've always felt the tension and how things grew more intense when we began to work on your visions together, but I backed off. I half-hoped that I imagined the bond, but the denial couldn't last."

      My heart swells at his admissions and his empathy. "I'm not sure how to feel about that, but thank you," I whisper.

      "S'all good. But we both know that what happened the other night changes things." I nod. "I won't pressure you into the whole 'Maeve's my witch soul mate' thing, because I'm not the only one your energy is connected to. I want you to figure things out for yourself, and I'll be here for you in whatever way you need, whenever."

      Does Jamie realise that with every word he speaks, the closer he pulls me? He may not have Andrei's or Ash's passion, but he speaks to a side of me I've always craved from a guy. He has something I never thought possible—empathy in his gentle soul and a heart full of love. Jamie thinks too deeply about our situation, confuses himself further, but he's finally admitted what we both know. We will never only be friends.

      I place a hand on his cheek again, and he looks up at me. Hesitantly, I move closer and place my lips gently on his. His lips are soft and the contact feels as natural as if we've done this a thousand times, not just once. Respecting what he said, I draw away again; I won't make this worse for him or more confusing for me. He strokes my hair and smiles at me, eyes shining, before kissing my forehead.

      "What's the second reason you avoid me?" I ask.

      "Because I don't want to link with the vision about me." He touches the chain holding the Blackwood pendant, like a religious man touching his cross in prayer. "Maybe once you save my life, I'll kiss you until you're dizzy."

      "You saved mine, it's only fair I repay the favour." I wrap my arms around him again. 

      We hold onto each other, two people who share more than their magic, but are united by a life outside their control. Forged by a love for each other that stretches further than a physical desire and into something we don't understand. A piece of my heart belongs to Jamie as it does Ash and Andrei—and that piece is all he wants for now. When the time is right, I hope he wants more.
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      Andrei's back. When Jamie said the words, they seemed impossible and I didn't fully catch up to reality. They entered my head but wouldn't stick. I didn't want to believe, in case the news wasn't true.

      But it is. He's back. Once reality sinks in, I sit cross-legged on my bed, shaking as I type him a text, hoping for a reply. I've learned that this hemia vampire is often awake in the day, even though he can't expose himself to sunlight. I teased him that must be where his dark and depressed look comes from: hiding inside all day. He pulled a face. I can't always tell if Andrei secretly thinks something is amusing, or is genuinely annoyed.

      I'm tempted to make my way to Petrescu and see if he's awake, but resist. He may be asleep, or worse, not want to see me. Andrei spent several nights at Ravenhold and the effect this may've had concerns me. How quickly can Ravenhold damage somebody?

      No, I can't see him until night falls—if he wants to see me.

      Until then, I brace myself for walking into my first public day since my near-death experience.

      I'm used to my role as the academy curiosity and the scrutiny isn't unusual, but I hate facing people after making myself centre of attention again. Some Walcott kids asked if I was okay over the last couple of days, but mostly to dig for dirt.

      The circumstances surrounding Becci's confession and the truth about Lorna's death are hushed up, apart from on a need to know basis. If someone is feeding information to the Dominion, we don't want to fuel them.

      Becci left the academy for the rest of term, the staff citing a nervous breakdown over Lorna's death as the reason. Her parents took her on holiday somewhere for the month—I suspect the family must be in hiding.

      Sometimes I wish I'd left for home too. My parents were informed I was sick, but they pay little attention to what happens now I'm out of sight and mind. That hurts, but I feel more at home here than anywhere else, even if my new life frequently almost kills me.

      The news about Andrei's return caused a stir and is the sole topic discussed outside and inside the classroom. I sit closer to Jamie than ever in magical history, as the boring lesson and the equally bored Professor Kendal quotes treaties and dates, asking us to make notes.

      Others amuse themselves exchanging messages on phones held in laps, beneath the desks, and whispers and looks are thrown my way. In the end, I turn my back and allow my hair to fall like a curtain between me and the others.

      The gossip has spread to Amelia's whereabouts too, as her absence becomes focal now the Andrei issue is less interesting. Again, the academy provides a story about sudden illness, and again students don't believe this either. The gossiping reached critical mass—and now Andrei's back.

      Each time I think of Andrei, I'm attacked by butterflies—this isn't a fluttery stomach as I think about the guy I've fallen for, but an assault on my emotions. I don't only crave to see Andrei again, a part of me needs him. He can pull me back down from the stage I'm set on, blinded by lights while everybody stares.

      We can stand together against everybody else's prejudice and hatred.

      If he wants to see me.

      After an excruciating hour, I duck out of class with Jamie the moment we're given the all clear. Jamie said little during the lesson, focused on his work. Is that why the guy spends so much time in the library? Because he can bury himself in studies and fill his brain with knowledge to push out the things he'd rather forget?

      "I wish we had Mental Magic today," I say as he takes my books from me. "I need to see Tobias."

      "I'm sure he'll find you." Jamie's lips purse as he pushes the books under one arm. "I noticed he hasn't been around much while you were unwell. That surprises me."

      And hurts. He took part in one bedside visit with Sofia alongside him. I couldn't pick up on anything in my weak state—none of his thoughts reached mine.

      "There'll be a reason. Like Ash." I glance in the direction of Gilgamesh house, unable to see due to the wall. "It's crazy they're segregated still."

      "Yeah. Theodora won't allow that for long."

      "I hope so," I mutter.

      As we make our way to the library, I've the misfortune of bumping into Yvette—although I suspect this isn't an accidental meeting. The girl has waited for this moment since I stepped back into academy life this morning. She stands with a group who laugh at something on a phone screen, but Yvette looks straight at me. 

      "Oh, great," I mutter to Jamie.

      "We can go the other way to the library?" he suggests.

      "No. She doesn't intimidate me."

      Yvette moves too far into my personal space for politeness, but I refuse to step back at her threatening move.

      Her frosty blue eyes stare into mine and I refuse to look away from her unsmiling face. "I hope you're happy now. Becci has gone and your evil boyfriend came back." She flicks a look at Jamie. "Or did you find a new one?"

      I sigh at her. "I'm happy Andrei isn't paying for a crime he didn't commit."

      "Doesn't matter. Nobody trusts him." She waves a hand around. "And where is he? Andrei should be at his lessons if it was so important for him to return to the academy."

      "Give him a break," says Jamie. "He spent several days at Ravenhold."

      Every time somebody mentions this, my stomach leadens. I've still no response to the text. Knowing he's a short walk across the academy kills me more than when he was hundreds of miles away. He's free to do as he wants now, unlike Ash.

      Will he come to me tonight if I wait for him?

      "I'd like to know what you did to Becci," says Yvette, shifting closer.

      "Nothing. She had some information about the killing and was brave enough to tell people."

      Even if I had to half-kill myself to pull the memories from her head.

      "Right. And now she's in hiding?" asks Yvette.

      "On holiday."

      Yvette barks a laugh. "That's bullshit and you know it." 

      I shrug. "Believe what you want."

      "Oh, I do. I believe Andrei will kill again and next time I hope they burn him alive."

      How has she become this vicious? But I refuse to allow her to goad me into a fight about Andrei. "Jamie." I pull at his hand and we pass the group, every muscle in my body tense.

      "Hang around Petrescu and you'll regret it," Yvette mutters.

      I pick up my pace and reach the library in record time, rushing to a quiet corner before I rest against a seat by a window. My breath comes in shorter bursts; I'm not physically or mentally up to this yet.

      Jamie strides over. "You're never in a hurry to visit the library. Am I converting you?"

      I give a weak smile. We both know the real reason.

      "I don't feel safe," I admit. "I hate making enemies for no reason."

      He rests on the seat beside me. "Everything sucks, huh."

      "Yep."

      He takes a deep breath and then wraps an arm around my shoulders. I rest my head on his chest, sensing the bond again. "Do you think we'll be able to speak psychically like Matt and Amelia?" I ask.

      "Not all bonded witches can. I think your head is full enough without someone else's voice inside there too."

      Like Tobias's. "True."

      Resting his head on mine, he pulls me into a tighter embrace. "I'm sure Andrei will appear soon. Don't worry."

      "I hope so."

      But which Andrei will I face when I see him?
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      I know where to find Andrei.

      Those times I crept around at night fighting with myself whether to talk to him or not seem like a distant past. I never thought I'd sit and wait for him on this bench after days worrying he'll die.

      I rub my damp palms on my jeans and take a shuddery breath. What if Andrei closes down again? Recently, he took a step away from believing he'll suffer for who he is, but now he's pushed backwards into a place where he was judged without trial.

      I'm also hurt that Andrei never came to me when he was released, but I understand why he's shut himself in Petrescu and cocooned himself from the world. What happened to him at Ravenhold? Several nights in that hellish place would be enough to scare anybody.

      Especially if he believes that's his future.

      At least he sent a text:  <sorry for missing you today I promise I'll see you soon>

      I responded in seconds <I can't wait to see you xx>

      I've spent the rest of the day on tenterhooks, stomach churning that he might avoid me tonight too. Everywhere aches to see Andrei, hold him, and tell him how I feel. For his lips to touch mine again, taste the familiar mint and lose myself in a kiss I worried I'd never share again.

      But what if he doesn't want that?

      Dusk became night a couple of hours ago and Andrei hasn't appeared. I check my phone. No more messages. My fingers hover over the screen, preparing to text him. But to say what? I can't communicate the depth of my emotions in a cold text message.

      I wait another half hour, the heaviness in my heart growing as each minute ticks by. Looking up at the cloudy, moonless sky, I fight the tears pricking my eyes. I've been warned about the consequences if we continue along our illicit path. Has Andrei? Is that why he isn't here?

      No.

      I gather myself and stand, taking a calming breath.

      After all that's happened to him, Andrei isn't ready to come back to me yet.

      That's the reason he stayed away tonight.

      This can't be the end.

      The cloisters are darker than usual without moonlight, perfect for another attack from Yvette, but I don't care. I believe I'm safer now and can defend myself. My shoes scuff the pavers as I make my way towards the building.

      "Maeve."

      Of course Andrei would appear from the shadows, unseen and unheard, but I startle when I see his figure and swear.

      Andrei steps in front of me. "Shit. Sorry. I didn't mean to scare you."

      I throw my arms around him and burrow my head into his chest, breath speeding as the held-back emotions threaten to burst. Andrei holds me and kisses the top of my head, squeezing me tightly to him as we stand in a silent embrace. His heart beats faster against my cheek and I grip him closer.

      "I didn't think I'd see you again," he murmurs into my hair. "You don't know how good it feels to hold you."

      Moving away, I look up at him and reach out to touch his cheek. "I thought I'd lost you."

      He takes my hand and kisses the palm. "I heard from Tobias how hard you fought to stop things getting worse for me. Too hard. I'm not worth you half-killing yourself."

      Despite his smile, the lost Andrei is in his eyes. I tiptoe and brush my mouth against his soft lips. "Just kiss me, Andrei."

      Andrei takes my face in his hands and hesitates a moment as he looks at my lips. Taking a shuddery breath, his mouth closes over mine and the need that's built over the last few days explodes.

      He grips my face harder and pushes his tongue into my mouth, backing me against the wall and pressing himself to me. I match the ferocity of Andrei's kiss as our tongues slide in desperate want; the kiss we should've shared days ago.

      I'm dizzied by the intensity sending shockwaves through my body. The first time we kissed in this spot, his passion spilled out and I held back, this time there's no chance. Andrei's hand sneaks beneath my shirt, his other on the wall above my head, a light touch running along my side until he cups my ass and drags my hips into his.

      Each moment we spend locked together, the heated need for him grows and the desire burns through us both. This was never going to be a gentle reunion and fortunately—or unfortunately—happened outside.

      He breaks the kiss and rests his forehead against mine, his lips still achingly close, hand still above my head on the wall. "I need to stop."

      I nod at Andrei's hoarse words, but don't let him go, longing to kiss him again.

      "I need to ask how you feel about us and what we did," he says.

      "Are you asking if I regret what we did?"

      "I guess."

      His skin is smooth against the back of my hand as I rub his cheek. "No. Not for a second. Even though..."

      "Even though, what?" He shifts back and his eyes search mine.

      "I didn't realise how wrong this is between us."

      "Because of who we are? I don't give a crap about that, Maeve."

      "The Confederacy guy made me feel like I'd committed a crime. I thought the races mixed. I've seen them together."

      Andrei runs his fingers along my lips, as if he needs to touch me at every moment. "Have you seen witches and vampires together?"

      "I don't pay close attention. Witches hang out with vampires, Katherine dates a shifter, I just assumed."

      "It's still a taboo. The Confederacy are terrified they'll create hybrids, as I'm sure Tobias told you too."

      I shift uncomfortably. "He did and that was a bloody awkward conversation. We're not planning on a baby—we're just kids hooking up."

      Andrei crosses his arms and looks at me with a deep frown. "Just hooking up? Is that all you think of me?"

      "No! No, I mean—" My protest is met by Andrei's laugh and I poke him in the chest for teasing. "Very funny."

      His serious face returns. "I don't care what happens, if you don't care. Our relationship isn't illegal. Yet."

      I swallow. "Yet?"

      "Who knows? The Confederacy bring in crazy laws all the time, trying to clamp down on dissension, which of course makes things worse."

      I breathe out an ‘oh', and Andrei takes my face in both hands again, smoothing his thumbs against my cheeks. "I don't give a shit. Maeve, for the first time ever, somebody looks at me as if I mean something. I finally understand that I deserve happiness, because somebody who's beautiful inside and out wants me. You care about me."

      "Love," I whisper.

      Andrei's eyes widen and my mouth parches when he doesn't respond. Andrei needs to understand how far into my heart and soul he's buried in such a ridiculously short time.

      "What do you mean?" he asks.

      "What does that usually mean?" I ask with exasperation. "Andrei, when I thought I'd lost you I felt like somebody had ripped into my heart. I know it sounds crazy because we haven't known each other long, but you deserve to be loved, and I hope you can find some love to give. I believe there's deeper emotions locked inside here."

      I place my hand on his heart, and he places his over. "You don't know how hard that makes our future," he says, still staring at me in shock.

      "Our future that already has a challenge or two?" I say and smile. "Hey, what's one more to add to the mix?"

      Andrei laughs again, the sound welcome after days filled with sadness. "I agree."

      He kisses me again, tenderly, his mouth soft against my sore lips, as we step away from the overwhelming passion from minutes ago. Or try to, because our mouths become more insistent with each touch and taste.

      Andrei stops and strokes hair from my clammy forehead. "I'd ask you to come back to my room, but I think the dust needs to settle first."

      "Come inside with me?" I suggest, shocked at my brazen words.

      He wrinkles his nose. "I don't like being around the academy just yet. Especially Walcott. You understand?"

      "Are we back to secrets in the dark?" I ask.

      "No. No secrets." Stepping back, Andrei holds out a hand. "Let's go."

      We walk from the shadows and into the dimly lit grounds. The door to the Walcott building is closed and nobody around. Andrei hesitates and pushes his hands into his pockets as he darts a look around him.

      "Don't worry, I understand you need to leave," I say.

      Andrei chews on his lip and looks at me in the odd way he does, when he's about to say something that he either doesn't want to, or I don't want to hear. "I need to say something first."

      My stomach flips over as I wait for the words. The rejection. Surely, he wouldn't. Not now.

      "I never finished what I wanted to say by the cloisters. For the first time in forever, somebody means something to me too. You mean something to me." He takes a deep breath. "I don't know what love feels like, but I'm sure this is pretty damn close."

      Relief bubbles through me and into a laugh as I drape my arms around his neck. "Don't worry Andrei, I'm not expecting eloquent declarations of everlasting love from you. I'm happy you're with me and you care."

      "Love," he whispers echoing my response earlier.

      Our mouths meet and his lips move with a teasing softness as we hold each other, knowing we face more challenges yet.

      But, for once, everything feels good in my new world.
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      I sleep in the next day, as my mind finally relaxes. Seeing Andrei again and knowing he's safe lifted the heaviness and has given me hope, but my worry about Ash remains.

      Knowing Andrei wants to continue our relationship, in whatever weird way we will, helps too. His old barrier against the academy is back, but he'll need it. Some refuse to believe he's innocent— a rumour now spreads that his grandfather used his position on the council to free Andrei. Each time I hear lies spread about him, my anger and resentment grows.

      I don't think the academy has reached the end of the situation—Andrei's future, or the new troubled relationships between the houses.

      By the time I finish breakfast alone, Jamie's in the library. The guy hates if facts hide from him in books—he subscribes to the 'knowledge is power' idea. Since I told him what I saw the day I collapsed, he's become frustrated that he can't find any information about the academy's history.

      He's combed the library for information about the building prior to the place becoming an academy, convinced there should be records beyond lists of patient case notes. The most important thing we need is a plan of the building that could reveal secrets beneath.

      Whenever I think about the place once holding asylum patients, my skin goose bumps. I've heard about Victorian treatment of the mentally ill and I risked time in a hospital before discovering I'm sane. Jamie will dig hard and deep enough to find the answers he needs. He refuses to fail.

      I head outside and towards the main building, ready to join Jamie in the library. As I step into the spring sunshine, an unusual sound carries across the breeze towards me. Voices come from the playing field's direction, shouting and laughter.

      I make my way around the edge of the building and look to the fields. Rugby team members pass the ball to each other and my heart lifts as I stumble across the grass towards the practice. This is the first time I've seen anybody on the fields since Lorna's death, and as half the team are Gilgamesh, some of them must be amongst the group.

      Ash?

      The closer I get, the clearer I can see them, and I scan the figures until I spot Ash. The sunny spring day brightens more along with my mood.

      If I'm honest, one of the reasons I became an ardent supporter of Ash's rugby matches is how he looks in the uniform. His muscular figure revealed more than when walking around in his uniform. But I also love watching how passionate he is about the game, losing himself in each match, demonstrating the fierce spirit and physical prowess.

      Mesmerised by seeing Ash again, I wander to the place I always stand when watching him play. I smile ruefully when Ash doesn't notice me, as he focuses on his performance.

      "Guys! Come on! You can do better than this!" yells a voice and Vincent marches onto the pitch, calling the team together.

      The guys look up at Vincent, who speaks and jabs his fingers around the pitch. He's not happy. I look around for Professor O'Reilly, but he's absent.

      The team has a new coach.

      I'm the only spectator apart from Vince, and as he walks back off the pitch, he spots me and he slides his eyes away the moment mine meet his. Ash pauses and glances over too, and I wave to him. Did he see me? Because he doesn't wave back.

      Vincent isn't close by, but I'm as nervous as if he were standing beside me. If I were with the other guys, I'd approach Vincent and try to sense a thought or feeling from him; perhaps carefully approach the edges of his mind. My gut tells me that's a bad idea. Whatever he's done to Ash, and whoever he is, means I can't approach him alone.

      I sit on the grass and pull my knees into my chest as the practice continues. Vincent won't scare me away; I haven't seen Ash for days and I'm as worried about him as he is about me. He's sent occasional texts from somebody else's phone, checking if I'm okay. No phone calls, which is crazy. Ash is trapped in his house and in the memories in his mind; I have the other guys to support me. He has nobody, and I'm frightened for him.

      Vincent continues to yell at the team and as I watch something strikes me. These are only Gilgamesh players. The academy team is made up of Walcott too.

      More segregation?

      Ash plays as strongly as ever, his skill evident against the others, and the total focus he has when playing stops him looking off the pitch to me. Vincent stares ahead, arms crossed, face smug that Ash pays little attention to anything off the pitch.

      Not a word passes between me and Vincent for the next half hour, but my awareness he's close by keeps my heart hammering. I bide my time, determined to speak to Ash whether Vincent likes it or not.

      I refuse to leave until I speak to Ash.
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        * * *

      

      Post practice, the team head to the changing room at the sports hall, and I remain in my spot on the soft grass. Ash doesn't come over, instead marching back across the fields with his team. My heart plunges into my stomach when he doesn't approach me. Is he that scared of Vincent?

      I'm not walking back into the academy until I've spoken to Ash, and if that means I need to sit here until I find a way, I will. Ash needs to know I won't give up.

      Daisies grow around me at the edge of the pitch and I pick a handful to make a daisy chain while I watch activity around the sports hall.

      Ten minutes later, Vince heads away from the building alone and I straighten. Nobody follows him. No Ash.

      I chew on my lip as I watch Vincent walk around the corner on the way back to the academy. A few minutes later, the team members begin to trickle out of the sports hall and in the same direction.

      Seizing my chance, I walk across the grass towards the back of the hall, to avoid an encounter with anybody leaving via the front exit.

      The rear sports hall doors are open and the smell of strong deodorant and heavy perspiration mingle as I walk inside. A handful of voices, including Ash's, echo from inside the guys' changing rooms, but not as many as were on the pitch.

      I duck into the girls' changing rooms, positioning myself so I can see who leaves—or if Vincent returns. There aren't doors, only an L-shaped open entry that hides people inside from view.

      My phone sounds and I glance down. Jamie asking where I am. I'm typing a quick reply when two other Gilgamesh guys walk out.

      Stepping back, I wait for their conversation to fade as they head away.

      Now or never. I sneak to the entrance to listen again; there can't be many more guys left in there. If I'm lucky, I won't walk into a bunch of naked shifters.

      Padding across the tiled floor inside, I make my way to where the benches and lockers line the walls close to showers.

      Ash stands with his back to me, naked.

      Almost.

      A white towel is slung and knotted low around his hips, barely reaching his knees, but aside from that… naked.

      I blink before continuing to stare as he searches through a black gym bag. This is a sight I won't forget in a hurry. I've seen him shirtless, but this is secret fantasy material. Every inch of him is ripped, everything in perfect proportion. I can see why he's seen as the strongest of his generation.

      "I can sense you, Maeve," he says and turns, arms out. "Come here."

      I don't need asking twice and rush at him, and he engulfs me with his embrace. He smells clean and fresh, strangely like apples, his skin cool and damp still.

      "I can never sneak up on any of you," I protest. "You all know when I'm around."

      Ash tips my chin and concerned eyes study mine. "How are you? I've heard some scary things."

      "How are you?" I ask. "What happened?"

      A small cut slices through Ash's eyebrow and the yellow from a fading bruise shades the side of his head.

      "I'm fine."

      He's lying. Shifters heal easily, so whoever did this must've inflicted some damage.

      Anger seethes, because I can guess exactly who.

      "You need to tell me everything that's happened," he says, looking at me keenly. "Is everybody safe?"

      Something falls to the ground close by, alerting us that somebody may be close by, and Ash pulls me around a corner.

      "What is Vincent's game?" I whisper, placing a kiss on his shoulder.

      "He wants to take over from Professor O'Reilly."

      "Theodora won't allow that. I think Tobias has told her his suspicions," I say, tracing my fingers from his pecs and along his ridged muscle.

      "Then why hasn't she removed him?"

      "It's easier to watch an enemy under your nose than an alerted, hidden one." My fingers pause at his waist.

      Ash also constantly touches and kisses my skin, as if trying to remember who I am. I'm attempting to focus on the conversation and not the physical pull dizzying me.

      I stop fighting and dig my hands into the back of Ash's hair, pushing my mouth against his. He makes a noise of surprise before crushing me to his chest and teasing his tongue into my mouth. I focus on keeping my hands in his hair against the temptation of allowing them to wander elsewhere, as we keep the kiss under control.

      Mostly.

      I pull away from him, frightened someone else will walk back into the changing rooms.

      "I should get dressed," says Ash with a smile.

      "Feeling vulnerable?" I ask and sneak another touch of his abs.

      His lips twitch. "Wishing you were naked too."

      Heat floods into me, aroused by talking about nakedness. Focus. This isn't the right time.

      "I think so."

      "You think you should be naked too?" I can't tell if he's shocked or hopeful.

      "I mean I think you should dress or I won't be capable of a coherent conversation with you."

      He catches my mouth in a swift kiss and chuckles as he turns away.

      Ash stretches up to grab clothes from his locker and his towel shifts down from his waist, revealing his dimpled lower back.

      My heart stutters as something catches my eye. "Omigod. Ash."

      He turns and smirks as he tightens the towel again. "Don't worry, I'll keep myself covered, unless you want to see more?"

      "No. Ash..."

      His grin drops at the expression on my face. "What's wrong? Maeve?"

      I step to Ash and take hold of his taut waist, turning him to face me again. "Your back."

      I pictured unclean images of Ash naked a few minutes ago, but there's nothing playful or suggestive as I move the towel down slightly and inspect the skin at the base of his spine.

      A patch, a few centimetres in diameter, marks his back like a vibrant purple tattoo. The pattern is barely visible across such a small area, but this isn't a scar. No scar resembles something like this. Why didn't I notice last time I looked?

      "Can you see here?" I ask and touch the spot.

      He twists his head in an attempt to look, but can't without a mirror.

      "What? You're worrying me."

      Cautiously, I reach out and touch where the bright iridescence contrasts with his tan, the strange patch smooth and warm. "There's something odd here." 

      Ash places his hand on his skin, pushing my fingers out of the way. "What? What can you see?"

      How do I say this? "I think you have scales on your back, Ash."

      He jerks away from me. "What the fuck? No."

      Ash yanks open the locker he's closest to and turns to examine himself in the mirror on the door.

      Ash's face pales and his lips part in horror before he slams the door closed.

      "Are they scales?" I ask.

      He grabs his clothes from the bench and turns to me, holding them against his chest. "I need to dress, then I'd better get back to Gilgamesh."

      "Ash…" I reach out but he looks stiffly ahead.

      "I'll see you in class later. We're allowed to mix now." He pauses. "Okay?"

      "Talk to me, Ash," I whisper. "What happened?"

      "Nothing." He walks towards the doorway, hand on my back to escort me out. "Talk later."

      "No!" I pull away. "Why is that on your back?"

      "I didn't know it was there!" I shrink back at his harsh tone. "Maeve, let me deal with this."

      "Why didn't I see the scales last time?" I ask myself as much as him. Did I confuse the mark with a freckle?

      "You can't tell anyone," he urges.

      "What? No, Ash. We tell the others."

      He drops his clothes to the floor and takes his t-shirt to pull it on. "Don't say a word unless I'm with you."

      His hands shake as he reaches for a pair of sweatpants and I ask the question we're both thinking.

      "Did you shift, Ash?"

      If he says yes, that wouldn't terrify me as much as the fear I see in his eyes.

      "I don't know," he says hoarsely. "Can you go now? And promise me you won't say anything until I'm with you?"

      If the changing rooms had a door, Ash would've shut it in my face. He walks away from me back towards the lockers and I hesitate. The guy's understandably in shock and scared too. I'll respect his wishes and not walk straight to Tobias, but if Ash doesn't say something soon, I'll have no choice.
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      MAEVE

      

      Gilgamesh are back in lessons this evening.

      Petrescu and Walcott keep themselves strictly separate outside the Potions classroom as usual, and the arriving Gilgamesh avoid them both. I admire Theodora for insisting the houses continue in their joint classes, but I'm concerned she allows Professor O'Reilly to keep them apart for some lessons.

      The big topic of chatter is that Katherine and Clive's relationship ended, confirmed by the academy power couple ignoring each other outside Potions class.

      I sought Ash out the moment I saw Gilgamesh students arriving; I spot him hanging back when usually he's leading.

      "Wait here, Jamie," I say.

      Jamie blinks. "Everything okay?"

      "I just want a private word with Ash before class." He narrows his eyes. "It's fine, Jamie."

      "Uh huh," he says doubtfully.

      Ash's expression reflects doubt too as I approach him. "Good to see Gilgamesh here," I say, then add in a quieter voice, "how are you?"

      He rubs his lips together and darts a look around. "Freaked out. Sorry about earlier."

      "I totally understand."

      "I agree I need to tell someone—Tobias. Is he around?"

      "How about Andrei?" he asks. "He could ask Tobias to meet with us."

      "I saw him last night, but I doubt he'll come to class yet."

      Ash wrinkles his nose. "Tobias is never far. He'll want to speak to us all, and now Andrei's back and we can…" He trails off. "Help with my memories. I think that's more urgent now because of this." He touches his back.

      I'd press him for more, ask if he thinks he's shifting, but I don't want to know the answer. He may not know himself.

      The tension in Potions isn't any different to the last class I sat through. Ash, Jamie, and I take our usual positions and we carefully copy Professor Turlington's notes from the blackboard.

      Amelia's seat remains empty as a glaring reminder nobody has heard from her. This bothers me more than the staring and whispers; I no longer care what they think.

      "This elixir is complicated and not normally learned until the final year," remarks Jamie as he flicks through a book listing ingredients. "Plus, the ingredients are hard to find and expensive."

      I read the title: Aegis Elixir.

      "This is a strong protection spell," he continues. "The academy is teaching us this deliberately."

      "Good," says Ash and takes the book. "Lorna's killer is still out there."

      "Then we need to perfect this." Jamie taps his pen on the table, brow furrowed in concentration.

      The classroom door opens behind me and two Walcott students opposite me stare, with aghast expressions. Before I can turn, somebody sits beside me in Amelia's usual seat.

      The quiet chatting in the class ceases until Yvette says, "What the hell?"

      "What did I miss?" asks Andrei, and he cranes his head to look at my notes.

      My heart jumps out of rhythm. "I thought you were avoiding class," I whisper.

      "I can't fail the year again," he says, as if that would be the greatest problem in his life.

      I reach beneath the table and squeeze his hand, but my stomach lurches as I notice the Tepes signet ring on his middle finger. The last time I saw that symbol, it was painted in blood on a wall.

      Fortunately, Professor Turlington doesn't flinch at Andrei's arrival and the whispering stops, even if the staring doesn't, as the lesson continues.

      Andrei's subdued and distant from those around, which isn't an unusual state for him. He's so unfocused there's little point in him attending, but I admire his bravery at returning to lessons two days after arriving back.

      A muttering Jamie shoves aside the vial containing his second attempt, rises from his seat and crosses towards the tall shelves which hold the bottles and jars filled with dried herbs.

      "You'll need to help me, Maeve," whispers Andrei, dark eyes shining beneath his fringe. "I suck at potions. Can never get the measurements right."

      "Jamie's your guy for that," I say. "Well, usually."

      Andrei huffs. "I can't tell if the guy likes me or not."

      "He's weird with everybody since the prophecy about his death," puts in Ash. "Nothing personal." He pauses for a moment. "He's worried about Amelia disappearing too, and I doubt he's happy about yours and Maeve's nighttime activities."

      I purse my lips at Ash's not-so-subtle words, but Andrei doesn't flinch. "I need to tell Jamie something, but I don't know how."

      "I just said, he knows you and Maeve are together. Everybody does."

      "No. About Matt."

      Ash tenses and he hunches over to whisper. "What? Did you see him at Ravenhold?"

      Last night, I deliberately avoided asking Andrei anything about Ravenhold or who he met; he may not be ready to share yet. If Andrei rejects the memories, he can pretend the experience never happened. Or thinks he can—I'm not so sure.

      The heaviness I'd begun to lose sits back in my stomach again as I glance at Jamie, searching through the jars. "What's happened to Matt? Was something wrong when you saw him?"

      "That's the point," whispers Andrei. "I didn't see him. I asked because, y'know, we were sort of friends. Matt isn't at Ravenhold."

      My chest tightens. Did Amelia know?

      "Where is he?" asks Ash stiffly.

      Andrei shrugs. "Nobody knows. Or cares, apparently. He didn't fit in."

      "Yeah. Matt doesn't belong in Ravenhold," says Ash and Andrei rubs his chin. "Like you didn't."

      I snap my head around. This is the first time Ash has acknowledged Andrei as someone he's bothered about, but we all know there's no way we can deny how close our bond is now.

      "Matt isn't at Ravenhold?" I repeat.

      Andrei pulls an apologetic face, as if this could be his fault.

      "Have you told anybody?" I ask.

      "Tobias. He wants us to meet up and discuss things." He jerks his chin at Ash. "I hear you're having a shit time too."

      "You have no idea," he mutters.

      Jamie searches through the jars opposite, taking a tall jar in one hand and examining the label before returning it and taking one beside. He scratches his head and looks down at the list again, tapping the page with his pencil.

      We have a lot to discuss with Tobias.

      Katherine sits in her usual spot but with her back angled away from the Walcott girls, which I think is brave of her considering how vulnerable she is. Perhaps not vulnerable physically, but I'm waiting for Yvette to create something big. I voiced my worries to Sofia as I'd heard rumours, and she agreed to warn them about illegal magic use.

      But as we know from Matt's situation, threats that illegal magic equal a trip to Ravenhold don't scare everybody.

      Ash nudges me. "Are you stressing about Yvette again?"

      "No, I'm sad how everything has changed in the academy," I reply.

      Andrei shakes his hair into his face and stares at the page he clearly isn't reading. "I don't think they'll ever change back. Not now."

      "Which is what whoever did this wants," I say. "The Dominion attacks aren't against us; they're within."

      Ash falls silent too.

      "We definitely need to all get together," I continue. "Tobias's debrief idea is good."

      Jamie rejoins us and sets a couple of jars on the table. I uncork a clear one and sniff the contents before retching at the rotten egg smell. He laughs and takes it back. "Be careful you don't spill that one, Maeve. You'll be scrubbing your skin for days to get rid of the smell."

      "Yes. No wasting the wyrmroot solution," says Professor Turlington as he stops at our desk. "We've little available since the last crops were destroyed. Only few people grow this now and they make a pretty penny from selling."

      I'm unable to tell if he's amused or annoyed by the notion.

      He nods at Amelia's seat. "Where is Amelia?" I can't help exchange a glance with Jamie. Doesn't he know? "I was told she'd return when things settled. I hope nothing untoward has happened."

      "Nah," says Andrei. "She wanted to spend more time with her family."

      My neck prickles when Professor Turlington looks at Andrei with more disdain than he should—professors are supposed to be neutral in their treatment of us. Has that changed now too? "And how are you, Andrei?"

      "Yeah. Good. The evening is always more enjoyable when people don't accuse me of murder." He glares at the professor. "And I haven't hurt Amelia, if that's what you're implying."

      Professor Turlington stares back. "Have you heard the human phrase 'there's no smoke without fire,' Andrei?"

      He shrugs.

      "Perhaps take heed. Everybody is keeping a closer eye on you."

      He huffs and drops back in his chair. "Really? You think you need to tell me this? Everybody is watching my back and not all for nice reasons."

      "Sorry to be rude, Professor," I interrupt, "but I don't think talking about this helps anybody. We need to move on."

      Jamie's head remains bowed but his jaw is set hard. When the professor walks away again, he looks up and his eyes are stony. "Why are they still blaming you, Andrei? That's wrong."

      Andrei's eyes widen at Jamie's defending him. "Uh..."

      I laugh and nudge Andrei. "I told you we were all in this together now. Allegiances change."

      "Enemies are elsewhere, as we all know, " Jamie says.

      Andrei wrinkles his nose. "Tobias wants to meet us at the cottage—can you get the key?"

      “Does he?" asks Jamie.

      "Yeah. The famous cottage. I wanna see what's inside there," says Andrei with a smirk. "I heard you and Ash took Maeve and Amelia there for some fun not long ago. Jamie's House of Debauchery."

      "Piss off," says Jamie with a scowl.

      "No, but seriously, you have the place to yourself and never thought of taking a girl there?"

      Jamie glances at me and then turns a deep scowl to Andrei. "Not everybody is like you."

      "And what am I like?" Andrei arches a brow.

      I ready myself to stop whatever is about to start between them but Andrei bursts into laughter. "Dude. Lighten up. Like you ever gave a crap what people think about you."

      "Yeah. Exactly."

      "So that's at least one thing we have in common," he says and punches him on the arm. "Nah, tell me what to bring tonight apart from my sparkling personality."

      "Tonight?" asks Ash.

      "I think that's probably for the best, don't you, Ash?" I ask pointedly. "We need to make a plan of action."

      Ash sinks down in his seat and refocuses on his work.
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      We take longer to leave than most students, since Jamie insists on staying to relay his concerns to Professor Turlington about the volatile potions he's teaching us. Andrei hangs with me and Ash in the doorway, watching students leave. He seems non-plussed by their attention and pulls his phone out to study the screen instead.

      Some things never change.

      "Promise me you'll tell Tobias about your back, otherwise I will," I whisper, glancing at Andrei.

      He nods. "Yeah. I'll tell everyone."

      "And you won't tell Vince where you're going tonight?" I ask cautiously.

      Ash's brow puckers. "No. He doesn't supervise my every move; even though I think he'd like to."

      A witch barges past, her elbow jabbing sharply into my ribs on the way by, and I stumble slightly. Ash steadies me around the waist. "Did she push you?"

      I shake my head. "Don't say anything. I'm not taking part in their games. We've bigger things to worry about."

      Ash's face shadows again. "What's taking Jamie so long?"

      I startle as Katherine's unmistakable screech runs down the hallway and we step out to watch the scene.

      I see Clive first, backed against a wall as if retreating from a wild bear, with Katherine half a metre away shaking with rage. I'm relieved I can't see her angry vampire face, but Clive looks bemused, not scared.

      "Why?" Her shrieking halts everybody making their way to the next class and a semicircle of people surround the pair at a safe distance in case anybody loses control.

      Clive crosses his arms, muscles bulging beneath his uniform shirt. Has he grown? Because the seams are stretching further than last time I saw him. "'Sup, Katherine."

      His laconic smile sends the hellish girl into more of a rage and she darts a hand out, beautifully sculpted nails becoming talons on her clawed hand.

      "You bastard! You bloody bastard!"

      Clive grabs her wrist. "Can you get over this?" he snaps. "We're over. You were using me, and I was using you. Not anymore."

      Her back rises and falls rapidly at his words, and I don't hear Katherine's response.

      Remi steps to Clive's shoulder. "He saw sense. Vamps and shifters should stay apart."

      "I don't give a crap about you ending the relationship, Clive. This is what bothers me." Katherine holds her phone up, screen facing him, almost touching his nose.

      Clive pulls his head back and frowns as he focuses. "What the fuck?"

      "Exactly!" Katherine's voice rises in pitch again. "How dare you share these pictures."

      Uh oh. I glance at a shocked Ash and amused Andrei as Clive takes the phone. "I didn't... these aren't mine."

      "What?" The pitch almost shatters my ears. "Who else do you think took photos of me like.... this."

      Remi roots a finger in his ear as he sneers at her. "Well, Katherine. You're a lamia. Could be any number of people."

      "Are you calling me a slut?" she spits.

      "I didn't share these." Clive continues his protest, rubbing a hand over the top of his head.

      The hallway drops into an expectant silence as the drama plays out. "You liar!" she screeches.

      A Petrescu girl attempts to take Katherine by the arm but she yanks it away. "You will pay for this!" she snaps. "Nobody humiliates me."

      "What happened?" asks Ash as Katherine and Clive continue their face off, and worry now flickers around Clive's features as he attempts to reach out to Katherine too.

      He knows how powerful she is.

      "Someone sent naked photos to Katherine threatening to share them if she didn't pay money," whispers a horrified-looking vamp girl beside me. "Bad idea. They don't know who they're messing with."

      "I heard that," snaps Yvette beside us. "Is this more Petrescu threats?"

      This whole situation stinks. What the hell is happening here?

      "You shifters are so base!" Katherine practically spits the words. "At least if a witch were to humiliate me, they'd use magic. This is practically human behaviour. No finesse."

      I don't miss her voice crack or how her fierce features have softened. I'm disgusted that anybody would sink so low to do this.

      "Who has the pictures?" she demands, finding her composure again.

      "Nobody! I don't have them."

      "Even the ones I let you take."

      A scintillated gasp ripples around us and Katherine spins around. "Oh, right? So, no other girl here has sex with a guy, apart from me and Maeve? Is it that shocking?"

      I open my mouth to protest when Andrei's voice comes from behind me. "I didn't take pictures."

      "Andrei!" I say hoarsely.

      He back pedals. "Uh. I mean, I'm not like you, Clive."

      "Yeah? You think?" he snarls.

      "What the hell is this?" Ash finally breaks his shocked silence. "I think we need to calm down and for you to talk to Katherine alone."

      "I don't want to talk to him, disgusting animal!"

      "Oh, you were very happy with my animal side when you fed on me," he mocks and the hallways drops into silence again. "Is that why a lamia targeted me? I heard they use shifters for their primal energy, the way the hemia drink blood? You're disgusting. All of you."

      "I cared about you!" Katherine's voice rises in pitch and I'm dazed by the whole situation. Is Clive responsible, and if he isn't, who else has naked pictures of Katherine? Her outburst isn't in keeping with her ice cold exterior and my heart goes out to her through solidarity with another girl.

      "Katherine." I step forward and try to take her arm. She looks at me and my chest tightens. Katherine's eyes are totally black and her face has transformed. She still looks like Katherine but as if someone painted evil onto her features.

      In my old world, this could be a queen bee and a jock arguing over intimate photos shared online, but the situation is much worse. This is a dangerous vampire arguing with a shifter in a world that's fracturing more as each hour passes.

      Katherine stares down at me. "I don't need your help, witch."

      "Katherine. Walk away. This isn't how to deal with the situation. Don't play into their hands," I urge.

      She blinks rapidly and looks around as if only just realising how many students are around us. The whole Potions class and another dozen students moving onto their next class fill the hallway. "Have you seen them?" she shouts at a shifter beside Remi.

      He's younger, less certain, a guy I see trailing after the older shifters as if they're his heroes. Confronted by an angry vampire, he drops into puppy dog mode. "No."

      "I bet you've never seen a girl naked!"

      "Katherine, calm down."

      She juts her chin out. "You've made an enemy today, Clive. One you really don't want."

      Hitching her black leather bag onto one shoulder, she stalks along the corridor flipping the bird to anybody watching her go.

      Which is a lot of people.

      Instantly, Ash is in Clive's face, one hand on his chest as he shoves him hard into the wall behind. "Did you share those photos and threaten Katherine Edelsten? You're a disgusting, pathetic excuse of a guy treating a girl like that—and a moron if you try to take her on."

      Clive shrugs Ash off. "None of your business. Look at you defending the wrong side."

      Ash's cheeks redden. "I'm defending a girl, and I don't care if she's a vampire, a witch, a shifter, or from another bloody planet. You don't do this shit."

      Clive sneers. "You don't get to talk down to me like this. Nobody looks up to you anymore."

      "Yeah, your brother makes the most sense," adds Remi.

      And there they are. The words that stop Ash from saying another word.

      "Vince is a temporary staff member," says Jamie from the doorway. "He has no say in how Gilgamesh is run."

      "He makes a better teacher than Professor O'Reilly. The guy's health is declining. If he leaves, Vince is up to the job," says Remi.

      "My brother doesn't have any qualifications that would allow him to teach," retorts Ash. "Theodora is strict about her staff."

      "The shifter council will have an input." Remi smiles. "Don't you want someone like Vince on staff? He stands up for us. Listens."

      Most of the crowd dissipated when Katherine stormed off, but a couple of witches hang around, chatting together. Yvette is one of them and taking a gleeful interest in the situation.

      "Did you send pictures, Clive?" she interrupts.

      Clive scowls. "No."

      "I don't like her kind, but Katherine is right about one thing—shifters don't have any real skills. No mental magic or... any magic, really." She glances at me and tugs her bottom lip with her teeth. "Witches have much more in their arsenal. Many more spells to choose from."

      I join Clive in his irritation at Yvette's words, but her veiled threat sings in my ears. "Are you talking shit about shifters, Yvette?" he asks.

      "Me? No. Just stating a fact. I can't stand vamps, but naked photos? Really? How tacky." She looks Clive up and down as if he belongs in the field with the academy's cows. "We won't help you if Katherine fights back."

      "We wouldn't need or ask for help from witches," sneers Remi. "Gilgamesh can look after themselves. We don't want anything to do with you."

      She gives a false laugh. "Is that so?"

      Something new has arisen from Lorna's death. Walcott, who kept themselves on the edge of the major personality clashes in the school, are stepping out of that quiet corner and taking a more demanding position in the school hierarchy.

      Are the professors aware of the shift in sentiment within the academy? And if they are, what will they do?
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      After class, Jamie hands me the cottage key and tells me he'll follow, as he has something to do in the library. The library became his second home again recently, and when I ask Jamie what he's studying, he retorts he has work to catch up on. I'm suspicious—his extra study is either connected to his research into the school, or Amelia.

      I walk through the dusk towards the cottage, carrying a plastic bag containing crisps and canned drinks; a little different to Jamie's clarity tea last time we met. Apparently, this is usual for their get-togethers, although I'd hardly call this a get-together. We have a lot to discuss.

      Even though the cottage is on the campus, whenever I approach my stress drops away, as if I'm leaving the academy behind. Jamie's retreat becomes all of ours the more we visit.

      Somebody waits by the door already and I recognise Tobias's tall figure through the gloom. As I move closer, I'm able to see he's dressed down in his scruffy jeans and grey T-shirt today, his signal to us who he is.

      Tobias stands by the black door leading into the stone building, beside the blue wildflowers growing in a nearby garden bed. As I reach him, he watches me steadily, hands in pockets.

      "Hello, Maeve." His smooth voice holds warmth, but also a distance. I don't catch any of his thoughts, either.

      "Hey, Tobias," I reply stiffly and unlock the door. My heart beats quicker, as the disappointment that he hasn't spoken to me for days rushes back.

      I shiver slightly as I step inside and flick on the lights, although the cottage isn't cold. Each time I visit, something happens—the time with Jamie when I told him I've seen his death, and last time with Ash that ended in disaster.

      Please let nothing happen this time.

      The door closes and Tobias walks around to face me. He betrays no sign of his emotions and the energy in the room is thick, his aura impenetrable.

      I'm awkward standing, and sit on the edge of the low sofa, placing the bag of junk food on the floor.

      "How are you, Maeve?" he asks.

      "Took you long enough to ask," I retort then close my eyes. I didn't want to be childish or confrontational, but his absence hurt me.

      He presses his lips together. "Sofia asked me to stay away when you were unwell, and I respected her wishes."

      "I didn't know that. Sorry for snapping."

      "After I visited you in the infirmary, my focus switched to dealing with Andrei's situation, since the truth was out." Tobias sits stiffly in the armchair opposite me. "Then, I had to collect Andrei."

      "You returned to Ravenhold?"

      "I didn't leave the boat." His eyelids flicker, but he doesn't share any thoughts.

      "That must've been hard for you."

      "I didn't leave the boat," he repeats, "and you never answered my question. How are you?"

      "What happened with Becci scared me, Tobias," I admit. "I almost died."

      A muscle ticks in his jaw and he blinks away a thought—one I feel. Fear for me. "You were lucky Jamie was with you."

      "As everybody keeps telling me."

      Although I last saw Tobias days ago, his absence seems like weeks. He's back to a stranger again when I need him more than ever. He's the only one who truly understands the burden I carry. "Is that all?" I ask once he drops into silence.

      I stand and take the bag and when he still doesn't answer, I head into the kitchen.

      Shakily, I unpack the bag and line the items on the kitchen counter.

      "No. I'm frightened that the same thing might happen to you again," says Tobias from behind me.

      I turn, crisp bag in hand. "Or it may not. I was affected by a strong spell."

      He slowly shakes his head. "You weren't strong enough alone."

      "I didn't realise what I was dealing with. If I'd known, I would've asked for your help."

      He gives a rueful smile. "Jamie told me you were upset and accosted Becci. We need to work on your impulsivity."

      His words hold another behind: immaturity.

      "I thought Becci was leaving and we wouldn't have another chance," I protest. "You kept saying time was short."

      "I don't want you in danger, Maeve."

      "I understand. You have a role to protect me and Andrei. To help the Confederacy and—"

      He rests a shoulder against the door frame. "Why say that? You know this is more than my protecting you."

      My heart skips out of rhythm for a second. No. Not now. "Are you saying that you care, Tobias?"

      The softened eyes and unguarded expression take me aback as much as his words. "You know that I do."

      "Do I? You know that you can't come near me. Connecting minds is enough of a struggle between us." I lick my dry lips. "We can't have this conversation."

      Tobias moves towards me, the trapped energy suddenly bursting from him. "Do you know how difficult it was not to hug you when I saw you in pain after what happened? How I wanted to offer you comfort?"

      "Is that the real reason you stayed away?" I ask in shock. "Because of what happened between us on the night Andrei left?"

      "How could I risk the same thing happening again, Maeve?"

      "You thought you couldn't control yourself?" I ask.

      He shakes his head.

      "Then what?"

      "I'm drawn to your energy as you're drawn to mine. I thought if I touched you affectionately, I could give you strength the way that Jamie can and possibly bypass the carnal connection."

      My grip tightens on the crisp packet. Carnal. Such a horrible word. Did he want to avoid the other description? The sexual connection. "Or perhaps you just wanted a hug and to connect with somebody in a different way. You have nobody, Tobias."

      His mouth drops open and he quickly composes himself. "I don't need a hug, or such a connection."

      "Everybody does."

      "I learned to disconnect," he says stiffly. "Physical comfort is not an issue."

      The conversation reveals a new vulnerability. He thinks he's denying his need, but with each word, he's confirming. "You don't have a life outside this role, do you?"

      "How would you know? I live elsewhere on campus. I may have a girl in my bed every night."

      I burst out laughing at his words. "You don't trust people enough. You'd worry they'd take secrets from you and feed information to your enemies, or hurt you. I think you're lonely, and this emotionless front you give is just that—a front."

      "And you think you can fix that, do you, Maeve?" His low voice and the intensity in his expression pulls me back to the day in the classroom, when I confronted him about his age. "After everything I've told you. The secrets that paint a picture of a violent, dangerous man?"

      The broken threads from our time apart wind around us and reforge as the magic grows; the effect the vampire hybrid has on me intensifying as his words heighten my need.

      "No, but I want to hug you," I confess.

      He steps back. "Don't be ridiculous. I'm not a kid who hugs his friends all the time. Especially not you."

      His mind is open now, emotions a turbulent pool as he looks back. "You're calmer. I'm calmer. The thing might not happen," I say.

      "'The thing'?" His voice thickens. "The desire to touch more of your bare skin than just your hands? To replace the fear and anger you feel with a pleasure I've obsessed about? I don't think you understand exactly how intense our physical contact was for me."

      "I think I do. I walked away that night with my body alight, shaking with the lamia energy you'd influenced me with."

      "I didn't," he protests. "How can that be lamia energy when you did the same to me?"

      My pulse kicks up a notch. "I didn't know you experienced the sensations as strongly as me."

      "Now you do."

      "Then you are scared you'll hurt me."

      "No, I'm frightened that you'll weaken me when I need resilience—or that I'll weaken your magic force."

      "Or we strengthen each other's?" I suggest.

      I moisten my lips again, unaware how close we've moved to each other, unable to deny the magic tugging us closer. Tentatively, I reach out to Tobias and rest my fingertips lightly on his cheek. His pupils immediately dilate as the energy from my hand hits him.

      "Do you see what I mean?" he whispers and pulls my hand from his face.

      The sensation is enough for my body to heat with desire, but I stand my ground. Every moment Tobias doesn't release my hand, the harder it is to pull my fingers away; I'm as tied to him as when I spent time inside his thoughts. Tobias's fingers grip mine and his breathing shallows.

      "I can't be tempted, Maeve," he says. "I can't."

      The magic continues to flow, the tense energy he held back minutes ago now trickling through. Mine eagerly opens up to welcome him as I tighten my hold.

      The suddenness of the next images causes me to stumble, and I reach out to steady myself on the armchair around.

      For the second time, I see myself through Tobias's eyes and his mind's reaction to me is as strong as his desire.

      She's torture and she's beautiful.

      The other thoughts he holds should shock me, but the scene he imagines heightens the arousal from holding his hand. One glimpse floods heat into my belly. I see myself on the kitchen counter with my legs wrapped around Tobias's waist and my head tipped back. Tobias leans into me, supporting himself with one hand on the counter as he kisses my neck. He's breathless against my ear and I'm dragged into the scene, experiencing every sensation as I watch.

      I've no doubt what I'm watching slip from his imagination, because I can feel everywhere his body touches mine.

      Tobias tears his hand from my grip and backs out of the doorway. "What the fuck are you doing in my head? What did you see?"

      I'm speechless, unable to remove the images.

      "That's what the magic does," he says hoarsely. "That's not what I want."

      I may not be able to speak, but I can project the word. Liar.

      He drags a shaky hand through his hair. "Keep away from me, Maeve. Please."

      Tears push at my eyes. "I only wanted to hug you. To prove we can touch, because one day we might need to. What if that's how we amplify my magic, the way Jamie can?"

      "I said, I don't need comforting," he says hoarsely. "I feel as if I repeat myself over and over. Can you finally understand why we can't touch now? You saw what's in my mind; how suddenly I lose control."

      "I don't believe you'd do something like that to me unless I wanted you to," I say.

      "That's the problem, Maeve, isn't it? You want to."

      The cottage door slams closed and Ash makes an unsubtle entrance into the kitchen with Jamie close behind him.

      "What's special about the kitchen tonight?"
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      I rest against the counter, taking deep breaths, and Tobias doesn't take his eyes off mine.

      Oblivious, Ash looks around and his face brightens when he sees the items on the counter. "Awesome." Grabbing a bag, he turns back to the lounge room.

      Jamie looks between me and Tobias. "Everything okay?"

      "I was talking to Maeve about Andrei," says Tobias, immediately composed in his practiced way. "I'm concerned he's hiding how the experience affected him."

      "He seemed okay in class today," says Jamie and sets a second bag of junk food on the bench. "Are you sure you're okay, Maeve? You look flushed. What happened?"

      "Nothing."

      "I suspect Andrei's taking drugs," interrupts Tobias.

      "What? Again?" I ask in shock.

      "I turn a blind eye to his recreational use," says Tobias. "What he chooses won't harm him, but if he's using this to deal with the situation and bury himself, he won't cope once he stops."

      My mouth parches at Tobias's news. "Do you want me to talk to him?"

      He nods. "He might listen to you."

      "Or ask you to join in," mutters Jamie.

      "I'll speak to him." I turn away again, skin tingling all over at Tobias's presence behind me, as I pour the rest of the crisps into bowls. "We need Andrei back with us, not hidden in his darkness."

      Tobias's phone rings and when he checks the screen, his brow furrows. "I need to take this call."

      "Who is it?" I ask.

      He doesn't reply as he walks away, and the door closes again.

      "I told you he still has secrets," says Jamie as he inclines his head after Tobias.

      "Maybe he doesn't want to hold a personal conversation in front of us."

      Jamie snorts. "Sure, Maeve."

      "Grab the cans," I say, and Jamie frowns at my subject change.

      I take the bowls through, feeling like a hostess at a bizarre supernatural meeting, and set them on the low table.

      "Hey Maeve." Andrei now sits in an armchair and he lifts a hand to wave at me.

      "Where did you appear from?" I ask.

      He grins. "You should be used to my sneaking."

      Shaking my head, I look around. Ash has almost devoured the bag of crisps he took. "Will there be enough for everybody else by the time Ash has finished?" I tease.

      "I think there's plenty," replies Ash from the sofa as he pulls me onto his lap.

      "We're missing something, though." Andrei delves into his pocket and places a small plastic bag on the table, no bigger than a credit card.

      I pick it up and study the slips of paper inside. "What's this?"

      "Andrei, don't be a fucking idiot," says Ash. "Drugs are the last thing we need."

      "I don't agree."

      My stomach lurches. I'd hoped Tobias was wrong, because this means I don't have my new Andrei back. Typical of Andrei that he doesn't hide what he's doing.

      "How do you know these are legit and not spiked with something. People have us in their sights, remember?" Jamie sets cans on the table then lowers himself into the armchair opposite me, slumping down and resting his feet on the table.

      "Because I took one of this batch before—at the club the night..." He pauses and swipes his fringe from his eyes. "Yeah. Just thought I'd share."

      "I knew it!" I exclaim. "You bought drugs."

      He was on drugs the night we spent together.

      Andrei sighs. "Don't be a prude, Maeve."

      "I don't think you can accuse Maeve of that," Ash says and tightens his arms around my waist. "Are the drugs what stopped you ripping her throat out?"

      "Ash!" I twist my head around and look at him, mouth parted in horror. But he's grinning. Snapping my head back to the others, I see Andrei shaking his head and pulling a face. I tense, ready for them to face off.

      Please no, not when things are calming down in the group. "Can we ignore Andrei's stupidity?" I ask. "We need to talk about Vincent and what to do."

      "Shouldn't we wait for Tobias first?" asks Jamie.

      "He's answering a call. He shouldn't be long," I say

      Andrei leans over to open the small bag. "Ah. He's been talking to people about where Matt and Amelia might be."

      "Matt's at Ravenhold," shoots back Jamie. "Right?"

      Andrei opens his mouth and I frown at him as he places one of the small paper tabs on his tongue before saying, "Matt wasn't at Ravenhold when I was there."

      "How do you know? You were only there a few days!" protests Jamie.

      "I asked. He isn't there," repeats Andrei.

      "Then where the fuck is he?" Jamie drags a hand down his face. "Now I'm twice as worried about Amelia. No wonder they couldn't find her en route to Ravenhold."

      "If she's with Matt, he'll keep her safe," says Ash. "You know that."

      "His magic is unpredictable," snaps back Jamie.

      "But with Amelia, he's stronger and more controlled."

      Andrei peers in the bowl before taking a handful of crisps and shoving a handful in his mouth. He speaks through his mouthful and I don't catch what he says apart from the word, 'Blackwood'.

      "The Blackwood magic doesn't influence Matt anymore," Ash says.

      Jamie straightens and places a hand on his shirt, at the point the pendant rests between his skin and the material. "Don't start on me."

      "Huh? I didn't. No judgment from me, dude," says Andrei.

      I shift from Ash's lap and sit on Jamie's chair arm, then take his hand away from his chest. He looks down as I squeeze his fingers. "We'll find them both."

      The door opens and Tobias rejoins the group; I attempt to gauge his reaction to the call and fail. "I thought you weren't going to start without me."

      "Any news about Amelia or Matt?" Jamie asks pointedly. "Andrei told us the news."

      Tobias sighs at Andrei. "None. I know you're worried, but if there aren't any leads, I think that's a good thing. This means they're away from both Confederacy and Dominion attention."

      "On the run," mutters Jamie.

      "Very likely. But to where? I don't know."

      "But I don't understand why he isn't at Ravenhold anymore," Jamie says. "Who took him and why?"

      "Maybe he escaped?" Andrei offers and then laughs harshly. "Like he'd ever manage that. Maybe he tried and—"

      I throw Andrei a look to silence him. Escape from Ravenhold isn't possible—an attempted escape could be lethal.

      Tobias frowns at him. "Yes, but we are all here and safe, and we can now move on to another issue. Vincent." Andrei's small bag catches his eye and he picks it up. "For fuck's sake. Who brought this? As if I need to guess."

      Andrei raises his arm like a kid at school, then flops it back down. These elements of the Andrei I dislike aren't helping me understand him right now.

      "We spoke about this, Andrei. I'll talk to you later," says Tobias.

      "Yes, Professor."

      As Tobias glares at Andrei, I glance at Ash. I've held back his secret as long as I can. "Ash, you need to tell them about the... mark," I blurt.

      "What mark?" ask Jamie and Andrei in unison as Ash pales.

      Tobias sits but says nothing as Ash stands and tugs the edge of his shirt. Turning from us, he reveals the purple scales on his lower back.
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      "Fuck." Andrei elongates the word.

      "When did that happen?" asks Tobias in a sharp tone.

      Ash doesn't turn back to us. "I don't know. The night with Vincent?"

      "Didn't you look at his back on the day I first asked, Maeve?"

      I scowl at Tobias's irritation. "Yes. I didn't see anything the first time."

      "You shifted?" Jamie interrupts and sits forward. "No. You'd remember."

      Worry flickers across Ash's face. "I hope not. I don't feel any different and didn't know until Maeve pointed the patch out to me." I nod, but inside a part of me is crumbling with fear as I stare at his skin. "What is it, Maeve?"

      How do I say this?

      "The patch is bigger than earlier, Ash. There are more."

      "What?" He desperately twists his head, attempting to see the spot on his back he's unable to without a mirror. "How much bigger is it?"

      I reach out and brush my hands over the scales knitted into his skin. They're a beautiful colour, so soft, but terrifying at the same time. "Not much."

      "But definitely bigger?" His voice rasps, eyes filled with fear, and his vulnerability sticks a knife in my heart. If Vincent is trying to hurt Ash...

      Jamie stands and peers at the mark but refuses to touch. Andrei blows air into his cheeks as he looks too.

      Suddenly talk of Matt, Amelia, and Blackwood pendants seems a raindrop in a huge storm.

      "I don't feel any different inside," he says. "I'm not a Mid."

      "No. Of course not," I say and smooth his shirt back into place.

      Tobias drags both hands through his hair. "Just you? Do any of the others have this?"

      "I don't know. I don't tend to look at my house mates naked."

      Andrei chuckles. "You're a rugby player. You guys always look at each other naked. I swear some of you only play rugby to get hot and sweaty with other dudes."

      "Shut the hell up," says Ash.

      Andrei pulls a noncommittal face. "Just saying."

      "This isn't an amusing situation, Andrei," says Jamie.

      Andrei mutters something under this breath and slumps back.

      Ash drops his shirt and sits beside me, then looks at the floor with his arms dangling between his legs. "What does this mean, Tobias?"

      We all wait expectantly at him as he stares at the ceiling. "Please understand, I don't have all the answers. I'm not an expert on the shifter world. I'll need to discreetly ask somebody."

      "Am I going to turn?" asks Ash, his question barely audible.

      Tobias blinks at him. "Ash, I don't know. If you're angered enough, perhaps, since it looks as if your body is primed."

      "Shit," mutters Jamie.

      I hold Ash close to me but he's lost in his thoughts again. If only they could be his memories.

      "We need to find out what happened to me that night and if anybody else is involved in Vincent's plans," he says flatly.

      "Yes. We need to discover if anybody high up in the shifter society is involved."

      Ash straightens. "Clive's dad is on the council."

      "Which is probably why Vincent targeted Clive for his 'boys' night'."

      Andrei pulls a face and rests his boots on the table. "If Vincent is responsible for my holiday to Ravenhold, he's in fucking trouble."

      "I don't think threatening people is a good idea, Andrei," I say.

      "Figure of speech. I mean, we need to take him down before he takes us down." He points at me. "Maeve needs to get inside your head, Ash."

      "I need to work with Tobias on this. There's a strong spell holding back Ash's memories."

      "Which confuses me," drawls Andrei, head on the back of his chair as he stares at the ceiling. "'cause shifters can't do that. He must have a vamp friend."

      "How? That makes no sense," says Ash.

      "Maybe I saw nothing in Vincent's head ‘cause he's under their control."

      The room sinks into a shocked quiet as Andrei remains oblivious to what he's saying.

      "The construct theory?" I ask. "A necromancer working with a shifter who hates witches? I agree, this makes no sense. "

      "You think?" says Andrei. "Talk about one tangled mess. How are we supposed to deal with any of this?"

      "We need to consider that Vincent is connected to the murdered witch," says Tobias.

      Ash's shoulders slump. "Possibly, but he doesn't like vamps and I don't see why they'd do what he asked."

      "But they must be connected," says Jamie.

      "I don't remember anybody strange at the place—they were all shifters," says Ash. "Unless they were there and blanked from my memory?"

      "I think the memory blank happened elsewhere, otherwise your friends would've seen something," says Tobias.

      "Maybe they were blanked too?"

      "No, that would be too much to achieve without one person noticing. Unless they were drugged, but they seem to remember most things, don't they Ash?"

      Ash nods. "I think they're hiding something, but they barely talk to me because I'm not ‘loyal' to Gilgamesh."

      "Do you think this, and the attempt to frame Andrei, is connected to Lorna's death?" I ask.

      "I don't know," says Tobias. "I hope they are, or we have two problems on our hands and we need to narrow down which one is a threat to Jamie." Tobias nods at Jamie. "We haven't forgotten you. And until we manage to remove the block in Ash's mind, we need to watch Vincent—and each other—closely. Maeve, we need to practice your mental magic skills with Sofia and me."

      "You're the better teacher," mumbles Andrei.

      "Yes, but Maeve must still attend lessons with Sofia, as that is expected. I'll keep up the extra training. I am more skilled than Sofia at creating mental blocks; she can help you with the divination. Which brings me to my next point." Tobias shifts to face Ash. "Did you organise your party yet?"

      Ash's eyes widen. "Gilgamesh weren't allowed to mix until today. I haven't had a chance yet. Do you think this is a good idea?"

      "We need you to be seen publicly challenging him, because that way we may be able to draw him out. I believe we need to see how Vincent and his followers behave, perhaps study Vincent a little closer."

      My stomach lurches. "You're not suggesting I try to mind-read him, are you?"

      "I don't think Maeve should approach Vincent," says Andrei in alarm.

      "No. I'd like her to watch what happens. We can't walk in guns blazing, trying to take him down."

      "Have you spoken to Theodora about Vincent?" I ask Tobias.

      He links his fingers together in his lap. "No. I have not."

      "Do you suspect her?" Jamie can't hide the horror in his voice.

      "No, I'd rather we found out what was in Ash's memories first before revealing what we know to anybody. Theodora is careful who she trusts, but we can't discount others finding out."

      Ash looks up, eyes hopeful. "Can we try tonight?"

      Tobias shakes his head. "Tomorrow morning."

      Ash drops back and smiles, the first I've seen all evening. "Sounds good. I'll arrange the party and get the invites out. Hopefully by then, I'll have my memories back."

      The mood lifts. We've still more questions than answers, but have a new determination to find them. A unity growing as others' falls apart.

      Tobias gestures at Jamie. "Have you found anything about the building yet? Any clues to what's beneath the school. I refuse to believe Maeve's visions are merely hallucinations, especially after the experience in the sanctum last term."

      "No, but I'll keep trying."

      "And what do we do about Jamie's issue?" I interrupt.

      "Work with Sofia on that. At some point, a clearer location will appear. I suspect the darkness and fog in your visions is something clouding the future." Tobias checks his watch. "I have somewhere I need to be."

      "Where?" Jamie's response is quick and filled with suspicion.

      He sighs. "If my movements are that important, then I'll tell you. I'm going to bed. Is that acceptable?"

      "Yes," mumbles Jamie.

      "Alone?" says Andrei slyly. "Or meeting somebody?"

      I fix my eyes on a spot on the wall as his question echoes my conversation with Tobias.

      Ignoring Andrei's impertinent question, he leaves. Andrei chuckles. "Sensitive, much?"

      "You're a douche sometimes, Andrei," says Jamie.

      Andrei shrugs, stands, and follows Tobias out of the door.
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      As we leave the cottage, I hook my arm through Jamie's as he stifles a yawn. "Another long day."

      "Yep."

      Ash appears the other side of me and winds an arm around my waist. He pulls me towards him and plants a kiss on my head. There's a lightness to him despite having no answers, as if telling others released a burden from him.

      "Will Tobias work on your memories soon?" I ask, looking at the professor’s retreating figure.

      "I hope so."

      Andrei rests against the wall outside the cottage, legs crossed at the ankles and face tipped to the starry sky. He turns his head as he sees us and rubs his neck. "Anybody wanna come out with me?"

      "Out where?" I ask.

      "Off campus. I don't want to be stuck in Petrescu another night. A lot of them are arseholes to me too, as if I'm to blame for house wars."

      "Now?" asks Ash "It's one a.m."

      He shrugs. "Maeve?"

      "Uh. No. I'm pretty tired too."

      Andrei pouts at me. "At least stay and talk for a while."

      I look to Jamie, who gives a small shake of his head. I'm tempted to go with him and Ash, but Andrei needs company and support—I'm sure the others understand. Besides, I want words with Andrei about the drugs, as I promised Tobias.

      Tobias walks by with a gruff good night and we watch him go. "I'll stay with you, Andrei, but I'm not heading off campus."

      He grins. "Sounds good to me."

      "I'll catch you in the morning," I say to Ash and Jamie.

      Ash tips his head. "You sure?"

      "I can handle Andrei, don't worry."

      "That's what he's hoping," Jamie says under his breath and I frown at him. "Just saying. Watch yourself with a high vampire."

      "Don't fuss. I'll be okay."

      I'm unsure how convinced they are, but the pair walk away and Jamie glances over his shoulder as they do. 

      Andrei doesn't shift from his spot, watching me laconically from beneath his dark fringe until they disappear into the dark. Once they do, he pulls himself away from the wall and approaches. My heart stutters as his hand curls around the back of my neck and mouth moves towards mine. 

      Before our lips touch, I place a hand on his chest. "Andrei."

      "Uh huh." His lips brush mine and I ignore the desire the touch arouses, refusing to respond until we've spoken. "You okay?" he asks and steps back.

      "You're taking drugs."

      He huffs and crosses his arms. "That doesn't matter. Makes no difference to you."

      "Andrei, it does matter. I know what happened recently has affected you badly, but you need something better than drugs to help you cope. Tobias feels the same."

      He takes my hand and tugs me towards him, sliding his hand along my back as he rests himself against the wall. My scalp tingles as his fingers push into my hair. "You help me cope, Maeve."

      I'll forever associate the scent of mint with Andrei, and how he makes me feel, which isn't helping the situation. He moves his lips across my face, gentle kisses at odds with Andrei's usual style.

      "You'd taken drugs on the night I spent with you."

      "So?" He pulls me tighter against his hard chest.

      "Is that what influenced you? Were you disconnected from me?" The thought tumbled in my head the moment Tobias told us Andrei uses drugs to switch off. Was he switched off from me?

      "Uh. I don't know how much more connected two people could be than we were, Maeve." He smiles and I sigh at him. 

      "Yes, but did the drugs create a distance?"

      When he doesn't reply, I disentangle myself from his hands to move away. The pause before he answers hurts as much as his next words. "A little? I don't know." He reaches for my hands. "Maeve, you know how overwhelmed I am by you. The witch blood is a huge problem for me, you know that too."

      "So, without the drugs you would've attacked me?" I ask in hoarse shock.

      Andrei bites the edge of his lip. "I don't think so."

      "You don't think so?" I push his arm from me and move back again, his nonchalant reaction pissing me off. "'No' would've been a better answer."

      "I don't think I'm able to attack you," he says earnestly. "You mean too much to me; you're not only a witch. You know that. The drugs just help switch off the urge."

      I swat his hands away. "Omigod, Andrei. Do you understand how this puts a different spin on the night? That you had to be high to have sex with me."

      "No! The drugs were wearing off when you walked into my room."

      "But still in your system."

      He reaches out to me again, hand on my cheek as worry flickers across his face. "Maeve. I swear I felt everything that happened—emotional and physical—and I'd do that again in a heartbeat, without drugs."

      I take a deep breath. "I want to help you, Andrei. I love and care about you, but this worries me. How can I get close to you if you're not yourself?"

      He pulls himself from the wall again and frowns. "I am myself."

      "In my world, I'd call this self-medicating. This isn't occasional drugs at a club. You're using drugs to hide your pain. To stop yourself feeling again. This pushes me away."

      "I'm not pushing you away. That's what you're doing right now."

      I drag a hand through my hair. Is this the only way I can help Andrei? I hate to push him, but I need to. "I can't spend time alone with you while you're sabotaging yourself, Andrei. If you want me to help you in other ways, talking things through or—"

      "You don't understand," he blurts, face darkening. "You don't fucking understand what I've been through." Andrei wraps his arms around himself. "I need to forget."

      I falter in my anger and touch his hand. "What happened? Did someone hurt you?"

      "I spent three days convinced I'd die. Two days in Ravenhold hearing whispered death threats from those who hate the Dominion. I was trapped—in my head and in that nightmarish place. I didn't think I'd come back!" His hands shake as he moves them into his pockets. "Sorry if how I cope isn't good enough for you."

      He triggers memories of how I felt while he was away; the worry and grief I fought by fighting for him. "I'm sorry this happened to you, Andrei."

      I wrap my arms around his stiffened figure but he doesn't hug me back. "The worst part? This will happen again." 

      His tone is as rigid as his body and I squeeze him tighter. "We can help you. I'll always help you."

      "And look what happened when you did." He takes both my forearms in his hands and holds me away, eyes brighter. "You almost died helping me. Why the fuck would I want someone to die for me?"

      He's jittery, less in control and worrying me. "I didn't know what would happen—and I didn't die. We protect and help each other," I say, gritting my teeth. Andrei stares at his shoes and I take on a gentler tone. "Don't disappear again. I've only just met the real Andrei." 

      He opens his mouth to say something and I interrupt, "And don't you dare tell me you're not worth helping, or I'll slap you."

      I manage to pull a small smile from him. "I might like that."

      "Andrei," I warn.

      He rests his forehead on mine. "Let me cope in the way I know how."

      “Then talk to me about what happened. Get everything out of your system.”

      Andrei’s lips thin. “I can’t. Not yet.”

      My heart hurts all over again, as I wish he’d open up to me.

      "I can't," I whisper. "You need to reach out to us for help, not bury yourself."

      "Maeve." I shiver as his lips brush mine again, my mouth parting until I almost yield to him.

      "Come back to me when you're not high," I murmur. "I want to kiss the Andrei I fell in love with, not a half-person."

      He huffs. "This is over-the-top. Look at me—I'm not dangerous to you if I've taken Lix."

      I chew on my lip. Over the top? Maybe. My heavy heart worries I'm pushing him away when he needs me, but if I allow Andrei to continue, he'll disappear back into the shadows in his head.

      "I'm not saying I don't want you around, or that I feel any differently about you." I reach out to touch his face. "But I want to be with the guy I fell in love with, not one buried under drugs."

      He frowns. "I still think you're being ridiculous."

      "Will you stop?" I ask, eyes fixed on his.

      He dips his head and my heart sinks. "So, you are rejecting me?" he says to his shoes.

      "No, Andrei. I will spend as much time with you as you want and need from me to help. I'll be here for you—we all will. But if you don't stop the drugs, I can't go any further with you." He looks up and my stomach twists into a sickening knot. I wind my arms around him and hold his tense figure to me until he relaxes. “But I’m here for anything else you need. For when you’re ready to talk.”

      The temptation to escape from everything with one of Andrei's kisses grows as the warmth between us spreads, but for now this is the right thing to do. He holds me tightly, face buried in my hair, close to my neck but I don't flinch. "I can't kiss you or be with you in that way until we fix this, but you can have all the hugs you need." I murmur against his chest.

      His breath ruffles my hair as he sighs. "And when I stop?"

      I smile. When, not if. "You can have all the kisses you want."

      Andrei doesn't reply, holding on to me as if someone might yank him away from all that's good in his life again. Am I enough to drag him back onto the path and away from the past that's calling him again?
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      ASH

      

      Tobias tried to pry into my mind, but we both ended the session frustrated when he saw nothing. Neither of us suffered any bad physical effects, because he barely managed to touch my mind. Does the possibility Maeve's powers are more potent than his upset him?

      I can't get the thought of what the scales might mean out of my mind. I half-expected to wake up shifted the day after Maeve saw them. The scales are still there, the soft patch on my skin heralding a future I might meet too soon. Deep down, I understand what will trigger the next step for me.

      Anger.

      The best way to channel my anger with Vince right now is to continue with my party plans. I might get another beating for organising this, but I'm not bothered if this moves me closer to discovering what Vincent's plans are—and helps reveal what he left in my head.

      A few bruises are nothing compared to what Maeve suffered trying to help Andrei. I'm the one close enough to Vince to catch a slip up—and he knows this.

      I invite the Walcott girls who were close to Lorna, plus the guys from the rugby team and their girls. The invites happen quietly, in class and outside; the traditional Ash weekend party held again.

      Andrei refuses to come to the party; he barely leaves Petrescu anyway. A good decision, since Lorna's friends are here, and Yvette won't let go of her opinion he's guilty and there's been a cover up.

      I set up the common room the way I always do—beers, rum, vodka, and the usual mixers. Pizzas are ordered from the place in town where the poor delivery guy is glamoured, in case he sees something odd inside the academy gates when guards collect from him.

      Everything's the same as any party, from the drinks and food, to the music filling the common room. But nothing is the same as the last time that Ash, the most popular guy in school, organised one.

      I don't hold that position anymore, and I'm relieved I'm no longer as popular. The pressure is off and I'm free to be myself with no pretence. The problem is, those taking over will cause trouble.

      I sense Vince before he speaks, as I tip corn chips into big plastic bowls. Once, I loved these evenings. Now, I'm dreading what the night holds. This attempt to reunite Walcott and Gilgamesh could end in disaster.

      And the man standing behind me might ensure that's the outcome.

      Vince reaches over my shoulder to grab a slice of pizza. "Quite the party host, aren't you?"

      I turn to face him, bowl in hand. "Legendary."

      He snorts at me and I study the guy close up, confused how he looks exactly like my brother with his green eyes and cropped hair; the guy I resemble but only physically. Even the clothes he wears are similar to mine—tonight he's in the same Gilgamesh rugby shirt and jeans.

      "I heard a rumour the party isn't only for Gilgamesh. Is that right?" he asks and takes a bite of pizza.

      "Correct. Excuse me." I make to walk past him and he curls a hand around my bicep. "Get your hands off me," I say in warning. "Any more bruises, and I'm headed straight to Theodora. I'm not putting up with your shit anymore."

      The surprise on Vince's face is worth whatever happens to me later. "You won't have any choice once I take over from Professor O'Reilly."

      "Like that's gonna happen. You've no qualifications." This time I push past without an ‘excuse me'.

      "Is your witch girl coming here tonight?" he asks coldly.

      "Maeve? Yeah. And Jamie."

      "And the Petrescu kid?"

      I turn. "You know their names; use them. No, Andrei isn't coming. The poor guy barely leaves the house building."

      "At least you have some loyalty." Vince looks at me as if each word I say insults the family name.

      "Yeah, I do. To my friends and not the guy who smacks me around."

      His eyes narrow. "You have to learn how to respect your elders and stop trying to push me. This is how shifters deal with kids who walk the wrong side of the line."

      I stare. Vince's words and attitude become worse every day, and each day I need to bite my tongue and try to pick up clues.

      The sole clue I have is that he's a bully with too much influence over weak-minded kids looking for a strong leader. What else would I expect from a bunch of shifters?

      "Keep her away from me." Vince grabs a beer and shoves the rest of the pizza in his mouth.

      "I intend to. Don't feel obliged to come to the party if witches offend you."

      Vince swigs from the bottle. "It's not me you need to worry about," he says as he wanders away.

      Immediately, Clive and Remi approach him and they knock together their beer bottles. Vince jerks his head in my direction before leaving the common room.

      I don't think that's the last I'll see of Vince tonight.
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        * * *

      

      Maeve and Jamie arrive together, late. She's dressed almost the same as the first time she came to one of my parties, in her short floral dress and cardigan, revealing her slender legs. That night she drew my attention, but I thought she was with Jamie so I never took things past flirting.

      She's with Jamie again; the pair are together now more than me and her, but nobody misses how much attention me and Andrei pay to her when we're all together.

      I saw Maeve with Andrei earlier. I'm unsure what happened—he's less ‘hands on' with her, but she sits and talks to him a lot, the pair huddled together and shutting everybody else out. I never knew Andrei well before he became part of us, but I know he'd need a heart of stone to survive the murder accusations and Ravenhold imprisonment.

      Jamie told me Maeve and Andrei had an argument about the drugs, but isn't sure what the deal is between them now. After everything Maeve did to help Andrei, I'm sure she won't stop loving him now. Although, I suspect there's some ‘tough love' happening here.

      Many students now think Maeve is stranger and more dangerous and avoid her. Maeve's choice to surround herself with so many guys causes whispers, but only because she's crossing houses and not sticking with her own.

      Jamie stands close to Maeve, an arm around her waist, offering comfort and support. There's a new synchronicity between them I hadn't noticed before. They move in a similar way, movements co-ordinated as if they don't need to talk. Why didn't Jamie mention to me the suspected witch bond? And what does that mean for them—for us. Can Jamie and Maeve communicate through their minds like Matt and Amelia can?

      I walk over before anybody can speak to them and we shuffle into a corner, facing the groups. There are around a dozen here, filling the room with a happy buzz, and I smile to myself when I see a good mix of both houses.

      Maeve's eyes dart around the room and she stays close to Jamie. Despite their low-key entrance, they've attracted attention they don't want.

      "Beer?" I ask Jamie and he shakes his head. "Maeve?"

      "No. You know I rarely drink." She smiles at my 'offended host' face. "But you can bring me a Coke."

      "Yes, ma'am," I say and wink.

      Drink fetched for Maeve, I stand with my two friends, and as the evening passes I relax a little, even though Clive and his mates grow louder. They soon replaced their exes with new shifter girls; if I'm lucky, they'll drag their new girls out of the academy for a night in town, instead of causing trouble here.

      If I'm unlucky, they'll stay.

      Their behaviour grows more raucous, and the comments about how this should be a Gilgamesh-only party become louder. The witches who attended mix with their Gilgamesh friends. Vince's campaign isn't as far-reaching as he'd hope.

      Jamie's accosted by a witch from our Magical History class. I once thought he had the hots for her, but now I realise there's a nerdy brain meeting nerdy brain. She's with a group of Walcott rugby players—I think her friend is Jonah's girlfriend. As the group laugh and joke together, I feel a smugness I've seen on Vince's face many times. Bad luck, Vince.

      Maeve hugs me and when her hands wrap around my waist, brushing the small of my back, I tense. I can't easily see my back, and when I touch the patch I'm unable to tell if the scales are spreading. I've waited for a chance to ask one of the others to take a look and every time I think about them, my skin burns. My imagination? Maybe.

      I brush hair from Maeve's face and kiss her cheek. Her skin is soft and I can taste the vanilla scent she wears. "Thank you for coming tonight."

      "I needed to." She tiptoes to see past me again. "Is your brother around?"

      "Nah." I swig my beer. "He buggered off back to his staff quarters, I think."

      "I hope so".

      "Listen, can I ask you to do something for me?" I say and take a nervous swig of beer.

      "Anything you need. Especially if it involves exposing Vincent."

      "Come with me." I place the bottle on the nearby table and glance around before slipping from the room with Maeve. The hallway is empty. It's late—people are either in the party or in their rooms.

      Maeve's face has paled and the worry clear in her eyes. "Do you want me to read your memories again? We agreed with Tobias that I'm not to do that alone."

      "No." I seize her for a tight embrace. "I'd never ask you to do anything you're uncomfortable with."

      "I know," comes her muffled voice. "But not knowing what happened is affecting you badly."

      "We're all dealing with shit, Maeve." I draw back and kiss her soft lips. "Together, we'll unlock this, but not now."

      "What did you want me to do?" Her eyes widen and she pokes me. "Are you unsubtly inviting me back to your room?"

      Oh, hell. Don't tempt me. The time we spent alone last time, when I promised to keep things calm if we took things further, did the opposite to me. The amount of self-control I needed in the situation scared me.

      I'm headed towards shifter adulthood and I'm taking meditation classes to calm my less-human instincts, but I hear him inside. The shifter-Ash banging on the walls and becoming louder.

      I always knew I'd face a learning curve when the animal becomes an equal part of me, but never thought this could apply to sex. I'd never hurt or force Maeve, but if the slightest thought to push her entered my mind, I'd walk away.

      I'm a hypocrite, accusing Andrei of being the biggest threat when I'm equally capable of causing Maeve pain.

      "Ash?" I blink out of my worrying, refocusing on Maeve's face. "Are you okay? What did you need me to do?"

      I pull at the edge of my shirt. "The mark—I need to know if the scales spread. I tried to look again but it's hard for me to see."

      "Here?" she asks. "Or your room?"

      I'm a dumb bastard, because the beer allows the creature inside to wander into my thoughts and replace mine with his own. "Uh. I don't know."

      Maeve smiles. "It's okay. I understand you don't want Vince finding us together. Does he know I'm here tonight?"

      I nod and her forced smile doesn't hide her nerves.

      "I can't leave the party for long anyway. People are watching me."

      "People like...?"

      "Clive and Remi. They've become Vince's brothers in arms." I scratch the side of my head. "He's taking them away again soon."

      "The farmhouse on the moors?"

      "Yeah." I pause. "Do you think I should ask to go?"

      Maeve's mouth forms a perfect 'o' of horror. "No. What the hell would you do that for?"

      "To help us?"

      She grips my hand. "Promise me you won't. Vince knows you don't believe him anymore and if you go... who knows what will happen."

      I cup her cheek with my palm. "Calm down. I'm not doing anything unless we all agree."

      "You promise?"

      "I promise," I whisper and place my lips on her forehead.

      With a sigh, she takes my hand and tugs me from the wall. "If you want me to take a look at your back, we'll need to go to your room for a few minutes."

      "Why?"

      "What if someone walks by and sees the patch? Come on, this won't take long."

      I chuckle. "Yes, it will."

      "What?"

      "Nothing." She pouts at me. "I was making a joke about how long... never mind."

      Maeve gives me a light shove. "I know what you meant. Come on, time to get your shirt off."

      "Always trying to get me naked," I say and throw one arm around Maeve's shoulders, rewarded with an elbow in the ribs.

      I hug her to me as we walk towards the dorm rooms. Sometimes I forget exactly how small Maeve is, and when I'm reminded of her frailty, I'm scared for all of us. Maeve, the person seen as the answer to the fight to keep the academy safe. The Confederacy's secret weapon. But that's the problem—these people see a witch, not a human girl who until recently had no clue she was capable of magic. A magic out of control. One that threatens her life.
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      JAMIE

      

      Ash and Maeve disappeared ten minutes ago. I'm not surprised; their chemistry lights the room when they're together, and she's worried about him. I can't help a small flicker of jealousy, which is stupid—I'm the one holding back. Maeve isn't pushing me aside at all and has made that clear.

      Somehow, I've found myself stuck in conversation with April, my fellow brainiac, as she shares her latest discoveries in hushed, excited tones. Each time we're given assignments, April goes above and beyond. I'm known for my love of learning, but this witch has the ability to hold more knowledge than I thought possible. Sometimes I wonder if she learns via osmosis and has a magic that allows her to absorb words by touching a book.

      That would be a useful spell.

      In the past, I spent time wondering if her interest in me was more than friendly, but if it were, I didn't notice and she gave up. She reminds me of Amelia a little: diminutive in stature and confidence.

      "Are you and Maeve bonded?" she asks in hushed tones, her large brown eyes wide.

      "I thought everybody knew by now."

      "What's that like?"

      I forget that witch bonds are rare and Matt and Amelia weren't the norm. Now two couples in the same group share bonds, which is still more unusual. No wonder we're carefully watched.

      "It's strange." I refuse to go into details about anything to do with my life or relationships. I've known April for years and she never gave me a reason to distrust her, but nowadays I worry enemies lurk everywhere.

      April nods and picks at the label on her bottle. "I also heard you saved her life."

      My stomach lurches. People witnessed Maeve's collapse, but the full story was glossed over, including the part where I saved her life. How does April know?

      "Is that when you realised you're bonded?" April continues, her bright eyes keen.

      "She passed out and I helped her. That's all."

      My explanation falls flat on the girl who spends as much time as I do on studying our world. Her family are scholars, her father teaching at a human university, which amuses me. He teaches history and knows more about both human and supernatural history than most.

      Thankfully, April drops the subject.

      "I've noticed you're back in your old spot in the library," she says. "I thought you'd given up—you hardly came for weeks."

      I chuckle. "I had other things taking up my time, but I'll always make time for study. You know me."

      "Last time I saw you, you looked pissed off and spent forever in the old stacks. Are you researching something in particular?"

      April's words should raise a red flag, but I know why she's asking. The stacks hold the oldest books and are the greatest interest to her. "Do you think you can help? I'm doing some extended research for a history assignment."

      Her eyes widen, expression keen. "Sure. What assignment?"

      "I'm doing some research into the academy's history. I'm looking for plans of the building."

      "Because of the weird thing that happened in the sanctum?" she whispers. "Dane and Kailey told everybody. They thought Maeve cast a spell."

      I wave a hand. "That was nothing. Water pipes, apparently. But you know me, I always want to check everything."

      "The building plans aren't in the stacks. There are some old books from when the place was an asylum. Did you see them?"

      "No, but I'm not interested in human medical records."

      "I started reading one once, before they were moved. Pretty boring unless you're interested in how humans treated mentally ill people. Just lists of patients and treatments." She pauses. "And deaths. Maybe you heard a ghost?"

      I laugh at her, but she's serious. "Ghosts don't exist, April. They're an example of humans trying to find explanations for things they don't understand."

      "I suppose." She scratches her cheek. "I can find the books if you want to take a look. There might be some clues."

      I perk up. "Find them? Are they hidden?"

      "Not exactly, but they were moved off the main shelves. The old records are with all the spell books the academy keep restricted."

      Now I'm interested. Secret books—or as good as. "Yeah. Maybe I'll take a look if you can get hold of them. Do you think you can find the academy plans too?"

      "No. As far as I know, they don't exist."

      "Damn," I mutter.

      But the books April mentions could hold some information. Maybe I can match the asylum ward locations with parts of the school and create my own map.

      The chatter in the room drops away and I glance over my shoulder at where April looks, trepidation on her face. Vince stands, arms crossed as he surveys the room. His gaze lands on me before he flicks a look around at the others. Frowning, he walks away towards the kitchen area.

      "Vincent scares me," whispers April. "The way he looks at us, as if we don't have a right to be here."

      "Yeah, he's weird about Gilgamesh mixing."

      "That's wrong." She purses her lips. "I hope he doesn't take over Gilgamesh."

      More rumours? "He can't. Vince isn't qualified."

      "Neither is Professor Whitlock, and he's head of Petrescu."

      "He is," I reply sharply. "He teaches Mental Magic. He's a teacher."

      "So where was Professor Whitlock before he came here?"

      "Teaching at an academy overseas, I heard." I smile but her words trigger anxiety. Is she prying deliberately?

      "Hmm."

      "Vincent disappeared for years. He definitely wasn't teaching." Vincent walks by again and I watch him leave the common room. The door slams behind, and he ignores those saying hello to him.

      "That's why he scares me. Nobody knows what happened to him all those years."

      I don't want to get into this conversation with April. She's voicing what many think, and her questions and comments are leading in an uncomfortable direction. April may not be close to Yvette, but I'm not spilling any secrets to her.

      Something about Vince's behaviour concerns me too. Is he looking for Ash? Because he's with Maeve somewhere, and if Vincent finds them, shit will hit the fan.

      "Well, excuse me," I say in my politest manner. 

      April shuffles closer and leans in to whisper, "Tell Maeve to keep away from Andrei. Yvette's planning to do something if she doesn't."

      "What?" I ask sharply.

      "I'm unsure. They're tight-lipped about their plans, but I've seen them in the witches' sanctum. They never study in their spare time."

      "Studying what?"

      April shrugs. "Something unpleasant."

      "Maeve's a strong witch. They'll struggle to influence her."

      "Katherine did."

      Shit.

      "Or they could be planning something against Andrei. Both," she continues.

      "Why are you telling me this?"

      "Because I hate how the atmosphere in the academy is changing. Not only Vincent, but the death. The tension." She sips from her bottle. "I'm glad Ash decided to hold his party."

      She waves a hand at the group her friends are with. In front of me is an example of everything Vince hates. Two guys from the rugby team—one Gilgamesh and one Walcott—are with a mixed group.

      The shifter has a witch girl on his lap, and the witch a shifter. They're happy, laughing and drinking, relaxed the way Ash's parties always were.

      The shifter moves the brown-haired witch from his lap and kisses her briefly before heading over for more drinks. Clive and Remi immediately follow him. My thoughts about leaving evaporate as their body language changes. They surround him, Clive jabbing a finger in his chest and the guy sneering and ignoring them. The shifter attempts to pass them and voices rise.

      "We're warning you, Tom. Hands off," says Clive.

      The room drops into silence as discomfort trickles into the room, only the music playing audible. "I'm not ditching my friends just because Vincent thinks I should. Ash invited them. He's cool with it."

      "Ash? Don't follow his example," sneers Remi. He leans into the guy's face and whispers something. Concern flickers around the shifter's features before he steps back.

      "I'd like to see him try." Tom pushes past Clive, who immediately seizes him by the collar and drags him towards the door.

      My heart pushes into my mouth as the two guys escort him out, the way security would kick a troublemaker out of a club.

      The silence in the room remains and the witch guy he's with stands. "No, Ed, don't," says the girl beside him. "Don't get involved."

      "He's my mate," says Ed staring at the door. "I'm not standing back."

      I swipe a hand across my hair and my skin goosebumps as the mood in the room shifts. Yvette and her friends step away from the Gilgamesh girls they're chatting to, and other Gilgamesh guys stand as a Walcott guy mutters something derogatory.

      No.

      Shit.

      The door hits the wall as Ed pursues Clive and Remi out of the room.

      What the hell do I do now?

      And where are Ash and Maeve?
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      MAEVE

      

      We don't only need to unlock Ash's mind, but we need to get him away from Vincent, because he's hurting Ash physically. Ash denies this and although shifters don't stay marked for long, I've seen faded bruises.

      Ash isn't safe.

      As he opens the door to his room, I sense Ash's apprehension grow. Last time he brought me here, we danced around the idea things would become more physical between us. That thrill of the unknown isn't with us tonight.

      "Don't worry, this won't take long and we can be out of your room before anybody notices," I say as I follow him inside.

      I walk into chaos—clothes strewn everywhere and his bed unmade. The picture on the nightstand has been replaced by empty energy drinks cans, plus the odd beer bottle. I recognise Ash's uniform slung on the opposite bed too. Doesn't he share with someone anymore?

      "Uh. Ignore the mess." He screws his face up and closes the door.

      "Things aren't good, Ash, are they?" I ask softly.

      "Can you take a look?" Ash grabs the edge of his T-shirt and drags it over his head.

      And although he may not want to be alone with me, I'm craving private time with Ash.

      I don't need to look closely to see the patch this time. The scales have spread. My silence tells Ash everything he wants to know.

      "There're more, right?" His voice is hoarse, thick with fear.

      "Not many."

      He drags his t-shirt back on and smooths it, as if covering up the patch removes the reality from his mind. "But bigger?"

      I nod, biting on my lip as Ash drops onto the bed with his head in his hands. "What's happening, Maeve? Am I a Mid?"

      Is he? I've little knowledge about the fundamentals of the shifter society, only the horror stories I've heard. "You can't be. They shift properly and get stuck when shifting back. Right?"

      His head remains in his hands. "But since the night with Vince, I have scales and no memory." Ash looks up at me and his expression rips into my heart; a guy pleading with the world for this to not be true.

      "Have you checked everywhere?" I ask.

      He gives a wry smile. "Almost. No claws, so that's a positive."

      "Ash..."

      "I don't think I shifted totally, but something triggered that side of me." He speaks as if trying to convince himself.

      To see Ash broken like this doesn't only break my heart but it fills me with a rage enough to affect me, as if I were the shifter. Whoever has stamped down on Ash and created somebody half the guy I met months ago deserves to pay. I'll fix Ash and then end them.

      He runs a hand across the top of his head, fingers trembling. "I'm lost, Maeve. I'm fucking terrified."

      I'm beside Ash in seconds, to offer the comfort he has to me so many times. I attempt to wrap my arms around his back and shoulders as he rests his head on my chest, squeezing me until I struggle for air. His breath heats my skin through the dress's thin material and his back moves rapidly, breathing fast.

      Ash spends his days pretending nothing has changed, and I'm happy he can let go of this vulnerability when he's with me. I stroke Ash's hair and sit with him until his breathing returns closer to normal.

      "If you have scales, will you be a dragon?" I whisper, remembering my aunt's words.

      "Looks that way." He looks up at me and smiles, face redder, but composed again. "At least I'll be strong enough to take the bastards on."

      My mouth dries as thought hits. "Do you think that was the plan? To make you a Mid so you're out of the picture."

      Ash looks down to where he links his fingers through mine. "I'd thought about that."

      "How long until you're nineteen?"

      "Summer. August 3rd."

      Three months. "They won't win," I whisper.

      "No."

      He tips my chin and his lips meet mine, staying there as we savour the moment. I love the sensation, the closeness, but hate the barely hidden anguish I sense inside him. Shifting closer, I take his face in both hands and deepen the kiss. Ash's kisses always tear thoughts and worries from my mind, and I sense I do the same for him.

      His hand slides down my back and he rests against the door. As he shuffles down to my height, he drags me so that I'm held tight against his body. I grip the edge of his T-shirt as I rest against him and enjoy our snatched moment.

      I might be the one skilled in mind-control, but Ash's mind-melting kisses could lead me in all kinds of directions. But Ash is holding back. I may not pick up on his memories, but the swirling emotions are headed by one thought: Vince could be close by.

      Moving back, I rub the taste of him from my lips with my tongue, then hold out a hand. I'd love to stay here much longer, and judging by his kiss, Ash would too, but this isn't the time. "I'm proud of you, Ash."

      "Yeah?"

      "This party. Your loyalty to the academy even though Vince is bullying you." I tip his face back to mine as he tries to look away. "I'm not stupid, Ash. I can see what's happening. You had a bruise on your back."

      My phone buzzes in my back pocket and I blink away from our conversation as I check for a message.

      Jamie.

      <Maeve get back to Walcott now. Meet you there>

      "What is it?" asks Ash.

      <Why?> I reply.

      <Everything has kicked off at the party. If Ash is with you get him out before he's dragged in>

      "Maeve?" Ash attempts to take my phone and I shove it back in my pocket.

      "Jamie needs us at Walcott."

      His eyes narrow. "Why? What happened?"

      I usher Ash towards the door, praying that any ruckus in the common room won't be heard here, but strained voices and music are audible. Ash pauses. "Maybe I should check out what's happening."

      "No." I grab his arm. The back exit from the building leads away from the common room, and I pull him towards the doors. "Jamie needs us, remember?"

      Our feet tap along the hallway as I hurry along. Jamie's safe or he wouldn't text—but Ash doesn't know that. Without speaking, we push through the door and swing down the steps as I take them two at a time.

      "I'm sure Jamie is fine," says Ash as he effortlessly keeps up.

      I pause as we step outside and adjust my eyes to the light. The back of the Gilgamesh building faces away from the academy, with one path leading to the sports hall and another on the left that goes around the building side and to the front.

      The door bangs behind us and Ash steps ahead of me. "Let me check if anybody's around."

      Taking my hand in a firm grip, he leads me around the corner along the dimly lit pathway towards the cloisters between the buildings. As Ash strides along, I hurry to keep up with his pace.

      A scuffle and urgent voices come from the side of the building, and Ash pushes me behind his back with one arm as he peers into the shadows. "What the hell is going on?"
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      I tiptoe and look over Ash's shoulder. Clive and Remi can be seen in a dark alcove with two people at their feet, both cowering.

      "Piss off, witch lover," snarls Clive, and he turns back to his victim.

      The ground shudders and I grasp onto Ash as a rock dives up from the ground and hits Remi straight in the face. Remi roars, a guttural sound similar to that I heard echo across campus, on the day I took my colours and was attacked. Picking up the rock, he holds his arm back, ready to hit the guy.

      His victim is a Walcott kid who's on the rugby team—or was. Ed?

      "Shit," mutters Ash. He drops my hand and lunges at Remi to grab the rock. "Step back and leave them alone, otherwise you'll be in trouble."

      "You'll be in trouble," mocks Remi. He pushes Ash hard in the chest, but Ash doesn't budge, one arm behind his back to protect me as he takes three more shoves from Remi.

      "Maeve, leave," says Ash beneath his breath.

      "I can't. There're two of them and one of you."

      "Go to Jamie and both of you find Tobias or Andrei. I'll be fine," he urges.

      "No," I reply.

      "Maeve. You can't lose your shit and cause more problems. I'll deal with this," he hisses. "Please."

      "What you saying to your witch bitch?" calls out Clive.

      Ash charges forward and knocks Clive to the ground. "Watch your fucking mouth."

      Tom, a shifter I recognise from the rugby team, manages to push himself to his feet and bends over, holding his stomach. Fear surrounds him, almost breathable with the earthy smell and cool night. Darting a look around the preoccupied group, he steps away then breaks into a run.

      Ash stands over Clive. "One chance. Stop this or regret it."

      "Ash," I urge.

      Clive springs to his feet, effortlessly sending Ash backwards across the space until he's the one on the ground.

      I shrink back as Remi steps towards me, mouth twisting. "You did something to me once, witch. I don't remember, but I swear you were the one who hurt me that night in the woods."

      My pulse heads into overdrive as he takes deliberate steps. His energy is primal, eyes dark. As I begin to back away, the witch on the ground is on his hands and knees and mumbling something. Lumps of grass suddenly tear from the ground and I cover my face as the earth sprays.

      Remi yells as the loose soil hits him in the face and I remove my hand to look around, wiping grass and mud from my skin. Remi's dumber than I think—he's rubbing his eyes and smearing more dirt into them, swearing.

      "Go to Jamie!" Ash shouts.

      The vehemence in his tone lifts hairs on the back of my neck. Taking advantage of Remi's distraction, I back up then turn and run towards Walcott. Ed sprints away too, cradling his arm to his chest.

      The shouting starts again and as I glance back, I see Ash still on the floor, this time with Remi and Clive over him.

      I can't leave him.

      I switch direction from Walcott and back around the corner. If the witch they attacked can use a simple elemental spell to interrupt them, I have plenty worse that I can do.

      Which is the reason Ash wants me out of the situation.

      Through the darkness, I make out figures but it's impossible to tell who's winning. Tom sneaks to the edge of the fray before bolting around a corner.

      Ash is strong and the superior player tackling on the rugby pitch, but he's mistaken if he thinks I'll leave him to fight Clive and Remi alone. With trembling hands, I pull out my phone to text Jamie.

      <Get Tobias. Andrei. Come to Gilgamesh>

      <No. Leave>

      I huff. <Ash is in trouble. Outside. Behind building>

      Frustrated, I shove my phone back into my back pocket. I have Tobias's number now, something that seems too personal and for emergencies only—but this is an emergency.

      <Behind Gilgamesh. We need your help. Find Andrei>

      We all need to be here.

      Ash's voice lets out a yell, distracting me from Tobias's response. I'm torn on what to do—I used my powers on Remi once before, so I know I can influence him. Andrei helped cover up what I did, but would we be as lucky the second time?

      The action would be unwise, but if the pair overwhelm Ash and a spell is the only answer, I'll control one of them in a heartbeat.

      Edging along the wall, I gain a clearer view of what's happening. Ash holds his own against the two guys in a way I've only seen in the movies. He doesn't back down, tackling each of them head-on. I wince at each blow exchanged, the figures moving so fast I struggle to discern who's who.

      Ash crashes to the floor, Clive's foot on his throat.

      Remi turns and cocks his head, listening. The light from the faint moon catches his face, and what I see makes my skin crawl more than anything I've come across since I found my way into this new world. His eyes shine bright in the dark—a shade brighter than a human. He snaps his head back around again as Clive calls for his help.

      Ignoring the shock he may be shifting, I step forward, ready to do something—anything—when a voice close by sends me shrinking into the shadows again.

      "Clive. Remi. What the fuck?" Vincent strides towards them
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      I edge far enough away so that I can't be seen but still hear. Not difficult considering how loud Vincent is.

      Remi looks around again and his eyes remain green. Nausea rises. Ash's flashed reptilian for less than a minute outside the pub that night, but this is longer. The bile pushes higher as a worse scenario crosses my mind.

      What if Ash is shifting too?

      I eye the man responsible as he half-runs at the trio. "Is that Ash?" He points at the groaning figure on the floor.

      As Vincent reaches them, Clive steps back and ducks his head. "Sorry. We thought—"

      Vince pushes both hands into his hair and growls something beneath his breath. Remi steps back too, muttering the same apology.

      "He attacked us," says Clive, like a kid trying to placate a parent.

      "Why?"

      "Because they were beating the crap out of Ed and Tom?" comes Ash's weakened voice.

      I rest my head against the wall and take slow breaths. Stay calm. You might be needed.

      "Why?" repeats Vince.

      "Tom needed pulling into line, Vince," says Remi. "He's screwing a witch. His dumb witch mate followed and got involved."

      "I decide who needs pulling into line and when," says Vince in a tone as cold as the breeze brushing my perspiring skin. "You do what I say, not what you think. Look at you, Remi, for fuck's sake. You can't shift at the academy. There are times and places."

      Shift. Ash's purple scales appear in my mind and I swallow hard, more frightened than ever the same might happen to him.

      "Sorry, man," mumbles Remi.

      "Who?" growls Vincent.

      "Sorry, sir."

      Where did the witch and shifter go? If they're injured, Vince won't be able to hide what his prodigies did.

      And why isn't Ash running?

      Vince grunts. "I have the name of a proven dissenter now, but you've caused me a problem. You don't attack your own."

      Hypocrite.

      Ash chokes in agreement to my thought.

      "You two—back to the house, I'll deal with you later." 

      I press myself against the wall as Clive and Remi move away from Ash and Vincent. They head the other way—back towards the door I walked through with Ash.

      Vince leans over Ash and I tense, waiting for him to hit Ash too. "You. Get up."

      "Piss off, Vince." Ash's voice is weaker than earlier and the magic begins to tingle in my head as I hear Ash roughly pulled to his feet. "I saw Remi's face, Vince. I know what you're doing to them."

      "If you don't support me, keep out of the fights."

      Ash doesn't reply and my heart thuds in my ears as I strain to hear what happens next. If he assaults Ash, Vince will regret what I do to him.

      "I helped by stopping the attack on Ed," he says scornfully. "We can't have dissent inside Gilgamesh."

      "Exactly," hisses Vince.

      "Do you seriously think you can beat everyone into submission? Good luck. We're taught to think for ourselves here. How long before Theodora steps in and kicks your pathetic arse out of here?"

      Omigod, Ash. Stop. I close my eyes and reach out with my mind. Can I see through Ash's eyes?

      No, but I pick up his thoughts. His emotions. The fear I expected isn't there—only hatred on a scale beyond black anger. His mind swirls with a need to hurt Vincent, because Ash knows in his heart that this man is not his brother. He believes this is who or what killed Vincent and wants him dead.

      Now his mind is open, I see a shocking new perspective on events. Ash pretends he's weak to take the beatings; each blow forging the molten anger into a solid weapon to use on the imposter. Ash wants more proof that Vince is a dangerous imposter. More hate to fuel his power.

      Ash's other thoughts aren't easily detected, hidden behind an aura of red mist surrounding him.

      I press my fingers to my temples. I won't tap into his memories but I want to be Ash, before Vince manages to draw the anger out. With each confrontation the pair has, the rage is stoked. With every assault on his body, or word cutting into his mind, he's pulled closer to unleashing.

      Ash is charging into Vince's trap—he want's Ash to shift.

      Pain shoots across Ash's mind and jabs mine too, and I swallow as the red mist obliterates more of his thoughts. Will Ash hate me if I intervene? I sense his fury flowing through his blood to his muscles and limbs—away from his brain.

      Ash can't let go, and he grows closer as Vincent goads him.

      The magic pushes at my head, overwhelming and urging me on, and I hold on, wanting to channel the energy safely. Vincent's mind is a void, like looking into a universe with no stars. I can't penetrate his and take over, which leaves Ash's mind available.

      Muttering, "I'm sorry," beneath my breath, I project myself towards him. I swore I'd never interfere with my friends' actions, but I'm terrified what might happen next.

      As I do, a thought crosses my mind. This wasn't knee jerk; I paused and considered what to do.

      Tobias will disagree with my actions, but I don't care.

      A sensation like an electric shock to the head is joined by a jolt to my heart and I'm suddenly staring back at Vincent through Ash's eyes. Vince provokes me—Ash—by whispering words that sicken my stomach.

      "What the fuck, Maeve?" echoes in my head and I ignore Ash as he pushes at me.

      Vincent's releases Ash's shirt and shoves him in the chest when his brother stops retaliating. "Fight back, Ash."

      "No." I clench Ash's fists by his sides and hold his gaze. Every muscle in his body is primed for attack. Is influencing Ash's mind enough to override this? "I won't."

      "Pathetic little boy," he sneers and my nose stings as he flicks Ash's nose.

      "Maeve." Ash's voice is faint, and he's unhappy with me as I try to keep my focus on Vincent. Mine and Ash's thoughts push at each other like magnets rejecting each other instead of connecting. He fights to unleash his red-mist anger and succeeds, balling his hands into fists.

      "What the fuck are you doing?" someone calls.

      I almost lose my grip on Ash as I hear Tobias's voice. Crap. What if he approaches where I stand first and senses what I'm doing to Ash?

      Vince turns around. "Private matter."

      Tobias steps out of the gloom and approaches. "It would appear you're assaulting one of your students."

      "This is family stuff, nothing to do with the academy." Vince draws himself tall, emphasising his bulk in an attempt to intimidate Tobias.

      "Anything that takes place on the academy grounds is of my concern." Tobias steps forward and Vincent's attitude drops, stepping back so Tobias can't reach out to touch him.

      "You're the Petrescu head. Go back there and deal with your own."

      "No. You are assaulting a student," repeats Tobias.

      Through Ash's eyes, I watch the cold exchange. Tobias feels different to me now I'm in Ash's mind; his energy no longer radiates in my direction, the physical pull absent.

      "You're not my brother. Vincent would never do this to me." The sentence bounces around my head, repeated by Ash over and over. As the words come echoing out of his mind's shadows, a strange dread washes through me. Ash stops his battle against me for control of his fists, and the red mist anger ebbs, replaced by a flow of panic.

      I cry out as something throws me from Ash's mind into my own, the force on my body knocking me from my hiding place. Tobias whips his head around and frowns as I steady myself on the wall.

      "Maeve?"

      Vincent takes advantage of the distraction and edges around Tobias, ensuring they don't touch. The coward might not run, but he strides away from the scene and doesn't look back. Ash slumps back against the wall, breathing heavily.

      "Ash?" I rush forward to touch him. "How badly hurt are you?"

      He continues to shake his head, one eye swollen from the assault, muttering to himself words I can't catch.

      "Explain to me what's happening." Tobias glances at the retreating Vincent and swears.

      I place a hand on Ash's shoulder, and I'm mid-way through explaining events of the last few minutes when Ash drops to the floor. He lands on his backside, hitting the side of his head with both palms. "No. No. No."

      I exchange alarmed glances with Tobias as Ash wraps his arms around his knees and draws them to his chest, continuing to repeat "no."

      "Did Vincent make him shift?" asks Tobias quietly.

      "No. I was... in him. I stopped Ash, but Clive and Remi… I think they may've started shifting before Vincent arrived."

      Tobias swipes a hand across his hair and looks in the direction Vincent went. "Theodora needs to listen to me when I tell her what's happening with that man. She's too distracted by Confederacy affairs and she needs to pull herself together."

      "What's happening?"

      Tobias shakes his head. "The shitstorm surrounding Lorna's death grows daily. She wants to play things down."

      Ash groans and hits the side of his head harder. My heart fills with dread—what if I'm the one who hurt him? "Ash." I crouch down beside Ash and curl my fingers over his hand to stop him hurting himself. "What's happening?"

      Relief pours through me when he looks up at me through Ash's eyes—not the reptilian I've seen before, but the wildness in them frightens me.

      "I know." He closes his eyes again. "I know, Maeve."

      Tobias squats down beside us. "You know what, Ash? Who Vincent is?"

      His hopeful expression disappears when Ash shakes his head and grips my hand with a force I think might break my fingers. "No. But I know what I saw that night. We have to stop him."
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      Ash repeats his story for a third time, eyes flicking from left to right as he relives the events, and I sit beside him with my hand on his thigh. His cheek and eye are badly bruised, but the hollowness in his eyes is the worst thing about him.

      Tobias stands in the corner of his office, leaving the chairs free for us. He's back to the inscrutable guy again, blocking his mind from everybody, including me.

      Andrei stands close to the door, chewing on a thumbnail as he listens, and Jamie sits with a notepad on his lap and scribbles notes. I'd laugh at him, but writing events down is good idea. Jamie was late to the scene again, and I sensed his disappointment, recalling his words that he's never there when needed. He arrived as Tobias and me tried to calm Ash enough to get something coherent from him.

      Andrei had to be fetched from Petrescu for the meeting and I study his eyes for drugged effects. I’ve spoken to him a few times since our encounter outside the cottage, and I can’t help feeling guilty that I’m holding him at arms length physically. But I’m here for him in every other way. Apart from the party, I’ve spent hours with Andre reminding him how much I care. Listening. Telling him I doing this because I care so deeply.

      Now we're all in our closest safe place. Tobias's office.

      For the third time, we're stunned, filled with questions impossible to find an answer to.

      "I think we have the timeline straight now," says Jamie almost inaudibly. "What do we do? Go to Theodora?"

      "I'm wary of allowing anybody else to know what happened tonight," says Tobias.

      "Others will know already," says Ash. "Ed and Tom will tell people."

      "More fuel to the fire," mutters Jamie.

      Tobias sits on the edge of his desk and scratches a cheek. "Vincent's behaviour is increasingly erratic and not all students support him. Theodora is likely to challenge him about his students' assaulting others, which will put him under a closer scrutiny, which he won't like."

      "What do you think Vincent's next move will be?" I ask.

      Tobias shrugs. "Often, watch and wait is a good idea, but I believe we need to act.  This incident was outside his control and he's becoming more unpredictable. One advantage is he doesn't know exactly how much we saw or heard."

      "I want to go up to the farmhouse," Ash announces.

      I jump in my skin. "That's not a good idea, Ash."

      "What if people are still locked in that barn?" he says, and rubs a hand across his hair. "I can't leave this until I know."

      "As far as we're aware, Vince doesn't go there often," says Jamie. "He's busy policing his recruits here."

      "Who said that only Vince is involved?" Ash snaps. "He's not doing this shit alone. The people I saw in the woods…"

      The ones he can barely recollect—the man and woman who concern Tobias the most. Ash can't remember if the pair spoke, and didn't see their faces, leaving a frustrated Tobias with no clues to their identity.

      "Yes. I think we need to consider the place is used regularly and people could be imprisoned there," says Tobias softly.

      I'm glad I never tapped into Ash's memories or saw those people's faces and sensed their terror. I can't bear to think what happened to them on the ‘hunt'.

      "Do you think Clive and Remi joined the shifters' hunt?" I ask.

      Ash stares at his shoes. "They were with me when I refused. Vince chose students who've personal links to shifters killed by hunters. They're easier to manipulate."

      "And the pair aren't the brightest," says Jamie harshly. "Typical bone-headed shifters."

      "I told you they hid something," Ash says and gestures around. "They want to shift early, but they know the risks. I swear I saw something in their faces tonight."

      "I think I did too," I say quietly.

      "I'm wary," says Tobias. "I'd like to look into the place, but if anybody has the slightest inkling we're going, we could face danger."

      "We're always in danger," Andrei says. "At least this time we'd be prepared to face whatever's thrown at us. Better than a surprise attack."

      Tobias nods. "Vincent will be nervous now. We've witnessed and heard things we shouldn't. I don't think there's much time before he leaves or puts whatever plan he has into action."

      "Then we go up there," says Ash firmly. He catches my horrified look. "Come on, Maeve. Between us, we're powerful. Isn't it time we believed that?"

      Powerful? Yes. But invincible? I look to where the chain to the Blackwood pendant is visible as Jamie leans forward, tapping the pen on his teeth. No. Not invincible. Even with magic.

      I look wildly between the others. "This is dangerous."

      "Like Andrei said, everywhere is dangerous for us," says Jamie quietly.

      "You agree?" I ask in horror. "Why? Because you think you'll be safe with that." I jab a finger at his chest.

      "Safer," he snaps back.

      "I suggest we watch Vince," says Tobias. "I don't think he's about to run yet, but he may bring his plans forward. I also think he'll be watching us now—or have his followers doing so. We can't be seen together plotting. We carry on as normal."

      I gape at him. "Normal? How can you expect Ash to walk back into Gilgamesh? He could be in danger."

      "I can protect myself," mutters Ash.

      "Two nights," says Tobias. "I understand your urge to go straight up there, but we stay away until the dust settles around Vincent and Ash."

      "I'll go back to Gilgamesh and kowtow to the arsehole. If this is only a day or two, I can cope with not seeing you all." Ash squeezes my hand. "I doubt Vince will tell me what plans he has, but at least I can watch closely."

      "He's not stupid," I say. "He'll know you're watching."

      "I think this is the best course of action," says Tobias softly. "He doesn't know that you've remembered and would expect you to keep away or inform somebody if you had. Normal is good."

      I slump back, palm sweating against Ash's. "Two nights from now?"

      Jamie frowns. "Isn't that giving Vince too much time?"

      "Or time for us to see what his next move is after tonight," says Tobias.

      "Will you tell Theodora?" I ask.

      Tobias sighs deeply. "Not this time."

      "Don't you trust her?" asks Jamie, aghast. "Surely you don't think she's working with Dominion."

      "I'd lay bets on Sofia," I mutter. Jamie regards me with shock. "Oh, come on. She's behaving oddly."

      "She's jealous of your powers," he retorts. "That's all."

      "I don't want the slightest whisper about our plans. Not to anybody," Tobias says. "We're looking for clues, not people, otherwise we'd follow Vincent next time he left the academy."

      "I'll tell you if he does," says Ash and stands. "I'm tired." He leans down to kiss me hard on the mouth. "Later, guys."

      I blink in surprise at his abrupt halt to the conversation, and the room quiets. Ash steps outside the door, ready to turn away from us— again.

      I'm in awe of the strength Ash has to be able to walk back into the situation with Vincent and isolate himself from us again. But I can't let him walk away alone.

      "Sorry," I mumble to the others and follow him through the door. The hallway is dark but I can see his figure retreating.

      "Ash!" I call. He stops and I hurry to catch up to him.

      He frowns down at me. "What's wrong?"

      "I'm sorry for invading your head," I say.

      He shakes his head before kissing my nose. "S'okay. You helped unblock my memories."

      "Without a nosebleed this time," I say with a wry smile.

      Or me dying. I'm reassured that I can still use my powers without risking death, but I partly wish I'd been the one to see Ash's memories, not him. The haunted look he's carried since we walked to Tobias's office has intensified.

      "I'm happier now I know I didn't shift that night. I think I started to, when..." He trails off. When Vincent said things Ash refuses to share with us.

      "We'll find the evidence we need against Vincent and he'll pay for this."

      "He's not Vincent."

      His words add an extra layer of sadness to the guy in front of me. I remember the same sadness the day he told me about his brother's death, and witnessed his euphoria once Vincent returned and settled into his family.

      This guy is the strongest person I know.

      I tiptoe to place my mouth on his, holding still as he wraps his arms around me. I'll worry every minute I'm estranged from Ash, because nobody can predict how Vincent will react to Ash now.

      "I hate to think about you alone," I whisper. "Please call and let me know you're safe. It's tough when I don't see you and don't know what's happening."

      "Of course, Maeve." Ash rests his head on mine. "Last time I stayed away because Vincent forced me to, I realised something important. There's a reason Vincent could never keep me away from you, however much he threatened me or tried to control what I do."

      He looks at me the way he did outside the dance in the snow, the dullness in his eyes briefly replaced by a spark of happiness. His large palm cups my face, rough thumb pad brushing my lips. "Because I love you, Maeve."

      His words send tears to my eyes as they rip away the bandage I've had over my emotions for days. They're simple, common words used by people every day, but to hear them from Ash with such simple truth means more. "I hope you know how much I love you," I reply. "My heart hurts so badly for what you've been through and I'll do anything to help."

      "Then why am I making you cry?" He purses his lips and brushes a thumb on my cheek to catch a tear.

      "I don't know," I say, choking out a laugh. "I'm happy and scared and sad all at once."

      "Why? Because of how I feel?"

      "No. Because of all this." I gesture around me. "Everything around us."

      Ash rubs a palm down his cheek. "Sorry I was shit last term and turned away from you."

      "Don't be silly, Ash. We're all facing tough times. You were struggling and lost; I know how that feels. The future is what matters now."

      "The things he said he'd do," blurts Ash. "To you. Vince knows how to trigger me. Promise to help if he does that again—I don't care if that means you need to be in my head. I can't shift. I can't."

      Ash's gentle nature holds a deeper, darker side—I'm aware of that, but am I enough to stop him? I can't bear to think half-shifting could change Ash into a Mid and effectively end his life. A guy who'd lose his future and place in society.

      I tiptoe to silence him with my lips on his. The kiss we share is soft and brief, but with the love we spoke about adding an extra tenderness. I want to ask Ash not to walk back into his personal hell, but know I'd waste my breath.

      "Don't kiss me like you'll never kiss me again," I whisper.

      "I'm kissing you so I can remember every detail, then I can keep you with me even when you're not there." He strokes my hair. "You can give me the strength I need."

      "You already have that strength inside you, Ash. You've proved that."

      He smiles but with doubt in his eyes. "I have to go, because…." Vincent. "I'll see you soon."

      Swallowing hard, I nod. As he steps away, Ash's hand remains in mine, our arms stretching until we're only holding fingers, and then we let go at the last second.

      "I'll see you soon," I whisper to myself.

      Please let him be safe.
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      Over the next couple of days, Jamie spends more time in the library. At first, I believed his story that he's catching up on missed assignments. Now, I'm unsure since he's barely around us. I'm behind on work too and head to the library on the second afternoon.

      I nod at the librarian behind the oak desk. He nods in return, peering at me through small eyes beneath bushy eyebrows as I walk by. I'm uncomfortable—I come here enough for him to recognise me.

      Jamie's usual study spot is a corner desk, between two large bookshelves that span the width of the room. His space is towards the rear of the library, and somewhere he won't be disturbed. I walk around the corner, ready to greet him with a smile and hug, but the seat is empty.

      I purse my lips and shrug my bag onto a shoulder. Did Jamie lie about visiting the library? He wouldn't lie to me, would he? Flopping onto his chair, I pick at the wood with my fingernails. This secrecy could involve Amelia—maybe Jamie knows where she is.

      Chewing on my lip, I weigh up what to do. I could actually study now I'm here, but my stomach is queasy at my discovery. April, the other witch who's almost part of the library furniture walks by to inspect a shelf nearby. I rest back in my chair continuing my indecision as I watch the short girl climbing small steps to reach a book on a high shelf. Amelia had the same problem. I smile, but this is another reminder that she isn't here and hits my heart.

      April pauses as she passes the table and looks back at me. "Are you looking for Jamie?"

      "Do you know where he is?" I straighten.

      "In the sanctum, probably."

      "Oh. Right. Thanks." I hide my confusion; why didn't Jamie admit that's where he goes?

      "He's spent a lot of time down there the last two days." She smiles at me.

      Uh. Does April track Jamie's moves? Suspicion instantly rises and then I sigh inwardly. I can't suspect everybody.

      April heads away, and I glance in the direction of the witches sanctum doorway. If Jamie hasn't anything to hide, there's no issue with me looking for him.

      The first time I walked down the steps to this secretive part of the academy, the cool, dark hallway made my scalp crawl. I've spent a lot more time studying in the sanctum since then, and I'm still uncomfortable—perhaps because I heard and felt something strange the first time. Or due to my vision of the flames in the hallway where Tobias spoke to me. The same flames I saw in the images that hit me when I invaded Becci's memories. Was I near here in that vision?

      Shaking away the chilling thoughts, I push open the heavy wooden door to the small study room. Jamie pores over a blue leather-bound book, fringe flopping forwards hiding his eyes. Several others are spread around the desk, some open and others closed.

      "Wow, this is an intense study session," I say and close the door.

      Jamie startles and slams the book closed. He pushes his fringe from his face. "Maeve. What's wrong?"

      "Nothing, I couldn't find you in the library and April told me you were down here." I perch on the edge of the desk. "Why? Do I need an excuse to talk to you?"

      "No." He's pink-cheeked and flustered as he gathers the books together. "I lost track of time."

      "What are you studying?"

      "Spells."

      "Yes, Jamie. Which ones?"

      "And I'm looking for more information on the academy." He waves a hand at the books. "These are old case notes from the time the place was an asylum. I don't understand half of what's written." 

      I shiver, distracted from my question. "I bet that's not pleasant reading."

      He snorts. "Boring. Pages and pages of daily menus and patient names and addresses. Hardly anything else."

      "Did you find building plans?"

      "Not yet, but I'll keep searching." He rests back in his chair, face weary.

      I hate we're back to awkwardness. Jamie shrank away when Ash and Andrei reappeared, which worries me because the last thing I want is for Jamie to think he's less important. I make an effort to spend time with him, away from the other guys, but the distance has grown since the party and his new study schedule. 

      "Is everything okay with us, Jamie?" I ask.

      "Why wouldn't it be?" He looks up, brows tugged down.

      "You're either preoccupied, or you're ignoring me." I reach out and link my fingers with his. "Or both."

      "I'm preoccupied, Maeve."

      I bite my lip. Is he lying? "I thought Andrei was inaccessible, but you... you're inscrutable sometimes, even with this witch bond." Jamie looks away. "Should I tell you what I thought when I first met you?"

      He blinks at me. "Why?"

      "Because I want you to know. I climbed from my parents' car, nervous about what I was facing, and then I saw you. You walked towards me, and you brought some warmth with you into the freezing day."

      His expression softens. "I could tell something was wrong at that moment, Maeve. I saw more than nervousness in your eyes—you were scared. I'd scared you, and I didn't know how or why. I pretended not to notice, but your response to me freaked me out."

      I squeeze his hands tighter. "But the smile you gave me, the aura that shone around you, told me I'd be safe here. Yes, I was scared and confused over my vision, but when I saw you, the academy suddenly became less daunting. Maybe that was our bond? I don't know. I know I wasn't the nicest person when I first arrived, but without you, things would've been much worse. I hate how I killed part of the Jamie I met that day by telling you what I'd seen."

      "That's better than someone killing me because I didn't know my death was predicted. You know that I don't blame you. But I do think I'm allowed a short emo phase and obsession with death while we sort this out." He gives me a crooked smile that hides the fear beneath.

      "You're distant again," I whisper.

      "Not deliberately. Honest. I'm worried, and you know my way of dealing with that is to throw myself into work."

      "But is this work?" I catch his eyes, desperately hoping I don't see a lie in his response. "Nothing else."

      "Nothing else." His gaze is steady and unblinking, but why don't I fully believe him?

      "This isn't because me and Ash or me and Andrei bothers you?"

      "We already spoke about this and, no your relationships with them doesn't bother me." He smiles again. "Honest."

      "Is it wrong that I feel weird that Ash and Andrei seem okay with me dating both of them?" I admit.

      He purses his lips. "I understand why you do, but don't feel weird because the situation isn't as unusual as you think. Often the women in witch society are stronger and need more than one man. I don't just mean physically, but to meet all her needs. Physical, intellectual, protective, empathetic—everything you're unlikely to find in one guy. All will boost her magic. The situation is similar amongst vamps—the female lines are stronger too. Polyamory is a norm, Maeve, although your situation is unusual."

      My stomach lurches. "Why?"

      "A witch's consorts are other witches—not a shifter, a witch and a vamp. Yours isn't a normal situation; I've never seen anything like this at the academy or in society. My opinion? Your decision to date across the races scares people. You're powerful, and it's obvious that we make you more powerful."

      He meets my eyes and the worry in them is clear. "But the first time the Dominion attacked me on campus, they didn't know this. They only knew of my power."

      "And now they've realised you're more powerful with us. Both the Dominion and Confederacy are scared but also want that power."

      My chest tightens. I'm threatening others' lives. I look to the door, remembering the day the floor shook beneath which triggers an all-over shiver as if there's something I can sense. What if the gaping hole I stood over in my vision exists beneath the academy, and wasn't a figment of my fear? "We need to find our way under the school."

      Jamie wrinkles his nose. "But there isn't a way beneath."

      "There must be cellars in a building this old and big."

      "Yeah, they flooded and are unusable. The only ones that exist still are beneath Petrescu."

      "Vampire cellars?" I ask in horror, immediately imagining movies I've seen with victims chained to walls.

      "Storage," he says with a smile.

      Of people?

      "How do you know? Have you ever been down there?"

      "Whoa, calm down Nancy Drew." I punch Jamie on the arm and scowl. "Don't you think Tobias or Andrei would go into the cellars? And if they haven't, Tobias can head down and look for the victims."

      "Stop teasing me. I'm serious." 

      "Sorry."

      I stand again, partly annoyed and partly because I've satisfied myself that Jamie isn't hiding anything.

      "How do you feel about going to the farmhouse?" he asks suddenly.

      "Nervous, but Tobias usually interferes and stops us if something's dangerous. He's leading us there; I think we'll be okay."

      Jamie chews on his lip but says nothing.

      "Jamie... don't tell me you still distrust him."

      "Do you?"

      I sit back down again. "I haven't told anybody yet, but I have a connection with Tobias where we share each other's thoughts and magic. I've never sensed anything suspicious from his energy."

      Jamie's mouth parts. "A connection like ours? A bond?"

      "No. Not quite like us. This is a mental energy. It's hard to explain—I don't feel attached to Tobias the way I do to you. There's still a distance." 

      "Wow." He picks at the edge of the book. "Are you okay with this?"

      "I have no choice. That's how we are."

      "I need to look into this." He takes on a serious face, and I wait for him to jump out of his seat and run to the library. "A vampire and witch creating a bond like this isn't normal."

      "I don't have a bond with Tobias, Jamie. Our magic detects the other person's, that's all."

      But he looks doubtful, and his words flip my stomach: a vampire and a witch bond.

      I curl my hand around the back of Jamie's head and rest my forehead against his. "He's not like you. You're more important."

      "Am I?" he whispers. "What if this leads to something more between you and him? He's powerful and could hurt you."

      "A relationship with him won't and can't happen," I say firmly.

      "Because he's a professor? That means nothing."

      My skin buzzes, remembering Tobias touch. If only his academy status were the sole reason. "As I said, a relationship won't happen. I have enough to contend with," I say lightly.

      Something deep inside knows I'm lying, but how could I possibly have a relationship with Tobias? Look at what happens when we touch. 

      My forehead stays pressed to Jamie's. The day Jamie spoke frankly about his feelings—and why he doesn't act on them—the physical tension has dropped away in our relationship. Mostly—the spark is still between us when we're close, and the temptation there. Jamie threads his fingers through my hair, and I ache for him to hug me.

      "Will this ever change?" I whisper. "Do you think one day you'll want to kiss me?"

      My heart bangs against my chest, and I wish I'd not said the words. They sound wrong after discussing two other guys.

      I swear Jamie holds his breath, and I cringe at myself. "I'm sorry, I should respect what you want," I say.

      "What I want?" he says hoarsely and laughs.

      As he does, Jamie's lips brush mine, so softly, the touch feels feather-light. My stomach flutters and I press my mouth against his, heart flipping with fear of rejection. Leaning across the table is awkward, and I'm supporting myself with one palm on the desk, but right now, I ache for more from him. 

      The kiss we share surprises me—the restrained passion is as arousing as if he'd dragged me into his arms and kissed me until I didn't know where I am anymore. The soft, slow movement of his mouth against mine curls my toes in the same way any passionate kiss does. The tension and the witch bond conspire against me, and I don't want to hold back, but I somehow do.

      The way his fingers tighten into my hair tells me he feels the same.

      I withdraw and moisten my lips, wishing I'd tasted more. Jamie's eyes shine, and he brushes away a strand of my hair that fell forward. "How about we do something together, one day soon? I can take you on a date—I don't see your other guys doing that."

      I grin. "I like that idea."

      "Witchcraft and movies. What do you think?"

      I touch his lips, and he takes my hand to kiss my fingers. "Awesome idea. Are you trying to dig into my human side?"

      He purses his lips. "Maybe I'm just an old-fashioned guy, and I like to woo the girl before diving into anything."

      I burst out laughing, and he blinks at me. "Jamie, we are way beyond guy and girl heading out on a first date."

      "But maybe that's what you need," he says, and in his expression, I see another reason. This is what he needs. This is the role he wants to take.

      And I love him for this.

      "I agree. Movies next week. But, Jamie?" His eyes widen. "No horror movies, okay?"

      His serious face cracks into a smile. "Done deal. Okay, I just need to finish up here, and I'll head back to Walcott.

      I blink at his abrupt subject change. "Alright. Need any help?"

      "Nah, I'll just shelve the books." He stands and takes a couple in one hand and cups my cheek with his other. "I worry about the visit to the farmhouse, Maeve. I'll be there for you, as I am every other time."

      Before I can respond, he turns away and touches the pendant hidden beneath his shirt. He's considering the same thing I have over the last few days: we're venturing into something unknown, and Jamie still has a death mark over him.
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      MAEVE

      

      The weekend arrives, and we're another day closer to our planned visit to the house on the moors where we'll hopefully find the evidence we need. Each day that passes, my anxiety over Ash's situation grows. I've chatted to him a few times, and he swears he's okay, but the sooner he's away from Vincent, the better. 

      Vince continues as usual, according to Ash, backing up Tobias's theory that Vincent is waiting for a moment to act. I'm worried that Tobias hasn't passed his concerns on to Theodora, but he has reasons: he can't guarantee she'd keep the information to herself.

      With the academy crumbling around her, she'd possibly alert authorities. We don't want the risk of others knowing and interfering. Following Andrei's situation, we're not confident in anybody—someone might remove the evidence before the investigators or we arrive at the farmhouse.

      Tobias fixes the situation from the other night with a touch of glamouring, and stern words to Vincent. Vincent knows the professor's close connection to Theodora and sensibly he keeps quiet. Of course, he will if he's hiding his activities.

      I've managed to avoid Sofia recently, and she's agreed I should take a break from delving into my mind and powers whilst I recover from the trauma. Her focus switches to Yvette. Is she worried the witch and her friends are planning something?

      But Sofia still likes to drop hints about myself and Jamie excluding other people from our lives.

      With the final house challenge on hold, until the atmosphere settles, I've more time for studying. I spend the day in the library with the preoccupied Jamie and then head outside to wait for Andrei.

      The more people comment on and resent my relationship with Andrei, the more we flaunt our connection. Our whole group makes a point of showing the academy we won't buy into their conflict and unease. 

      This show of unity isn't only directed at the students, but also to whoever lurks inside the academy trying to pull us apart. We're tight, but the gossip and fear-mongering continue. 

      Here we are, the witches, the shifter and the vamp, headed by the dangerous girl who's rumoured to sleep with them all, separately and together. I've heard the whispers, and I'm sure the others have, but none of the guys has mentioned them to me.

      There's a strange vibe to us as we grow more comfortable with each other and Andrei is accepted into the group. Us against them. If only we knew who 'them' are.

      Mine and Andrei's bench meetings continue, despite the lack of kissing. I don't dare tell Andrei how difficult I find keeping this distance going, and partly wish I'd never issued the ultimatum. I think Andrei paid attention to me because he's appeared more connected to the world recently.

      Andrei appears on time, and I heat against the cool evening as I watch his lean figure stride towards me with his confidant gait.

      He barely pauses before he pulls me to my feet. "I've stopped the drugs. Ask Tobias" he says curtly. "Not kissing you is driving me fucking nuts." He slides his hand into the small of my back and pulls me to him, the closest we've been for days. "Do you believe me?"

      "Yes."

      "Good."

      I'm hit by a kiss so hard that he almost knocks me over. I hold a hand out to steady myself on his chest, but our bodies meet and mould together, Andrei's lips locked on mine. He holds my head steady as the kiss he gives makes up for everyone that he's missed recently.

      I grasp Andrei's hair and my desire fires as his tongue strokes mine. Overwhelmed when he crushes me harder to him, I push Andrei away and take a deep breath. "That's intense, Andrei."

      "Everything about us is intense," he murmurs, eyes still dark. He tugs on his bottom lip with his teeth. "Do you want to go for a walk today?"

      I eye him with suspicion. "Where to?"

      "Somewhere quiet. Private. Alone." The possibilities tumble into my head along with memories of our night together.

      "Do you mean your room?"

      He arches a brow. "No, but we can if you want." Andrei's arms remain around my waist, thumbs skimming the small of my back, sending another delicious shiver through me. 

      "Where are you planning to go?" I ask him.

      Andrei pulls a key from his back pocket. "Cottage."

      "Jamie gave you the key?" I ask in shock. "Does he know what you're planning?"

      He tips his head. "What am I planning, Maeve?"

      "Judging by that kiss, not watching TV."

      He shrugs. "Jamie knows the deal."

      "And do I know the deal?" I retort.

      He winds his arms around my waist and kisses me again, slowly backing me up until I hit the wall. Andrei delves his tongue into my mouth, sliding it against mine, before slowing to run his tongue gently across my lips. The heat rushing through my blood, from the sudden passion of Andrei's kiss a minute ago, is intensified by this situation. And he knows it. 

       I grip onto his jacket sleeve to stay upright, and as he pulls away, he chuckles at my response. "That's the deal, Maeve."

      "I'm not sure."

      "About the cottage?"

      "About taking part in your deviant plans."

      His eyes glitter in the dark and the forbidden nature of our relationship adds to the thrill. Andrei leans forward, with his face almost touching mine as he whispers, "Liar."

      We head through the campus where the full moon casts extra light and creates eerie shadows from the building's shape. I look up. "When I first heard there were shifters at the academy, I hid in my room on the first full moon."

      Andrei's laugh echoes around us. "And did you carve a stake made from table leg to kill the vamps?"

      I scowl at his teasing. "No. But I was surprised some of you could walk in daylight."

      He drops his gaze to his feet. "Yeah. Maybe one day, the witches will solve that issue for the hemia."

      "Sorry, Andrei," I take his hand. "I didn't think."

      He shrugs. "I'm only bothered now because I want to spend more time with you."

      We reach the cottage, and the door creaks open as Andrei unlocks it. I flick on the light as we step inside, and I brace myself for another Andrei-style kiss, but he sinks back onto the sofa, eyes closed.

      "Are you alright?"

      He opens an eye. "Yeah."

      I sit beside him and curl my legs beneath myself, confused by his attitude change.

      "Do you want to talk to me about what happened to you? Will that help?"

      He falters and looks away. "Dunno."

      Andrei isn't looking at me, and I turn his face to mine. My stomach sinks. His eyes are the same as last time we were at the cottage. "You lied to me," I whisper. "We spoke about this. I want to be with the normal Andrei, not one who's high."

      Andrei peers at me from under his fringe. "I'm as normal as I can be, Maeve. I'm cutting down, I swear."

      "Drugging yourself to cope with what happened won't work," I say in exasperation. I'm torn between starting an argument with Andrei about tricking me into a kiss, or kissing him again. That's how much he addles my brain.

      "Uh. Yeah, this works."

      The thought of an exciting evening with Andrei drops away because if I continued what he's awoken in me again, I'd be a hypocrite and he won't stop the drugs. "What happened to you, Andrei?"

      Andrei rests his elbows on his knees, one hand in his hair as he stares at his shoes. "I saw my future, Maeve," he says in a strained voice. 

      "You had a vision?"

      "No. I saw the place I'll live. The person I'll become. That place is filled with enough evil that you can smell it." He laughs harshly and looks up. "And that's coming from me, the evil bloodsucker."

      "Don't call yourself that," I say. "And Ravenhold isn't your future."

      "Yeah?" His bright eyes shine again, but darker this time. "Word spread when I arrived at Ravenhold, and that was enough for me to make enemies before I set foot outside my room. The students who run the place thought the Dominion leader's son had come to take over. Things weren't good."

      "I'm sorry you went through that," I say as my irritation with him ebbs. "But you're here and safe now."

      He remains distant, trapped by his thoughts. "Somebody set me up, Maeve, and I swear my mother and sister are involved. My family know that place would kill me if the authorities didn't first." He drops back and stares at the ceiling again. "If she didn't orchestrate this, then the Confederacy did. Either way, I've lost."

      "Don't lose hope," I say and brush the hair from his face.

      "I don't. I wipe away the thoughts in the way that works for me. Why can't you accept that? If I were human, I could go to a doctor, and they'd give me some shit to help, right?"

      I swallow. "Maybe, but not long term. Andrei, please listen to me. I'm here for you, whatever anybody says or does to either of us. You have me—all of us."

      As I reach out to him, he stands abruptly, and his stance stiffens. "You know what I struggle with the most?" he snaps. "That you almost died helping to free me. I almost killed you."

      "Is that what you think?" I stand too. "That's a ridiculous way to interpret what happened."

      "I don't think so." His face continues to shadow with anger.

      "The spell inside Becci's mind was designed to kill me. Lorna's death was a way to hurt me too. That has nothing to do with you."

      "This has everything to do with me!" he blurts. "I've told you over and over how bad I am for you."

      I flop down again. "Please don't go there. I thought we'd moved past that."

      He drags a hand down his face. "We have, but the thought of hurting you, Maeve..."

      I take Andrei's hand and tug him towards me. "Sit."

      He doesn't move and watches me silently, long enough for a shiver to run from my head to my toes. I forget how intense Andrei can be; how much he hides beneath his laconic personality. 

      "I never thought I'd care about anybody or anything. There didn't seem any point if I would die anyway. Now there's you, and I love and hate this at the same time."

      "Love and hate me?" I ask as his words slap me.

      "No!" He sits. "Caring about—loving—somebody makes life harder to hide from. You make me focus on the future. I've spent years blocking out that future and now I'm scared I'll never have one."

      "Which is why you're taking drugs?" I ask, unable to hide the disapproval in my voice.

      "Again, Maeve, you have a bad opinion of something similar to what we learn in Potions class. I'm not the only one who uses this, and it's less addictive than alcohol."

      "Mmm. But you're using Lix to wipe out what you're feeling, not for the hit."

      "The numbness helps. I can focus on the future—believe one exists." 

      "Stop the drugs," I say.

      "I'm cutting down and thought that would be enough. I can't stand seeing you and not touching or kissing you. Time with you gives me a high too, you know?"

      His words resonate inside my heart and soul. Why did I give him that ultimatum when I've found this harder to stick to than I imagined. 

      "Once I stop completely, the old, broody Andrei will be back, and I'll be worse than usual," he warns.

      "Ha!" I push him in the chest. "You never stopped being him."

      Andrei's mouth tips at one corner. "Maybe the old Andrei would be a good idea. He's the guy you spent weeks dreaming about."

      "I did not!" I retort.

      "The one you wanted because you had a taste for danger," he whispers.

      Beneath his teasing, there's a tension that comes from the truth. "No."

      He runs his finger from my forehead to my mouth then pulls my bottom lip down with his thumb. As he does, his eyes drop to the skin visible at the top of my blouse.

      "You also wanted me," I say.

      His eyes flick back to mine. "For all the wrong reasons, Maeve."

      Andrei's subtle scent and the familiar mint joins with the words to remind me of the evening he showed me some of the reasons. My heart skips when he moves his lips closer to kiss me again.
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      ANDREI

      

      Kissing Maeve blows my mind. Every. Single. Time. The softness of her skin beneath my fingers begs me to touch her, taste her… At first, I thought the lust caused the ridiculous tingling in my chest each time Maeve graced me with a smile or kissed me, until the night I realised lust was secondary to how I feel. Pretty damn close to overriding my affection, but I held back.

      Like I am now.

      Usually, I wouldn't listen to someone making demands, but the drugs need to go. Facing life will be tough, but I believe Maeve can help.

      She's here now, the girl who brings the sunlight I can never see and fills my life with blinding colour. Our lips are close and Maeve's part in anticipation, as I brush mine against hers, barely touching. She shivers slightly. 

      "How many times did you want me to kiss you before you did?" I whisper against her lips. I push a hand into her long hair and grip, the way I did when we first kissed. "Or were you scared?"

      "Of course, I was." Her breathlessness teases me, knowing I arouse her too drives mine higher. "You're a vampire. Everybody told me to keep away from you."

      "But you couldn't." I tighten my grip on the back of her hair, and teasingly run my tongue along her bottom lip. 

      I know I'm right when she pushes her mouth onto mine, and as her curves press into me, the awareness of the world vanishes. All that exists and matters is the girl in my arms, whose kiss unites me with a part of myself I crave to know better. She tastes of a familiar sweetness I never thought I deserved—and of the girl who's stolen my ability to make rational decisions when she's with me. 

      Here, with Maeve, is where I want to be. Kissing her wakens the part of me I'd told myself I'd never share.

      I plant tiny kisses across her cheeks, along her jawline until I place my lips against her pulse point. Her breathing grows heavier, but I don't move my mouth.

      Am I challenging Maeve or myself? The pulse beats stronger beneath her skin, and I focus on the vanilla perfume she wears instead. Pointless. My senses are zoned in on one thing: the blood containing a magic that could give me a greater high than Lix. 

      "I'm not scared of your mouth on my neck," she says hoarsely. "I'm not frightened of you."

      "But you like the danger. The unknown," I murmur and slide my lips to her collarbone.

      "And so do you," she whispers, her hoarse voice driving my lust back to the surface. "And I think that's one thing you like about me."

      "One of many." Taking a shuddery breath, I move to kiss her again, sliding my other hand beneath her shirt and running my fingers along her soft belly before pausing—I have enough temptation from the blood without adding more. 

      But with one touch of her skin, one small noise of pleasure, the control drops and I press her harder against the sofa, as we lose ourselves in harsh kisses.

      But I can't let go. Not yet.

      Propping myself up on both arms, I look down at Maeve. Her cheeks are pink, a colour that spreads to her chest too. "Do you trust me?" I ask earnestly, ignoring the beckoning pulse in her neck.

      She doesn't blink, answering in a heartbeat. "Yes, Andrei."

      The strange warmth she brings grows in my chest as she traces her fingers across my face and watches as she does. Her wrist brushes my cheek, and the darker part of me pushes upwards. Her scent. Hell. 

      I seize Maeve's wrists in one hand and hold them over her head, removing one temptation. Her eyes widen, and mouth parts and I suddenly worry she'll tell me to move and not trap her like this.

      But last time, when I warned Maeve I'm not gentle, she didn't care what I did to her. Her trust in me that night blew my mind. Was she proving a point to both of us that I wouldn't hurt her?

      What Maeve doesn't understand is the focus on my human, physical lust is the way I drown out the voice shouting at me to take her blood. Focusing on Maeve's responses to my attention drags me further into the human and away from the vampire.

      The books and films are filled with people seeking immortality from vampires—I would do anything to swap mine for one lifetime, not the hundreds I'll face.

      A lifetime where I could walk in the sun with Maeve.

      But for now, I can be my human side. I dip my head and kiss Maeve again, as need thunders through my body. Maeve grips my shoulders, digging her fingers into the muscle as I lavish attention on every inch of her skin, running my fingers down her belly, and kissing each place my fingers rest. 

      Maeve's scent drives me to the edge of control, to the border between showing my love and lust I hold for her—and a self-control I need more now than ever before. Stopping, I look down at her and inhale. In understanding, Maeve runs her fingers through my hair, as we stay in a calm moment, but in her eyes, I can see the storm rushing towards us. 

      "Do you care that what we're doing is wrong?" I ask, hoping to hell she says no.

      "No." The storm darkens in her eyes. "There're a lot of things wrong in my life, but you and me together isn't one of them."

      "I'm scared for you," I whisper and stroke damp hair from her face.

      "Andrei?" She wraps her legs around mine and pulls me closer. Her lips touch my ear as she whispers, "Stop brooding and do to me what you've promised with that kiss."

      I grin, and the deluge hits, pulling us back to the night in my room; a place where we lose track of time—and somewhere along the way, half our clothes—as we're pulled into the tempest surrounding us. 

      I press Maeve harder against the sofa, and I'm ready to lose my mind completely. She can hardly move beneath me, and I'm not letting her go. Not now, not today, not ever. I lift my weight from her slender body and look down, wiping hair from her face.

      "I love you, Maeve." The words sound strange coming from my mouth, ones that never made sense before. 

      Maeve's eyes open, and they're heavy with emotion as she smiles. "I never thought I'd hear those words from you."

      "Me neither," I say with a half-laugh.

      She presses a finger on my lips. "I love you, Andrei, and I hope you believe you’re worth loving now."

      I nod, and Maeve reaches out for me, so we're skin on skin again. There's a fine line between wanting her blood and wanting to possess her physically, and I face a moment in time where things could go either way. Closing my eyes, I swallow hard and keep my focus on everything but the blood.

      Maeve eyes close, and she tips her head back, her neck too exposed and a groan escapes my lips. I swear under my breath, and my arms shake.

      She opens her eyes and moves her head, aware when my eyes shift from her pulse point to her face. "Do you need to stop?"

      "Hell, no," I breathe out.

      Now is the time Maeve could admit she's scared or doesn't fully trust me, but there's no sign of anything in her expression apart from the need for us to keep going, as if we leave this moment, we'd lose everything again.

       The world can go to hell because this is all I need: to be looked at with utter devotion from the girl who makes my heart sing — the one who completes me. 

      They can try, but nobody can touch us while we believe in what we have together.

      But if anybody hurts Maeve, I've one of two options.

      Kill or be killed.
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      MAEVE

      

      I sit between Jamie and Andrei, with Ash in the front seat, the car jerking on the bumpy country road as Tobias drives us to the farmhouse. The atmosphere in the car is muted, and I'm filled with trepidation at what we might find, but the presence of the two guys beside me offers silent support. Andrei's preoccupied by his phone again, which I nudge and tease him about. At least he's using the phone to switch off and not using drugs to cope with what we might face.

      Jamie constantly asks me if I'm okay, to the point I hold a hand over his mouth and tell him I'll gag him if he doesn't stop. Andrei snickers to himself and continues to focus on his phone.

      The drive to the farmhouse reminds me of the time we hunted the hunters, a thought that sends unpleasant memories of Tobias using powerful magic on me. He's apologised and tried to explain since, but I've unanswered questions about that night. One in particular sits with me: Ash remembers two of the prisoners were hunters, and Tobias wanted hunters dead the night he wiped my memories.

      Did they die that night?

      Tobias claims he doesn't know the witch's name, but I find that hard to believe considering how firm a grip the Confederacy have on him. Tobias told me he doesn’t have any more secrets, and I believe him, but I don't know his full story. For now, I hold onto the facts in front of me: Tobias's commitment to us is clear.

      Tourists drive through this area to follow the scenic route across the moors, and to admire the views they can buy on postcards at the small villages and towns they pass.

      Stopping points along the roads offer a place to park and enjoy the best views across the countryside while picnicking at the wooden benches and table provided. As we can't drive close to the farmhouse in case people are there, Tobias looks out for a stopping point to park the car. We find one a mile's walk from the farmhouse, but Tobias isn't happy to leave his car in view and we continue along a narrow, winding lane which stops close to a gate leading into another property.

      The driveway towards the house stretches several hundred metres—if anybody's home we won't be seen.

      "Apologies for the walk," Tobias says as we gather outside the car in the dark.

      The temperature dropped a few degrees since we drove higher, and I'm glad I brought my blue hoodie to wear.

      The barren terrain is made worse by this temperature drop and the wind joining us. I pull my hood over my head, imagining Heathcliff making his way across the moors, and half expect to see large animal shifters charging towards us.

      "What if Vince's friends are at the farmhouse?" I ask.

      "We can take them on," says Tobias. "I'm more concerned if Dominion are there. Come on. Walk."

      I exchange a glance with Andrei, who pulls a face at Tobias's attitude, and I can't resist throwing words into his head: Bossy, much?

      He continues walking and I sigh when he doesn't respond. Why didn't he mention his worry about Dominion before we left?

      Jamie walks the other side of me, brighter than I expected. The Blackwood pendant gives him the sense of security that helps us—if we're attacked and one of us hesitates, the situation could lead to disaster.

      "What were you reading in the sanctum the other day?" I ask.

      "Just some research." He looks at the ground.

      He's lying.

      "I thought we were up to date with Magical Studies?"

      Shrugging, he walks forward to catch up to Tobias.

      "Have you noticed that Jamie's uh... braver than usual?" I whisper to Ash.

      "The pendant," says Ash.

      "Right." Is something odd here that I'm picking up on due to our bond, or am I imagining things? "When Matt had the pendant, he was attracted to Blackwood magic. Do you think that would happen to Jamie?"

      "Nah. He doesn't have the book and he's not the type. Matt was cocky about his superior skills, and the magic easily drew him in. I don't think Matt meant to do what he did. Things just got out of hand."

      I watch as Jamie walks tall with Tobias, like two guys confidently walking towards a fight. I hope Ash is right and things aren't 'out of hand' with Jamie.

      "You're bonded to him. Do you sense something?" Ash asks.

      I shake my head. "No."

      "So, don't worry." Ash smiles at me and takes my hand. "Come on, speed up before Professor Whitlock starts shouting at us."

      I hurry to match Ash's strides and the heather crushes under our feet as we head towards the road. No cars drive through the quiet night, no headlights visible in the distance. With no streetlights, we're hidden.

      "Shit."

      I bump into Ash as he stops dead and crouches by the road. "What's wrong?"

      Narrowing his eyes, Ash twists his head from side to side and then places a hand on the ground. "I ran along this road. This is where the car stopped—or near here."

      A small copse of trees is across the rough tarmac road, one of few nearby. Ash stands again and stumbles towards them, disappearing into the trees and the dark.

      "Ash!" Tobias stalks after him and vanishes too. "Where are you going?"

      The three of us rush after the pair and discover Ash standing in the middle of the clearing, looking at the ground. "There." He points, arm shaking. "I fell there."

      "How do you know?" asks Jamie.

      "I just fucking do, okay?" he snaps.

      Wow.

      "Maybe there's something on the ground," says Jamie hopefully as he squats down and pushes through the short grass.

      We wait but he soon stands, pushing hair from his face in defeat. Nothing.

      "We need to get to the farmhouse," urges Tobias. "We can come back."

      "How far are we?" I ask.

      "A mile."

      Ugh. My shoulders slump. I'm not in the physical condition for this. "I wish teleportation was a thing," I mutter to Andrei.

      "Me too. I'd be in your room every night."

      "Shush!"

      "We all know, Maeve," says Jamie. "Don't be coy."

      With the smile that instantly melts my insides—and he knows it—Andrei runs a finger down my forehead to my lips.

      "Guys!” snaps Tobias. "Focus."

      Ash scowls. "Yeah. Pay attention."

      His shift in mood since we stumbled across this area is palpable as he shoves his hands deep in his pockets and hesitates as we make our way back across the road. The grim mood infects us all we walk the next mile in silence.

      We reach a low drystone wall, the bricks haphazardly arranged and covered in moss. An old broken wooden gate is beside a newer metal one chained to a post. This opens onto the field leading towards a single-storey farmhouse shrouded by darkness. There're no lights inside the windows at the front of the house and no cars parked nearby.

      "Right. Andrei, go with Jamie to check out the farmhouse—Ash, come with me and Maeve to look at the barns." He indicates the buildings a few hundred metres to the rear, behind a tractor.

      Beside me, Ash tenses. "My memories are sharpening."

      "If we find evidence against Vincent, you're free of him," I say.

      "Am I?" he mutters.

      "Yes." I pull my sternest face. "And don't you dare think about shifting, young man."

      Finally, Ash smiles at me, rejoining us from the memories he's stuck in. "I wouldn't dare."

      "I hope I don't need to save your arse like I did on Halloween," says Andrei, and I swear he's only half-joking.

      Tobias pulls Andrei to one side and whatever he says to him is greeted with a sullen face. "You think I'd do that?" says Andrei and steps back. "I'm in enough shit."

      "Like Ash, you need to stay in control," says Tobias.

      He jerks his chin up. "You haven't told us what you plan to do if things get rocky."

      "I plan to help," he says simply.

      "How?"

      "In any way I can."

      "Don't be obtuse, Tobias," I say. 

      "I'm a skilled mental magic user." He glances at me. "Amongst other things. I have as much in my arsenal as you do—more."

      "More than Jamie, anyway," says Andrei.

      Jamie scowls. "Are you saying my skills are useless? I may be a spirit witch, but we all have access to other magical elements. Especially if we practice. How're your grades going, Andrei?"

      "Are you seriously arguing about grades?" asks Tobias incredulously. "Jamie has spirit magic skills and the bond with Maeve. Nobody here is better than the others."

      "Apart from Maeve," says Ash.

      Nobody speaks.

      He gestures at me. "She is. We all know this."

      My stomach twists until I feel sick. The pressure my magic puts on me starts again. If we fail, it could be my fault.

      No, Maeve. Tobias. I meet his eyes and he nods. "Together," he says. "Maeve is stronger when we're together." He nimbly climbs over the wall. "Stop this idling."

      "Yes, sir," says Andrei sarcastically and stops Tobias in his tracks. The fury on his face is enough to pull us all into line.

      The long, damp grass beneath our feet soaks my trainers as I split from Jamie and Andrei. A nearby screech sends my adrenaline sky high as I spin around, expecting a shifter attack.

      "Owl, Maeve," says Ash softly.

      "Could it be a shifter?"

      "Possibly," says Tobias with too much casualness for my liking.

      "Omigod," I breathe out.

      "Hence, the need to hurry." He strides ahead.

      We catch up and Ash stops as we get to the two barns. He points at the one on the left. "That's where the prisoners were."

      A huge padlock hangs from a chain wrapped around the handles on the barn door. Grass grows through the rocks at our feet but there're no signs of recent footprints.

      "Ash." Tobias gestures at the padlock.

      With a sharp nod, Ash rips the padlock from the chain. Each time Ash demonstrates the brute strength he hides behind his gentle exterior, I'm both attracted to and scared by him.

      I close my eyes and inhale, steeling myself for what might be inside. Half of me wants to find people; the other half prays nobody is in there, because what state will they be in?

      Tobias pauses and I catch his apprehension. "Ash, can you wait outside on look out, in case anybody's nearby? Or if someone's inside here waiting to attack, they won't know there're three of us at the barn." Ash frowns. "You're physically strongest. You keeping watch makes sense."

      "Fine," he mutters.

      The door opens with a slow creak as Tobias pushes on the wood.

      Am I truly prepared for what I might see inside?
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      MAEVE

      

      The barn stinks of excrement and fear, the stone floors strewn with rotting straw and boxes piled up around the corner. There's little light save for the moonlit sky outside, and I struggle to make out much. I squint at a shape in the corner, easily recognisable—a motorcycle.

      "Tobias," I whisper. "I can't see."

      "Shit. I didn't think to bring a torch. I forget your eyesight isn't the same as mine."

      "I thought you were always prepared," I mutter. "I can't cast witchlight."

      A shuffling sound close by alerts us and Tobias swears and moves around a pile of boxes, out of my sight. Do I close the door and lose my light or leave it open and risk somebody seeing us?

      "Is everything okay?" asks Ash, peering into the barn.

      "Mostly."

      He jerks his head. "Is anybody in there?"

      "Yes."

      Tobias speaks, tone flat, and I hesitate before edging my way around. A man sits on the floor, arms chained together. He's gaunt and his hair streaked with something dark—blood or mud? I have difficulty making out which in the poor light. The frozen mask of terror on his face will haunt me for the rest of my days.

      "That's the hunter." I startle at Ash's voice, unaware he's joined us. "Isn't he, Tobias?"

      Tobias runs a hand down his face as we all stare at the silent man. "No. He can't be. Andrei killed him."

      "Well, I guess he didn't," I say in shock.

      The man who tried to kill Ash on Halloween now fixes his frightened gaze on him.

      "How long have you been here?" asks Tobias. The man's mute, wide-eyed terror remains and he shakes his head. "Have you been silenced?"

      "Shifters can't do that," says Ash.

      "No, they can't wipe memories either." Tobias presses his fingers against his temples. "This is definite witch or vampire involvement."

      "But Vincent hates witches," I say.

      "If he is Vincent."

      Ash says the words we all think—ones unthinkable in front of him a few weeks ago.

      "Have you been silenced?" repeats Tobias. 

      The man nods.

      "Fuck." Tobias squats down and outstretches a hand to touch the guy who scrambles away from Tobias on his backside. "I won't hurt you."

      The man makes a noise halfway between a choke and a cry as Tobias's fingertips make contact with the side of his head. Tobias's brows tug in concentration. "Recent memories blocked. He doesn't know how he's here."

      My stomach turns at the thought of what's happened to this man, and I sense conflicted emotions in Ash—he held a gun at Ash and at all of us.

      "Can you find anything from his memories?" I ask.

      "They're muddled. I can't find memories of the night he attacked us either, and that makes no sense. Why would somebody block those memories?"

      Frustration edges in and joins the fear and disgust already filling my head. "Nothing ever makes sense!"

      Tobias stands again, eyes still on the chained man. "No. But things are coming together."

      "For you, maybe, but the situation is clear as mud to me," says Ash harshly. "Shifter wars, people attacking Maeve on campus, framing Andrei...and there's the visions."

      I moisten my parched lips. "You think this is all Dominion?"

      "Yes. I should be able to break through this block and can't." Tobias pulls himself to his feet, lips pressed together.

      The man rests his head against the barn wall and mumbles to himself as he stares upwards, eyes glazing. "Can we free him?" I ask. "This is horrible."

      The chains around his hands are locked with a padlock smaller than that on the door; I look to Ash, who could easily break them. But his conflict remains as he stares down at the man who wanted him dead.

      "Tobias?" asks Ash. "How dangerous is he?"

      "He's weak," I protest. "Check him for weapons—I doubt he has any, and he can't hurt us in this state. Help him. Or at least let me find him some water."

      They hesitate and for the first time in weeks, I'm horrified by their behaviour. This man is as good as a prisoner of war, and if we are decent human beings, we'd help him.

      But one of us isn't human, and two of us are half-human.

      "Wait there," I say. "I'll get water."

      "Not on your own," snaps Tobias. "Ash—wait here."

      Ash looks between us and the man grunts in fear again as he stares at Ash. What is Ash thinking? I take his hands. "Look at me." He turns his head and the darkness in his eyes frightens me. "Promise me you won't hurt this man. Promise me. Don't make yourself into something Vincent wants you to be. You resisted hurting a hunter before."

      Ash nods, the gesture slight enough for anybody to miss. Giving his hands a squeeze, I drop them and turn to Tobias. "Let's go."

      Tobias walks beside me in silence as our shoes crunch across the gravel towards the farmhouse. We stick to the shadows, and I'm close enough to sense something that frightens me.

      Unease.

      "What do you think is happening here?" I ask him.

      "Someone wanted us at the farmhouse tonight. I always knew that." He stares ahead as he speaks.

      I stop in my tracks, hairs lifting on the back of my neck. "And you brought us here, knowing we're walking into danger?"

      "No, Maeve. You all decided to come here even though you knew how dangerous this could be." He halts too. "You doubt me, don't you?"

      I shake my head but he's too close to me—psychically and physically— and I can't hide my true thoughts.

      "I'm disappointed in you, Maeve," he says stiffly.

      "I just walked away from a man chained up, starving and terrified. My two worlds collided again. At this moment, I wish I was home in my room and safe." I swallow down the lump in my throat. "Yes, I'll stay strong and do what I need, but I will always hold onto my human values too."

      His face softens and he nods. "Please understand that I will never let harm come to you, Maeve."

      I smile and shake my head. "Despite all your hot and cold responses to me, I believe you."

      Tobias's eyes remain on mine for a few seconds and as I begin to connect to his thoughts, he closes them and looks away. "We will get the man some water and ask Jamie and Andrei if they've discovered anything."
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      JAMIE

      

      The farmhouse looks like a place people visit to spend time isolated on the moors; a holiday 'away from it all' surrounded by silence and nature.

      If this is a holiday home, the usual guests probably don't break their way in, as we do now.

      I rest against the side of the stone-built house as Andrei scouts the perimeter to check and listen. At vamp speed, he's quick and unnoticed, and he confirms that there's nobody inside to notice. Andrei locates a window with a broken latch and opens it with the ease of somebody practiced in the act. Does he sneak into Maeve's room like this?

      Andrei's night eyesight gives him an advantage as I squint at my surroundings. The place smells musty from the damp, and a rotten smell makes the surroundings more unpleasant. I bump into the corner of a bed and steady myself as Andrei clicks on a lamp.

      "Quiet, dude."

      "I couldn't see," I protest.

      Andrei places his finger to his lips and cocks his head. "S'okay, I'm sure the place is empty unless a spell is warding someone."

      "Comforting," I say with a sigh.

      "Wait here. I'll take a look." Andrei moves across the carpeted floor to the closed door.

      "No. Together."

      He shrugs. "Whatever."

      We move from room to room. A second, larger bedroom is empty, apart from a neatly made double bed and single dresser. We discover the kitchen is the source of the rotten smell as an unemptied bin overflows. Following a brief look in an equally unclean bathroom, we reach a small door leading to a basement. I'm not keen on heading down, but Andrei hops down the narrow stone staircase two at a time and disappears around the corner.

      "That's weird," he calls back.

      My stomach lurches. "What is?"

      His head appears from the shadows. "The cellar is empty. Totally nothing here. Clean too. Come and see."

      "I think one of us should stay up here," I say and glance around. I'm not convinced we're alone; somebody could be lurking around. Have the others found anything at the barn?

      "Fine." Andrei trudges back up the steps. "Nobody's here."

      "Right, we'll go to the barn." I step into the cramped lounge room, towards the front door.

      "No. Wait here. Tobias wanted us apart for a reason. We can watch, in case they need help." Andrei walks to the grimy window beside the front door and peers into the darkness. "I can't see anything apart from Ash standing outside."

      I perch on the edge of an armchair—partly because I'm unsure what the stain is on the cushion. Andrei stays by the window, hands in pockets as he stands sentry. Tonight, the vampire's skin is ever-so luminescent in the night, something associated with recent blood feeding. Has Andrei filled on blood for a reason?

      "Does drinking cow's blood bother you?" I ask.

      Andrei turns his head and stares at me. "Why the hell are you asking me that?"

      "Curiosity. I know you eat food too, so I'm confused why you need the animal blood."

      He laughs. "I thought you were world expert on all things supernatural."

      "I don't know much about the blood born."

      Before Andrei stepped into our lives, I rarely mixed with Petrescu unless I needed to. I told myself this wasn't deliberate, but look how quickly the races turned on each other after Lorna's death. Is prejudice ingrained in us all?

      "I didn't need any until last year. Now I'm older, I need blood and less food," he says. "Blood only once..." He trails off. "Once I turn."

      "Another year?" I ask.

      "Yeah. If I survive that long. Death or immortality—I can't decide which I prefer."

      Immortality. The concept always fascinated me even though I've no desire to live forever—I'm happy to be alive at the end of each day.

      "Can blood born make other vampires? Can you?"

      Andrei's stare intensifies. "What the fuck, Jamie? You know that's illegal, apart from those who get special permission, if they pay enough money to the right people."

      "Right." I scratch my head. "I also heard that blood born vamps can have kids—before they turn completely. Is that true?"

      "So many questions." Andrei walks over and looks down at me, eyes shining with amusement. "I'm not sure whether you're asking me to turn you, or if you want to have my babies. Either way, the answer's no."

      I scowl at his teasing. "Curious minds want to know."

      "I'm not dumb. I know why you're asking. No, I won't turn Maeve and we're being careful, Uncle Jamie." He's cold, warning me to shut up. "We're not supposed to have a relationship, so the last thing we want to do is make things worse by making babies."

      I cringe at the idea of both. "But if she ever asked you for either of those two things?"

      Andrei drops into the dilapidated armchair opposite me. "You're an intense guy, Jamie, and I know how much you love Maeve, but think about who you're talking to. I'm nineteen, my mother's the Dominion leader, I spent a couple of days in Ravenhold accused of murder. I've also lost control and taken blood before." My mouth falls open. "Not from Maeve! What I'm trying to say is, life's complicated enough without adding in any of that shit."

      He's right. "Sorry for the dumb questions."

      "I get it. You're looking out for Maeve." He cocks his head. "Have you two taken things further yet?"

      "That's personal." I don't talk to the guys about my situation with Maeve, and Andrei can think what he likes. One thing's sure, I haven't stopped thinking about the kiss I shared with her.

      He chuckles. "That's no. Just curious whether the witch bond makes you want to rip each other's clothes off at any opportunity."

      "Some of us have more control than you," I say stiffly. "I'm not selfish. I'm staying away from Maeve."

      "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "Nothing," I mutter.

      "Are you jealous? Because if you are, you'll need to be jealous of Ash and Tobias too."

      I'd considered how intimate she's been with Ash but not Tobias. "Are you kidding me? Tobias?"

      "Not yet, but it's coming." He smirks. "No pun intended."

      Does Maeve seriously like guys like Andrei and his dumb comments? Maybe they don't talk to each other much because they're too busy doing other things.

      "I'm not jealous. My relationship with Maeve is different to yours, that's all."

      Andrei rubs his fingers across his lips and his smirk disappears. "Thank you for taking care of her, Jamie."

      "I always will and so will you."

      "You saved her life."

      "That's a no brainer, Andrei."

      He laughs. "Yeah. She's special. Really fucking special."

      And in that moment, I see past Andrei's front to the guy Maeve loves, and I drop my concern that he'll grow bored of Maeve once he's had his fun. But if he hurts Maeve emotionally or physically, I'll hurt him in return.

      And I can now, because he couldn't harm me. I touch the Blackwood pendant beneath my coat and Andrei watches the movement.

      "Blackwood magic fucked up Matt's life," he remarks.

      "I'm not Matt."

      "You're not as powerful a witch as he was, and Matt was influenced. Does the pendant talk to you? Y'know, with your psychometry?"

      "No. Don't be ridiculous."

      "I'm not." He crosses his arms and looks directly at me. "Tell me the truth. Have you found the Blackwood grimoire? The one Matt had?"

      I bite the inside of my mouth as Andrei's energy moves towards me. "Yes," I say without meaning or wanting to. "What the fuck, Andrei? Stop using your magic on me."

      "Shit, Jamie. Does Tobias know? Maeve?"

      "I only looked once and then I took the grimoire back." I tap the side of my head. "Take a look. I'm telling the truth."

      "Did you learn a spell?" he asks. "Please tell me you didn't."

      The pendant heats against my skin. Because my emotions triggered the heat, or because the pendant knows we're talking about the Blackwood?

      That's a ridiculous idea. Sure, I read the book, but didn't become obsessed the way Matt did. "Kind of."

      The pendant heats further as the stony silence grows between us. "What spell, Jamie?" he snaps. "Don't you remember what Matt did and the shit it landed him in?"

      "One to empower and extend the pendant's protection, okay?" I snap back. "To people who are with me."

      Andrei's eyes narrow. "How?"

      "An incantation. No blood sacrifices at dawn, don't worry."

      "This isn't funny, Jamie."

      I stand and walk to the window. Outside, the surroundings remain quiet and void of people or noise. "I agree. Nothing about this situation is funny."

      "Take it off." I jerk my head around at Andrei's demand. "Take the pendant off."

      Instinctively, my hand moves to curl around it. "No."

      "Why not? Because you can't?"

      "Of course, I can!"

      "I swear you're not telling me the whole truth. Prove to me the pendant has no influence over you." Andrei steps towards me, palm outstretched, and in a panic I step away from him. "Give me the pendant."

      "Why? Do you want to learn Blackwood magic?"

      "I'm a vampire. I can't."

      "I need this right now, Andrei. I don't feel safe without the pendant."

      Pursing his lips, Andrei steps back, and as he does light from outside the window crosses his face. "Shit."

      He tugs me to one side and rests against the wall beside the window. "A car."

      My heart rate sky rockets and I blindly look around. What do we do? Where do we go? Andrei blurs and appears across the room by the door to the kitchen. "In here. The car is out the front."

      I dart into the disgusting-smelling kitchen after him. "What do we do?" I whisper. "You're okay; you can run fast."

      "Depends who's in the car." Andrei swipes his fringe from his face.

      "What about Maeve, Ash, and Tobias?" I whisper.

      "They'll be okay," he says with hesitancy in his tone. "We need to get out."

      Andrei's right. We can't stay in here—we need to know who's arrived and if they're looking for us.

      Andrei curses as the swollen wooden door jams in the frame. With another yank, he pulls the door open and we creep out into the night, pushing ourselves against the wall as we do.

      The stone catches on my jacket and scrapes along my head as I meld with the wall as best I can. From our vantage point, we've a view of the barn where the door is closed but no longer padlocked. Maeve, Ash, and Tobias are strong. They'll be fine.

      Taking a shuddery breath, I place my hand over the pendant. The magic can't fail me now. The pendant can protect us both. I glance at Andrei beside me, his lips tight and head cocked, listening. He wrinkles his nose.

      "Shifter."

      "Vince?"

      "Not sure. I can't pick up any thoughts from this distance, but possibly."

      My shoulders loosen with relief. Shifter, not a witch. Vince is a physically strong opponent but won't match the magic from three of us. As long as Ash doesn't falter, he can help too. Vince isn't likely to shift into a dragon and fight back here.

      Is he?

      My apprehension picks up again. Who the hell knows what will happen here tonight?

      "Yeah. It's him," Andrei whispers, as Vince strides around the corner and towards the barn.
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      The space between the barn and the house suddenly illuminates, and Tobias grabs my arm and pulls me to one side. We're less than a metre from the farmhouse door and the light from a car almost catches us in the beam. For once I don't notice his energy shocking me, as my heart thumps in panic.

      Moments ago, we were safely hidden inside the barn, now we're stuck in between the two buildings and unable to move without risking someone spotting us. Tobias guides us around the corner towards the rear of the barn, and we watch as a car rolls along the driveway and disappears from view. I hear the engine stop as someone parks the car outside the front of the farmhouse.

      "Who's that?" I ask, more to myself than as a question.

      "Watch and wait, then we can decide what to do," says Tobias calmly.

      "Ash is on his own," I whisper. "Can't you sense who the driver is?"

      Tobias edges along the barn wall and peers around the corner. "I can't detect any thoughts but can sense this person in big."

      Vincent.

      "Do you think this is Vincent? Has he followed us?"

      "I can't detect much in this person's mind—possibly."

      I press my head against the stone and look to the sky, heart rate picking up further. This is good. We have a chance to confront Vincent. Reveal who he is.

      "What do we do next?" I whisper.

      "Wait." He replies firmly, without hesitating, and I'm relieved there's no doubt around him.

      The wind from the moors blows around the corner and I shiver with the cool and the apprehension. Through the dim, Vincent's unmistakable figure strides towards the barn, crossing the space between the farmhouse and close to where we hide in seconds. I hold my breath as he moves closer and my stomach knots.

      Vincent reaches inside his jacket and pulls something out. I squint to see in the dark, hardly able to make out the shape.

      A gun.

      Panic blinds me as he kicks open the door to the barn and walks inside.

      "Ash!" I gasp out and rush forward, into the open.

      "Maeve. Stop." Tobias attempts to take my arm and I summon up the energy to throw him from me, as my fear for Ash fuels my magic against Tobias.

      I'm almost at the barn door when another voice calls out. "Maeve. I've been looking for you."

      The words freeze me as if an elemental witch had thrown ice to stop me moving. I stumble forward and land on my hands and knees as the vision hits again. This time, I see and hear everything: Jamie walking towards me through the dark. The gun shot. Blood blooming across his chest, and his open-mouthed shock before he crumples to the floor.

      This is where Jamie dies.

      The sensation of my hands on the gravel reassure me I'm in a vision and not watching reality. But I can act. I can stop this.

      "Jamie, run back," I scream out. "This is where you die." My arms and legs are weak as I struggle to stand. Someone close by helps me up—Tobias—and I drag myself away and spin around to face Jamie.

      He's walking towards me, not running away. "Jamie! Please run."

      An owl screeches, louder than before, as the barn door slams open behind me. Jamie's eyes widen and I look over my shoulder. The part of my vision I've never seen lumbers towards me. Vincent holds a gun in his hand, waving the thing around as if he's not sure how to use one.

      "I have the pendant, I'll be okay. Maeve, don't come nearer," urges Jamie.

      The words echo around my mind, and I begin to struggle with the blur between vision and reality. The gun fires and a crack echoes through the night. I scream out again and watch in horror as everything unfolds in slow motion.

      The bullet stops mid-air, centimetres from Jamie's chest, and the world around shifts. Jamie and Vincent are still, as if somebody freeze-framed a movie. Even the wind has dropped.

      This must be a vision.

      "Fuck!" Tobias's grabs me around the waist and backs up. Our connection slams energy through me, overriding the fear, and my skin glows beneath my clothes.

      Moving further backwards, Tobias hits an invisible barrier and stumbles as a laugh echoes from the trees bordering the house.

      Bewildered, I pull myself away and run towards Jamie. This is crazy—crazy enough that I can stop the bullet reaching Jamie? I reach forward to where the metal hovers in the air and immediately snatch my hand back as if I've been burned.

      "What's happening?" I call out to Tobias.

      "Don't do anything. Don't use your magic. Focus on letting me in," he says quickly, voice wavering.

      Two people step from the trees. One is a woman dressed in a long black coat, trimmed by fur, knee-high boots visible beneath. The coat's hood hides her face and she's taller than the man beside her. He wears a suit as if ready to attend a business meeting, not visit a farmhouse on the moors, and his hair is slicked back and shining dark in the night.

      The magic surrounding her is greater in power than I've felt from a whole classroom filled with witches. Darker too—the evil aura clouds around her and sends dread through my veins.

      I startle again at a loud screech and a snowy white owl soars down from a nearby tree and perches on her shoulder, eyes shimmering in the dark.

      The woman saunters forwards and waves a hand in front of her, creating a gap in the barrier to step through. She drops her hood and I come face to face with her as she stops inches away from my face.

      Her hair is as dark as mine is blonde, hanging loose around her pretty face. She scrutinises me through large eyes and her mouth quirks into a smile. She'd be beautiful if the malevolence didn't cloud her.

      The woman leans closer and her heavy scent of oak and roses cloys. "I saved your friend's life. Say thank you."

      "This is a vision," I whisper.

      "No, Maeve," says Tobias quietly. "This is magic. Strong, dark magic screwing with time."

      The woman cups her ear. "I didn't hear you say ‘thank you'."

      I point at where the bullet still hovers centimetres from a frozen Jamie's chest. "What's happening?"

      The woman ignores me and turns her head to the man beside her. "The witch has the pendant. Retrieve it."

      With a nod, he walks towards Jamie and deftly unfastens the chain around his neck. Jamie doesn't flinch. With a wide smile, the man carries the pendant to the woman and drops the chain into her outstretched hand.

      Distracted for a moment, she strokes the pendant, focused on it, before closing her eyes and squeezing the object in her hand.

      She sighs. "I do hate it when people steal my family's things. I don't suppose you know where the book is too?"

      Family? Blackwood.

      "Now." She tucks the pendant into her pocket. "I have a proposition for you. As you can see, your friend is in a precarious position. If I were to switch us back into real time, that bullet would hit him and—" She pats her pocket. "He's lost his armour."

      "Omigod," I breathe out. "Don't. Jamie hasn't done anything. He didn't steal your pendant; he found it in the academy."

      "Agreed. I'm delighted somebody found and began using our magic again. First, the elemental witch boy, and now him. The pair have helpfully reacquired an heirloom for me."

      "How did you know Jamie has this?" I ask.

      She looks down her nose. "My magic calls to me, Maeve, and here I am."

      "Don't kill Jamie if he's helped you."

      She looks at me in pity. "I'd merely allow events to take their course as if I'd never been here. My friend Lucan here could take hold of the bullet before the spell breaks. Then, when we leave and time restarts, the boy won't be hurt."

      "Yes," I urge. "Do that."

      She taps her long fingers against her lips. "But I really don't like to mess with the world's energy too much."

      "I'm confused," I say hoarsely. "How is this happening?"

      I sense Tobias's warmth as he stands close, behind. "Blackwood. Temporal magic such as this is one reason they're banished." He tips his chin at the woman. "Hello, Anastasia."

      "Tobias." She smiles. "Good to see you again."

      Bile pushes into my throat. I'm already dizzied by events, but this? Tobias knows her. Did he bring us here?

      "Who is your friend?" he asks.

      She gestures at the man. "Lucan and his associates work with myself and family. He's... close to Vincent."

      "Do you mean he's influencing Vincent's actions?" asks Tobias. "You're not shifters—why would you want to?"

      "Creating dissent and distrust within your society is much more effective than marching in and fighting you all. If we break the shifters away from Confederacy control, then we have one less problem to overcome." The man's smile spikes a new fear into my veins.

      "You're instigating a war!" I protest and look at where Vincent stands like a murderous waxwork figure. "People will die."

      "People always die, Maeve. Only this way most of the deaths will be shifters and really, who wants those in our new world?" She wrinkles her nose. "At least we're honest. The Confederacy lie that they want shifters involved in their organisation."

      "That's not true," snaps Tobias.

      "Believe what you want, Tobias." She flicks her fingers in his direction. "How are you, by the way? I hear you've been neutered like an animal, unable to follow your natural instincts. I pity you, when you had a bright future with us."

      I step away from Tobias. No. He swore no more secrets.

      "I would rather serve the Confederacy and work towards a peaceful world, free of the Dominion," he says stiffly.

      "I'm always astounded by how delusional your Confederacy are." Anastasia gestures at me. "Do they honestly think one future-sighted witch is the answer to their problems?"

      "No, Maeve will help, but she isn't the answer."

      I flinch as Anastasia walks towards me and tips my chin with two fingers. The owl on her shoulder stares at me with strange, unblinking eyes. "There's something different inside her. She has potential beyond silly visions and half-hearted mind control. But you know that, don't you?"

      He doesn't reply.

      "I'd like to unlock that potential for myself. Maeve, I suggest you come with me." Anastasia beckons me.

      "What? No." I step back towards Tobias again. 

      "Leave Maeve alone," warns Tobias.

      The woman opens her mouth to speak, then gasps and staggers, holding a hand to her temples. Her eyes narrow at Tobias and he stumbles, swearing behind clenched teeth. The pain from her assault against Tobias reaches me too and my head thuds.

      "Don't attack me," she growls. "You know I'm stronger than you and could reduce you to pulp on the ground if I wanted."

      The man at her side clears his throat. "We."

      Together we're stronger, I whisper in my mind to Tobias.

      Not yet.

      His answer fills me with a dread that plunges into my heart as I look at the tableau around me.

      "If you come with me, Maeve, I'll allow your friend to live. He may be a little curious where you've gone, but Tobias can tell them."

      "No. If you take Maeve, I'm coming with you."

      The woman claps her hands in delight. "That would be perfect! How I'd love to bring you into the fold again."

      "No. To protect Maeve from you," he says, voice dripping with acid.

      The woman moistens her lips and shifts to stand with Tobias, as tall as him in her boots. "But," she whispers, "if Maeve disappears with you, everybody will think you've... relapsed. Who knows? Maybe you will if you spend time around the right people again."

      "If you hurt her." He leans closer. "I will end you."

      She barks a laugh. "Such false confidence. We are so, so much smarter than any of you realise. The Dominion surround your world, our fingers wrapping around every aspect of your stupid lives. We play on their prejudices and weaknesses, tempting the weak-minded with promises."

      In the academy too?

      "Take your vampire charge, for instance." She cranes her head. "Where is he, by the way? I'm surprised he isn't with you tonight."

      I keep my face straight but the question brings anxiety and relief. Andrei isn't in this strange space with us—but where is he? "I don't know."

      "The prejudice against him is sad, but also encourages us that he'll join his mother."

      "He wouldn't," I say through clenched teeth.

      "And your academy teenagers. So easily manipulated. Charmed. One witch dies at the hands of a vampire and they reveal their true selves." She waves a hand around her. "The Confederacy's future crumbles as their future leaders become estranged. An end to the supernatural accords."

      She walks away from me and studies Jamie's face for a moment before turning back to me and Tobias. "Something we didn't plan has worked to our advantage—you feel strongly for Andrei Tepes, Maeve. By killing the witch, framing Andrei, and planting the spell in the weak witch's mind we gained better access to you than we'd hoped. The almost-death was unfortunate, but taught us more about you and your bonded witch." She inclines her head to Jamie.

      With each word she speaks, the more the pieces click together. But the pieces that make up the whole picture aren't in place yet—such as who in the academy feeds them this information? Few know what happened between me and Jamie the night I almost died. The person responsible is close to the academy's heart.

      "And now, Tobias is offering himself in order to protect you."

      "I'm not offering myself," growls Tobias. "You won't get into my head again."

      "And the others. Whatever shall I do with them?" she muses.

      Lucan breaks his silence with a voice lyrical enough to mesmerise. "Let them return to the academy. When the Tepes boy discovers where she is, he'll come to us. They all will."

      "I guess we'll have the most important person." She flashes me a smile. "Isn't this marvellous?"

      "You might be happy about tonight, but this has fucked up our plans," Lucan snaps.

      "Then perhaps you should've held Vincent's reins tighter and he wouldn't have led them to the truth."

      "I didn't know we were tapping into such deeply rooted prejudices. There's always a risk of losing control in these situations. Vincent's too eager. Working too fast."

      I twist my head between the two, attempting to comprehend their strange conversation. "Is Tobias right?" I ask hoarsely. "Is this person a different Vincent created by a necromancer?" The words would sound ridiculous months ago, but now fill me with dread.

      Lucan grunts. "He's not quite himself, that's true."

      "We're done with him now, Lucan. I'm sure Vincent has infected enough people to continue his task."

      Lucan huffs again. "I'd hoped he could finish one of his tasks and switch the powerful younger shifters into Mids, especially the one connected to her." He points at me. 

      "I know, but a nice death tonight at the hands of the witches he hates would be lovely. A martyr for the cause." Anastasia clasps her hands together at her chest. "What do you think?"

      "Technically, he's already dead," says Lucan and chuckles. "But, no, I'm not ready to let him go yet."

      Anastasia walks back through the barrier and prises the gun from Vincent's hand and sighs. "Fine. You'd better find him a safe place to go until things settle down. He can go back to the academy once you think you can control him properly."

      The man sneers at her. "You wouldn't have access to the academy without my help."

      Her heels click as she meets him nose to nose. "And you wouldn't be practicing necromancy if it weren't for my family's help."

      "This thing has a job to do and we're not done yet," he snaps.

      I blink, watching their uneasy partnership.

      "When this is done, you will have what you want, and I shall have what is mine." Anastasia jerks her chin at him and turns back to me.

      "And the shifter boy in the barn?" he asks. "He's seen too much."

      I grow clammier as the situation moves further out of control. "I'd like to see how the vampire, shifter and witch behave once Maeve and Tobias leave. Minds wiped, of course. Is the shifter boy hurt?"

      "One thing instilled in Vincent is not to kill his brother."

      In the midst of everything, there's a glimmer of something good. I never heard a gun shot, but Vincent could've done enough damage with his fists.

      "Maeve, sweetheart." Anastasia clicks her fingers in front of my eyes, jerking me back to the nightmare I'm standing in. "Bullet for your bonded witch, or not? He saved your life once, it's only fair you should return the favour."

      The witch's mocking attitude towards me and the dismissive way she speaks about the guys builds the energy Tobias told me to suppress. I don't care how powerful this witch is, I will fight her.

      Maeve. No.

      Tobias's warning voice enters my head, merely a whisper behind my anger. No. I won't go with her. I refuse to bow to this woman's control.
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      Gathering every speck of magic inside, I concentrate on expanding this into my limbs. My hands shake as the energy builds and I launch an attack on her mind.

      I barely touch Anastasia before she hits back. My ears ring as I drop backwards to the ground, but I refuse to give up. I seize what I have left and project myself towards her. This time, she falters for a second before a slow smile crosses her face.

      I'm dragged to my feet by an invisible force and I grip my neck as I choke against imaginary hands. Anastasia beckons me with a finger and I obey, stiffly walking towards her. "A taste of your own magic, little witch prodigy," she whispers.

      Reaching inside her coat, she pulls out a dagger and offers it to me, the hilt glittering with gems. I make fists, rejecting her commands in my head.

      The pressure on my throat grows as she raises a brow. "Take the dagger."

      "And do what?" I rasp.

      She moistens her lips and leans forward. "Cut yourself. Not badly, maybe a tiny slash on your palm."

      "Why would I do that?" I ask, voice shaking. As I say the words, I take the dagger from Anastasia's hand, looking back at her as she laughs.

      "You're not the only one skilled in making others do what you want them to. Your professors are useless. I can teach you your full potential. That ridiculous witch at the academy is holding you back, not helping."

      I hold the dagger away from my other hand but however hard I fight, I can't stop the blade moving to my palm.

      "I suppose Tobias told you his past?" she asks.

      I nod, eyes squeezing tears as I slice the dagger across my skin. Blood pools in my stinging palm and I look down in horror.

      "I want to know if the real Tobias is in there. How close to the surface his worst part is—the hemia. I'll show you how much he wants to hurt you, not help you. Turn around."

      Tears continue to prick my eyes as I turn to face Tobias and meet his gaze. His expression is grim and he glances at my hand for a brief moment before looking back at me.

      What does she mean? I ask him.

      I told you not to fight her.

      Help me.

      "What did I hear," asks Anastasia, voice a horrified whisper. "What is this?"

      I shake my head at him because the closer I get, the more I worry Anastasia's right. I squeeze my hand into a fist, and the warm blood trickles along my wrist. Tobias's breathing labours as he watches me. Has he suppressed his hemia side enough?

      "Tobias had such a reputation once," coos Anastasia. "I hear he wiped out a whole coven in one evening's work."

      My feet are like lead as I drag myself closer to him and his pained eyes.

      Trust me. She's lying.

      But I sense his response to me. He can't hide the temptation crossing his mind. "I don't drink blood," he says to Anastasia through gritted teeth. "Not anymore."

      "Oh, but you want to, and Maeve's blood would be exquisite."

      Trust me.

      I close out Anastasia and allow my mind to open to Tobias's, knowing if I don't trust him, my situation could get much worse. Anastasia is toying with us.

      Pain runs through my head as if my skull split in two as energy flows through the conduit between us. The dagger falls from my weakened hand as Tobias absorbs my energy, emptying my body and mind.

      "Oh! You prefer your pneuma side? I would've thought a lamia attack would be more interesting for the girl," calls out Anastasia. I stagger as I lose more energy to him. "You're hurting her. Don't kill another witch, sweetie."

      I tremble, convinced I'm about to collapse again. Tobias didn't feed on me, but the weakness I feel might as well be blood loss as the dull buzzing in my ears grow and the world darkens. The ground wobbles beneath my feet, and I gasp as Tobias yanks the last of my energy from me.

      I fall forward as Tobias yells out in anger and the magic pulses from him, invisible to everyone.

      The force fills the bubble Anastasia has us in, ricocheting off the barrier and creating a static that lifts my hair. "Leave here!" he yells.

      "Do you want me to kill you?" comes Anastasia's furious voice. I daren't look up and wrap my arm around my head as a wave of magic passes over us, engulfing and dragging us down.

      "What do you hope to do here?" shouts Tobias above the whining noise building around us.

      "I'm removing the obstacles," she snaps. "Kicking aside the pawns. I want Maeve."

      "You don't touch these kids," he growls.

      I'm dragged forward like the tide pulling me back again as Tobias sends another jolt of energy at her. Is this what pneuma vampires can do? This is magic, not a skill.

      "I said, don't assault me," comes her scream. "How can you win against a Blackwood witch?"

      Tobias drops to his knees beside me, arms around his head.

      He's in pain.

      Angry he failed.

      Anastasia's control over me snaps away like an elastic band and I breathe easily again. "Tobias?"

      He stares at the ground, refusing to look at me. All I can see is the blood from his eyes rolling down his cheek. "I'm coming with you," he says. "I don't know what they'll do to you."

      Anastasia's boots appear in sight again and she squats beside us. "Your bonded witch wore the pendant when he saved your life that day, Maeve." Her voice is a mix of awe and disgust. "You have Blackwood energy inside you, little witch. I sensed the power in your magic."

      Setting the bullet meant for Jamie in front of my face, she stands again and her heels click away. I stare, unable to comprehend the words, listening to Tobias's laboured breathing as I fight against passing out.

      I contain Blackwood energy.

      Anastasia's magic knocks through the world's natural order again and her spell breaks. I'm thrown, but I don't know where or what by. I crash onto something solid and every muscle feels torn, each bone broken, and my head pounds with pain worse than any vision.

      I take ragged breaths as I lie with my cheek to the gravel. No. This isn't gravel. I flick my eyes open and look at the deep-piled, blue carpet beneath my face. Ignoring the agony, I shift to take in my surroundings.

      The dark night stares back at me through a bay window with a bench beneath. A four-poster bed worthy of a queen, draped in beautiful silver and gold organza fabric and cushions piled high is half a metre away. The large room belongs to a home owned by somebody wealthy.

      But this isn't an ordinary house.

      Shadows curl around me, creating figures in the room, and my scalp crawls. They're watching me.

      My weak heart beats slowly as I reach out for Tobias with my hand and my mind.

      I already know that's impossible.

      I'm alone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        To Be Continued

      

      

      
        
        The final book in the Nightworld Academy will be available soon.

        Click Here to Nightworld Academy: Term Five

      

      

      
        
        Also available for preorder:

        Ravenhold Supernatural Reform Academy

        You've heard about the place nobody wants to go, now read about the students who live there.

        Click here to preorder Ravenhold on Amazon

        (please note this link has been updated)

      

      

      
        
        Blackwood Magic, Matt and Amelia's story, is also available for preorder here

      

      

      
        
        Preorder links in order of publication:

        Ravenhold Supernatural Reform Academy

        Nightworld Academy: Term Five

        Blackwood Magic

      

      

      
        
        All release dates are approximate and will probably be much earlier. Due to health reasons I build in extra time to ensure I meet Amazon deadlines.

      

      

      
        
        Thank you for reading and please feel free to contact me any time on lisa@ljswallow.com

      

      

      
        
        If you want to keep up to date with all things LJ Swallow, including early sneak peeks and cover reveals, giveaways and more please join my Facebook group here.

      

        

      
        Or sign up to my newsletter here:

        http://bit.ly/2unU1fT

      

      

      
        
        Read on to find details about my other books.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        OTHER BOOKS BY LJ SWALLOW

      

      

      
        
        The Four Horsemen Series

        Reverse Harem Urban Fantasy

        (COMPLETE series available now)

        Legacy

        Bound

        Hunted

        Guardians

        Chaos

        Descent

        Reckoning

        Companion books

        Sinister and Tricked (Halloween Special)

        Bright (The Christmas after Reckoning)

      

      

      
        
        Nightworld Academy

        YA Reverse Harem Paranormal series

        Term One

        Term Two

        Term Three

        Term 5 releasing soon

      

        

      
        Daughter of Shadow series

        Reverse Harem Fantasy romance

        Dragon Soul

        Silvercrest Guardians

        Ebon Queen (coming soon)

      

      

      
        
        The Demon's Covenant Series

        Reverse Harem Urban Fantasy

        Held by Magic

        Elements of Magic

        Coming Soon

        Shades of Magic

      

      

      
        
        www.ljswallow.com

      

        

      
        LJ Swallow is the pen name for USA Today bestselling author Lisa Swallow… if you like contemporary romance then read on!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Books by Lisa Swallow

      

        

      
        Do you like contemporary romance? I write those too!

        What would you prefer to read?

      

        

      
        British rock star romance?

        Try broody Dylan…

        Summer Sky

      

        

      
        Or bad boy Jax…

        Cadence

      

        

      
        College romance at an English university?

        Because of Lucy

      

        

      
        Hollywood romance?

        Unscripted

      

        

      
        A gamer romance?

        End Game

      

        

      
        And More….

        amazon.com/author/lisaswallow

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      LJ Swallow is a USA Today bestselling paranormal romance and urban fantasy author who is the alter-ego of bestselling contemporary romance author Lisa Swallow.

      

      Giving in to her dark side, LJ spends time creating worlds filled with supernatural creatures who don't fit the norm, and heroines who are more likely to kick ass than sit on theirs.

      
        
        If you want to keep up to date with all things LJ Swallow, including early sneak peeks and cover reveals, giveaways and more please join my Facebook group here.

      

      

      
        
        For more information:

        ljswallow.com

        lisa@ljswallow.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Twitter] Twitter

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
UsA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

L] SWALLOW






