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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      TOBIAS

      

      I promised Maeve no more secrets.

      I thought I'd told her everything, but I forget I have a past that refuses to die. The brighter future I hoped for slips through fingers covered by the blood of my crimes.

      This morning, I caused discord in the group because I still insisted on my mysterious meeting away from the academy before speaking to Theodora. I spotted Jamie's distrust, but at the time I thought I'd find answers to bring Maeve comfort and allow him to trust me more.

      When I arrived at the house, I pictured Marie telling me she’s Maeve’s mother and then I’d return to Maeve with the truth. I’ve resolved to help Maeve in whatever way she needs me, but now if I tell her that truth, Maeve will never want or need me again.

      I may be many things, but I’m no longer a coward—I will keep my promise to Maeve and not hide anything else from her. Yes, the news will destroy us and turn her life inside out, but this secret can't be kept any longer.

      Even if the secret isn't mine to tell.

      I barely remember the drive back to the academy, or the final words spoken to Marie, and I can't stay away to spend time thinking about the situation. Maeve and the guys are waiting for me, again looking to their unofficial leader for answers. Looking to me, the guy who once created hell on Earth for Maeve’s family.

      Thank the stars Maeve has a circle hellbent on protecting her, because once the box of secrets splits open, the truth will engulf us all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      TOBIAS

      

      I fight the urge to tell Maeve the moment I return to the academy, but the group urgently want me to speak to Theodora about April and the tunnels. If I pulled Maeve to one side, the others would want to know why I held a secret conversation with her.

      And I'm not ready for the bomb to explode yet.

      I manage to shut down long enough for the quick meeting to assure them I'm visiting Theodora this evening, but Maeve senses my discomfort when I barely look at her and won't answer her worried questions in my mind.

      Are you okay, Tobias?

      I walk away without answering, sick with nerves.

      Theodora is expecting me, but I haven't indicated why I'd like to speak to her. If my information about the tunnels helps keep the academy and students safe, perhaps I’m not totally lost, and I'll still have one foot in the life I cling onto.

      I knock quietly on Theodora’s door, and when she calls me in, I find her sitting in the wing-backed chair beside the sofa that she usually favours when our chats are more casual. The brightness has returned to her eyes, but following the events disrupting her academy, the powerful lamia has lost the glow that surrounds her. Theodora’s hair is scraped back into a severe bun and her clothes business-like. She isn’t relaxing into her evening.

      Theodora inclines her head towards the sofa, and I move over, picking up her knotted emotions. The most prevalent scares me—her despair.

      “Do you have any information about April’s whereabouts?” she asks the moment I sit. "Sofia approached me this morning and I'm asking all professors before we declare her missing. I'm rather annoyed I've waited all day to speak with you."

      I clear my throat. “I apologise. I had an emergency.”

      “With Andrei?”

      “No.”

      Her eyes narrow. “With Maeve?”

      Fuck. I fix my eyes on a brass lamp resting on her desk, the one resembling an old-fashioned lantern. I should’ve come straight to Theodora this morning and told her about the tunnels and April, but I weighed things up and came to what is probably the worst decision. My argument to myself for not walking straight to Theodora made sense at the time—whatever exists within the tunnels has lain there a long time and is constrained by Blackwood magic. The hard-hearted Tobias concluded April has died and we’d deal with the disappearance later.

      Now these thoughts are another reminder how shit my behaviour and motivations can be.

      "I don't know where to start." I pull on my bottom lip. "We've discovered tunnels beneath the academy. They end at a stone wall below Petrescu."

      Her expression remains unmoved. "We?"

      "Me, Maeve, the others—"

      "And April," she puts in. "Was she with you?"

      "Yes. No." I sink back and push a hand through my hair. "Maeve senses something behind a wall deep under the academy. We think this is linked to her visions of the academy fire. To the Blackwoods."

      Again, Theodora's lack of response confuses me. "And what did you find?"

      "Nothing. Well..." I reach into my pocket and pull out the rune Andrei found. "This confirms the Blackwood connection. Maeve saw April use these at the end of the tunnel in a vision and somebody attacked her."

      Finally, a wide-eyed response. "Attacked Maeve?"

      "No. April. In Maeve's vision. You asked me if I know where April is, and I don't. But I think somebody harmed her. There's witch blood on the rune."

      Theodora holds out her slim-fingered hand and I place the rune in her palm. She studies the symbol impassively before handing the stone back. "Blackwood, yes. Perhaps April is our spy?"

      I blink rapidly. "April? I don't think so."

      "Then how did she possess Blackwood runes?"

      "She found them; the way Matt found the grimoire?"

      "Hmm." She wrinkles her nose. "I fail to see how and why more Blackwood items are inside my academy."

      "What do we do?" I ask.

      "About April? Don't worry, I'm sure she's fine."

      Did this woman listen to me? "About the tunnels, Theodora. I honestly think there's a threat down there that's attracting the Blackwoods. Something is trapped and the Dominion want it released."

      She smiles and her eyes crinkle at the corners. "Dear boy, if something were trapped beneath my academy, don't you think I'd be aware?"

      I clench my teeth at her condescension. "Yes, but—"

      "I'll speak to the Confederacy and ask them to look into your discovery, but I'm sure this is nothing."

      I shake my head. "Maeve's visions. The fire. The heartbeat."

      "As I said, I will ask the authorities to investigate," she says tersely.

      "And will you evacuate the students before something happens?"

      Theodora's mouth parts. "I think not. I'm not making far-reaching decisions about the academy based on Maeve's imagination."

      "Her magic, Theodora, not her imagination. Maeve is stronger than we thought."

      "Elaborate, Tobias." She waves a hand at me and pushes away discussions about tunnels. "I sensed unease when you walked into my room today and that hasn't dropped now you've told me about the tunnels. What else has happened?"

      I swallow. “I visited Maeve’s aunt today. She had information that will affect Maeve greatly, and when she discovers the truth, Maeve could react badly.”

      Theodora tips her head. “Her aunt? Did she have a vision about the academy again?”

      I’m on the verge of putting my head in my hands. “I have so much to tell you, Theodora, and I don’t know where to start.”

      "Perhaps at the beginning, Tobias?"

      I've always found Theodora more imposing than a woman with her slim frame and gentle nature ordinarily would be. Her ability to meld friendliness with a personality that demands respect creates the perfect head professor. I've also heard she's a formidable enemy and fought hard to protect her family and friends during the Purge. Somehow, she's remained as comfortable with life in the twenty-first century as in the fifteenth. Not all the elders do.

      People once thought I'd transitioned well from a Victorian vampire to a life teaching modern-day kids.

      People who don't know the truth.

      Theodora knows that truth, but not everything. I'm forbidden to reveal my identity, but that instruction must be overridden now, and I’m honestly terrified by how Theodora will react.

      “Very well,” I reply.

      Repeating Marie's words cements the situation into reality. The event I've hidden from myself and others now fills my mind and, although I gloss over this and attempt to focus on Maeve's true identity, Theodora can't dismiss this the way she once did. The professor thinks I killed a couple of witches and at first was hesitant about my teaching here. On one occasion the Winterfall massacre came up in conversation, and Theodora believes that a man capable of unrestrained evil would never re-join society.

      There was never any connection in her mind.

      My words not only destroy her trust in me, but also in those who oversee the world she helped create after the Purge. These people in Confederacy authority placed the person responsible for the Winterfall massacre into the midst of her students.

      As I flatly recount my day, Theodora moves to stand behind her desk as if she’s safer from the threats closing in on her academy. Her composure drops away, friendly aura dropping into disgust and anger as the truth wipes away her reality too.

      “Maeve’s aunt must attend the academy immediately and explain everything to myself and Maeve,” she says harshly. “And I am standing you down from teaching duties indefinitely.”

      “Of course,” I say and stare at my shoes.

      “I'm in two minds whether to allow you to stay here at all, but if something does exist beneath my academy, I need you here.” Her hard eyes meet mine. “This cursed connection to Maeve is for a reason.”

      Do I thank her or agree? I moisten my dry lips and look away.

      “I am furious that the Confederacy have allowed this situation. I knew you’d killed witches, but this...” Her hand flies to her forehead. “I have the most notorious killer in recent years teaching relatives of the people he killed.”

      What can I say?

      “I’m not only talking about Maeve, Tobias. Witch families are interconnected by blood or association. Once the witch elders discover this...the academy is ruined. Nobody would trust my judgement again.”

      “With all due respect, Theodora, I believe the situation in the tunnels is of greatest concern now.”

      Theodora drops into the chair behind her desk, elbows on the smooth wood and head in her hands. “Why is this happening? I’ve overseen this academy for many years, and never have I faced situations like this. Disappearing and murdered students are enough to deal with but this!”

      “I agree that we speak to the Confederacy council about the situation.”

      “We?” Her jaw tightens. “You may keep your role as Maeve’s protector from a distance, but you are not a part of this academy any longer.”

      I swallow. This academy is more than a place of employment. The Nightworld academy was my second chance; my home and connection to a new future. To Maeve. “But you’ll bring in others to investigate?”

      “I have no choice,” she snaps. “But until I’m told otherwise, this academy continues as normal.”

      I jerk my head up to look at her. “Is that wise?”

      “You speak of spies and betrayal. I can explain away Confederacy visits, but how would I explain the decision to close the academy?”

      “But, the... thing... whatever the hell is behind that wall is no longer dormant. Maeve can hear something.”

      “That is a change in her, not the academy. I will ask the Confederacy to send powerful witches they trust to investigate. Then I will make a decision based on their advice.”

      "You're putting the students in danger, Theodora." Have I sent her into shock and she's stopped thinking straight? I’m also wary about Theodora involving the Confederacy because the corruption Alaric investigates could be high up, but what choice do we have? This is a direct threat to the students and academy, however much Theodora downplays the situation.

      Pursing her lips, Theodora gazes at the window and for a moment her thoughts fade from me. "Maeve. A Winterfall," she says in quiet awe. "This puts a new perspective on her situation here." She looks back. "As I said, Marie must attend the academy at once to confirm this story and to speak with Maeve."

      "I agree."

      "A Winterfall," she repeats. "This is fortuitous, considering the current situation."

      "In what way?" I ask cautiously. "Is this why she can hear the heartbeat?"

      Theodora's face twists in disgust again. "I have nothing more to say to you, Tobias. Your lies destroyed the relationship we formed."

      But I catch a flash of something unusual amongst the turmoil of anger and confusion in her mind.

      Hope.

      For what?

      I'm forced to listen to more of Theodora’s ire, but a picture Maeve’s face won't leave my mind's eye. The situation is out of my hands—Theodora, Maeve’s aunt, and the Confederacy will take over. Will they give Maeve the help she needs, because she won't want help from me?

      I'm mentally exhausted, an unusual state for me, and I can't face more of this today. I tell myself I'll need all my energy for tomorrow's onslaught, when I share the truth with Maeve too.

      Or maybe I'm the coward I deny.

      I leave Theodora with a heavier heart than when I arrived this evening and walk through the night towards my rooms.

      The sun has already set on the day that tore my life in two.

      Tomorrow that life will be in pieces.
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      TOBIAS

      

      I'm awake before dawn and spend an hour standing on the balcony connected to my rooms as I watch the sunrise. I should worry how many more I'll see once the world knows my true identity, but that's the farthest thing from my mind.

      Maeve.

      Do I talk to her somewhere neutral to us both? Not here. In public?

      Theodora banned me from the academy with immediate effect but agreed I could retrieve my small number of belongings from my classroom, including my chest of family items. The one where I re-locked the Blackwood grimoire inside; I'm not leaving that unattended.

      Maeve’s strong, but that won't be enough. How could anybody have the strength to cope with what I’m about to tell her? Worse still, what if Maeve's inevitable hatred towards me interferes with what we need to do to combat the threat?

      So many fucking questions with no answers.

      One thing I do know is Maeve needs somebody to turn to once I've spoken my destructive words.

      I search for Ash and Jamie and find Jamie first. He’s in the library, lost in books and his own thoughts, as he tries to help in the way he knows best. Knowledge is how Jamie keeps control of the chaos around him, but I doubt he'll find much about secret tunnels in books. Returning the Blackwood pendant to Jamie for protection concerns me a little, and I’m worried by how successfully he cast Blackwood blood magic to take the guys to their estate—what if he takes Matt’s route and studies illegal magic? No, his best friend’s fate nipped that possibility in the bud—how could Jamie help Maeve if he's in Ravenhold?

      Jamie looks up when I reach the desk, and the strain on his face and in his aura is clear. I’ve watched him and Maeve, know the love he has for her outside the bond they share as witches, and that bond could be what she needs later today.

      He closes the laptop lid before resting his arms on top. “Do you have news?” he asks, tired eyes widening.

      “No. I wanted to speak to you about something.”

      He cocks his head. “Oh? Judging by your expression, not something good.”

      I pull out the chair opposite him and sit at the desk. I’m not his professor right now, but the guy he’s friends with and doesn’t totally trust. “I need you to help me.”

      “With?”

      Nearby, voices murmur as two girls discuss something on their laptops, and I shift my chair forward. “Maeve may need your support later.”

      His eyes narrow. “Why? What’s wrong with her? More visions?”

      “I’ll let Maeve explain to you once I’ve spoken to her.”

      I can’t even begin to think how the others will react.

      But no more secrets. They are our biggest weakness.

      “What have you done to her?” he asks sharply and sits straighter. “Is this ‘something’ about your affair?”

      I can’t help smiling at his choice of word. “We’re all close to Maeve in our own ways, aren't we? I care for Maeve; I wouldn’t do anything to hurt her.”

      “Then what are you talking about? Why would she need support?”

      Was this a mistake? I sink back in the chair and push my hand through my hair as Jamie studies my body language, eyes narrowing. “I’ve discovered something about Maeve's past that I need to share with her and I’m unsure how she’ll react. If Maeve reacts badly, she’ll need somebody. Take her away from the academy building and to the cottage until she's calmer.”

      He’s confused, unsure what to say. “I suppose you won’t tell me what you discovered.”

      “Like I said, Maeve can tell you.”

      Jamie knows I killed witches, but not how many and who—that's one reason for his mistrust, I'm sure. He’s studied his magical history and will know about the Winterfall massacre but would never dream I was involved. Why would he? The perpetrator died at Confederacy hands.

      Questions form in his mind—too many to untangle—but I won’t answer any of them. The chair scrapes on the tiled floor as I stand. “I’ve asked Maeve to meet me in my classroom at nine. Wait outside the building.”

      Does he hear my voice crack? Sense how bad the situation is?

      Jamie pushes his tongue into his cheek and regards me with the suspicion I’ve seen in his eyes over and over. “Have you lied to her?”

      “No, Jamie. I've decided not to lie to her, even though I wish I could.”

      Before he can answer, I turn away and make my way from the room, heart beating painfully against my chest.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I stand facing away from the door, pretending to look out of the window as Maeve steps into the classroom.

      Then she does the worst possible thing—within seconds of the door closing she’s beside me, touching my face.

      As her soft fingers rest against my cheek and she gazes up at me, beautiful eyes filled with concern, there's a split second where I change my mind. I’ve told Maeve repeatedly that we should end the relationship that simmers between us, but not like this. I’ll destroy everything we have before she leaves this room.

      She’s so goddamned beautiful, that beauty running through her; the gentle, perfect soul who lives and loves with a strength I never expected. But now I can’t look at Maeve without seeing the witches' faces I spent years fighting to forget.

      “What happened? Where did you go?” she asks. “Something awful happened, because you blocked me last night. I've spent half the night awake worrying about everything that happened yesterday—and you.”

      I move Maeve’s hand from my face, and her eyes fill with hurt as I take a step back.

      Still pushing me away, Tobias?

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      “Can you sit please, Maeve?” I say stiffly and gesture at a chair—the one she sat in the first day I allowed her into my mind. The day Maeve saw the effect she has on me and we never turned back.

      She lowers herself slowly into the chair. “I’m guessing this isn’t an issue with my grades, Professor Whitlock.”

      Is she teasing me?

      “No. And please don't call me that.”

      "I heard a rumour at breakfast that Theodora asked you to take a 'sabbatical'." Her lips purse as she studies my face. "Is that true?"

      Wow, news travels fast. "Yes."

      "Why? Have you lost your position because she thinks our relationship is inappropriate? Is that why you called me here?"

      I swallow and take a seat opposite. “I could dance around this, Maeve, but you know I’m a straight talker.”

      Maeve laughs softly. “You rarely spare my feelings, Tobias. Don't worry, I’ve accepted this between us can’t be more.” She stands. “I'm sorry you're in trouble now, but I’d rather you didn’t lecture me about why we need to stop. I'll stay away.”

      “Maeve, sit down, please.”

      I allow her a glimpse at my fear, enough for Maeve to pause and sit again. “This isn't a meeting about the threat to your job, is it?" I shake my head. "More secrets? You promised me I knew them all,” she whispers.

      “This isn’t a secret I’ve kept. This is something I discovered yesterday when I visited your aunt.”

      Maeve grips her skirt and the material scrunches between her fingers. "That's where you went? To see Marie? Why?"

      "Because I promised you that I'd find answers, Maeve. I thought if I did, you'd trust me more."

      "I do trust you, Tobias. I wish you could understand how much you mean to me."

      Her words crush my heart into more pieces than I could hope to pick up again. "I discovered something about your family."

      "Omigod, has my aunt told you that she’s my mother? Please, no," she says as her voice rises. "I wondered sometimes but then I thought I was crazy, but why did she suddenly pay for me to come here and—”

      I interrupt her panicked burbling. "Maeve. No. Marie isn't your mother."

      "Then what did she tell you?" A hand flies to her mouth. "Are my parents dead?"

      Oh, god. "No! Maeve, please listen. I want to be straight with you, not play twenty questions.”

      Maeve's eyes are twice the size, pupils dilated and skin flushed. “You're being really weird, Tobias. Your energy is filling this room with something I can't describe. Tell me and we can deal with whatever Marie told you.”

      I meet her eyes and read the love and concern Maeve holds for me, knowing this is the last time I'll ever see that in them, and my soul fractures to match my shattered heart.

      An image of a young woman’s death flashes across my mind.

      I don’t even know which victim was Maeve's mother.

      “You’re a Winterfall witch.”

      Her brow tugs together. “That’s not possible.”

      “Your aunt told me.”

      “I don’t understand. Why would she lie?” Her expression changes as thoughts race through her mind as the possibility I'm right sinks in. "No. This isn't true. I can't be. All the Winterfalls died. All of them."

      "Not all of them." I take a shuddery breath. "You're alive."

      Maeve shakes and her face pales but her eyes remain clear. "Tobias. Tell me this is a joke."

      "Why would I joke about something like this?" I ask in disbelief.

      "You don't need to create stories to make me stay away from you. I've got the message, okay?" Her voice falters, then rises when I don't reply. "Tobias. Tell me this is a story."

      “No.” I look down at my hands clasped firmly in my lap and I tell her everything Marie told me, the whole truth, in a stilted voice. As I do, every word slices through the love and trust Maeve has.

      I hold my head in my hands, and Maeve makes the connection that's the final blow. “If I’d lived at the house on the day you killed the Winterfalls, you would’ve killed me.”

      Look at me.

      Reluctantly, I meet her eyes again. They still don’t fill with tears and her mind is a distant echo, recoiling from me when she sees the truth in my mind.

      “You killed my real mother.” She blinks. “The one who abandoned me.”

      “Your mother and aunt saved your life, Maeve. Don't be angry with them.”

      “Everybody lied to me,” she says in a faraway voice. "Secrets."

      I ache to reach out and hold her hand, to try to salvage something, but there's nothing left. “Don't blame the people who raised you, Maeve. You’re their daughter. They cared for you since you were a baby and didn't know the truth either.”

      Maeve stares at a space on the wall behind me. “Everybody lied,” she repeats.

      I'm scared by what I'll see in her eyes now the truth has built a wall between us, and I’ve never wanted to hold her as much as I do at this moment. Because waves of pain pulse through my mind and Maeve’s racing heart and sickening stomach taking over my body too. Pressure builds behind my temples as Maeve fights tears. When Adeline cursed me with experiencing every one of Maeve's emotions if I kill her, did she mean this moment? Because that’s what I’ve done. I’ve killed a part of Maeve.

      “Everybody died,” she whispers.

      What can I possibly say? An apology wouldn't cut through any of this.

      “I need to go,” she says in a flat voice when I don't respond. “I can’t be with you right now.”

      I stand too and wrap my arms around my waist to prevent me touching her. This isn't what I expected; Maeve always struggles to control herself when somebody or something provokes strong emotions. In honesty, I'd prepared for a magic or physical assault and I'd prefer that to this almost silence.

      I wish none of this happened, Maeve.

      Her confused, angry eyes lock with mine. "So do I, Tobias. I don't ever want you to approach me again."

      I suffered at the hands of witches in Ravenhold, from the day they discovered who I am until the day I left. But the suffering from their assaults is nothing compared to the pain from Maeve not reacting at all.
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      MAEVE

      

      My body shakes but my mind seizes with shock and disbelief.

      Maeve Foster doesn’t exist.

      My life. My parents. Everything from my school to holidays at the beach, each birthday celebrated and family Christmas flies through my mind. As I reach out to the memories, they slip through my fingers.

      My reality has changed for the second time in less than a year—from Maeve Foster, to Maeve Foster the witch, and now to Maeve Winterfall.

      Lies. Secrets. If I could feel anything right now, what would the emotions be?

      The world I walk through echoes in the distance as I walk in a dreamlike state through the main doors and away from the academy. Nothing exists outside of my cocoon against the painful truth as I stagger to the lawns.

      I can’t breathe.

      I have to leave the academy.

      Find my aunt.

      Run from this and into my old life.

      Real life.

      “Maeve!” A male voice calls out at the edge of my awareness, but I keep walking.

      Running footsteps thud across the ground behind me but I don’t stop.

      “Maeve!” he calls again, and a breathless Jamie appears at my side.

      He’s pale, face strained as he searches my expression and I stare back blankly. The first time I looked into Jamie's eyes on the day I arrived here, I remembered a vision of his death. That moment was the worst day of my life until today and pulled me into a world that now wants to destroy me.

      If I’d never come to the academy, I would never know about witches and Winterfalls. I’d lead a confusing life as my powers grew, but one in my control.

      But no secret this big could stay hidden forever.

      “I need to be alone,” I say and eye my route to the fence line. I’m several hundred metres from the place where we snuck over the gate to go to my school Halloween party.

      I have to escape.

      Where?

      I don’t know, but if I stay here, Tobias’s truth stays with me.

      “You shouldn’t be alone.” Jamie reaches out to me, but I step back and wrap my arms around myself. “Maeve, tell me what Tobias said to you.”

      “What?” I reply sharply. “Did you know?”

      “No! He asked me to keep an eye on you because you’d be upset by what he told you.”

      I cough a laugh. “Upset? Do I look upset? I’m not crying, am I?”

      “You’re shaking and you’re not connected to yourself in here.” He moves forward, fingers outstretched to my forehead, and I step back again. If Jamie touches me, offers comfort, he could trigger what lies beneath my calm surface.

      “Did Tobias tell you what he knows?” I repeat. If Jamie knew and hid this from me, I’d struggle to ever forgive him.

      He shakes his head. “Do you want to tell me, Maeve?”

      My eyes blur and I blink away the tears. I’m not keeping Tobias’s secrets anymore; he's asked that of me too many times. My friends should know everything.

      Absolutely everything.

      “Do you know much about the Winterfall witches and what happened to them?” I ask.

      “Yeah. I studied the family history a couple of years ago, when we learned about the original families. Everybody knows what happened—the Blackwoods killed them all and then the evil bastards went into hiding.” He cocks his head. “Why?”

      “The Blackwoods didn’t kill the Winterfalls. Tobias did.”

      Instead of the shock I expected, Jamie bursts out laughing. “Tobias told you that. The people responsible were caught and executed—that’s what the records say, anyway.”

      “Why would he tell me this if it weren’t true?” I ask, voice rising. I’ve no doubt at all. “He killed my family.”

      This time Jamie steps back and looks at me in horror. "He killed your parents. Humans?"

      “No! I’m a Winterfall, Jamie. Tobias killed my family. People have lied to me my whole fucking life!” He continues to stare at me in disbelief, so I stammer out what happened to me when I was a baby and why. The words sound impossible, like a nightmarish fairy story. Why did they do this to me?

      “No.” Jamie’s voice is a whisper. “You can’t be. That's impossible.”

      I suck in a breath as the wall inside begins to crumble. “Oh yeah, and one of my family cursed Tobias before he killed her. Tobias will either kill me or die for me.” I laugh at my dramatic words and Jamie’s shock grows at the hysteria edging into my voice.

      “I don’t understand. Why is Tobias telling you this? Even if it were true, why choose now?” Jamie attempts to hug me again but I move back.

      “I don’t know! I don’t think he knew who I am until my aunt told him!”

      “Your aunt knew?”

      “I need to get away from this hell.” Before Jamie has a chance to respond, I start running, focusing on the way off the grounds as my heavy legs pull me onwards.

      “What do you mean get away?” Jamie calls and I hear him pursue me.

      “I’m going home to my real family.” I choke out the words as Mum and Dad’s faces appear in my mind. Real? There were no clues. But they lied and I want to know why.

      “You can’t.” Jamie snatches hold of my arm to stop me. “It’s too dangerous out there for you.”

      I drag my arm away and spin around. “If I’m a Winterfall, I can defend myself.”

      He shakes off my sarcasm. “Don’t take a risk. You’re strong, but your magic isn't fully developed.”

      “Stop talking about magic!” I half-scream the words at him before turning and running again.

      “Come to the cottage and we can talk,” he implores, his words carrying on the breeze towards me.

      “No!”

      I pull at my T-shirt, at the neck, as if I’m choking, and my chest pains from more than the running.

      Focus.

      Get the hell out of here.

      Strong arms curl around my waist from behind and I’m pulled against Jamie’s body. I lash out in return, digging my nails into his hands, and elbowing him, but his grip remains tight. “Don’t go. If you leave now and something happens, I will always blame myself for not stopping you.”

      I pause at his words. I’m only thinking of myself again, like the guarded and angry girl who arrived here.

      “Tell people you tried.”

      He winces as I kick back against his shins. “Bloody hell, Maeve, I never knew you could be violent.”

      His hold loosens and I disentangle myself and turn around. I’ve never seen distress on Jamie’s face as raw as now—not even the time I told him I’d seen his death. He’s broken, for me and with me. My urge to push his chest, to tell him to leave me alone, drops as his anguish reaches me.

      The wave hits and I fall to the ground, curling into a ball and wrapping my arms around my head. If I can’t leave, I can hide. Stay here on the lawn. I cry out the pain into the grass, pushing my face down and inhaling the earthy smell. My head pounds as Tobias’s words repeat in my mind. Five minutes ago, I couldn’t comprehend the truth, blanking my thoughts, but now a storm roars through and the world shatters.

      The lies. My aunt. My parents. Tobias’s actions caused almost everything that’s happened to me.

      Jamie’s arms surround me again as he drags me to my feet and clasps me tight. I’m slack against him, ready to collapse onto the ground if he lets me go. He strokes my hair and places his chin on my head as he holds me tighter and tighter. Jamie doesn’t know what to say. What could he say? Nothing can erase Tobias’s words or my history.

      Is my future decided too?
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      JAMIE

      

      Maeve sits on the cottage floor, knees pulled against her chest and a brown blanket from one of the beds upstairs wrapped around her. She hasn’t stopped trembling since I persuaded her in here and she’s barely spoken a word, not responding with anything but a shake of the head when I ask if she needs anything.

      I grasp at things I could do for her. Is Maeve cold? The recent sunny days have been replaced with clouds and darkness and the cottage is cool. I could light a fire in the fireplace; that might help her.

      I’m useless to help in any other way.

      I watch the flames grow as I kindle the fire, a reminder of the time Maeve and I triggered one of her visions here. My heart aches in a way I never thought possible because once I got over my disbelief, a sickness deep inside began to grow.

      This isn't only a secret about, and kept from, Maeve; somebody kept Tobias's identity a secret too. The Confederacy allowed him to live. Does Theodora know?

      The Winterfall family were distinctive-looking, but Maeve isn't the only blonde witch with eyes the colour of a summer sky. Like all the original families, they inter-married and some children had their hair and eye colour. Maeve looks like a Winterfall and shares the magic skills the family excelled in. Our individual magic potency comes from how close we are in blood to the original families—the purest witches hold magic in the purest form and there are few left.

      But my hurt at the lies people told Maeve as a child is nothing compared to my fury at Tobias.

      There's an edge to him I could never warm to, something hidden I suspected Maeve discovered. I could never entirely let go of his witch-killing past, and now I've discovered he represents an evil the world told me didn't exist anymore.

      Even if I managed to get past this, how can Maeve work with Tobias now? How can we? Dragging one hand through my hair, I place a log from the wood scuttle onto the fire. Just as we were becoming stronger as a group, our unity is kicked to the ground and trampled beyond recognition.

      Maybe we can face this without Tobias?

      But in the pit of my stomach I know we need him to protect Maeve and that sickens me further.

      What a fucking mess.

      “Jamie.” Maeve’s weak voice pulls me from my thoughts, and I shuffle around to face her. “Can you get me some water?”

      “Sure.”

      Buoyed by the fact I can do something to help, I head into the kitchen and return with the water. She’s standing now and her eyes are puffy, cheeks pinched and red as she regards me. With a hopeful smile, I pass her the glass. She stares at the water for a moment and then sets the glass on the table.

      “You’re the only one who takes me away from here,” she says with a small smile. “You knew what I needed and took me away from the academy that day.”

      “I’m not taking you anywhere,” I say in alarm as she steps forward and pushes hair from my eyes. “We stay on the academy grounds, Maeve.”

      “For now,” she says softly. “Not forever.” Her soft fingertips run along my cheek and they stop at my lips. “Remember that day, when we went to the movies and spent time doing ordinary things? You did more for me that day than you realise—I remembered the Maeve I used to be. The free one.”

      Taking her fingers away, I kiss her palm. “Good. That’s what I intended.”

      “Can you do that now?”

      I tense. “I told you, I’m not taking you out of the academy, Maeve. Not today.”

      “Because you think I’ll run away?” she says with a half-laugh and she rubs the back of her hand across my cheek.

      Something in Maeve’s manner confuses me, until she moves a hand to the nape of my neck and strokes. “I don't want to leave.” Her lips are close to my mouth and I battle the flaring arousal, made worse when they press against mine. “Please help me forget everything, Jamie. If you won’t let me run away from my life, at least take me away from my thoughts.”

      Pulse picking up, I rest my forehead on hers and smile. “If you mean you want me to kiss you, I'm happy to oblige.”

      “That’s not what I mean.”

      “You’re confusing me,” I say and draw my head away.

      Maeve wraps her fingers in my hair and pulls me back to her. “A kiss would help me forget, but you could really help me forget.”

      Her breath strokes my mouth as she speaks and when she moves her face, there's a look in her eyes that burns through my resolve, as I catch what she means.

      Oh, crap. She slides her hands beneath my T-shirt and tiptoes to kiss my neck.

      “I’ll kiss you,” I repeat. “I’ll hold you. I’ll do whatever I can to take the pain away long enough for you to catch your breath and cope, but that's all. You’re distressed and not thinking straight.” Reinforcing my words, I move her hands from my waist.

      “That’s the whole point. I don’t want to think straight.” Maeve presses herself against me, her curves beneath my hands, the scent from her hair the same as the day we kissed in the rain.

      I’m beginning to not bloody think straight.

      “Jamie. You said you’d kiss me,” she murmurs as she tugs her mouth away for a second.

      Her breath is warm against my lips and I ache for her taste again as she tugs me to her by my shirt. I stumble as she pushes herself harder against me. Maeve tastes of the sweetness I’ve struggled to remember from the first time we kissed, and I cling to rationality by my fingernails.

      How would the other guys react in this situation? One thing’s sure, they don’t have a witchbond curling around them; one that draws us into each other. Am I taking advantage if I stop resisting?

      Yes. The girl is a mess.

      “You’re not taking advantage. I want to lose myself and just not bloody think anymore.”

      I don’t get to respond to Maeve’s mindreading, as her mouth crushes against mine, and I have never fought with myself more than in this moment. The girl I love and live for is kissing me with a passion that overwhelms me, and has her hands around my heart.

      The need that’s built since the kiss in the rain explodes, and I take Maeve’s face in both hands and close my lips over hers, roughly pushing my tongue into her mouth. We share devouring kisses, pulled further into each other and away from the outside world. The kiss in the park was amazing, but nothing compared to this.

      She pulls me by the shirt again and moves backwards until she’s on the sofa, my body covering hers. A few moments ago, I’d question what the hell I’m doing, but I’m losing the fight that I’ve had with myself for weeks.

      Maeve’s fingers slide beneath my shirt. Her skin is soft but her touch firm as she pushes up my T-shirt and slides her hands along my back, holding me to her as she wraps her legs around mine. We’re tightly entwined and each time Maeve moves against me, the harder it is to hold back.

      Her shirt slides upwards at the side as she moves her arms to my shoulders, and her skin brushes my stomach, sending a static shock through me.  I skim fingers along her waist—how can anybody’s skin feel this soft?

      Breaking the kiss, I rest my forehead against hers and our mingling breaths come in short pants.

      “Don’t stop kissing me,” she whispers.

      I prop myself up on my hands, either side of her head on the sofa arm. I’ve wanted nothing but this for weeks—to feel Maeve beneath me, her looking at me as if I’m everything she needs. Kissing. Touching. Everything.

      “Think about what you’re doing,” I whisper and nudge her nose with mine.

      “No. I want my brain switched off.”

      Sighing, I stroke a strand of hair from her pink cheek. “I love you, Maeve, and I want to do this with you more than you could possibly imagine, but not like this.”

      “You’re completely different to any other guy I’ve met,” she says breathlessly.

      “Thank you,” I say with a half-smile.

      Maeve groans and shifts against me, our bodies meeting with friction again. “You’re maddening.”

      “And distracting,” I remind her.

      “Not distracting enough.” She links her fingers behind my neck and pulls my face to her. I shiver as she slowly draws her tongue across my lips.

      She’s leading me, but not enough. “Okay. Tell me what you want me to do.”

      Her lips part in surprise before she gives me a tiny smile. “And will you?”

      Hell, yes. “Maybe.”

      My phone chimes in my back pocket and jerks me away from the moment. Maeve pouts at me but I ignore the message sound and bend down to kiss Maeve slowly. By the third sound, Maeve reaches into my pocket and pulls out the phone. I expect her to throw it onto the floor—I was about to—but she slides her mouth from mine. Her face loses colour as she looks at the phone as she holds it behind my head.

      Immediately she sits and throws her arms around my shoulders, clinging to me like I’m something keeping her afloat. When I feel her wet tears against my neck, I sit back and hold her to me with one arm. She still grips the phone and I loosen her fingers to take it away.

      A message on screen explains everything.

      Look after Maeve. Tobias.

      Anger immediately hits, but not because he interrupted; I’m half-glad he did. But only half. How dare the bastard text me with instructions like a fucking professor? I’m here, picking up the pieces of Maeve strewn between here and his classroom, literally holding her together. Maeve’s distress pours into me and I hold her head, whispering soothing words.

      My head is fucked too. I understand she wanted to let go of the pain in some way, but I’m not Andrei. Or Ash. We’ve no history. Would she look back and think ‘bloody Jamie taking the first chance he’s offered’?

      Hell, Jamie, do you think one day you’ll stop overthinking every goddamn move you make in life?

      Straightening Maeve’s shirt, I rest back against the sofa and hug her to me. She rests her head on my chest, against my pounding heart. We lie in silence and Maeve tries to hide, but she can’t hide the tears or how her back shakes.

      “I should never have looked at the phone,” she mumbles against my dampening T-shirt.

      “And I should’ve stopped—"

      She moves and places her index finger over my lips and shakes her head; I rub a tear from her cheek with a thumb. “You’re funny. You hardly touched me.”

      “I had plans,” I say, lips moving against her finger.

      Her teary eyes shine in amusement. “You’ll never change, will you?”

      “Do you mean you do or don’t want me to change?”

      Maeve wriggles upwards and her movement instantly reminds me of those plans.

      One day.

      Maeve holds my face in both hands and kisses me with a gentleness that pulls at my heart. “Only a little. You have a brilliant mind, but you should let it rest sometimes and ‘do’ rather than think.”

      “Okay, but I worry I’ll hurt you when you have enough to deal with, especially today.”

      With a huff, she moves and pushes at my chest. “Do you honestly think I’d let you hurt me, Jamie?”

      I wrinkle my nose. “I guess I wouldn’t want to mess with you.”

      Her smile drops. “Especially now you know I’m a Winterfall.”

      “Don’t,” I say softly. “Deal with that when you’re ready.”

      The smile returns and we kiss again, slowly and carefully as we hold onto our place outside time. We both know the darkness waits outside the door and the moment we leave, this will engulf us.

      But this won’t destroy us unless we allow it to.
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      MAEVE

      

      Ash pauses as he walks through the door, gaze immediately landing on where I sit with Jamie on the sofa, legs tucked under me and pressed into his side. Andrei appears and half-shoves by Ash into the cottage.

      “What’s this about?” Andrei asks as he sits opposite, leaning forward with his forearms on his knees.

      “Where’s Tobias?” asks Ash.

      “Not coming,” says Jamie flatly.

      Andrei immediately stands and swipes hair from his face, revealing darkening eyes. “Has Tobias done something to you, Maeve?”

      I shake my head and swallow.

      “You’re lying,” he says, cheeks reddening. “I could tell how upset you are the minute I walked in here. What did he do?”

      “Please don’t get angry, Andrei.” My throat thickens and I struggle to get the words out.

      He drags a hand down his face and mutters an apology as Ash steps forward to take his place on the sofa. “Then what? Is this about the tunnel? Did you have another vision?”

      The sooner everybody knows, the sooner we deal with the fallout barrelling forward to flatten us.

      “I discovered something about myself today.” Jamie’s grip on my leg tightens as I speak. “And there’s something you need to know about Tobias.”

      Andrei’s jaw clenches. “What the fuck has he hidden from you now?”

      “Tobias hasn’t hidden anything.” I suck in a breath. “He found the truth. I’m not who I thought.”

      My voice cracks and the two guys are with me in seconds, Ash on the sofa beside me holding a hand and Andrei perched on the low table opposite, hand on my leg. Moistening my lips, I pour out the whole story—the Winterfalls, the curse, who I am and what Tobias did. Halfway through, Andrei withdraws his hand and balls his fists, while Ash stares in shock.

      “How the fuck is he walking this earth?” snarls Andrei. “What the hell is he doing in an academy filled with witches?”

      I’m trembling again, as recounting the story slams me back in the world I hid from with Jamie.

      “Did Tobias say any more?” asks Ash, face as dark as Andrei’s.

      “I didn’t hang around. I couldn’t cope.” I glance at Jamie. “I wanted to leave the academy, but Jamie stopped me.”

      I’m pissed off when the held-back emotion pushes through and the tears start again. Annoyed, I wipe them away with the heel of my palm and stare down at my hand as I rub the palm on my jeans. The cottage door crashes shut, and I jerk my head up in alarm.

      Andrei isn’t opposite me anymore.

      “Oh, fuck, no,” says Ash as he strides to the door. “We have to stop him. I’m fucking angry but not dumb enough to attack a professor.”

      “I know you’re fast, but you won’t catch a vampire,” says Jamie.

      I stare at the closed door and picture Andrei’s figure blurring across the grounds towards the building.

      What might Andrei do—or what will Tobias do to retaliate?
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        * * *

      

      ANDREI

      

      I don’t stop and think.

      I never do.

      I’m spurred on by the red mist behind my eyes and the fury over Tobias’s betrayal—of Maeve and me.

      In his classroom? At his quarters? I’ll start with the classrooms until I find the bastard. Several students mill around in the entrance hall, beside the noticeboard—witches who turn their backs to me, and I sneer to myself. These Walcott kids stand beneath the banners representing each of us, pinned proudly on the wall at the academy entrance. Theodora may as well tear them down.

      I reach the top of the stairs in seconds and in two more, I stand breathing heavily outside his classroom. Pausing for thought? No. I’m readying myself to punch the bastard in the fucking face.

      The door handle moves down as I grab hold. Not locked. Stepping over the glowing runes, I slam the door behind me.

      Tobias sits in the near darkness on the edge of his desk, arms crossed, the way he would if he were teaching. I don’t give him a chance to speak and cross the room, ready to unleash the fury bubbling through me.

      He moves before I reach the desk, too quick for me to touch, and appears at the opposite end of the room. “Good evening, Andrei,” he says in an even tone. “I expected your visit.”

      Anger mists my eyes again and I lunge at him again, lashing out with a fist.

      Tobias snatches my wrist in a painful grip. “If you’re here to attack me, I advise you to leave. I’m short on patience and self-control after the last twenty-four hours.”

      “You wouldn’t attack a student.”

      He snorts. “I would defend myself if a student attacked me.”

      Our gazes lock and his inscrutable expression pisses me off. Doesn't he care about what he's done?

      He releases my wrist. “How’s Maeve?” he asks softly. “I presume she told you everything.”

      I glare in disgusted shock as I rub my wrist. “How’s Maeve? You’ve destroyed her. She’s a mess.”

      He blinks. “Would you rather I kept her truth a secret?”

      “Oh, you’ve kept some really big fucking secrets.” Tobias doesn’t flinch as I half-spit the words in his face. “You carried out the worst massacre in recent history and ruined Maeve’s life. There’d be no curse without you. She would’ve had a happier childhood and not struggled with something she didn’t understand.”

      “I can’t change the past, or the decisions her family made, Andrei.”

      Tobias’s lack of emotion goads me and I seize him around the throat, squeezing. “You fucking bastard! You—”

      My next words are choked from me as Tobias flips the situation and I’m against the classroom wall, pinned by my neck a second later.  “This behaviour won’t help Maeve, or any of us,” he growls. “Grow up.”

      “Us? You’re not part of us.” I rasp out.

      “Unfortunately for you, I am and will be until I die.” The first glimmer of emotion crosses his face. Fear? Unhappiness? “And if whatever lives under the academy gets loose, I’m damn sure that death will come soon.”

      My body slackens and he drops his hold but doesn’t back off. Tobias makes no attempt to control my thoughts or emotions, and I have no hope of finding my way into his mind.

      “Maeve’s life is in danger with you around. I know what happened between you both at the Blackwood house. She told me.”

      “Then you will know why her life isn’t in danger around me.”

      “But there wouldn’t be a curse.”

      “I can’t do anything about that, Andrei. The result of this situation is a Winterfall witch exists who’s capable of taking on the Blackwoods and perhaps preventing whatever they’re planning, with our help,” he says evenly.

      So. Fucking. Detached. The last remnants of my control leave as I draw my fist back and smack Tobias square on the jaw. He staggers momentarily before reacting with lightning reflexes, and I’m sprawled across the desk with him towering over me.

      That’s not the biggest shock.

      His face.

      Tobias’s features have taken on the macabre mask of a hemia ready to attack. “What the hell?” I breathe out. “Is this another lie? You’re hemia. You told me you’re pneuma.”

      “Fuck.” He steps back, rubbing his jaw, and his face settles back to normal.

      I stay where I am, more confused by each passing moment. “Are you?” I demand.

      “No. Hybrid. I’m lamia too.” He sounds weary as if holding onto the secret for years wore him down. “That’s how I killed the Winterfalls alone.”

      Holy shit. “You killed thirteen people with no help?”

      “If Maeve told you about the curse, you’ll know the story.”

      I pull myself to sit and move behind the desk, putting solid space between us. If this guy is a hybrid vampire, he's powerful—more powerful than any of us, even Maeve.

      “You didn’t lie to Maeve?” I ask.

      “No. As soon as I saw Maeve this morning, I spoke to her. Theodora knows too—I met with her when I arrived back from Marie’s last night.”

      “And Theodora is allowing you to stay?”

      He rubs his nose and gestures around him. "I'm collecting the last items from the classroom. I'm no longer teaching."

      "Good," I snarl. “Stay away.”

      Tobias sighs. “You need to work through how you feel, Andrei. We can’t change the past, but we can work on changing the future.”

      I shove him with shaking hands. “Get the fuck away from me.”

      “I understand you’re upset because Maeve is distressed, but if you take me out of the equation, Maeve will be in more danger. The only certainty in all this is I have to stay with you all and protect Maeve.”

      “Yeah? Well I’ll bloody protect her from you. If you touch her—"

      “Touch her? I’ll be lucky if she speaks to me again.”

      “Uh. The curse?” I say derisively. “You won’t be able to stop yourself if you're given the chance.”

      Tobias places his palms on the desk and leans across to me. “And you, Andrei? Will you be able to stop yourself?”

      I blink. Did Maeve tell him?

      “No, she didn't. I saw your fantasy.”

      “It isn’t a fantasy,” I snap back. “I love Maeve and would never hurt her.”

      “As do I.”

      “Yeah, right,” I scoff.

      His face shadows and I swallow down what I want to say: he’s influenced by a curse—how he feels isn’t real. Can't be.

      “Ask Maeve what happened the night Nikolai died. Then judge whether I love her or not. I protected her and always will, however much she hates me.” Tobias walks towards the door and opens it. “Perhaps talk to me again when you're rational, Andrei.”

      I eye his bruised jaw, but I’m not apologising; instead, I throw in a parting shot. “Nobody could ever hurt Maeve as badly as you have.”

      A shade of something I can’t fathom crosses Tobias’s face. “Perhaps. But don’t become the one who hurts her more, Andrei.”
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      ASH

      

      Jamie's right. By the time I step outside the cottage, Andrei has disappeared leaving no sound in the still night. I jog to the top of the pathway that leads to the cottage and squint in the academy building's direction. Vamps excel at lingering in the shadows; if Andrei doesn't want anybody to find him, I won't.

      Shifting from foot to foot, I glance between the cottage and the building. Should I check out Tobias's classroom?

      I can barely take in what Jamie and Maeve told us minutes ago. Perhaps a good thing, because if I weren't numb with shock, I'd fill with anger and follow Andrei to confront Tobias. I've promised Maeve to dial back when the anger simmers, but this situation goes above and beyond.

      Still, heated anger runs through my body, but I don't know where to direct this fury. Tobias? Yes.

      I saw Maeve broken and smothered by the world I try to pull her away from when we're alone. I couldn't breathe as her devastation crushed me—somebody hurt the girl I love, and I instinctively wanted to break the man who broke her. But I can’t let that fury loose, because if I shift, I risk more than a life as a mid. I’d transform into the guy Vince wanted me to be. Out of control. Unthinking. Violent.

      Exactly the guy Maeve doesn’t want me to be.

      I fight against losing my shit, even though Maeve’s distress sends vengeful anger roaring through me, because right now she needs her Ash, not Vince’s.

      If I confronted Tobias, I’d face a man capable of slaughtering numerous witches in a short space of time, and this isn’t somebody to screw around with. If Tobias’s secret is out, he’ll take measures to defend himself. How far would he go?

      Huh. Maybe the meditation classes work after all.

      Or maybe the thought I’d let Maeve down, or worse, frighten her, manages to hold back the furious urge to fuck Tobias over.

      Andrei left and I followed, knowing Jamie could comfort her. I wavered before I walked away, but I know she'll react as badly to all of us smothering her as she would to violence.

      I drag a hand down my face. Andrei can confront Tobias. He'll do less damage than I would—or take less.

      No. Maeve needs me. I turn back.

      The trees lining the pathway block out the half-moon above, but I don't need that light to see my way. I'm a few hundred metres from the cottage door when I hear voices nearby. Did Jamie and Maeve leave already?

      The light shines behind the thin curtain at the downstairs window, and I cock my head. No. I can hear their quiet voices too. I focus my hearing to locate the direction the other voices come from. Not close to the cottage, but they're on the academy grounds.

      Hiding.

      Dominion?

      The thought jerks me into action and I run to the edge of the trees, half-hidden behind a thick trunk as I tune my senses. These are Clive's and Remi's voices, low and urgent.

      I detect their footsteps too, soft, which means they're on the lawns. The sound changes as they step onto a hard surface. Moving from behind the tree, I look around. A few hundred metres away, light shines from the sports hall doorway, just for a moment as the pair slip inside. I delve into my pocket for my phone. Eleven p.m. I left a Gilgamesh party to meet the others tonight and Clive and Remi were there; it’s unusual for them to leave long before the time the party finishes.

      I stealth across the campus grounds, onto the lawn between the path and sports hall, on alert for more shifters joining them.

      Nobody else approaches as I reach the doorway Clive and Remi walked through.

      Before walking into the unlit building, I listen. The low voices continue their conversation, interspersed with chuckles. Are they meeting girls here? Yeah, I bet they are, and my paranoia has taken over after Maeve’s news tonight. Sitting on the low bench outside, to the left of the door, I wait in the dark and strain to hear what the conversation is about.

      Nothing. What are they doing?

      The door hinge creaks despite me trying to sneak into the sports hall, and I pause in the unlit building. The pungent smell of sweat and cleaning fluids winds around my nostrils and I wrinkle my nose.

      Either they're hiding, ready to accost me, or they've left.

      I sneak over to check the main hall first, but nobody sits on the benches and chairs surrounding the wooden-floored space we play indoor sports and thrash the other houses. The door to the storage cupboard at the side is closed and I can't imagine the pair hiding in there.

      One scout around the changing rooms and sports hall answers my question. They left.

      An old indoor swimming pool exists at the rear of the building, left over from time before this became an academy. The concrete rectangle is drained for obvious reasons—vamps are terrified of water, and elders and parents decreed it should be blocked off. I snuck inside one night with some mates, curious whether the swimming pool exists or is something more. We were disappointed to find a concrete hole in the ground surrounded by cracked white tiles.

      There's another way in and out of the building, through the pool area, and that's securely locked and chained. Shifters can't pass through solid wood, so that's not an option.

      Weird. Where did they go?

      As I make my way back to the main door, I spot bottles on the floor. Crouching down, I pick one up. The empty brown bottle's contents smells like beer. Another clear bottle beside it has a sweet alcoholic smell—the type that girls tend to drink.

      Maybe they did meet girls, but that doesn't explain where the pair are.

      A third and fourth bottle are upended on the floor beside them, beside two Gilgamesh blazers. These brown bottles are smaller, closer to the size used to store the more concentrated ingredients or potions in class. I take a sniff and recoil at the liquorice and aniseed smell, which overpowers even though the bottle is empty.

      My scalp prickles. I've no clue what this is, so I slide the bottle into my pocket to ask Jamie later. My unease shoots into apprehension when I spot more clothes discarded close by, shoved beneath the bench, out of sight unless someone is crouched down. Like me.

      Fuck no. I don't need to be the smartest person to add up what's happening here.

      Moistening my lips, I stand and shuffle along the wall, back against the exposed brickwork, and continue my search.

      Nothing.

      Man, I make a crap detective. With a sigh, I move back towards the entrance.

      The door shuts behind with a thud as I step outside, and I look at the ruby goal posts close by. Life was simpler before all this shit started—Maeve, Vincent, presences under the academy. Do I wish none of that happened and my focus was still on matches and girls? Yeah, but I'd put up with everything to have Maeve in my life.

      Maeve. I pinch my temples. How can anybody deal with the shit she goes through? I wanted to offer her comforting words earlier, but I'm not eloquent enough to speak without saying trite or unhelpful things. Scared I'd upset her, I kept my mouth shut and vowed to support her in other ways.

      Chasing these morons around isn't supporting her, that's for sure. Time to head back to the cottage.

      Something in the shadows alerts me. A figure stealths amongst the trees, low to the ground. Hairs lift on my arms—this isn't a human form. Shit. Their decision to shift isn't unusual amongst older Gilgamesh kids, and the academy turns a blind eye if they're close to shifting age and stay on campus. I don't agree with this, as there's still a chance the kids could become a mid. But if people are dumb enough to risk that for a few hours of fun, that's on them.

      As I step away from the cover of the building to return to the cottage, the shape moves again. Closer.

      Great.

      "Alright, I followed you," I call out.

      A snuffling noise joins the movement and my shifter senses finally kick in as the pheromones confirm this isn't a person—or an animal. I stand my ground as the snuffling grows closer, pale yellow eyes appearing and shining in the dark. A low growl emanating warns me to back off. I've seen enough dog-like creatures larger than humans to know exactly what I'm looking at.

      I can also detect exactly who.

      "Remi. What the fuck are you doing?" I ask harshly.

      He bares his teeth and saliva drips down his jaw, and I return his challenging stare.

      "Why the hell are you shifting? Do you want to risk life as a mid, you moron?"

      Our gazes remain locked and Remi sizes me up, his growl becoming a snarl. Sure, his claws and teeth could cause serious damage, but if he attacked me, there'd be no more secret shifting for the gang.

      "Calm down, mate. Where's Clive?"

      Clive's family are bear shifters; he's likely the same. If they head off campus, and are spotted, Remi could be mistaken for a large dog if he's quick, but Clive couldn't hide his form. They'd be in the shit if caught, because there aren't any bears or wolves in England.

      Remi dips his head and sprints across the field towards the woods, and I chase him. He's bloody fast, but I keep him in sight. Just. He blends into the woods and I pause, turning slowly in a full circle. Clive is nearby; I can smell him.

      "I said, I'm not scared of you," I retort. "I don't give a shit if you want to turn yourself into mids. Your parents might though, especially you, Clive."

      Is there any point talking? They're not the brightest guys when they're human, and their minds morph into animal along with their bodies.

      "Where are you going?" I continue with scorn. "You'll be captured and taken to a zoo. Then how will you explain yourself?"

      A bear twice the height and several times the weight of me lumbers into the small clearing, padding purposefully towards me. I tremor runs along my spine as I sense Remi behind. Apprehension edges further. No. They wouldn't dare hurt me.

      But the pair love this. Between them, they circle me, their stance increasingly menacing as they smell my adrenaline.

      I grasp at my choices: attack or defend.

      A howl shatters their silent goading, the sound scaring me more than their behaviour. Shifters take on their animal sounds too—that's what led me to Maeve the day of her initiation—but this isn't on campus.

      And this isn't one howl, either.

      "How many of you shifted?" I ask, faltering. "Who's organising this?"

      Remi lifts his head and howls in return. Yep. Totally, he's totally fucking dumb to wolf howl on campus when students and professors are awake.

      "Vince?" I ask. "Do you know where he is?"

      I stumble back as Clive rears onto his back legs and my heart stops for a beat as his curved claws extend. Yeah, I'm a shifter but since my parents stay out of the society, I've not encountered anything like this before.

      My fear satisfies Clive, who drops back onto his forepaws. Another distant howl, this time north, beyond the academy. The pair turn from me and sticks and stones crush beneath their feet as they retreat into the woods, moving faster than a normal bear or wolf would.

      I can't leave this situation now. Drawing on the reserves I have, I chase after them, the branches scraping my face as I deftly jump over small rocks on the ground. They're out of sight, but I lift my head to pick up their scent. I reach the academy fence line. No obvious gaps. Wards keep people out, but don't keep us in.

      In frustration, I slam a hand against the metal railing, doubly pissed off when I hear the howls echoing through the night, moving away from the academy and towards the moors.
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      ANDREI

      

      Shaken and confused by my encounter with Tobias, I rush back to the cottage, my heart pounding and anger not dropping. The windows are dark and I can’t sense anybody inside.

      Crap. They left.

      I rub my forehead. Is Maeve in her room? Thanks to my stupid decision to confront Tobias, I've let Maeve down when she needs me. I've no choice but to add to the evening’s shitstorm by heading to Walcott and finding her. Head bowed, I slink up the stairs and along the hallway, avoiding looking at any students walking by me. Yeah, Andrei Tepes, Mr. Popular with witches.

      I swear that if some Walcott kids had their way after Lorna's death, I’d be in Ravenhold or burned alive, maybe both, because I'm guilty. The poisonous attitude isn't dropping and in normal circumstances I’d retaliate, but right now, petty student politics don’t interest me.

      My life is way more complicated than that shit.

      I reach the door to Maeve’s room and rap on the wood. I’m surprised when the door opens seconds later, only half-surprised to see Jamie. He shoves his hair from his face.

      “Where did you go?” he whispers.

      “You know where,” I say tersely and push past him.

      A small lamp on Maeve’s nightstand casts a soft light around the room. Maeve lies with her back to the world, covered by a thick duvet, hair splayed across her pillow as she faces the wall.

      I perch on the edge of Amelia’s bed. “How is she?” I ask quietly.

      He points to the cup beside her bed. “I gave her something—a slumber elixir. I don’t think Maeve would sleep otherwise and she needs to.”

      I bite my lip and nod.

      “Andrei, I hope you didn’t attack Tobias.” Jamie closes the door and rests against it, hands in his pockets.

      “Nah. I’ve no chance against him. He'd kick my arse.” I take a quick glance at Maeve. “You know the truth about him, right?”

      “The Winterfall deaths? Yeah, I was there when Maeve told us.”

      “No, the hybrid thing.”

      “Huh?”

      “You ever heard of a vamp who’s hemia, pneuma, and lamia?”

      His lips purse. “No. Is that possible?”

      “Apparently, yeah, because Tobias is.”

      Jamie's mouth drops open. “Holy shit," he rasps. "I wondered how he managed to kill all those witches alone. I half-doubted he worked alone, because the murders included hemia attacks, not only pneuma.”

      We drop into silence and I stare at my boots. All those witches. Maeve’s family.

      “You know what confuses me?" whispers Jamie. "Maeve knew Tobias killed the Winterfalls—he told her before she discovered who she is. Why didn’t Maeve lose her shit with him then?”

      "This curse, probably," I mutter. "Some kind of bullshit bond that stops her thinking straight."

      Jamie blows air into his cheeks. “I’ve no idea why she trusts Tobias so much.”

      I make a scornful noise. “Yeah, well that changed.”

      He watches Maeve sleep for a few moments before speaking. “I worry she’ll forgive Tobias for this.”

      “What?” I ask in horror. “She won’t.”

      “Like you said, there’s a hold. The curse. I don’t know... When I first saw Maeve, she seemed more upset with the lies from her aunt and parents than with Tobias's murders.”

      “I get that, but Tobias slaughtered her family,” I whisper, one eye on Maeve.

      Jamie sits beside me on the bed and sighs. “Whatever our opinions, we support Maeve's decisions. She needs our strength and not our discord.”

      “What?” I retort. “You mean we should forgive that lying, murderous bastard?”

      “Whoa, Andrei.” Jamie puts a hand on my arm. “I always had my suspicions about the guy and I’m fucking furious too, but I’m scared for Maeve. I hate to say this, we can't push him away completely if he's here to protect her. Tobias will stay in the background and do what he’s cursed to, if he’s sensible.”

      Is Jamie fucking insane? Maeve won't forgive Tobias.

      Standing, I approach Maeve’s bed and kneel on the floor, reaching out to stroke her hair. She murmurs and pulls the duvet closer to her face. Jamie yawns softly.

      “Get some sleep, dude. I’ll stay with her.” Jamie flicks a look between me and Maeve. “I’ve slept most of the day. Nights are my time, remember?”

      “I promised I’d stay with her.”

      “Jamie. Sleep. You’re no use to Maeve tomorrow if you’re screwed because you’re exhausted.”

      “I guess.” He stands by me, over the bed, as if we’re visitors to a patient in the hospital. “I didn’t sleep last night. I hung around the common room in case April came back.”

      I nod, as neither of us want to admit that she won't. “Theodora might be able to divert attention from what’s under Petrescu, but she can't keep a student's disappearance quiet.”

      “If I were Theodora, I’d evacuate the school.”

      “And alert the Dominion and Blackwoods that we’re onto them?” I look back at Maeve. “I think Theodora is treading carefully.”

      "I hope the Confederacy persuade her to." Jamie yawns and rubs his eyes.

      “Dude. Sleep.”

      “Okay. You stay. I’ll come back before dawn.”

      Dawn. Missing the day never bothered me until Maeve, but now my nightwalker state takes time away from us and I hate that. “Thanks. One thing, though—I don’t know anything about the Winterfalls, apart from what she told us tonight."

      Jamie’s tired eyes widen. “What? Everybody knows from Magical History class.”

      “I don’t study, remember?” I say through gritted teeth. “Who were they?”

      “Powerful, Andrei. I’ll find you a history book; I doubt you’d know where to look in the library.”

      “Ha ha.” But he’s smiling. Accepting. I stroke Maeve's hair again. “Maeve is strong enough to get through this. She always is.”

      “Yes, but she lost some of that strength today, and until she’s herself, we don’t leave her alone. Between us, we’ve got this.”

      We both look at Maeve, peaceful in sleep as she escapes her day. Please don't let her have nightmares.

      But if she does, I'm here and always will be.
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        * * *

      

      I lie on Amelia’s bed, holding my phone above my head as I scroll through music and movies—the only side to the human world that interests me. I steer clear of horror movies nowadays; watching the bloody scenes didn't help my 'condition'. These days I stick to action movies, or anything that switches my brain off.

      After Jamie left, I tried to talk to Maeve, to let her know I'm here, but she never responded. I fought with myself because I wanted to climb into the bed and hug Maeve close, but I don’t want to frighten her.

      Especially as I've sensed her wariness around me after the images she saw in my mind.

      Where did the thoughts come from? The buried instinct attempts to push through my self-control every single time, but I've never fed the hemia lust with my imagination. Not willingly.

      Maeve's witch blood is part of what drives my desire for her, so am I lying to us both when I tell Maeve I don't want her blood? That I can deny this side of myself forever, even with Maeve?

      “Jamie!” I drop my phone as Maeve calls out his name then drags the blankets away and stands. “Jamie! It's still happening.”

      She looks from side to side in panic, her eyes the same as the day she burst into Petrescu looking for the heartbeat.

      “Jamie's sleeping. I’m here instead,” I say softly. “More nightmares?”

      Maeve frowns at me for a second then rubs her eyes and nods. “Andrei. I thought the heartbeat stopped. I haven't heard it since...the tunnel.” She shivers slightly and in seconds, she's in my arms as I give Maeve the hug I’ve ached to, holding her soft, warm body to me.

      She pushes her face into my chest and grips hold of my T-shirt. “We’ll fix this,” I whisper and stroke hair away to kiss her cheek.

      “Some things can never be fixed.” Maeve's arms tighten around my waist.

      “Sleep. You’ll feel better tomorrow,” I say, and the words sound useless. I wasted my energy on anger with Tobias when Maeve needs everything I've got right now. “Here, I’ll lie down with you.” I guide Maeve back to the bed and smooth the covers. “If you want me to,” I add.

      She gives a sleepy smile. “Why would I say no, Andrei?”

      I shuffle into the small bed beside Maeve as she lies down, and I pull her against my chest. As I stroke her hair, Maeve's tense muscles gradually relax and her breathing shallows.

      “Did you hurt Tobias?” she murmurs.

      “Don’t think about him, or any of this. Sleep,” I whisper into her hair.

      “Did he hurt you?” she continues.

      “If you don’t stop talking, I’m going to kiss you until you shut up.” I nudge her hair to one side and place my lips on her neck.

      I shiver as she strokes my arm with featherlight touches. “Then I really won’t sleep,” she says with a soft laugh.

      True.

      I hear every beat of Maeve's heart and the scent of her blood stirs more than the need to comfort, but I lie still. At times like these, my love for Maeve overrides the desire to possess her completely, that constantly roars through me when we're close. I can believe in myself, in us, and in a future together. But what does that future look like if I hold onto my denial?
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      MAEVE

      

      I wake from a dreamless night with a clearer mind, although the heartbeat continues to thrum in my head. I've learned that if I ignore the sound, it fades into the background, but if I think about the noise it becomes a constant ringing in my ears like tinnitus after a night out with loud music.

      Memories of yesterday faded a little overnight; I'm calmer and happy to be who and where I am. Whoa. What the hell did Jamie put in that potion? He promised me no mind-altering effects apart from sleepiness, and of course I trusted him. I'm more suspicious when I sit and my head spins. Blinking away the wooziness, I climb out and search for my clothes.

      Where did Andrei go? The sun peeping through the slats in the white blinds answers that question, but I'm surprised I'm alone and I don't want to be. Annoyed that I can't find my phone after several minutes searching, I head out to find Jamie. Hopefully I'm not late for breakfast; without my phone, I've no idea of the time.

      Jamie could be in his room, sleeping late from exhaustion too. The Walcott hallways are eerily quiet. I don't once remember passing along here with every room silent or empty. Even the common room usually has a couple of people inside, watching TV or chatting. Huh?

      Jamie isn't in his room, unless he's sound asleep and can't hear my loud banging on the door. Turning away, I decide to find Ash. I left the cottage with Jamie before he returned last night and I'm sure he's worried.

      The cloisters are empty too, with nobody sitting beneath the tree, or on mine and Andrei's bench. No students sit on the patches of lawn close by. Where are the Walcott kids who usually hang out here in the daytime?

      That eerie silence continues as I cross the grounds, and dread begins to build in my chest. I step through the main entrance and trip over something. One of the house banners from the wall that faces the entrance lies on the floor, half torn in two. Walcott. The door slams behind and I jump to alert, but nobody walks in behind.

      I'm transfixed by the mess in the academy's welcoming entrance hall; the place Theodora displays her pride at her high-ranking institution. A second banner lies close to Walcott—the Petrescu one torn in two. Gilgamesh's hangs by a corner, ready to fall from its place and onto the floor.

      What happened?

      My heart lurches again and whispering voices in my head replace the heartbeat for a moment. Hurrying along the hallway, I make my way towards the hall the students gather in when Theodora addresses the whole academy.

      Is that what's happening? An assembly to inform the students about the tunnels—or April? But that doesn't explain the torn banners. I push the handle down slowly and prepare to sidle into the hall. If the whole academy gathered inside, I don't want to make a grand entrance.

      The door hits something and I look down.

      A student lies face down on the ground, their blazer sleeves edged by Walcott green. My stomach turns over and I push the door further to take a clearer look at the hall.

      Upturned chairs and bodies create a chaotic scene of carnage; bloody like a horror movie. I hold my hands to my mouth and fight vomiting, looking away before I recognise somebody. The silence hovering over the place is dark and dense; everybody and everything quiet and unmoving. I glance at the wall and my stomach turns over as I notice the blood streaking the cream paint. The blood on the wall closest to me is five long streaks and gouged into the wall.

      Shifters.

      Are they amongst the students? I squeeze my eyes closed and take a deep breath before turning back. On the stage, the mic stand lies on the floor close to the edge. The chairs the professors sit on are empty, but I can't see their bodies. Swallowing hard, my eyes move to the different places my guys normally sit, but without walking over and touching those lying on the floor or slumped in seats, it would be impossible to see who's who. There aren’t any obvious animal forms, though.

      I'm not brave enough to do investigate further or stay in this room. Somebody on campus must be able to help. The guards. Where are they? Are they alive?

      I tiptoe back and close the door, mind reeling with the images. Are some students still in the academy somewhere? Not everybody attends Theodora's academy meetings, even though they should.

      I want to creep away, but I break into a run, through the main doors, almost tripping on a ripped banner as I do. Pausing for thought, I turn back and rush to Theodora's door. Calling her name, I bang the wood until my knuckles hurt. No response. The handle doesn't move when I yank it down.

      What do I do?

      I drag my trembling hands through my hair. The heartbeat thrums louder in my head and from the same direction as usual.

      Petrescu.

      We've screwed up.

      Where's my phone?

      Oh god, I can't believe this is happening.

      I can barely breathe with panic, desperately hoping my friends aren't amongst the bodies. Do I go to Petrescu? Risk looking in the tunnel? Can I face what this is alone? My legs won't move because I can't grasp what's happening or what to do next.

      Finally finding my feet, I stumble forward and reach the main doors. As I fly through them, I almost trip down the steps in surprise. The sunny day disappeared in the minutes I spent inside. I glance up at the inky black sky, where the moon struggles to shine behind the clouds.

      What the hell is happening? Can Anastasia influence time and place at this magnitude?

      That's impossible.

      Isn't it?

      Sliding my hands along my knees, I bend over and focus on calming my breathing. This is a vision. I whisper the words to myself over and over until they sink in. This must be—how could a day darken in a matter of minutes?

      A rumble louder than I felt and heard in the library that day sends the ground below me shaking and a ripple moves beneath my feet, the growling from beneath me growing louder. I spin around as something thuds to the driveway behind. A chunk of large stone lands with a thud beside the first I heard, less than a metre from me. Fear spiking my heartrate, I look up at cracks appearing in the academy's thick grey bricks.

      Stumbling back as the ground moves again, I watch with my heart banging against my chest as blue flames visible through the doorway lick the edges like a fiery portal to hell.

      "Jamie!" I shout. "Andrei! Ash!"

      I'm useless, constrained by fear and disbelief.

      This is a vision. This isn't real.

      But everything seems real from the sound and movement, to the smell of the smoke and heat from the growing fire.

      What if I'm looking at reality? Then I've failed everybody. We've failed. Something opened the way through to the hidden part behind that wall in the tunnels. Whatever unleashed has caused this devastation.

      Turning tail, I sprint across the lawns towards the woods and academy fence line, eyes blurring with tears as the despair washes over me.

      If I'm seeing the future, please get me away from here.

      "Maeve!"

      At Ash's voice, my heart squeezes with hope and I turn, but I can't see him through the night.

      "Ash?"

      "What are you doing?" he asks.

      "Where are you?" I call in desperation as I turn around and around, peering into the dark. Blue light from the building lit up the surroundings but doesn't reach this far. "We need to do something."

      The sounds from the crumbling academy roar through my ears and a presence barrels towards me, invisible but becoming tangible as the shadow touches me and a voice whispers, "She wants your blood."

      I scream out as I'm flung into black depths that consume me as I fall, and try to grab hold of something, but there’s nothing but the air around. Voices shout in the space above me, male and female. Gabriella? Anastasia? The heartbeat deafens me as the dark obliterates every sense. This is more than a void—this is the end.

      Strong arms pull me from the darkness, and I'm lifted from the ground. My eyes clear and Ash's face comes into view. I pant out relief that the dark didn't swallow me, but that I landed on the lawn.

      "What the hell is going on, Maeve?" he asks.

      The world returned to the bright day I walked into and the heat on my face comes from the sun and not fire. The noise around stopped and the academy behind Ash is as intact as when I walked out yesterday evening.

      But the truth blackens the day.

      "I saw the end," I choke out. "I saw the end, Ash."

      He clutches me to him, my face smothered against his hard chest as my legs buckle. "It's okay. You're okay," he murmurs against my cheek as he holds me upright.

      I suck in what air I can to calm myself, but the hyperventilating prolongs the dizziness. How can I voice what I saw? Nothing made sense.

      Ash continues to soothe me as he strokes my back and reassures me that I'm safe. As my breathing settles, I pull away and look around, almost too scared in case I see chaos. Ash wipes my cheek with a thumb and smiles, but his expression is shadowed with more than concern for me. My words scared him.

      "Everybody's safe?" I croak out. "Nothing happened yet?"

      He shakes his head. "An ordinary day. Well, as ordinary as we get."

      I nod and slide my hands down my legs the way I did a few minutes ago, bending over to take in deep breaths. "We have to stop them. The Dominion are coming to the academy."

      "We know they are, Maeve, and we will stop them." Ash crouches down and pushes my hair to one side so he can cup my cheek. "Things are fucked up for you right now, I'm not surprised you're—"

      "Losing my mind?" I straighten again. "I lived the moments I just saw. I'm becoming my aunt." Tears well again. But how can I be like her? We may both be spirit-attuned, but I'm not part of her line in any way.

      "We should find the others," says Ash gently holding out a hand.

      I stare blankly at him, so he takes my fingers and clasps both of his hands around mine. I've never seen pain in Ash's face, but I am now. "I'm broken for you, Maeve. I can't believe what they've done to you."

      They.

      "I don't know what to do," I whisper. "I don't know where to go from here. How do I stop what I don't understand?"

      Ash wraps me in his arms again, his powerful body cocooning me once more, away from the academy and the witches and vampires. I'm safe from that world when he pulls me into his. What does Ash have that makes me feel safe with him? Others in my life use their magic or powers to help, and Ash has none. But Ash's love is unmistakable to everybody who sees us, and the gentle care from a guy who naturally intimidates with his bulk brings me a shared comfort when we're together.

      He can calm me as easily as any mental magic would, but for one reason only.

      Because he's Ash.
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      MAEVE

      

      Theodora calls me to her room, alone. Has she sensed by vision? No, she can't read minds from far away. I glance up in trepidation as I step back into the academy; the house banners hang in their rightful place and students wander by, some throwing me inquisitive looks as they do.

      Jamie knows about my vision; Ash guided me to look for him, and his reaction matched Ash's. Shock. I could text Andrei, in case he's awake, but I will tell him face to face, otherwise he'll freak out that he can't come to me.

      Nobody mentions telling Tobias.

      I discovered that nobody confronted Tobias yet, apart from Andrei, who returned unscathed but hasn’t shared what happened. Ash told me he almost joined Andrei, and I could see the fury still in his eyes, but I’m relieved he didn’t attack Tobias. What good will violence do us? Jamie is tight-lipped about Tobias, but I sense confusion from him. He gave Jamie the pendant to protect him—and protects me. His anger bubbles below the surface too, but silently.

      The two guys want me to stay with them, but when Theodora asks a student to go to her, there's no arguing.

      Theodora calls me into her room, and I tense with surprise as she immediately walks over and rubs my arm, sympathy filling her face. She's never crossed from her role as my academy head professor, and this change in her demeanour scares me as much as it comforts.

      I've never stood this close to Theodora, or noticed that her perfectly made-up face is natural, from her plump, pink lips to her long lashes; there's no sculpting from layers of makeup for her. Theodora's perfume of lily and rose always pervades the room, and now I'm closer, the smell is overpowering.

      My tension breaks into shaking because I'm scared to speak to Theodora. Does she know about the tunnels? Tobias? Me?

      My discomfort grows as Theodora strokes my hair and smiles. "If I'd known about your history, I would've told you, without hesitation. You know I have always been truthful with you."

      Her mellow tones elicit a half-smile from me, and I sit in the armchair, wishing I'd stop shaking. "Yes. Thank you."

      Theodora sits opposite, the sympathetic smile remaining. "Tobias spoke to me last night." My throat tightens at his name. "I decided to wait until this morning to speak to you, once you'd rested. I have instructed Tobias to take a sabbatical from teaching but will not eject him from the academy."

      "He's still on the grounds?" I ask, shocked she'd allow him.

      "I don't believe he is a danger currently, but now I know what he is, I will speak to whoever allowed him to come to my academy, and I'll make my feelings clear." Theodora's eyes flicker with anger for a moment before she composes herself and folds her hands in her lap. "You are my biggest concern."

      "And the academy," I blurt. "We've seen something beneath Petrescu. I've seen—"

      "Tobias informed me about that too. Strong Confederacy witches arrive today to investigate and make the decision what to do." Her mouth turns down. "If we need to evacuate, so be it, but I'd rather avoid such a situation."

      "April..." I begin.

      She looks the other way. "They can look for her too. Without a body, I will not conclude she's dead."

      Theodora won't admit another death occurred?

      "This is all my fault," I say and my voice cracks.

      "Goodness, child. How could you say that?" she exclaims. "Whatever exists beneath the academy was here long before you. Dominion attempts to infiltrate the academy also took place long before your arrival. At least now we know their specific reason and a location, and whether that's due to you or a coincidence is irrelevant." I nod, impressed by her capacity to look on the bright side. "Your skills have helped, not hindered."

      "My visions? I had one today. I saw the academy collapse in flames. Students dead." I can't bring myself to say any more as the trembling and nausea begin again.

      She takes my brief explanation calmly, almost too calmly. "Yes. And now we have identified the issue—your visions help pinpoint what will happen, now we need to discover when and prevent such a tragedy."

      Theodora's pragmatism in the face of impending disaster shocks me. She's clinging onto the normality and harmony that her academy stands for, when that's impossible.

      "And you trust the Confederacy?" I ask.

      Her brows shoot up. "I have no choice. I can't lose any more students—which means you must now stay away from the tunnels and allow the authorities to deal with the circumstances."

      "But—"

      She silences my protest with a thin-lipped look. "I've contacted your aunt and she's agreed to come to the academy and speak with you."

      Thoughts of tunnels and the academy fly from my mind at the news. My aunt. I want to see her as much as I don't. How will I react? Badly? Nobody else has answers about my heritage; only she can tell me what magic skills I might have that I'm unaware of—and how to use them against the Blackwoods.

      I take a shuddery breath. "When?"

      "Tomorrow. I thought it best to catch Marie before she leaves the country again, but I'm afraid I won't be able to vouch for her lucidness." She pauses then softly adds, "Did Tobias elaborate on your situation when you spoke to him?"

      I shake my head hard. "I can't deal with him. I have a lot to process."

      "I understand. This is an unfortunate situation."

      "Unfortunate? I've discovered everybody in my life lied to me, that the man who protected me from the Blackwoods worked with them to kill my mother and family. A mother and family I never knew were mine!"

      Theodora's face remains calm in response to my borderline hysteria. "Your aunt saved your life. Please remember that when you speak to her."

      I take a shuddery breath. "Do you know much about the Winterfalls? Do I have any other powers if I'm a witch from their line?" I ask meekly.

      "You are a direct descendant of an unparalleled witch family. You have great capacity to develop your magic, if you allow yourself. Do not use this news as an excuse to turn away from who you are."

      I drop my eyes to my lap. Her implication is obvious: don't run away. How can I, now I've witnessed the horrors today?

      Theodora stands and takes a folder from her desk. "The Confederacy delegates arrive in a few hours. I'll need to look over the account of events that Tobias gave me and speak to them first. Then Tobias can communicate what happened. I'd like to keep my students' names out of this."

      "And everything continues as normal?" I ask, still shocked Theodora isn't taking action to protect her students.

      Her serene smile drops. "For as long as normality can happen, yes. The academy needs routine and harmony. I will ensure this occurs."

      She gestures towards the door and I stand, confused by the abrupt end to our meeting. When I reach out to her mind, I glimpse why before she immediately shuts me out.

      Theodora doesn't know what to say to me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      ASH

      

      A whole group meeting in the cottage without Tobias feels strange, especially as nobody mentions his absence. I've held off telling the group my discovery about Clive and Remi until tonight. Maeve needs time to work through everything happening around her before I add another issue. Jamie voiced his concerns to me earlier—Maeve is coping, but part of her is lost in the shift in reality that happened earlier. She can't let go of what she saw.

      At least my news steers us in a different direction.

      "They shifted?" whispers Maeve. "Did they hurt anybody? Are you okay?"

      "Yeah. I've avoided the pair so far today, but I'll speak to them tonight."

      Jamie sinks back in his seat. "We need to find out where they went."

      "I don't think they'd tell me," I say semi-sarcastically. "But Clive and Remi know that I'm aware, so they'll either stop or be more careful."

      "Can you speak to Professor O’Reilly and warn him?"

      "I thought about that. I intend to tell Theodora and she'll give them a warning. Shifting on campus isn't unheard of but also isn't encouraged, even for those old enough. Clive and Remi are endangering themselves and others."

      Andrei snorts in amusement. "They're not the sharpest tools in the box. They'll get caught next time.”

      "If they keep shifting, what would happen?" Maeve's confusion continues.

      "There's a risk they'll hurt someone—or become mids, but their leaving campus worries me, because—"

      "Vincent," interrupts Jamie, voice flat.

      "They might lead us to him," Andrei suggests.

      "With Confederacy watching out for him? Unlikely. We know witches have him under their watchful eyes." My mouth dries as I speak about my brother for what he is —a puppet for witches, created by a necromancer and the worst fate the guy who hated witches could meet. My parents are angry and frightened that he's disappeared again, and I lied to them and claimed he's taken a trip away. My heart tore when I saw the relief on Mum's face. How bloody cruel that we had him back, when the thing was never Vincent. But I'd rather they think he's walked away again than tell them the truth.

      "Let us know what Theodora says, Ash."

      “We have to find out,” says Maeve, and her eyes are fearful again. “In my vision, I swear I saw marks from animal claws. The shifters must be involved somehow.”

      I clench my jaw. “If Vince is back, I’ll find him.”

      “That’s dangerous,” whispers Maeve. “Not on your own.”

      “Hopefully Theodora will step in,” says Jamie as he looks at Maeve. "How did your meeting with her go?"

      She shrugs, and my anger at the world grows as her eyes tear. "My aunt is coming to the academy to speak to me."

      I glance at the others, but nobody responds apart from Jamie, who takes her hand. She smiles gratefully at him.

      Andrei glances at me and I shrug. What do we say?

      "I hope she has answers," I offer.

      "Me too." She looks the other way, cutting the subject dead.

      Andrei asks the question on all our minds. "And Tobias? Has he left the academy?"

      "No."

      Maeve's quiet word has the greatest effect on us all as we loudly exclaim in shock. I move to sit beside Maeve and take her other hand, hating how confused she must be. I'm furious that we trusted the guy who hid his true self and disgusting secrets from us.

      But did he hide? Maeve knew about the murders and the curse; he told her everything. However strongly she insists Tobias is no longer part of us, he's part of her. Their fates are inexplicably tied.

      It sickens me to admit this, but if Tobias's curse saves Maeve's life, we need to involve him. Somehow.

      "What's the next move?" I ask and look at Jamie.

      He widens his eyes. "Why ask me?"

      "Because you're a witch." He frowns at me in confusion. "Surely you can find out more about Maeve's—" I almost say family—"magic. Research."

      "I’ve already started," he says and eyes Maeve. "Nothing helpful so far."

      Maeve pulls her hands from mine and Jamie's and sits on them, brow creasing. "I need to work on the magic I already have and find out what the Winterfall magic can do. I'm scared I'll fail after how real my vision felt today."

      "We could practice your mental magic skills—not the visions, but the mind control…thing." I never know how to refer to witch magic, but that's what the skill is to me. "That has to help."

      "Do you think we should go back to the tunnels?" she asks.

      "No," says Andrei sharply. "Keep away."

      "What if April is down there?" she whispers and her eyes brim with tears again. "I could still save her."

      "I think she's dead," I say. She blinks at my forthright response. "Besides, we won't be able to go down, now Confederacy witches are watching the place."

      The three men arrived late this afternoon, in an unmarked car. I watched from where I sat with Jamie and Maeve as they walked into the building. We waited for an hour, but they never emerged. Once night fell, Andrei snuck up to take a look around the area close to the tunnel entrance and spotted two guys chatting to guards. How much do the guards know?

      "If you're okay to work on the magic, I want to focus on Clive and Remi," I say. "If there's a link to Vincent, that's as important."

      "Yeah," says Andrei. "Because if there is, we can trace him back to the Blackwoods."

      Maeve stares ahead, not speaking. I'm familiar with grief, a process I'm suffering a second time with Vincent, and I recognise Maeve's shock and despair. She's grieving for more than her mother—she's grieving for a life she's lost that she never began. For the girl she could've been.

      Please let the three of us give Maeve the strength to move on from this, even without the strength we all know she gains from Tobias.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      ANDREI

      

      I walk with Maeve from the cottage to Walcott and glance across campus to the building beside the tunnel access. Few students have noticed or commented on the investigators’ arrival yet; Theodora and the house professors inform those who ask that this is extra security after ‘the recent tragedy’. No mention of April, although her disappearance will be noticed more once lessons begin again on Monday.

      Like Maeve, this new side to Theodora surprises and worries me. She's above board, always. Is protecting her academy worth more than a student's life? I found the rune stone stained with witch blood, and later, Jamie felt her presence when he held the stone. Maybe April is alive, but I don't believe she is.

      I hug Maeve around the shoulders as we walk, as if I’m protecting her from the threats around, and she’s tenser than ever before. This morning, I left her before dawn and we never spoke about the situation when I lay beside her last night. I’ve a shitload I want to say and ask, but I’ll wait for her to broach the subject. She’ll have questions for me, and I don’t know what I’ll say yet.

      "Have the Confederacy spoken to you yet?" I ask Maeve as I hold open the Walcott door for her.

      "No. Theodora only wants Tobias speaking to them. She doesn't want our names connected."

      I raise both brows. "They haven't spoken to you at all."

      "Tobias must have all the answers they need."

      At the mention of his name, I drop the conversation. We’re walking the Walcott hallway and don’t want anybody nearby to hear. Well, that’s my excuse—not that I’m fighting a resurging urge to smack the bastard into next week.

      As if I could.

      I take Maeve's hand and slowly draw my fingers along her forearm. I don't have Tobias's skills in taking away her pain, but I can love her when she needs me. "How could he explain everything without mentioning us?" I ask, glancing around.

      The hallway is empty, students either in their rooms or hanging out in the common room after lessons. Maeve told me Walcott has a new unspoken rule not to walk the campus late at night, which is ridiculous. Who did that idea come from?

      She turns to me. "Exactly. We need to be involved in this," she presses, and the old Maeve's fighting spirit edges in. "I've seen what happens to the academy."

      "It's tricky. If Confederacy are involved at some level, the less they know the better." As we stop by her door, I stroke Maeve’s soft cheek with the back of my hand, aching to kiss her. "And if Theodora won’t mention April's name, maybe Tobias will say he 'found’ the tunnel."

      Maeve pushes the door open. "Which isn't suspicious at all," she says with a laugh.

      I shrug. "I'm sure he'll find a plausible story. I wonder how the authorities will investigate what's down there?"

      "What if they can't detect anything?"

      "I'm sure they will. Why couldn't they, if you and Jamie could?"

      We step inside and she closes the door behind us. "Jamie and I have Blackwood energy. The heartbeat started after I returned from their estate. That could be why?"

      I blow air into my cheeks. "What's the deal with that dark energy? Will that last?"

      "I don't know. I hope not. If I use enough Winterfall magic, that could overtake the dark." She looks to me. "Do you think?"

      "You're asking the wrong guy, Maeve. I know zilch about witch magic."

      Her mouth tips into a small smile. "I guess I'll find out."

      But something in the way she says this worries me. How much does this worry her?

      "What did you see in your vision?" I sit on Maeve’s bed and she sits beside me. "What came out from under the academy?"

      "Nothing. I didn't see who or what caused the fire, or who killed the students, but now I’m certain shifters are part of this." Her heart beats faster and I swallow as her blood distracts me. "We need to stay involved, even if we're told to leave campus and—"

      I place my mouth on Maeve's and push her back onto the bed. I've waited long enough to kiss her this evening and shutting her up gives me the best excuse. We haven’t kissed since the day in the hallway in front of other students, and I grip Maeve’s hair and delve my tongue into her mouth, pouring my desire into her as if we haven’t kissed for a month.  She makes a soft sound and I roll over on the bed to pull her onto me. Misjudging the space, I land on the floor, mouth and hands still on Maeve.

      Pulling away, Maeve laughs, hair dangling forward and tickling my face. She rubs her lips together and touches mine. "No mint again, Andrei?"

      "No. I don't need to."

      "You don't need to prove anything to me, Andrei."

      "But I want to prove to you I'm not that person. I don't ever want you to feel unsafe with me."

      Her expression softens. "I know you're not."

      When will we talk about this? Why are we both avoiding the conversation? I can't undo what she saw, but today isn't the time for serious talks about our relationship. If I'm honest, I'm scared the conversation would take us to the end of our road together.

      My body groans in disappointment as she rolls off me and lies on the carpet. "What happened between you and Tobias last night?" she asks after a pause we both notice but don’t acknowledge. "You never told me."

      "I told him exactly what he needed to hear," I say stiffly.

      "Did you attack him?" I blink at her. "Andrei!"

      "He's stronger than me, Maeve. Did you know about his weird hybrid state?"

      "Yes, but you know I'm clueless about some things still. I didn't realise he was that rare." She wrinkles her nose. "Makes him sound like a creature in a zoo."

      I scoff. "Yeah. He's an animal."

      Maeve flops looks up at the ceiling. “Don’t fight with Tobias, Andrei.”

      “Yeah, I know, he’s a murderous hybrid. Not the easiest opponent.” I lay down on my side and prop my head up with one arm. My smile drops when she looks unimpressed. “Is there anything I can do, Maeve? Do you want to talk about shit?”

      She smiles and reaches out to touch my cheek. “I talked through a lot of ‘shit’ with Jamie yesterday.”

      “Of course,” I mutter.

      “Come on, Andrei, you’re as emotional as I am about what’s happened. You’re not the best person to discuss this with.” She arches a brow. “Don’t deny what I’m saying.”

      I catch her fingers and kiss them. “He hurt you, Maeve. You don’t understand how deep that cuts me too.”

      “Andrei…” Her eyes glisten and she props herself up to mirror me. “He isn’t the only one at fault.”

      Muffled voices pass by Maeve’s room as Walcott kids wander along the hallway.

      “Yeah.” I play my fingers over Maeve’s face, and I’m increasingly distracted, especially since her shirt dropped forward since she shifted position.

      She chuckles. “I’m glad you and Ash struggle with what to say about this.”

      “But I’ll always listen.”

      "What should I do?" she whispers. "About Tobias. I can't look at him, how could we work with him?"

      I sigh, wishing he’d leave the room; it’s as if he’s with us. "Maybe once you've spoken to your aunt and have time to deal with everything, you can make that decision."

      "Yes."

      "Whatever you decide, I don't think he'll stay away forever."

      Her pulse quickens again, and I hold my breath against her scent. "That's what I'm scared of."

      "You're scared of him?"

      Maeve turns her eyes to mine. "No. I'm scared of myself."

      I've no response to the hit of anguish from her words, apart from to do the one thing I know blanks Maeve's mind for a while. We kiss again, Maeve’s fingers in my hair and our legs wrapped together.

      Maeve pulls away sooner than I want, and I nudge her nose with mine. "I slept with you last night and you didn't even notice!" I roll my eyes in mock exasperation.

      She nudges my nose with hers. "I did. You give the best cuddles."

      Kinda weird, since I've barely cuddled anybody in my life. "You're saying I'm good in bed?" I cock a brow and this time she rolls her eyes.

      But she smiles too, the first time her face has brightened all evening.

      Warmth surges through.

      A smile I gave her.
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      ANDREI

      

      I’m pissed off that I need to leave Maeve and skulk back to Petrescu. The hemia vamps might have blackout blinds and curtains, but the witches' rooms let through too much sunlight. Maeve won't come to Petrescu anymore and that includes sleeping in my room.

      I can never wake up in bed beside Maeve unless we're at mine and now the heartbeat follows her, she doesn't want to visit Petrescu. Fair enough, but waking beside Maeve and how she instinctively snuggles me when she's still asleep gives me a dose of what I need: comfort.

      Is her reluctance to stay all night due to the heartbeat beneath the house, or because of our unspoken issue?

      I remain unpopular in Walcott circles, but don't give a shit. I'm not interested in childish squabbling when I'm involved in something a hell of a lot bigger. I pass a guy from my Mental Magic class on the way past the common room and arch a brow as he throws me a filthy look. Jumping down the stairs two at a time, I burst through the door and pause.

      In the past, I considered pushing my luck and glimpsing dawn, believing a few sun rays wouldn't hurt me. Now I'm glad I never did, because those small burns the night we fought my mother hurt like a motherfucker. I look at my hand—no scars, naturally, but a lesson learned. Alaric warned me not to go with them that night, and I didn't listen, but a few burns were worth it to help protect Maeve.

      Hands in pockets, hunched over, I head off. For a while, I was at the edge of her Ash and Jamie's circle, and sometimes feel I still am. If acting on a problem won't wait until the evening, I'm excluded. That's not the worst though—I miss time with Maeve. Because academy lessons run late into the night, I see her more than if she had a normal human sleep pattern, but I can never spend time with her in the daytime.

      I'm jealous that Ash can sit with Maeve in the sunshine or Jamie can take her out before lessons start. It's so fucking unfair only hemia vamps are affected by sunlight, not others. Nobody knows why, although I've heard rumours the handicap comes from a curse.

      Oh yeah, witches and their fucking curses. I never believed that theory but look at Tobias's situation. Did one of our originals fuck with the wrong witches and now we all suffer the consequences?

      Nah. If that were true, someone would've figured out a way to change the situation by now. I eye the cloudy sky and listen for dawn birdsong.

      Nothing.

      My attuned ears pick up a noise close by, to the side of Walcott. I change direction and edge towards the wall. Two tall figures stand beneath the overhanging eaves, below Walcott bedrooms and I press myself against the brick as I watch.

      Focusing my senses, I reach out to detect who they are.

      Vampires. I wrinkle my nose when I can't sense any lamia or pneuma energy. Hemia.

      Loitering around Walcott.

      Fuck, no. Not again.

      I stalk along the path and as I approach, I instantly know who this is. He's taller than most vamps, but skinny. I can't see his distinctive eyes, but I can see his slicked hair. He's with a guy around my height and build, also hemia. Sergei and his mate, Arek—two of my greatest fans. Ha ha.

      "What're you doing?" I ask.

      Sergei crosses his arms and backs away. "What are you doing?"

      "I'm not hiding in the dark,” I say pointedly.

      "We're not hiding," retorts Arek. "Just hanging out."

      "If you want to hang out, choose somewhere different than here. You know what Walcott think of us right now."

      Sergei sneers. "We can go where we want on campus. The witches don't run the place—a vampire does."

      I shake my head, but I'm confused. These guys stay on the edge of academy life as much as I once did, but more because they can't be bothered with anybody outside their close-knit hemia group.

      They definitely don't have any Walcott friends and they've no reason to be here.

      "How's your crazy witch girlfriend?" asks Sergei.

      I straighten. "She isn't crazy."

      "She must be if she's screwing around with Andrei Tepes."

      There's no point arguing with Sergei about this; he's as prejudiced as Yvette, ironically. "Sure. Okay." I point to the sky. "Don't 'hang out' too long; dawn is on the way."

      Turning away, I make my way back into the open. I've rarely seen the pair outside Petrescu house or classrooms, which makes their presence outside Walcott extra weird. Taking another glance at the sky, I pick up my pace as the first streaks of light burn through the sky.

      A guy steps from the shadows and I almost walk into him. A girl moves to stand beside him, with her arm around a smaller girl's shoulders, and I sigh inwardly when I see who. Yvette and a nervous-looking girl I don't recognise.

      And Cody. Great. This guy excels on the rugby pitch; one of few witches whose performance and physique match shifters. "Wait, Tepes," he snarls in my face.

      "Is this him?" he asks the other witch.

      She's on the shorter, curvier side with curly brown hair pulled back into a ponytail. She might be in my classes, I'm not sure. I don't pay attention to most people.

      "I-I don't know," she stammers.

      "Kimberly won't know because this arsehole interfered with her mind," spits Yvette.

      "I haven't interfered with anybody's mind," I say and make to pass them, but Cody seizes my arm. I scowl and drag it away. "Hands off, dude."

      "Have you been stalking witches?" he growls.

      "Huh? No. For fuck's sake; Walcott needs to get over this shit."

      This time when I move, he allows me a few steps before launching himself at me. He's wasting his time attacking me from behind, as I quickly sidestep, moving a few feet away. I laugh at how he looks around in confusion when he staggers into the spot I stood moments ago.

      "Someone scared Kimberly," says Yvette. "Vamps. They followed her."

      "Really? You mean they walked around campus. Y'know, at the academy. The one they attend.”

      Yvette pulls a face at my sarcasm.

      "I saw them waiting for me," Kimberly whispers. "They were hiding and I could feel what they were thinking."

      "Right." A solitary bird chirps in a nearby tree. Fuck. "Nobody followed you, Kimberly. You're paranoid because witches like these put stupid ideas in your head." I gesture at Yvette and Cody.

      But a doubt niggles. Sergei and Arek. Coincidence?

      "Did anybody touch you?" I continue. She blinks at me. "No?" I cock my head and sniff. "And you stink of alcohol. You’re drunk, for fuck's sake."

      “Nobody touched her this time," growls Cody.

      "I don't have time for this," I say and gesture at the oncoming dawn. "And I suggest you find evidence before making accusations against people."

      I hold Yvette's gaze with stone-cold eyes, and she narrows hers before taking a step towards me. "Where's April?"

      "I don't know." I sidestep but she matches me. 

      "Why did you just throw a block up in your mind, Andrei?"

      "Natural response to you, Yvette."

      "You might be able to get away with one murder thanks to your friends in high places, but not this one."

      Yvette’s pulse races and her thoughts cloud with grief. She's in denial and still lashing out at me, even with proof I didn't touch Lorna. Can't somebody help Yvette find peace? Counselling or some shit like that? I've done nothing to Kimberly, this is the closest I've ever stood to her. Yes, every witch's blood tempts every hemia, but I have zero inclination to touch any witch, apart from Maeve.

      "I said, I don't have time for this," I say and back off. "Speak to one of the professors if you're worried."

      As I head away, Cody's laughter follows me. "They're covering shit up. Hell, the academy head is a vamp, of course she's biased and protecting you."

      The air around changes, the atmosphere more threatening, but not only because the morning light streaks the clouds. If students begin to question Theodora's leadership and motivations, everything will go to shit.

      Do Walcott have their own 'Vincent' turning their race away from the others?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      MAEVE

      

      I sit in the Walcott common room on the blue sofa by the window, sinking into the plush cushions. Jamie sits beside me with both hands circling mine, as I focus on sights and sounds around me to ground myself. My palms are damp and heart races at the news my aunt has arrived at the academy.

      Part of me never expected her to visit—either due to her mental state or to avoid the unpleasant situation. Until I've spoken to Marie, I can't bring myself to talk to my parents. I swing from anger and grief that I've lost the old Maeve but tell myself she always existed. Nothing has changed.

      But everything has.

      Jamie's quiet calm flows between us as he gently rubs the back of my hand with his thumb. Two days later and Andrei's intensity over the situation hasn't dropped. He's trying to help, but I'm smothered by the attention. Ash remains confused and struggles to talk to me, admitting he doesn't know what to say.

      Jamie is Jamie. His natural empathy means he'll talk to and distract me when I need or sit with me and offer comfort on my terms. The afternoon in the cottage plays on my mind when I’m with him. At that moment, not only did I want the twisting pain soothed, but I needed a reminder that I’m here and I’m me.

      I’ve craved Jamie’s kiss and touch, and in that blind moment wanted him to be the one to take that pain away. We don’t have Matt and Amelia’s telepathic bond, but there’s something in how we immediately recognise each other’s needs and share energy, magically. That surely extends to a physical relationship—if Jamie would just let go. Honestly, how many nineteen-year-old guys have his self-control?

      I worry that his holding back could cause a magical block too.

      I waver between tears and fake composure because I don't want to break down. Will I remember the questions listed in my head? The ones that cycle over and over and stop me sleeping.

      "Promise me you won't try to run again," he says, staring ahead. "If you want to leave the academy after you've spoken to your aunt, tell me. I'll take you somewhere."

      Is that what I want? The claustrophobia I've felt at the academy since I arrived has grown since Tobias’s news, but this is where I need to be. I can't walk away now; these people are my life, and we owe it to each other to work through and survive.

      And once this threat is over? I don't know. We'll never be ordinary students striving for grades and a decent position in society. Each of us has a situation that sets us out of the norm. Between us, have we screwed up Jamie's chance at normality?

      Have I changed his future?

      Jamie looks up in surprise when I turn my head and kiss his cheek. "Thank you, I'd like another Jamie date, but check with Amelia first?"

      "Why?"

      "The Blackwoods," I murmur.

      Jamie immediately closes his eyes. Blackwood. The name I didn't want to speak right now, but they're never far whether we mention the name or not.

      "Do you think the Blackwoods know who I am?" I ask.

      "They suspect—I think that's why Gabriella tried to dig into your mind. Because you didn't know, she found nothing."

      I nod. "I don't have any memories."

      "Are you certain you'll be okay with Marie?"

      "Yes, but Sofia cornered me before to ask why my aunt is here. I won't be able to hide the truth from people for long."

      "In your own time, Maeve." He strokes my hair. "Sofia won't react well."

      "Why?"

      "I've told you before, she's jealous of your powers."

      Is Jamie right? Or is this something more sinister? "I expect she'll corner me again later. I don't mind as long as she isn't in the room with me when I speak to Marie.”

      "Do you want me to walk over to Theodora's with you?" he asks.

      I squeeze his hand tighter. He's the polar opposite of Tobias, instilling calm through our bond. Our mutual attraction matches though, only Jamie has a better hold on his than Tobias. That said, working on Jamie's impressive self-control grows into a challenge for me. Jamie pulls me to my feet and envelops me in his arms. "Everything will be okay, Maeve. You're strong. You've got this."

      Rubbing my cheek against his soft shirt, I close my eyes and draw on the strength he and the others give me.

      Will I find answers, or will Marie leave me with more questions?
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        * * *

      

      Marie looks almost the same as last time I saw her; the eccentric woman with tattoos and platinum blonde hair cropped into a pixie style. She has the same jittery manner too, but this time she isn't confused by time, because when I walk into the room, reality smacks her in the face.

      We're in Theodora's office, although she isn't with us. There's a different scent to the room than usual—not Theodora's floral perfume, but a heavier spiced smell from a small bowl at the edge of her desk.

      Theodora never uses herbs; does Marie think she needs spells to keep me calm?

      She rises from the armchair and smiles hesitantly. "Hello, Maeve."

      Every question and comment I've rehearsed on the way over here evaporates from my mind and I can only croak out, "hello" before I sit in my familiar seat on Theodora's sofa. Over the weeks, this spot becomes the place I hear new and confronting things about my world.

      None more confronting than this.

      "I am truly sorry," Marie says almost immediately. "I've treated you badly." Her voice cracks and Marie's genuine distress rubs away some of my anger. "Tobias perhaps told you the story?"

      Tobias. I swallow and nod. "Very little. I walked away. You're the person who needs to explain to me what happened and why."

      "Before I do, please understand that I—we—chose this path to save your life."

      "But nineteen years and you didn't say anything to me!" I blurt.

      Marie chews on a red-painted nail. "Perhaps Tobias didn't tell you everything."

      "I didn't give him the chance. When he told me he'd murdered my family, I freaked out and ran."

      "Understandably."

      Clenching my teeth, I fight the shaking flooding my body and the desire to shout and cry. But what use will that do? If I drop into hysteria, I'll forget everything Marie says once we part.

      "Tell me everything," I say hoarsely and swipe at the tear escaping.

      Marie's face crumples too and she turns away for a moment, taking a deep breath as she does. Did she ever expect to be in this position?

      As she tells me the story, I listen without a word and lose track of where I am. I attempt to picture the people she talks about; their house and the life that we all lost.

      "Don't blame your parents," she finishes. "The man and woman who raised you are your true parents in the way any adoptive parents are. The reason they never told you is they didn't want to cause you more problems."

      "You mean make me crazier?" I retort. "I spent years believing I had mental health issues and you could've told me what was happening!"

      She rubs her temples. "As I explained, part of the reason I struggle to place myself in the present is because I saved the Winterfall line and upset the world balance. This is my curse, but from the universe, not witches. I didn't lie when I told you saving people by changing the future affects our place in time. I paid a heavy price."

      Marie's explanation makes sense and saddens me. I don't want to be angry, but how can I not be? When I discovered I'm a witch, I reacted by denying and pushing away the obvious supernatural world around me. Eventually, the new reality brought me peace because I finally discovered who I am and what my 'troubles' really were. Now I'm facing a similar situation, but magnified a thousand times.

      Maeve, the future-sighted witch and catalyst for the explosive secrets in the academy, will reveal herself as more than anybody expected. What will the truth bring?

      Now I have her explanation: Marie destroyed her life by saving mine. My real mother knew she'd die and would never see her daughter grow up. Nausea rises as the nagging words I try to suppress move in. Tobias murdered her.

      "You told me the Winterfalls are descended from ancient witches. What does that mean?"

      "The Winterfalls' future-sight magic originated with the Norse seidr, which means their lineage stretches as far back as the vampires'. Only the Blackwood witches are as old. Through the years, the Winterfalls married other witches, of course, which means some spirit-attuned witches also have future-sight, but not at the same level as a pure Winterfall. I have the family in my lineage somewhere and that's where my visions come from." She sighs. "More of a curse than a blessing."

      I moisten my lips. "Have you seen my future, Marie?"

      I expect Marie to look away, but she meets my eyes. "I saw you arrive at the academy, but this vision happened at one of my less lucid times and I didn't know it wasn’t real. I've also seen a fire, but the vision is unclear too. I only know that you and your friends are with you—I hear their voices."

      "Including Tobias?"

      "Including Tobias. Gabriella and Anastasia are there—I think."

      My heart races. "You've seen something below the academy in a vision and never told anybody?"

      Marie purses her lips and frowns. "A fire, yes. I've told Theodora in the past, but I'm unsure whether she believed me."

      "But she didn't investigate?" I frown too. This doesn't make sense. Something could be threatening Theodora's academy—and probably is—and she had warning.

      "You would need to ask her. Not everybody trusts my visions."

      Oh, I will.

      I swallow down the lump in my throat that tries to stop my next question. "Have you seen my death, Marie?"

      "No."

      Her eyes shift away from mine and my stomach lurches. "But you've seen somebody else’s?” Marie doesn't respond and hairs lift on my arms. "Whose?" I press. "One of my friends?"

      The pause tells me everything. "I'm sure that in your heart you know the answer to that question," she says softly.

      "I don't!" I protest.

      But I do—Marie has seen what happens to the man who's cursed to protect me. Tobias's face appears in my mind and I again struggle to connect him to the stories of massacres and evil. Since I've known Tobias, he's only helped us. Tobias already put his neck and life on the line for me and the others. I can't hate him, but is my reaction caused by the curse binding us, or more?

      "Only you can answer that, Maeve." I blink at Marie catching my thoughts. "You're in a difficult situation. Tobias needs to remain close to you and you'll struggle to stay apart from each other. His decision to visit me didn't come from a sense of duty to you, but from a place of love. Tobias cares deeply and when I told him, I felt his soul ache for you. Not himself. You."

      My temples throb as tears threaten. "But Tobias killed my family."

      "They were never your family, Maeve," she says softly. "The people who died were your blood, but your family is the Fosters. Your parents. You could accept Tobias's abhorrent past before you knew the connection. I see no reason for you to change your mind."

      My mouth parts. Is she insane? But there's an edge of truth. Is it wrong I accepted Tobias's murders until I knew who he killed, because I believed in redemption? "I reacted to Tobias that way because of this curse."

      "Partly, yes, because you need him close, as intended."

      "To match the Blackwoods?" I drag a hand down my face. "I'm a pawn."

      "No. You're a survivor and your strong desire for peace and stability will ensure you take on the Blackwoods, not because you're a Winterfall. The person you grew up to become is more important than a name, but you need to channel the magic."

      My gaze drops to my hands in my lap; I'm unaware how hard I'd dug my nails into my palms. I look back up. "And who will teach me? Is there a grimoire?"

      When Marie shakes her head, my belief I can learn spells to take on Anastasia and her family evaporates. She leans over and takes her large, black handbag from the floor before rummaging inside. She pulls out a small brown leather pouch and an envelope, then places them on the table. "This is all I have for you, which I promised to keep until you knew who you are."

      My fingers tremble as I take the pouch and loosen the leather before peeking inside. Stones. I tip them onto the table and touch each as they count them. Six smooth grey stones with symbols carved on one side.

      "Old Norse runestones," says Marie as I take the envelope. "I only have these because nobody knew they were in my possession when the Confederacy searched for any surviving Winterfall items."

      I'm wary—the last time I opened a letter, the contents confused and shocked me, but this isn't Marie's handwriting. A small sheet of cream paper is folded around a small white card. The words on the card are in a language I can't read, but I can understand the words on the letter.

      Maeve

      You can choose to use or destroy the spell contained in this envelope.

      Your runes will protect you if your heart is clear.

      I take the card and stare at the strange writing. Norse? A cryptic puzzle?

      Fight for us.

      Astrid

      The welling tears spill from my eyes. "Did my mother write this? Was her name Astrid?”

      Marie's face is blurred by my tears as I look at her for confirmation. "Yes."

      "And that's all she had to say?" I say, my voice breaks with the building pain in my heart, and I pass the letter and card to Marie.

      She purses her lips as she reads. "I thought Astrid might tell you who your father is."

      "You don't know?" I rasp out. "Is he alive?"

      In the shock, I'd never considered the man, the thought pushed aside by the enormity of the last few days.

      "I don't know."

      "Did they love each other?" I swipe at the tears with my sleeve.

      "I don't know who he is.”

      The paper crumples as I snatch it back from Marie before shoving both the letter and card back into the square white envelope. "One more secret," I mutter, and my tone hardens.

      "Your father's identity can’t be a secret if nobody knows."

      My hackles rise. "Yes, Marie, but I don't believe you. Somebody must’ve told you.”

      Her mouth falls open. "Maeve, I promise I'm telling you everything. Your father could be one of four men."

      "Oh." Her reply knocks the breath from me. "She had more than one lover?"

      Marie chuckles. "Consorts. Yes. I'm surprised you're shocked, considering your current relationships."

      "I-I'm not shocked but confused. Can you give me the men's names?"

      "Would that matter if you don't know which is your biological father? Honestly, finding them could be difficult and take time. I've not heard them mentioned for many years."

      My head aches. This is more confusion I can't deal with. "One day I want to find them. You have to help me—it's the least you can do after the years lying to me."

      Marie's eyes are moist with tears too and I look away. Yes, this must be hard for her, but I can't accept everything. Not yet. "I will, I promise, but for now the events from your vision are more important."

      The envelope sticks to my fingers and I swallow down the hurt at such a short letter from the woman who handed her daughter to strangers. "Tell me about my mother. What was she like?"

      Marie leans across the space I've kept between us and her warm fingers touch the back of my hand. "She was very much like you, Maeve. Do you want to talk about her?"

      I nod. This could tear me further apart, but would lay some of my obsessive thoughts to rest. Will I come to terms with what happened soon? I have no choice but to put this aside and deal with the news later, because Marie is right.

      Preventing the death and destruction I've envisioned comes first. I won't need to wait long, because time ticks away towards the end of term as the heartbeat matches the seconds passing.
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      I sit in the school hall amongst the other students, trying not to think about the last time I saw them here, in my vision. To begin with, I'm on edge that something could happen, but the heartbeat is quieter today. Jamie picks up on my unease and holds my hand between his, on his lap.

      My other thought is that Theodora has her priorities wrong—today she's announcing the academy's final challenge for the year and not dismissing us for an early end to the term.

      The students are segregated into the respective houses as usual, but this adds an extra reminder that we're different. Shifter. Witches. Vampires. Now I know how precarious the balance is even inside the Dominion, I'm more concerned over what might happen. The division continues and the houses have switched from huddling together, ignoring each other, to glaring.

      My place beside Jamie is a sensible distance from Yvette, and Ash sits at the front of the hall, facing the stage. Andrei hasn't appeared yet, but late attendance isn't unusual for him. The low conversations happening around cease as Theodora walks into the room.

      She moves gracefully along the aisle between the two long rows of students and climbs the steps to the stage. Last time the students gathered here, Theodora’s face was drawn with grief and sorrow filled the room. Today she's brighter, her flawless features and demeanour back to her usual self. Sofia and Professor O’Reilly sit behind, but a different man sits in Tobias's seat beside them.

      He’s a vampire, I can see that from his familiar bone structure—the perfect symmetry in his beautiful face to match Theodora’s. The older vampires must be the most stunning, because even from here I can see how his attractiveness eclipses most in this room. Is he related to Theodora? Maybe not, since he has dark brown, almost black hair cut neatly compared to her red. He shares her impeccable dress though, looking every inch a professor in his well-cut dark blue suit.

      Pausing until the students drop into silence, Theodora takes the mic.

      "Good evening. I'm happy we meet under better circumstances today. As you know, this is the week we announce the final, longest challenge for the term. As usual, this isn't a few hours or a day of competition, but a term-long exercise." She pauses for effect. "This year, we've chosen the scavenger challenge."

      A murmur ripples across the room, some students calling out a triumphant 'yes'.

      Theodora clears her throat. "But with a slight difference this year. I am well aware and extremely concerned about the animosity between houses currently and would like this to stop." Her tone takes on a harder edge as she flicks a look at Yvette beside Kimberly and glances at Katherine. "To address this, I have decided not to make this a house challenge."

      The double doors at the side entrance to the room creak open and the students twist in their seats to see the new arrival. Andrei ambles in with a smirk and without an apology.

      Theodora watches him through narrowed eyes before continuing. "This year, instead of houses competing against each other, you will be in mixed groups and awarded points for co-operation as well as successfully completing the challenges."

      "What the hell?" mutters Yvette. "No way."

      A similar dissent rumbles through the room. "Quiet!" Theodora's expression darkens as she pauses and waits for the room to hush. "We faced unfortunate issues in the last two challenges. First, the suspicious injuries to Gilgamesh students in the physical challenge, and the incident involving the Walcott student in the mental magic challenge." I shift in my seat as some throw glances my way. "I will not tolerate this."

      Jamie chuckles to himself. "Well this challenge will make or break the academy."

      I share his and others' worry that she's making a mistake here. Mixed teams. I admire her optimism that this will mend division, but don't share her enthusiasm. "Each house head will choose a challenge they believe requires co-operation, and I will converse with them to decide the mix of pupils.”

      Yvette swears and glares at the Petrescu girl who's muttering about 'witch bitches'.

      Please don't put me in a group with her.

      Theodora finishes her explanations while Jamie whispers to me how these final challenges involve solving puzzles linked to one of the academy subjects. Often, more than one team reach that point at similar times and victory comes down to the wire.

      "This will be a nightmare," I whisper as the grumbling grows louder.

      "I swear she's losing the plot," he whispers back.

      Theodora claps her hands together to interrupt the growing chatter. "Due to the Petrescu head being indisposed for the remainder of the term, I've invited a professor who worked here in the past to take his place."

      "Indisposed," says Katherine with a laugh and looks at me.

      The man behind her stands and tips his chin as he takes in the students staring at him. "In the past." His stern expression breaks into a smile. "Some twenty years ago."

      Theodora chuckles too. "But I'm in no doubt about your loyalty to myself and the academy."

      I sit upright. A supporter for her crazy decisions?

      "This is Garrett Lombard. I expect you to treat him exactly as you treated Professor Whitlock."

      This time Katherine outright laughs before catching my eye and arching a brow before mouthing, "Will you?"

      I snap my head away from her. I can add Katherine to the list of people I don't want to group with.

      "Once the house heads and I have spoken, we will post the lists on the main noticeboard. Please assemble in your groups at the place indicated tomorrow."

      "This is bullshit," pipes up Clive, and Professor O’Reilly stares at him but doesn't speak.

      "This is Theodora's decision, Clive," says Garrett in smooth tones. "If you cooperate with your team, you could still win."

      Clive sneers at him. "Yeah, but if Vince were here, he'd tell you what a bad idea this is, Theodora."

      I balk at Vince's name and look to the back of Ash's head, who shifts in his seat. "Shut up, Clive. Yelling in the academy hall won't help," he retorts.

      Clive mutters something to Ash, who turns his head away.

      "Do not speak to me in this manner," snaps Theodora, silencing the murmur that joined his outburst.

      "This behaviour is inappropriate, Clive," interjects Sofia. "Like all of us, you must learn to deal with situations in life that don't meet your expectations. This will be good for all students."

      Garrett stands and straightens his shirt sleeves. "This conversation is over. Professor O’Reilly, I suggest you speak to your student about this outburst."

      I blink, shocked by Garrett's immediate dominance as he silences not only Clive but the whole room.

      As we file out into the hallway filled with conversation about the challenge—good and bad— something strikes me.

      Theodora ended the meeting without mentioning April.
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      "Maeve. Jamie. I would like to speak to you before lessons." Sofia's gentle tones call from the doorway.

      Damn. We were so close to breaking away from the throng before Sofia found the chance to speak to me. I've avoided her as much as possible but can't escape her questions any longer.

      I turn and smile pleasantly. "Of course. Some advice for the challenges?"

      Her false laughter grates. "No. I believe you have a story to tell me."

      Perspiration breaks out across my back and Jamie links his fingers through mine. Her expression lightens at his action: the good boy Jamie influencing the troublemaker. "We do?" he asks.

      "Well, I know the story, but I'd like you to fill in some gaps for me."

      Crap. How much of the story? Which story?

      Thanking the stars we've only half an hour before mental magic, I follow Sofia as she leads us away from the hall towards her office. I aim for nonchalance, but she eyes my grip on Jamie's hand. We sit on the sumptuous sofa, surrounded by her crystals reflecting rainbows across the room. Our legs touch, hands still connected as we become one against her incoming intrusion.

      Sofia smooths her long, black hair and picks up a grey stone from her desk, examining the pink crystal embedded inside. "I believe your aunt visited you. Such a fleeting visit; I'm sorry I missed her. Did Marie elaborate on the letter she wrote? More information about the fire?"

      Jamie gives my head a squeeze as I stiffen at her barrage of questions. If I tell Sofia that I've already spoken to Theodora and that she should ask her instead, she'll accuse me of insolence. She hasn’t mentioned the Winterfalls, which I thought would be her first comment; perhaps she doesn't know the whole story.

      "Marie is in the country and decided to check in on how I’m going at the academy, but she didn't have a lot to say." I pause. I have to give Sofia something to dampen her suspicion. "My aunt mentioned the fire again."

      Sofia tuts and shakes her head slowly as she sits in the wing-backed chair opposite us. "Theodora needs to get a tighter grip on the academy. I'm not sure Confederacy wards will keep curious people from entering the tunnel."

      "The tunnel?" I ask with mock innocence.

      "Goodness, Maeve. All the professors know about Tobias Whitlock's discovery." Her eyes narrow. Of course, she believes we're involved. "Few students do, but Theodora informed me that the pair of you are aware."

      Her mental magic pokes at my mind and I instantly picture myself studying with Jamie, an image I'd prefer her to see.

      Sofia sets the rock on the table. "I believe you've walked the tunnels. What did you both sense? I'm forbidden from visiting, which I'm extremely unhappy about as I'm the head of Walcott and a powerful witch. I have skills that could help."

      I rub my sleeve across my mouth and nose and look to Jamie. "We snuck in before the Confederacy arrived and found nothing. There's a strange vibe to the place, but not one strong enough to sense anything," he says.

      "And you, Maeve?"

      "I never saw anything."

      She moistens her lips and attempts to invade my mind again. I hold Sofia's look but keep her out. "How strange that Professor Whitlock made the discovery and then becomes 'indisposed' from teaching duties. I do wonder if his discovery and discharge from duties isn't coincidental. He’s connected in some way. After all, the tunnel is below Petrescu and he is a vampire."

      I hold her searching gaze, refusing to look away which could reinforce her suspicions. "Speak to Tobias if you're concerned."

      "I will. If I see him." She pauses. "Now. April. Do you know why she left the academy?"

      Left? Theodora lied to Sofia?

      "No. I'm not friendly with her," I say.

      "Jamie?"

      He shrugs. If she's suspicious of Tobias, she's doubly suspicious about April's whereabouts. "Maybe you could quash the rumours once they start?" he suggests. "There're increasing tensions between Walcott and Petrescu and the academy doesn't need more accusations against hemia."

      She silently walks over and sits opposite us. "I would, if I knew the truth. I have reached out to April's family and had no response." Her hard tone is filled with accusation. "I am sick of secrets around the academy being kept from me. I'm more than aware that Theodora is not open about her recent decisions. At first, I was insulted that she might not trust me; now I'm worried for my students."

      "She did tell you about the tunnels," I suggest.

      "Hmm. Because yesterday she had no choice but to tell the professors why Confederacy officials visited, Maeve." Sofia shakes her head. "There's more to this. Vincent’s arrival and sudden departure. Professor Whitlock and his interest in you. Disappearances—including your trips off campus. I am in the dark about all this and I'm determined to expose what's happening."

      I blink at her words. "Expose? There's nothing to expose."

      Leaning forward, Sofia lowers her voice. "I am not a fool, Maeve. I will stop whatever you're all plotting."

      Sofia may mean our group, but the way she addresses me prickles my scalp—the menace in her tone is aimed at me.

      Jamie shuffles forward in his seat. "Sofia, I think recent events may be upsetting you too. Lorna's death turned everything upside down inside the academy. A lot of people are questioning their safety and the academy's stability. You're a strong witch who can help Theodora; don't allow yourself to be dragged down by suspicion and discord too."

      I stare in horror at the side of Jamie's imploring face. If I'd spoken those words, Sofia would've thrown me out of the room. Anger flickers in Sofia's expression and her mouth thins until her lips almost disappear.

      She stands. "As I said, I will get to the bottom of this. If I discover any evidence of untoward behaviour, I will go above Theodora and inform the council."

      "I understand," Jamie says softly.

      "No, Jamie, I don't think you do." She glares at him. "I'm increasingly upset by your disloyalty to myself and your house. I've a good mind to tell your parents—you're evidently going off the rails if you allowed a vampire to do that."

      Jamie touches the faded wound on his neck from Leon’s attack.

      With a disgusted glance, Sofia turns to me. "When—not if—Andrei Tepes assaults you, there will be consequences."

      "He won't," I say, sick of repeating this to her.

      "I know Tobias helped control his nature and now Andrei's chaperone isn't with him. Heed my words, Maeve."

      Each minute we're with Sofia, the greater my anxiety. This woman is a world away from the one I met in my first days at the academy. Was it Lorna's death that began her spiral from misgivings to downright mistrust? I can't place my finger on how her mind works, and I'm scared to read Sofia in case she notices my intrusion and adds to her belief we're planning something underhanded.

      My suspicions surrounding Sofia, triggered by her recent treatment of me, lessen as she talks. The professor's attitude is driven by fear of the unknown—fear of us and her loosening control over her role as Walcott head. In my recent experiences, behaviour driven by emotions lead to disaster.

      What's happening to everybody?
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      We arrive at mental magic with moments to spare, and Andrei catches my eye to beckon me over. I cross to Andrei but don't have a chance to speak, because Garrett enters the room with a manner that reminds me of Tobias on the first day I spoke to him.

      He slowly circles the classroom, studying us one by one, and I'm affronted when I sense his mental fingers touching my mind. I block Garrett and he bounces his gaze to Andrei and Jamie before progressing around the room.

      The class watches in silence as he wanders to the desk at the front of the classroom, pulls out a chair, and sits.

      “Half of you struggled to keep me from your mind just then.” He steeples his fingers beneath his chin. "This concerns me, as blocking is a basic skill. What techniques have you practiced recently?"

      "Is he suggesting Tobias is a bad teacher?" I whisper to Andrei.

      "Dunno. This guy is pneuma, so they should have similar skill."

      I straighten in my seat. Nobody is as skilled as Tobias at mental magic, but has he held back on teaching students enough?

      "Where's Professor Whitlock?" asks Katherine.

      "That isn't your concern," replies Garrett without looking at her, then continues his teaching. "How much have you practiced on humans?"

      "A little," says the girl beside Katherine. "Most of us don't need to, since we keep away from the human world."

      Garrett mutters beneath his breath. "But that is the exact reason we hone this ability! Practicing on other students has no bearing on how humans react. Has anybody here used their mental magic on humans?”

      Several kids raise their hands, including Andrei, who avoids my eyes. He's found himself in situations he needed to—and received extra tuition from Tobias.

      "Is Tobias unwell? Or did the professor do something inappropriate?" continues Katherine and she purses her lips as she looks at me.

      "I said, this isn't your concern, Ms Edelston. I heard that you are the one who uses your mental magic inappropriately."

      Garrett shifts in his seat to fully focus on Katherine and she squirms. "At least I'm good and I’ll pass," she mutters.

      With a small shake of his head, Garrett returns to his musing over his new students. "I've looked over the testing criteria for the year and I believe many will fail. Perhaps the team games will help develop the ability."

      "That would be unfair on the shifters," I say.

      "And this is why you need to work together and build on each other's strengths," he retorts. "Did you not listen to Professor Lancaster?"

      "I did, but—" I begin and wince as Jamie kicks my shin.

      "Don't get into fights with professors again, Maeve," he whispers.

      "When will she announce teams?" asks Dane. "And the first challenge?"

      "I believe somebody will post the information on the noticeboard tomorrow; we will finalise teams tonight."

      A couple of lamia vampires beside Katherine mumble to themselves. 

      "Sergei. Could you please take one of these and pass to the student beside you." Garrett picks up sheaths of paper from his desk and holds them out to Sergei.

      I remember Sergei laughing at me the night I embarrassed myself at Petrescu searching for the heartbeat. Before that night, we'd barely registered each other. The hemia kids mostly stick together—apart from Oliver and his gang who disappeared, presumably expelled, after their stunt at the Winter Ball. At least Theodora deals with some threats to her academy’s stability.

      Sergei focuses on blending into the background, but today he stands out and not only because Garrett requested his help. The hemia stares at Yvette and Kimberly sitting across the room from him, eyes dark.

      "Sergei!" Garrett slaps the papers on the table in front of him and he blinks and straightens. "Pass these around."

      Silently, he picks one from the top and slides the pile to the hemia guy beside him—Arek? My unease grows as I notice the guy staring at the witches as intensely as Sergei. Have more issues arisen in the Petrescu/Walcott rivalry? This pair don't normally involve themselves.

      I glance at the witches, who seem oblivious to the vampires' attention. "Do you know him well?" I whisper to Andrei and incline my head to the pair.

      "Sergei? Nah, he doesn't like me. I give hemia a bad rap, remember?"

      "Have you seen how he's looking at Yvette and Kimberly?”

      "Huh?" Andrei takes the papers as they reach him and passes the pile to me. "He's not looking at them; he's switched off. Sergei is like Katherine and doesn't need much practice. He hates the lesson and zones out. Probably daydreaming."

      I place a paper on the desk in front of me and suppress a shudder. Daydreaming while looking at a witch?

      That can't be good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      MAEVE

      

      Garrett instructs the class to write down what we consider our mental magic strengths and weaknesses, plus our ideas for future teaching from him. Halfway through the lesson, the bored students start chattering. Ignoring this, Garrett sits and watches everybody with a keen expression, then ends the class by walking around the room and retrieving students' papers.

      With everything happening, I forget I'm at the academy to study too, even though the lessons are odd. Passing magical exams not only seems weird, but also pointless when the academy's future is threatened.

      "Ms Foster. Could I have a word, please?" he asks as I prepare to leave.

      Katherine passes at the moment he speaks to me and makes a derisive noise.

      Ignoring her, I look to Andrei. "We'll wait," he says and points to Jamie.

      The classroom empties and I clasp my hands behind my back. Garrett stands, arms crossed over his dark suit jacket. The tall, wiry guy’s authoritarian attitude would normally intimidate me, as I can sense he’s as powerful as Theodora, but I’ve met others who make his attitude positively friendly.

      "As you can imagine, taking over another professor’s classes towards the end of the year is a difficult task."

      "I didn't mean to be rude," I stammer.

      "Perhaps." He tips his head. "Theodora has informed me of the situation between you and Tobias Whitlock and also the recent developments in your life."

      "My whole situation?" I ask, and the prickling anxiety that had dropped begins again.

      "Theodora confided in me about everything, Maeve Winterfall."

      I meet his intense dark eyes but have no hope of detecting his thoughts about the situation. "Oh."

      "I don't intend to interfere with your life, but I'm always here if you have concerns about your study."

      "Thank you. If you know all about me, then you'll know I have stronger than average mental magic skills."

      "Yes, but you lack emotional control."

      I bristle at the words Tobias used in the past. "I'm nineteen. Of course, I do."

      His thin lips spread into a smile. "I am also here if you need some help with those emotions."

      Uh. Creepy. Someone else messing with my mind? Huge, fat no. How do I know I can trust this guy? "Thanks."

      "I can read your thoughts, Maeve." My cheeks heat and he chuckles at me. "Theodora is struggling to cope with recent developments, which is unusual for her. Please be assured that I am here to help her. We are long-term friends and I am as old as Theodora; I've seen much happen over the last few hundred years, and I have no desire to see instability and death again."

      "I know she wouldn't bring anybody new into the academy if she didn't trust the person," I mumble. “Sorry.”

      Garrett steps back and rests against the desk. "Exactly. Now, I also sense you resent my taking Tobias's place, even though you no longer wish to interact with the man."

      "I don't." Is he fishing? Does he want to know more about us?

      "Maeve. I have first-hand experience of war between the races, and Theodora informed me of his crime. Tobias moved on from a past and behaviour that many vampires would not walk away from. In the old world, many vampires continued such behaviour for hundreds of years with no remorse—they brought the Purge upon us. Tobias is an unusual man, but I don't believe he's evil."

      The room suddenly feels warmer. Why is this man giving me a pep talk about Tobias? Has Theodora asked him to—and why the hell did she reveal his secret?

      "Do you know what's happening in the tunnels, now the Confederacy have taken over?" I ask.

      He arches a brow at my subject change. "I'm sure Theodora will update you once the witches complete their investigations. The tunnel entrance will be warded once they've concluded their exploration, and with magic as powerful as that around the academy. From there, we will wait for the Confederacy's conclusions and whether to close the academy."

      "Poor Theodora," I say softly. "She's resistant to the idea."

      His intensity grows. "I am here to support Theodora in every way possible. She is no longer alone."

      In the time we've spoken, this man hasn't once attempted to touch my mind and so I've an inkling of trust for him.

      "I'm glad she has you here." He doesn't respond. "Can I go now?"

      Garrett nods. "Take care, Maeve. And remember I am here, if you need me.”

      I make my way from the room towards Jamie and Andrei. Theodora trusts him, even though the number of people she trusts shrinks every day. I'll struggle to—is this because I'm losing my trust in Theodora?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      ASH

      

      I count less than a dozen shifters in the Gilgamesh meditation class today, and I'm one of only three guys. A younger witch, Professor Donoghue, takes the class—begrudgingly, considering attendance is always lower than it should be. She recorded her meditative instructions a few weeks ago and now plays the lesson back to us while reading.

      Nobody takes this class seriously, but they should. Admittedly, I was one of the resistant shifters, convinced the exercise was a load of crap because I had no issues controlling myself. Since Maeve suggested I work on my self-control, I've attended every session. Who knows what Vince triggered because I'm not as in control as a few months ago?

      Vince.

      Where the hell is he?

      The few Gilgamesh kids who attend this evening trickle from the classrooms to the Gilgamesh house wing, as we walk outside and around to the main entrance. Petrescu house is physically separate, but Walcott and Gilgamesh are either side of the library and classrooms which block direct travel between the two houses. Petrescu's status as separate to the rest of the academy has cemented recently and I hope the challenge doesn't make things worse.

      I found concentrating difficult today with all the shit going on around us. I haven’t told Theodora and Professor O'Reilly yet about Clive and Remi's activities; I want more evidence that they’re more than rebellious shifters who can’t wait for permission. In the past, Theodora and the professor kept an eye on students who do, but I'm uneasy. After the shit with Vince, I don't believe this is simple shifter rebellion against academy authority.

      Clive and Remi loiter outside the entrance to Gilgamesh, resting against the wall as they watch the students pass by. "Brainwashed morons," calls out Clive. "Meditation is their way to control you."

      Nobody answers as they hurry past into the building. I stride over and step between them and the last two nervous girls heading by the pair. "Are you bullying now?" I ask.

      Clive pulls himself from the wall and squares his shoulders. Shit. He's definitely bigger than a few weeks ago. I've tackled him enough times on the pitch to recognise how much he's bulked up. As far as I know, transformation into a mid happens within one shift. Is he slowly turning? Is that possible? The scales on my back haven't disappeared either and they heat as I think about them.

      "Are you avoiding us, Ash?" Clive asks. “Do we worry you?”

      "Oh. So you remember seeing me the other night?" I ask.

      "Yeah." He moves forward and I ignore his intimidation. "Keep your mouth shut."

      I scoff and he steps further into my face. Too late, mate. Clive doesn't only look different, but he smells different too, the human pheromones now subdued by the animal ones. "Why are you shifting? Look at yourself and how it’s changing you."

      Remi moves to stand shoulder to shoulder with Clive. He's different too—the squat guy's barrel chest has expanded and his eyes are a different shade of brown. "So what? I'm ready now. Why wait until we're told?"

      "Years of tradition and for your own safety?" I suggest sarcastically.

      Clive laughs directly in my face and his breath stinks of beer. "Like I said, keep your mouth shut or face the consequences."

      "Are you threatening me?"

      "Um. Yep," puts in Remi and they both laugh again. "You think anything will change if Theodora kicks us out of the academy? We'll just have more time to prepare."

      Clive flashes Remi a look and elbows him.

      "Prepare for what?" I shoot back. "What are you planning? Is Vince back?"

      "You ask a lot of questions and I'm not answering them."

      "You know the Confederacy are looking for Vince, don't you?"

      Clive shrugs. "Never said I knew where he was."

      I drag a hand down my face in frustration. By my count, Vince had a good handful in his thrall, and Clive and Remi continue to successfully recruit inside Gilgamesh. I’ve heard more than a few kids echoing their sentiments about witch and vampire control over shifters. Did others from their growing gang shift but I only caught these two?

      "Theodora will be interested to hear what I saw. Stop being fucking idiots." I step away towards the steps into the building and Clive snatches the back of my blazer, almost tearing the material as he yanks me back.

      "Are you deaf? Do you want people hurt?" he snarls.

      I shrug him off but as I turn to face him, he shoves me in the chest. I push him back as hard. "That's why I'm telling Theodora. If this continues, someone will get hurt."

      Clive runs his tongue along his teeth and shoves me in the shoulder. "I mean your friends." He pushes again with both hands this time. "The crazy witch bitch."

      I grit my teeth and refuse to show how the word annoys me. "Maeve? You won't be able to hurt her," I sneer.

      "Yeah? Gonna risk me trying? How would she fare against a pack of us?" His eyes narrow to slits. When Vince attacked me, I struggled to hold my own, and for the first time I doubt whether Maeve could. She could defend herself against one, but she can't mind-control a whole group. He grins. "Gotcha. So keep it shut, right?"

      The heavy feeling builds in the pit of my stomach, spreading upwards into my chest, and my heart rate picks up. The anger comes in a sudden wave, slamming into my mind before I have a chance to register and suppress the reaction. I want to smack that mocking expression off the arsehole’s face, but instead I try to breathe out the anger. If I’d seen Tobias face to face that night, I doubt I would’ve held onto the control I have now.

      "Are you worrying about your witch?" he taunts. "Don't. We'll take care of her."

      Remi snickers and rage flashes across my vision at his connotation. I shove Clive hard with both palms, fighting curling my hand into fists and hitting the bastard, but he barely budges. "I'm watching you, dickhead."

      "And we're watching you," he snarls back. "If anybody tries to take us on, they'll regret trying. Something big is going down, Ash." The pair puff their chests with pride. There's no way this is two shifter kids pushing against authority—this must be connected to the night at the farmhouse.

      Has Vincent slipped through the Confederacy's fingers and is furthering his goals?

      Point made, the arseholes move from their spot under the eaves and walk by me, deliberately knocking my shoulders, one on either side, so that I stumble. 

      Resting against the wall, I take deep breaths as their sneering voices and faces stoke the fury ignited by them. What do I do? If Theodora and Professor O'Reilly won't pay attention, there's one other person who can help.

      I hate the thought because this feels like a betrayal to Maeve, but we need Tobias’s advice now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      MAEVE

      

      The lull in events worries me as much as when everything spun out of control. The Confederacy warded the tunnel and extra staff guard the area. Students notice the increase in security presence around the academy but the new arrivals are careful not to focus on the tunnel entrance too much. We're told by professors that extra guards are needed due to Dominion activity close to the academy, and coincidentally these new staff are living in the building close to the tunnel entrance.

      Smart—somebody will always be close to the tunnels, but with no suspicion why that location.

      April hasn’t returned and nobody speaks about her—even Sofia. The whispers I hear are April switched to home-schooling because her parents are unhappy about her safety due to Lorna's death and Amelia's disappearance. Few people noticed April when she was at the academy; few care now, apart from Yvette, who refuses to believe explanations.

      I believe she died beneath the academy.

      I’ve attempted to speak to Theodora about the situation, but she’s satisfied that the Confederacy have the matter in hand, which is crazy. I understand now what Garrett means about her not coping, because the headmistress is in denial. Visions of fire. Disappearing students. Dominion threat. How can that be ‘under control’?

      I’ve escaped to spend time with Ash this afternoon, before the team announcements this evening. The situation with the shifters weighs heavily on Ash and distracts him from my issues, which I appreciate.

      After lunch, we head back to Gilgamesh to spend time in his room. I prefer our walks around campus, but heavy rain burst from the dark clouds earlier. A few kids loiter around the Gilgamesh hallways and the common room sounds full as loud voices and music spill out.

      Clive and Remi head in the opposite direction to us, away from the throng. They don’t stop or look at me, but exchange looks with Ash. I’ve seen the two at a welcome distance over the last few days and as they pass, I understand what Ash means about the subtle changes. Either the pair spend every spare moment working out, or there’s something strange happening. Clive’s eyes are different too; I never studied him before, but I would’ve noticed the unusual amber colour.

      “They are changing,” I whisper, and Ash’s arm around my shoulder tightens but he doesn’t reply.

      He unlocks the door to his room, and I follow him inside, wondering if his neatness comes from tidying daily in case I visit, or if he's that rare breed of guys who like a tidy space. His familiar clean scent from the heavy spiced soap he uses brings memories of our time together. I watch as he locks the door, which adds a buzz of anticipation to our afternoon, but there’s a seriousness to him as he walks to the window instead of taking hold of me.

      I stand beside Ash and slide a hand into his jeans back pocket as we look across the grounds into the miserable grey weather. “I hope the rain stops before rugby practice,” he says. “Not much of a summer so far.”

      “Why are you talking to me about the weather?” I ask and move to stand between him and the window. He chews on his lip and looks away. "Ash? What's wrong?"

      "I want to follow Clive and Remi next time they head off campus.”

      My stomach lurches. “No, Ash.”

      “I need to know if...” His serious eyes meet mine. “Who they’re meeting.”

      “Because you think the shifters meet Vincent?”

      “Who else?” he asks flatly.

      I love how when I’m with Ash I can forget the side of my life that follows me—the magic and curses; the fear what will happen next—but never considered how Ash isn’t coping with Vincent’s second disappearance.

      “You won’t be safe if they are meeting Vince,” I say, and he touches my worried face. “Ash, don’t follow.”

      “I won’t get too close to them, but I need to see.”

      “No. Ash, don’t. Look what happened last time we investigated Vincent.” I swallow as memories from the night the Blackwoods took me return.

      “I’ll be alone. You’ll be safe.”

      Ash obviously thought about this, because there’s a determination in his voice that I haven’t heard since the night we pursued the hunters near his family's pub.

      The day his anger spilled out and I saw the side to Ash he hides.

      Ash tips my chin and rubs his thumb across my lips, setting heat across my face. “Clive and Remi made threats against you, Maeve.”

      “I knew you hadn't told me everything! So what? I don’t care. We took on the Dominion leader and escaped. These are just a bunch of shifter kids.”

      “Jamie and Andrei were hurt. Your magic spun out of control and without To—”

      He pauses and my chest tightens. Tobias.

      “Without Tobias, we’re not as strong. Is that what you mean?”

      Ash strokes my hair before tucking a strand behind my ear. “You know I’m a simple shifter and don’t understand all the witch and vampire politics and history. What happened to you...” He trails off again. We’ve spoken about my horrible situation before and I could tell he was at a loss what to say. He’s sensitive but doesn’t always find the right words. In a way, that helps, as the others focus too much on the Winterfall aspect to my life.

      “Have you spoken to Tobias?” I ask as suspicion rises.

      “I had to tell him about the shifters, Maeve. Professor O’Reilly said he’d ‘have words’ with them, like that’ll help.” He snorts. “Theodora knows, but she’s distracted. I don’t believe she’ll do anything if they continue, apart from tell the shifter council, and what if they’re involved too? Vince said he wanted a war.”

      I pull Ash’s hand from my face, as the maelstrom of thoughts and emotions I have around Tobias unleash again. He grips my fingers. “Don’t be angry. I don't want you to think I betrayed you by speaking to Tobias.”

      “You didn’t. I understand why you did if Theodora isn't helping. Tobias hasn’t affected your life in the same way as mine.”

      “Are you kidding me?” he says, mouth parting in shock. “Whatever hurts you, hurts me. Until you’re at peace, I won’t be.”

      My chest fills with warmth at the earnestness and love in his eyes, but he also worries me. He didn't react to Tobias with the anger Andrei did, but he's not as calm about the situation as I thought.

      Tobias chose the right move by stepping back and waiting.

      “I’m confused about Tobias,” I admit in a whisper. “I can’t say anything to Jamie and Andrei because they're angry, but I’m torn what to do.”

      As my mouth turns down, Ash draws me closer and holds me in his engulfing arms. “You give the best hugs,” I say, face muffled against his muscular chest.

      “I wish I could squeeze all the hurt from you.” His breath ruffles my hair and he holds me tighter.

      "Ouch! You almost squeeze more in," I say and laugh.

      Ash moves me away and tips my chin with two fingers. “Talk to me. I can tell you need to speak to someone about this. Yeah, I’m pissed off, but as confused as you.”

      With a sigh, I sit on the bed and Ash sits opposite me on the chair, elbows on his knees as he watches me. “I feel like a hypocrite,” I admit.

      “What? Why?”

      “When Tobias told me he’d murdered over a dozen witches, I accepted his past. Yes, the news horrified me, but I couldn’t match the Tobias I knew to somebody who could do that. I didn’t push him away then, so am I wrong to change that attitude to his crime because I discovered I’m related to those witches?”

      Ash wrinkles his nose and I smile at his difficulty in finding words again. “Yeah, the murder part takes a bit of processing.”

      I half-smile at his bluntness. “I have a harder time dealing with the lies that fill my life, and Tobias told me the truth, even though he knew this would destroy us.” I link my fingers in my lap.

      “What did you say to your parents?” he asks.

      “I can’t bring myself to speak to them yet.”

      “Adoption is hard,” he says. “Because that’s kinda what it was. Your aunt sucks, though.”

      I laugh at him. “She’s complicated.”

      “Witch stuff?”

      “Oh, Ash, you’re perfect to talk to.” I shake my head. “Tell me what you think as an outsider.”

      Ash’s eyes slide from mine and he rubs a hand across the top of his head. “I'm not an outsider, because you're part of my life, and I don’t know what to say, Maeve.”

      “Give me your opinion. What you truthfully think.”

      He huffs. “I’m confused by the whole curse thing and what this means for you, but if I understand correctly, Tobias will keep you safe. He already did once.” He looks at me guardedly. “Tobias could've hidden what your aunt revealed that day. If you can deal with what he did and see that he cares and wants to help, maybe we should ask him to help us?”

      I blink at his garbled words. “You think I should forgive Tobias?”

      “No, I think you want to.”

      I meet his steady gaze and see the truth. Whoever or whatever Tobias is to me, he’s part of this situation. The Dominion manipulated Tobias; the Confederacy and a curse control his future. He's a victim of this war too.

      “Tobias cares for you, Maeve. When I spoke to him about the shifters, he asked about you and I could see the pain in his face.”

      “I’m confused,” I repeat. “I don’t know if the curse is what draws me to him or if this is more. I want to keep away from Tobias, but I can’t stop thinking about him.”

      Ash’s mouth curves into a half-smile. “Then you have your answer.”

      “I don’t need to let him as close,” I say half to myself. “Tobias can help and stay distant like the early days.”

      Ash doesn’t say anything, but we both know that’s impossible.

      I shake my head and stand. “I bet you didn’t think our afternoon would involve me talking about another guy.”

      Ash blows air into his cheeks and shrugs. “I’m always here to listen. Besides, I'm the one who mentioned him.”

      “Hmm.” I move to straddle Ash's lap and wrap my arms around his neck before kissing him softly. “I don’t want to talk or think about Tobias. I’m with you.”

      A shiver runs through me as Ash slips his fingers beneath my shirt and strokes my back. "Can I ask you something?"

      "Sure."

      “Did you have sex with Tobias the night you stayed at his place?”

      I’m unsure what shocks me most: the question or Ash's nonchalance. “No. He kept me safe when I was having a breakdown.”

      “But something happened, Maeve. That's influencing you too—you care about Tobias as much as he cares about you. I think you're in love with him.”

      I tense, because Ash is telling me what I already know and what the other guys must realise too. “Nothing happened between me and Tobias that night,” I say softly. “I know you’re fine with the whole 'more than one guy' situation, but I find talking about this awkward. Don’t mention Tobias again.”

      “No problem.” He slides his large hands upwards and they're warm against my skin as he holds my waist. “But I can see Tobias gives you something me and the other guys can’t.”

      “Since when did you get deep, Ash?” I tease and rest my forehead on his. “You give me something the others can’t too, I’ve told you that before.”

      I brush my lips against Ash’s and his fingers dig into my waist as he kisses me with tender restraint. Drawing back, he runs his tongue along his bottom lip, darkened eyes meeting mine. “Yeah, maybe stop talking about anybody else.”

      His mouth closes over mine again and the tenderness gives way to the rougher Ash when I dig my hands into his hair and push myself harder against him. Mouth not leaving mine, Ash picks me up, and I wrap my legs around his waist, holding his face as I kiss him. One arm curled around my waist supporting me against his body, he turns us around and my back hits the wall. The passion he’s held back as we talked hits, and when our teeth almost clash I tear my mouth away to catch my breath, consumed by his signature toe-curling kiss.

      Ash pushes me harder against the wall, sliding his hand beneath my short summer skirt and along my thigh, moving his mouth to my neck, kissing and nipping my skin, sending delicious shivers through me. “Do you know how hard it is to keep my hands off you?” he asks hoarsely, his mouth not leaving my skin.

      We’re not outside this time, no fear that somebody might find us, and I grip him harder, as he pushes my skirt higher, large palm against my ass. My head spins as he turns, and I land on the bed beneath him. He dips his tongue into the space between my neck and collarbone. “Or how often I imagine you naked.”

      His powerful shoulder muscles flex as he pulls his T-shirt over his head before dropping it to the floor and kissing me with the same ferocity. As I slide my hands around his back, I run my fingers across his defined muscle and touch something on the soft skin. There’s a difference, ever so slight, and I pause. Ash’s scales. I have a lover who’s a shifter, and I’m suddenly aware that this doesn’t shock me anymore than knowing Andrei is a vampire.

      Ash settles between my legs, pushing my skirt to my waist, and himself against me. As Ash’s mouth hungrily claims mine, his hands move to my leg again, but this time when his fingers slide up my thigh, he doesn't stop. The fervour of his hands and mouth shock and arouse me, as I give in to the moment.

      There’s definitely a more forceful edge to Ash tonight, but my body surges with something other than the anxiety I should have around a guy pinning me to a bed and taking what he wants. Worries disappear as Ash’s passion tears all words and thoughts away. How can there be any spoken when his touch and kiss overwhelms me?

      My Ash still exists. He’s the guy behind the one slipping into sudden, overwhelming lust and he would never hurt me. If I told him to stop, Ash would in an instant. But when he changes? Witches whisper about their time with shifters and there isn’t anything gentle about the snippets I overhear. Ash’s nature is rooted in something that isn’t human and he’s destined to lose control to that nature.

      I don’t think meditation classes will help at that point.

      This guy knows how to kiss in a way that burrows deep inside and firing desire, despite the fact the only part of me touching him skin on skin are our lips.

      Something I intend to change tonight.
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      MAEVE

      

      I wrinkle my nose as I read the list of teams and their members that’s pinned to the noticeboard beneath the house banners. We're divided into teams of eight, which means unequal numbers from each house. Why not nine? I'm with Andrei, Ash, Seamus, Yvette, Katherine, Sergei and Kimberly. Seamus immediately complains that Gilgamesh are outnumbered and Jamie grumbles that he's left out. He's placed with Clive, Remi and a shifter girl, along with Sergei's close friend Arek in the group with one of Katherine's best friends and Logan, and witch Kailey.

      "Whoever created these teams wants trouble," mutters Andrei as he taps the notice.

      "Or better co-operation between the houses?” I suggest.

      Ash snorts. "I pity the group with Clive and Remi. No way will they co-operate with anybody but Gilgamesh."

      "Oh yeah? And we have Katherine and Yvette. The academy can write off our team before we've even started," says Andrei.

      "Don't be like that,” I say and shove him.

      "Yeah. Unfair advantage," retorts a gruff voice behind us.

      I look over my shoulder to a thunderous faced Clive. "I hear that Kailey is a worse witch than Amelia and that vamp guy never speaks to us."

      Remi appears at his shoulder like an obedient dog.

      "Amelia isn't weak,” retorts Jamie.

      "Where is she, by the way?" butts in Yvette, and she stares at Andrei.

      "For fuck's sake," he mutters. "I'll find our instructions." I take a deep breath as he walks towards the secretary distributing the envelopes. This is insane.

      "Don't you care, Jamie?” continues Yvette.

      “What about?”

      “All these witches disappearing and killed by vamps. Where's your loyalty to Walcott?"

      Clive watches in amusement with his arms crossed.

      "One was killed by Dominion and two went home," snaps Jamie.

      Yvette's harsh laugh and loud voice draws attention. "Do you seriously expect me to believe Amelia went home? She's dead. So is April."

      "Believe what you like," Jamie says in an even tone. "Amelia is one of my best friends and I would know if she's missing or dead."

      Clive interrupts their argument with a mocking laugh. "Yeah. Keep an eye on those vamps." He turns and shouts of his team one by one in a voice that booms over everybody else talking around the noticeboard.

      "Ugh. He thinks he's leader already,” says Jamie through gritted teeth.

      I'm not happy I'm in a team with Yvette and Katherine, but I have Ash and Andrei. Poor Jamie is stuck with Clive, alone.

      Ash catches Jamie's arm. "Watch Clive and Remi. Remember what I told you?"

      Ash's story about meeting the pair last night sits uncomfortably with me, because I think Ash held something back. He wasn't specific about what Clive and Remi threatened to do. Earlier, Ash hesitantly suggested we speak to Tobias together and all three struggled not to give me their opinions, but the animosity from their minds was thick. I need to speak to him now I've digested my aunt's words, but I'm scared for both our futures. Marie told me Tobias will die, even if she never spoke the words directly.

      Andrei returns with an envelope and hands it to Ash before standing as far from Yvette as he can. Ash tears it open and we huddle around to read the instructions inside. Yvette bumps shoulders with Katherine, who steps away from her and brushes at her shoulder as if an animal soiled her blazer.

      I catch Andrei's eyes and he shakes his head with a despairing sigh.

      "Is that it?" asks Katherine and grabs the paper to turn it over and look at the back. Andrei takes the instructions from her and we read.

      Create and use a Minor Transfiguration Potion

      "Huh?" asks Ash. “Where are the instructions? What ingredients do we need?"

      We turn to Jamie, who's close by with Clive, and he parts his mouth. "I'm not an encyclopaedia."

      "And he's not in your fucking group," growls Remi.

      "I bet the recipe and ingredients aren't in the Potions classroom—or the academy." Andrei slumps against the wall, knocking the other notices pinned to the board.

      "Because it's a 'challenge'," says Yvette as if he's an imbecile.

      “What we need must be inside or close to the academy,” says Ash. “Theodora won’t want us to travel far from campus.”

      "Why?" Yvette narrows her eyes. "We're allowed off campus sometimes."

      Ash ignores her and folds the paper before shoving the envelope in his back pocket. "Jamie will pass on any information he finds."

      "Isn't that cheating?" I ask. "He isn't on our team."

      Yvette makes a soft, derisive sound. "Jamie is Team Maeve, isn't he?"

      "We'd better win this challenge,” puts in Katherine as I turn my back on Yvette and her comment. “I refuse to be a loser even if I’m grouped with some.”

      “Then you'd better cooperate," says Andrei. "Kiss and make up with Yvette."

      I stifle a laugh behind my hand and Andrei's eyes glint as both girls make disgusted noises.

      Seamus finally breaks his silence. “Do whatever. I’ve better things to spend time on." He dips his head and lopes away.

      "Typical shifter," mutters Katherine as she watches him approach Clive. “Seamus had better pull his weight, or else."

      "Or else, what?" asks Yvette sweetly. "You'll use your lamia powers to make him take his clothes off in public?”

      I lift my eyes to the sky, cursing silently at whoever chose to group us.
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        * * *

      

      I blow air into my cheeks as I read the research notes that Jamie sent to our phones a few hours later.

      Minor Transfiguration Potion.

      Ingredients:

      Sulphur

      Orange oil

      Moonflower petals

      I haven't encountered the plant in my limited Potions study, but I read Jamie's notes to the others as if I'm an expert. Nobody believes my claim that this is my research, but nobody cares either. As long as Clive doesn't discover Jamie leaked the information, because he's likely to report us.

      I clear my throat. "Found high on steep rock faces in Northern European countries, the flower only blooms in July. The daisy-like flower is distinguished from others by a pungent scent reminiscent of mushrooms."

      Yvette taps her teeth and hands her phone to Kimberly. "Nobody can reach moonflowers, even if they find a location. They're high up, tiny, and impossible to see in the dark. That's why they're rare and potions that use them are expensive. Why ask the impossible from us?"

      "Impossible for a witch maybe," says Katherine. "Some of us can climb easily. We can see in the dark."

      "You'll climb rocks?" asks Yvette with disbelief. "You might break a nail."

      "How do we know where to look?" interrupts Ash as the pair square off again.

      "Scroll down." I point to his phone. "There's a list of recent locations."

      "Recent?" asks Yvette as she stares at her screen. "The last date is two years ago."

      "Seamus could sniff out the flower?" suggests Andrei.

      "Screw you," snaps Seamus.

      "Hold up." Ash runs a hand across his hair. "Your family are fox shifters?"

      "Yeah. And?"

      "Keen sense of smell. If we go to the locations Maeve found, that might help."

      The assembled group stare at him hopefully, rivalries forgotten for fleeting moments. Seamus scrunches his face. "Dunno. Maybe."

      "You have to help, Seamus,” says Kimberly quietly. "Rules."

      "I don't help witches and vampires. We shouldn't be working together."

      "Shit, I'm bored with that attitude," says Andrei. "You're competitive, right? I bet you'd like to beat Clive."

      Seamus tenses. "Not a good idea."

      "Why?"

      "None of your business, vamp," he retorts.

      "Shut the hell up, Seamus," snaps Ash and Seamus glowers at him. "We need to start visiting the locations tonight."

      "Tonight?" asks Katherine in horror. "I have things to do."

      "More important than this?" retorts Yvette. "Typical vamp."

      "Why typical vamp?" she snaps back.

      "Guys!" Andrei half-shouts. "Stop behaving like first-years. Come on."

      Theodora instructed some academy guards to drive each team to where they want to go and wait around to watch. I'm unsure about another trip off campus and as we follow Ash to find a guard, I glance over at the staff quarters.

      Without Tobias joining me, I'm more worried about my safety.
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      MAEVE

      

      For somebody who doesn’t feel the cold, Katherine certainly whinges a lot about her environment. I’m dressed in a heavy blue jacket and hiking boots whereas she’s dressed the same as usual in a small, tight top and jeans hugging her model-length legs, as she climbs up the hill as nimbly as a mountain goat. Kimberly trudges along beside me, hunched over and not speaking to anybody.

      Andrei walks silently on the other side, one hand in mine and his phone in the other. How can he focus on that and not trip over the boulders strewn along our route?

      Vampire skills.

      We left the guard and van at a nearby lookout spot half an hour ago and hiked further into the moors.

      “I’m cold,” complains Kimberly as she wraps her arms around herself, even though she's engulfed by her puffed black jacket.

      “You're wearing gloves and a scarf,” comments Andrei. “That’s extreme for May.”

      Kimberly tightens the scarf and looks the other way.

      Sergei’s soft footsteps follow and Seamus walks ahead with Yvette—at a distance from each other.

      “How much further?” whines Yvette.

      “Over there.” Ash points towards a spot where the moors end in a steep rock face. I can barely see, even with the witchlight I conjured, but can tell that this stretches twenty metres high.

      We reach the base and crowd together, standing closer than we have all night.

      “Can you smell it, foxy?” Katherine asks Seamus.

      “What? The smell of spoiled bitch?”

      “Seamus!” shouts Ash as Yvette chuckles.

      “You guys haven’t figured this out have you?” retorts Ash. “The sooner we complete the challenge, the better. While other teams spend their time working on the first part of the challenge, we’re a step ahead.”

      “And the quicker we’re done, the less time we need to spend together,” I put in. “That must be a benefit, Yvette?”

      She makes a humph sound and steps towards Kimberly. “What are you staring at?” Yvette snaps at Sergei.

      “Nothing.”

      His too-sharp response and the way he shiftily looks at his feet prickles the hairs on my neck. “Andrei,” I whisper.

      He doesn’t respond and I nudge him hard. Almost dropping his phone, he looks around. “What? Have we finished?”

      “No. I think Yvette and Sergei could get nasty with each other.”

      “Makes a change from her bitching at me,” he says. “Hey, Kimberly.”

      Yvette turns her head and looks at him as if he smells like the muck from the animals living on the moors. “What, Andrei?”

      "I said Kimberly, not you."

      Huffing, I nudge Andrei again. "Stop it."

      He ignores me “Did you find your so-called stalker yet, Kimberly?”

      Kimberly’s mouth turns down. “Don’t joke.”

      I look at Andrei. “What do you mean?”

      “I was accused of stalking Kimberly the other night, after I left you,” he says, eyes narrowing at Yvette.

      “Can we use this time to work together and not fight?” retorts Ash.

      But I sense Andrei is more than irritated—he's upset. As the others inspect the rocks, I hang back and take Andrei's hand. I pull him around to face me. “You never told me about that.”

      He snorts. “If I told you every time somebody pissed me off, we’d spend too much time talking and not enough time doing more interesting things with our evenings.”

      “But if she’s accusing you...”

      “Maeve, I don’t give a shit.”

      I bite my lip. Until something happens.

      “Which vamp will climb up?” asks Seamus. “There’s definitely moonflower near here.”

      “Andrei can.” Katherine examines her nails. “Clambering up rocks is not my thing.”

      “What about Sergei?” Andrei retorts and indicates the vamp who's now withdrawn into the shadows.

      "We all know you have the most developed skills, Andrei," says Yvette snidely. "I'm sure you've spent time in the past climbing up and down places quickly."

      "What does that mean?" he growls and drops my hand.

      She pulls a non-committal face and shrugs.

      "Don't rise to her," I whisper to Andrei and seize his coat sleeve.

      He mutters somethings I swear is 'stupid bitch' then blurs from view. I twist my head from side to side. Great. He won’t be back.

      "Oh, for fuck's sake," retorts Katherine and I blink as she kicks off her shoes. She appears halfway up the rock face half a second later. "Foxy. Climb behind me and tell me how close I am."

      Seamus mutters too and I'm growing as exasperated as Ash, who shuffles from foot to foot nearby. "I can't scale bare rock faces," Seamus protests.

      "Try," calls Katherine.

      As Seamus scrambles after Katherine, I debate sitting on the ground and waiting. The walk here took longer than I thought and the terrain harder to navigate in the half-light from the spell in my palm.

      I link my arm through Ash's. "Don't stress. We'll find what we need and get the hell away from the others."

      "Honestly? I reckon this is just the start. Once we start making the potion, Yvette and Katherine will start throwing it at each other."

      I straighten. "And they'll transfigure?"

      "Nah." He rubs a hand across the top of his head. "This is a minor recipe that only works on inanimate objects, not anything living."

      "I did worry about that," I admit.

      Ash chuckles. "Theodora may be crazy asking us to do this, but she isn't crazy enough to give us access to a potion that could cause chaos."

      "Yes. The thing in the tunnels has the chaos side covered."

      "Maeve, we can't be certain it's a 'thing'." He wraps an arm around my shoulders and kisses the top of my head.

      "The heartbeat?" I whisper. "That tells me something lives down there."

      His silent response isn't reassuring.

      Yvette stands with her arms crossed, gazing up at the figures scaling the rocks. "Anything?" she shouts.

      "Give me a bloody chance!" Katherine calls back.

      A laugh bursts from my lips. Honestly, compared to everything that's happened in my life recently, this has to be the weirdest. Mental magic. Threats inside and outside the academy. Discovering I'm a Winterfall. At this very moment, those are surpassed by watching a vampire, shifter, and witch argue over a flower.

      Ash looks at me quizzically.

      "Don't you think this is amusing?" I ask him and gesture at the trio.

      His mouth twitches at one corner. "A little."

      Blowing air into my cheeks, I look around for Andrei, but he hasn't reappeared. Knowing him, he's halfway back to the academy by now.

      "Where's Kimberly?" asks Yvette, breaking from her supervision.

      Ash tips his head. "Dunno."

      "And Sergei," she says coldly.

      "They won't be far," I say and smile.

      "Kimberly disappeared and two vamps have too?" retorts Yvette. "That's not good." She yanks down the hood covering her brown hair as if that would give her a clearer look.

      "They haven't 'disappeared'," I say with a sigh. "They've probably found somewhere else to sit and wait."

      "Really?" says Yvette in disgust. "Really? Kimberly wouldn't put herself in danger like that."

      "She isn't in danger," says Ash. "Calm down."

      Straightening, Yvette stalks away into the dark. "Kimberly!" she calls.

      "Shit." Ash looks between the pair climbing the rocks and the direction Yvette disappeared. "I'm not too worried, but we should stick together."

      "Where do you think Andrei went?" I ask.

      "You know Andrei," he says with a sigh. "The academy. If something pissed him off, he won't be back again however long the walk." Ash chews on a nail as our focus shifts away from the activity on the rocks. "What's wrong?"

      "Why would Kimberly walk off?"

      "She won't be far," I say, but worry creeps across my scalp like spiders. Did Sergei and Kimberly leave together? No. That's ridiculous.

      I'm alerted by a thud nearby and Seamus straightens from his heavy landing at the base of the rocks. A few seconds later, Katherine lands softly beside him. She shakes her hair over one shoulder and delves a hand down the front of her top.

      "Here." She holds out a bunch of white flowers, practically shoving them into Ash's hands. "And look at me!" You would think Katherine had rolled in something unpleasant from the way she brushes dirt from her knees. "Omigod!" She sniffs her palms. "Gross."

      Seamus rests against the rock, arms crossed, silent.

      "Great job!" I say, but neither share my enthusiasm.

      "Um." Katherine cocks her head. "Where are the others? Why were they allowed to leave already and we're stuck here?"

      I exchange a look with Ash as Katherine sinks into her pouty persona.

      "Yeah, fuck this," mutters Seamus and strides away.

      Ash buries his hands into his jacket pockets, elbows at right angles. "Oh, man..."

      "Hey, at least we have the flowers," I say brightly. "That's one good—"

      A scream shatters the quiet, bouncing from the rocks, and I'm unable to detect the direction the noise came from. Swearing, Ash charges away and I follow but can't keep up.

      A small ball of light bobs in the air a few hundred metres ahead and as we approach, I see witchlight in Yvette's hands. The light shines brightly enough to show Kimberly with a tear-streaked face, one hand in Yvette's as she trembles.

      "Was that you screaming?" asks Ash, reaching them in several long strides. "What happened?"

      Kimberly shakes her head and wild eyes look to Yvette.

      "Yes. Kimberly, tell us what happened," cajoles Yvette.

      "Something followed me," she whispers.

      Oh crap. Hairs lift on my arms.

      "A vampire?" retorts Yvette.

      "Maybe," comes Kimberlys quavering voice. "I could feel it..." She hunches her shoulders. "In my hair."

      "What?" I walk over and inspect her head. "Here. There's a leaf."

      "No. Not that. I never heard him coming but I felt his breath. His evil."

      Yvette laps up her dramatics and murmurs soothing words, and I run a hand down my face as I look to Ash for help.

      "Are you hurt?" asks Ash. "Did this person touch you?"

      "No." The witchlight flickers across Kimberly's face as Yvette holds it higher, like we're at a campfire telling spooky stories. "I saw him through the dark. Pale. Tall." She looks at me. "Dark hair."

      "Are you suggesting Andrei chased you?" I choke out. "That's ridiculous!"

      "I knew it!" says Yvette in triumph before hugging the shaking girl to her. "Who else could it be?"

      Something in me snaps. I've held back for weeks, refusing to be drawn into Yvette's nastiness and accusations, but she's lapping up Kimberly's story—and I know what her next move will be.

      Mental energy projects from me and Yvette stumbles backwards as the magic hits her head. "Stop accusing Andrei of this shit!" I shout at her.

      She holds her forehead. "Are you assaulting me, Maeve? A fellow witch? You must be spending too much time around your disgusting boyfriend."

      The anger rises and I focus the magic into a funnel in front of me. How dare she talk about us like this.

      "Whoa." Ash steps forward and stands between us, cutting my planned hit dead.

      "She has no proof!" I snap out and try to pull back on the anger drawing energy towards my magic. "Yvette is victimising Andrei. She's planting ideas in Kimberly's mind."

      "And you're in denial," shouts back Yvette, looking around Ash's shoulder. Sensibly, she doesn't move any closer and Ash's position and warning in his eyes stops me lashing out again.

      "I don't think you're being fair, Yvette." Katherine's dulcet tones interrupt as she steps from the dark. "Kimberly, are you sure you saw somebody?"

      Kimberly grows rigid as Katherine approaches, and she looks between the two girls.

      "Back off, Katherine," says Yvette.

      "I'm sure Kimberly didn't see anybody." She fixes her eyes on the scared girl and tips her head. "Right?"

      "I—uh—" Kimberly darts a look at Yvette. "Somebody was near me."

      "But how could you see who this ‘somebody’ was, in the dark?" I ask.

      "These moors can be scary at night. If you're already worried vampires are stalking you, maybe you imagined him?" puts in Ash.

      "I think she did," says Katherine,  smiling sweetly at Kimberly.

      "Don't you dare!" Yvette shoves at Katherine's arm and the vampire rounds on her. "Stop using your magic on Kimberly."

      "I am not." Katherine pushes a strand of hair from her face and leans closer to Yvette. "Kimberly has doubts, that's all."

      "I am so fucking sick of this!" half-shouts Ash with a vehement tone that silences us all. I haven't seen him angry for a long time and my heart leaps. "Nothing happened. We have the moonflower. Walk back to the fucking van."

      The two girls remain head to head for a few moments longer, until Ash steps towards them and Yvette backs off.

      I'm surprised when Katherine walks beside me instead of crossing the moors to the van at her preternatural speed. She says nothing but glances over at the two witches occasionally.

      The guy who drove us here—a shifter with a squat face and broader than average chest who looks suspiciously like a mid—sits in the white van's driver's seat and counts us on one hand as we approach. Seamus already sits at the back of the van, looking out the opposite window, and ignores our arrival.

      "Where are the other two?" asks the guard.

      "Good question," says Yvette tersely and deliberately pushes against Katherine as she walks to the van door.

      For the countless time this evening, Ash swears under his breath before hauling himself into the van too. I make to follow.

      "Maeve," whispers Katherine. "Wait."

      And for another countless time this evening, I'm surprised by another student's behaviour. "What's wrong?"

      "I was high up, on the rocks." She points to her eyes. "And I have night vision."

      "Did you see something?" I whisper.

      "Kimberly walked off with Sergei. He didn't drag Kimberly away or follow her." My mouth falls open. "I don't know what happened, but she's lying."

      "That makes no sense."

      "Hurry up!" calls the guard. "It's two a.m. I want sleep."

      "Just telling you what I saw. Maybe they're dating and she's too scared to tell Yvette?" Katherine walks towards the van, pausing to pat the guard on the cheek and purr an apology for our delay.

      Once I'm in the van, I perch beside Ash, who takes up most of the double seat. Kimberly sits beside Yvette, who continues to loudly fuss over her friend. Katherine takes a seat at the front and produces a hairbrush from her jacket’s inside pocket and pulls long strokes through her hair.

      In my early days at the academy, I saw Katherine as my greatest enemy. She disliked my involvement with Ash and once I discovered she's a vampire, I both feared and disliked her. She's still snide but the stunt she pulled in the second challenge did more harm than she intended, and Katherine backed off.

      Yvette took her place as my bully and she frightens me more than a lamia vampire. The girl is hellbent on proving hemia vampires—especially Andrei—are a threat to the witches at the academy. She caused trouble for Andrei once; I don't doubt she will again.

      The bus warms inside as the driver turns up the heating for our trip back to the academy. Kimberly pulls off her gloves and unwinds the navy blue scarf from her neck. She tugs her curly hair upwards to free the length from inside her coat before smoothing it straight across her neck and shoulders.

      Kimberly doesn't reveal her neck for long, but long enough for me catch a glimpse of what I swear is a small set of puncture marks now hidden by her curls.
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      I don't see Andrei again until the next evening when I arrive at the cottage for our now-daily debrief. He admits to returning to the academy and Ash gives him a mouthful about not pulling his weight in the team. Ash's position as the rugby team captain could help us, but Andrei isn't a team player.

      I'm trying to teach Andrei team skills, but unless his need to co-operate helps me, he's stuck in his old ways. Too tired and cross with him after my jaunt across the bloody moors, I didn't go to Andrei last night to ask why he left.

      "Did you see Sergei when you decided to leave?" I ask him as I sit.

      "No." He rests back and places his feet on the table, legs crossed at the ankles. Jamie shoves them away to get past him to the sofa. "Why?"

      "Something is happening between Sergei and Kimberly," I say to Andrei. "Katherine saw them together and I think I saw marks on her neck."

      "Sergei?" scoffs Andrei. "He's not a witch-lover and I can't imagine Kimberly dating a vamp."

      I glance at Jamie, who I spoke to about this earlier, and our suspicions match. "Not dating him willingly," says Jamie.

      Andrei sits forward. "What?"

      "Kimberly was genuinely freaked out in the moors. I didn't detect any lies." I chew my lip. "What if Sergei takes Kimberly's blood then wipes her mind?"

      "Nah." Andrei frowns. "Sergei is poster boy for hemia self-control. She must be secretly dating him."

      "I don't think she is, Andrei," says Jamie softly.

      "Wanna bet? I've seen him around campus at night and close to Walcott. I'm accused of stalking because she's with him. I bet Kimberly lets Yvette accuse me so she can hide her activities." Andrei scrunches his face up. "Great."

      "Andrei," I press. "I honestly don't think Kimberly knows."

      "Uh." Andrei points to his neck. "Marks? She'd notice."

      "The only way to prove anything is to follow Kimberly or get into her head and find the truth," says Ash, interrupting the growing tension. "We can't jump to conclusions."

      Andrei drops into silence and stares at his boots, hair flopping forward across his face. "Let's not dance around the subject. Witches and vampires date. They feed off each other. Chase the high."

      I take a sharp breath and avoid looking at Ash and Jamie. I’m dancing around the subject with Andrei. "Not all witches," says Jamie coldly, "unless there's something you two aren't telling us."

      "This isn't supposed to be a conversation about mine and Andrei's relationship, Jamie," I say and lift my eyes to his. "Andrei means witches and vampires dating is common.'"

      "Maybe Kimberly feels the need to hide now there's almost a war between Petrescu and Walcott," suggests Ash.

      I wish I could agree with him, but I felt Kimberly's fear and confusion.

      Andrei's sullen expression remains, but he doesn't speak. I manage to catch his eye, but he looks away. Does Andrei know more than he's telling us? Or is this a reaction to the situation between us?

      "Keep an eye on the pair," Ash suggests. "If something dodgy is happening, we can step in."

      "We don't have any authority over Petrescu kids," I say.

      But we know somebody who does—the elephant in the room. Or rather, the missing mental magic professor.

      "And if Sergei hurts or kills Kimberly?" retorts Jamie. "What then?"

      "No vamp is dumb enough to attack another student." Andrei huffs. "Sure, I can watch them, but I'm not spending every spare minute stalking the hemia pair."

      "Pair?" I tip my head. "What do you mean?"

      "Sergei hangs out with Arek." He bites his lip.

      "My theory? Whatever lives beneath Petrescu is influencing hemia." Jamie fixes his eyes on Andrei.

      "That's a broad statement, Jamie," says Ash in warning.

      "Yeah? A previous abstinent hemia and a witch? Whether it's consensual or not, the situation is weird."

      I close my eyes. What if Jamie is right and Theodora and the Confederacy's inaction against the threat causes other issues? Jamie's opinion comes from the guy with deeper-seated concerns as a witch who's lived with the issue more than I ever did, but I can't dismiss the idea.

      "How's your group challenge going, Jamie?" asks Ash.

      "Dude, I know you're trying to police this meeting. Just stop."

      My mouth falls open in surprise at Jamie's irritated response and Ash's eyes narrow. "You're in Arek's group. Has anything happened between him and a witch?" he asks.

      "No. He didn't turn up to the meeting."

      "What about Clive and Remi?" I ask.

      "Yeah, they were around, but they disappeared when we took the trip up the moors for the flowers. Our group needed their shifter skills, so we found nothing."

      "Weird. He's competitive," comments Ash. "I bet he snuck off somewhere again. Shifted."

      "Another bloody problem," grumbles Jamie.

      "They'll slip up," says Ash. "I'm determined to follow them."

      "Ash, no!" I protest. "We spoke about this."

      "Maeve, how else can we figure out what they're doing and who they're meeting? Yeah, Theodora's right, some kids shift and arse around, but this is more. Clive and Remi once worked with Vince, remember?"

      I want to protest again that Vince has disappeared, to echo Theodora's words about the Confederacy watching and waiting, but we all know the Blackwood connection adds a different dimension. He disappeared the same night the witches accosted us at the farmhouse. Vince isn't a shifter hellbent on creating trouble—he's created to cause trouble by witches.

      Jamie stands and flops into the armchair instead. "So many fucking problems."

      Again, his response and swearing shocks me, as his stress comes through.

      “Me and Maeve spoke yesterday,” Ash says cautiously. “About Tobias.”

      “What about him?” Andrei half-snarls back. “Has he bothered you again, Maeve?”

      “About allowing him to help us,” Ash continues and looks warily between us all.

      I don’t need to look at Andrei to sense his opinion. “Maeve?” he asks, voice now harsh.

      “Tobias is part of this,” I say softly. “He’s in my visions and helped us deal with everything from the start of the trouble.”

      “You don’t actually trust him?” Andrei’s expression shadows with anger and he makes to stand, but I close my hand over his thigh.

      “Don’t you dare flounce off,” I warn.

      Ash chuckles loudly enough to cause Andrei to scowl. “I don’t flounce.”

      “Then don’t act like a kid and disappear as soon as something bothers you,” puts in Ash.

      For a moment Andrei looks ahead, jaw clenched hard. Sometimes I think Andrei feels Tobias betrayed him, and that he feels that as strongly as I do. Andrei knows Tobias hid secrets from him, and I didn’t dare tell Andrei that I knew many of them. Tobias's hybrid status definitely bothers Andrei.

      “Andrei. I’m dealing with my situation in the best way I can.”

      Andrei scoffs. “He killed your family.”

      “Birth family.” I withdraw my hand. “My life is complicated. Please don’t make things worse by adding more conflict.”

      Sinking back against the sofa, Andrei crosses his arms. I swear I see a pout before he rubs his face.

      “I’ve more information on the Winterfalls,” says Jamie cautiously. “I wanted to sit down and talk to you about what I’ve found, Maeve.”

      My hands begin to tremble as they do every time someone mentions the name. “Helpful?”

      “Hopefully.”

      Jamie’s attempt to change the conversation fails as the atmosphere crackles with tension. I groan when Andrei stands.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t ‘flounce’. We’re meeting at the potions room to try the next step in the challenge, remember?” he says to Ash.

      I pull a face. “Can’t we have a night off?”

      “Take that up with Katherine. She’s obsessed about winning.”

      “Not too obsessed, I hope,” says Jamie sharply. “We all know what she can do.”

      “One more step out of line and she’s expelled,” Andrei replies. “I can’t wait until Katherine and Yvette come head to head over something,” he says with too much glee, but at least he’s dropped the conversation about Tobias.
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      Jamie watches the door as Ash and Andrei disappear through, then sits beside me. I curl my legs underneath myself and turn to him, trying to quell the queasiness in my stomach. He leans down and pulls a dark blue, leather-bound book from his bag and hands it to me.

      “This seems the most comprehensive history, but I can’t find any trace of spell books.”

      “Oh.” My spirits sink as I clutch the book.

      “There’s information about the family line and the magic associated with them.” He pauses. “This is more a story than helpful.”

      “Learning something about them will help.” Gingerly, I open the cover and stare at the title page: The History of the Winterfall Family. “If this is a simple book, why couldn’t you find it straightaway?”

      “Good question.” Jamie arches both brows.

      My fingers rest on the smooth paper. “Did you sense anything when you held the book?”

      “Not much. This is academic, not personal to the family.”

      Personal. “Jamie. I have something from the Winterfalls. Could you hold them and tell me what you see?”

      He straightens. “What? How?”

      I’ve kept the envelope in my bag at all times since Marie gave me the rune stones and letter from my mother, but never mentioned them to anybody. If I ignored they existed, I didn’t need to face the truth, but I couldn’t risk losing them.

      I unzip the inner pocket of my black rucksack and pull out the envelope. Jamie watches, wide-eyed, as I tip the stones onto the table. “Marie says these are Winterfall runes.”

      Reaching out, Jamie takes one between his thumb and forefinger as if taking hold of a fragile egg. “These are old—look how rough the stone is. Have you searched for pictures of the runes?”

      I shake my head. “I haven’t looked at the runes since the day Marie passed them on. I don't know what to do with the stones.”

      Jamie pulls a sympathetic face and curls his fingers around the rune in his hand. I watch expectantly as he closes his eyes and inhales. His fist tightens for a moment and then he opens them. “Nothing.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask. “Nothing at all?”

      “Sorry.”

      “Not your fault,” I mumble and turn another page in the book. “At least I have something connected to the Winterfalls. That's a start.”

      Jamie places his hand over mine before I can leaf further through. “There are photos, Maeve.”

      The queasiness grows. “Any of my mother? Her name was Astrid.”

      “Family portraits from over the years. She must be in some.”

      I snatch my hand away as if the book burnt me. I tell the guys I'm coping with the situation, but the moment anything comes up connected to the Winterfalls, I panic.

      “Do you want me to take the book away, Maeve?” Jamie asks and begins to slide it from my lap.

      “No.” I put a hand on his to stop him. “I want to see the photos.”

      As I move to mould myself against Jamie’s side, he wraps his arm around me, and I tentatively turn pages. I’m grateful for the peace sitting close to him brings.

      I will read every page, but I’m only interested in one aspect right now: the photos.

      But do I want to see pictures of my birth family?

      The images in the book range from older illustrations to brown and white early images resembling Victorian portraits, then onto brighter, colour photographs. My mother's name appears below some. I flick past the ones of her as a baby and a child, until I come across a photo of a teenage girl.

      My mending heart rips as if it were paper thin.

      Astrid looks like me.

      “Is this what you didn't want me to see?” I ask, voice thick with tears.

      Jamie hugs me tighter and flicks forward through the book. “Yes, but Astrid was older when the family died and she didn’t look like that.” He taps a picture of a woman in her thirties with plaited hair. "This is Astrid."

      I swallow at his connotation—Astrid didn’t look like me when Tobias killed her. I'm drawn into their lives: the same bookshelves and furniture behind each photo throughout the years, the similarities between family members and a new reality hits me.

      They're unfamiliar. I was never part of this.

      “Did anything survive the fire?” I ask as I leaf through. “This house is beautiful.”

      “The estate still exists but the building is in ruins.”

      I chew my lip. Would I like to visit?

      The last few show the whole family. They’re lined up in the way I’ve seen pictures of the royal family, children in front of austere-looking adults, all in formal clothing. They’re standing beneath a row of portraits attached to a wall painted white and blue. Astrid has hair in a similar style to Amelia’s in this photo, and stands beside a blonde, attractive couple who must be my grandparents. The woman in the centre wears a long blue gown and her white hair is scraped upwards into a severe bun.

      This must be the woman who cursed Tobias: my great-grandmother. Tears sting my eyes. The image is dated 2000—the year before I was born. I’m missing from the Winterfall history.

      I can’t bear to look at any more, but as I close the book, I stop myself.

      Is my father in here? Marie doesn’t know who he was, but maybe one guy appears more than others?

      She’s alone in the most recent photos and I recognise the sadness in her expression from when I’ve seen the same in mine. I study another one dated 2001. Astrid sits on a chair that features in many of the photos—a chaise with a studded gold border around the velvet in a blue that matches her eyes, the winged arms decorated the same. Two men sit either side of her, and another stands behind with his hands on her shoulders. None share her pale features; these can’t be family members.

      I peer closer. The two men on the seat have short brown hair, both attractive guys, but one has a slimmer build like Jamie’s and the other is slightly taller and broader. The guy standing has hair that touches his ears and a smile dimples his face, whereas the others hold serious expression. They’re dressed formally, although only the guy seated on the right appears comfortable in a suit. Astrid wears a simple cream-coloured dress with capped sleeves and a sweetheart neckline. A pendant with a milky-white jewel hangs just above her breasts.

      Unlike the other pictures, Astrid’s face shines as if these men brought the light to her eyes.

      I run a shaking finger beneath.

      Names.

      Astrid Winterfall. Tomas Devlin. Xavier Lucan. Nathaniel Willowbrook.

      One shares my aunt’s name. Who's who?

      I moisten my dry lips—which guy is my father?

      “Do these men appear anywhere else?” I ask. “Are they mentioned in the book?”

      Jamie scratches an eyebrow. “I didn't read everything in the book—I haven’t had time. Did Marie tell you your father’s name?”

      “No. Are these men all witches?” He nods. “Powerful?”

      “The Devlins are an important family. The others aren’t in the public eye much.”

      “Not banished too?” I ask in horror. I’d had a crazy idea that I’d track down the men—one now encouraged by this image. But what if they’re hidden?

      “No.”

      “Then I can find them,” I whisper to myself.

      “Maeve. I’m not sure that’s healthy right now. You're still trying to come to terms with everything.”

      “Not now, but one day. I’ve enough to deal with; I can’t search the world for three men. They might not know I exist, either.”

      “I think they do.”

      I close the book and look at Jamie. “Marie said my mother had four...consorts.  There’re only three men here.” Does that answer the question to who my father is? Is he the missing man? "I'd like to know who the fourth is."

      Jamie takes the book and taps his fingers on the leather cover. "Please don't be upset with me for saying this, but who your father is isn't important to what's happening."

      "What if he has something to teach me?" I retort.

      "He isn't a part of the Winterfall line if he's your father." Jamie strokes hair from my face. "I'll do everything I can to find something to help, and we'll all help you develop the magic you have."

      I pick up a rune and squeeze the stone in my palm. "But when this is over, will you help me find these men? One of them must be alive; they must be a similar age to my aunt."

      Setting the book down, Jamie gently takes my face in both hands and his earnest eyes meet mine. "Yes. I promise."

      Jamie’s gentle kisses somehow hold as much passion as Andrei and Ash’s overwhelming ones, but all hold the love I can feel when I’m with them. He almost teases in the way his lips barely touch mine; at first, I thought this was hesitancy, but now I understand he’s relishing the moment.

      Strange that this type of kiss can trigger the same shivering through my body and heat in my blood as breath-snatching kisses against the wall.

      I also think he knows exactly what his type of kiss does to me.

      Jamie shifts his hand to stroke along my neck to collarbone, before planting a kiss in the hollow.

      "I sense something, Jamie. What's worrying you?" My stomach sinks. "You doubt we can find any more information, don't you?"

      He looks up and cups my cheek. "About the conversation earlier...something stuck in my mind."

      "About Vincent? I know, Ash needs to be careful."

      "Not that. Has Andrei taken your blood?" he blurts.

      I jerk my head back. "No. And if he had, that's not really your concern."

      "Wow. Okay, I'm only looking out for you."

      "Do you honestly think Andrei would hurt me?" I retort. "If he knew you thought that, Andrei would be bloody pissed off."

      Jamie moves away. "You're very defensive."

      "Of Andrei? Yes."

      "Maeve. I've never doubted that Andrei will taste your blood, but always trusted he'd wait for permission. Sounds like he'll get that soon."

      I shift in my seat, uncomfortable with the conversation. This feels the same as if Jamie was prying into my sexual relationship with Andrei.

      Which he is.

      "Are you jealous?"

      His eyes widen. "No. Worried."

      "I'm not concerned." I close my hand over Jamie's and squeeze tight. "You need to trust me to make my own decisions. There are bigger dangers out there than Andrei."

      Jamie pulls his hand away and stands. "Okay. I will."

      His concern comes from love, but also pokes at a worry building. Jamie's latest responses and opinions about vampires, especially hemia, grew recently. Are hemia not the only ones influenced by the presence I hear? What if the issues between Walcott and Petrescu are intensified too?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      ASH

      

      Maeve teases me about my pseudo-leader role in our challenge team, but somebody needs to take charge. No way could a Walcott or Petrescu tell each other what to do, and Seamus matches Andrei's lack of enthusiasm. I'm secretly proud how far we've come compared to the other teams, but the actual potion-making isn't going well.

      All groups now have the ingredients for the potion, but none have successfully created one yet. We’ve had two attempts, each tested by Professor Turlington with a ‘try again’ response. Katherine is pissed off that Jamie’s team are catching up, convinced that his skills mean they’ll move onto the test part soon. For once, Yvette agrees, and they both hassle us into nightly trials.

      The first night Seamus didn't appear and neither did Kimberly. Yvette predictably made a comment about Kimberly's reluctance to be around the hemia, which led to a greater lack of cooperation from Andrei. I watched Sergei carefully for a response, but nothing struck me as suspicious.

      The potion exploded at the first attempt, fizzing like mint dropped in Coca Cola before shattering the beaker. Katherine lost her shit and blamed Yvette for adding too much orange oil. Andrei snickered as I reprimanded the girls, and Maeve cleared up.

      My authoritarian behaviour led to Yvette and Katherine leaving, so I helped Maeve tidy up, as Seamus left too.

      This wasn't the worst part of the evening—I missed Clive and his new gang slipping out, because Seamus wasn't around when I searched for him at Gilgamesh afterwards.

      What an awesome night: a failed challenge and a missed opportunity to follow the rogue shifter group.

      I understand Maeve's concern about me following the gang, of course, but we can't ignore the situation. I've watched Clive and Remi over the last week for any more changes in appearance or behaviour. Nope. They're still the ugly, arrogant arseholes they always are.

      Tonight, I can’t find Seamus before we head up to the potions classroom, and shortly after we both arrive there, my phone sounds with a message from Jamie: Clive and Remi showed and his group are headed to the moors.

      I only hope they don't use that as an excuse to shift and wander off, because I bet Seamus went with them.

      Kimberly turned up this evening too. She gives a quiet hello to me but barely speaks as we sit in a circle at the classroom table, attempting to figure out the correct measurements for each ingredient.

      Ignoring the tension that strangles the group, I speak to Maeve, who makes notes.

      "These are the exact amounts we used yesterday." Katherine taps the paper with a long, pink nail. "Did you heat the beaker to the right temperature, Yvette?"

      "Yes," she retorts.

      "Remember, this is a difficult potion," I say. "We can't expect to create one the first time. Even in potions class, we mess up a few times."

      "Some of us do. Not all." Yvette crosses her arms.

      The door opens and closes as Sergei wanders in without a word.

      "Nice of you to join us," says Katherine tersely.

      He shrugs as he sits beside Maeve.

      Still no Seamus.

      I glance over at Yvette and Kimberly as the mood shifts in the room and Andrei audibly sighs.

      "I did some research." I can hardly hear Kimberly's meek voice and her cheeks tinge with pink as we all look at her. "Did you use all the flower last time you tried to make the potion?"

      "We used one and tore it up," says Katherine. "Good thing too, since we only have four and we already wasted one."

      "Only use the petals." Kimberly's hand trembles as she pulls out her phone.

      This girl rarely speaks in the classes I share with her, and I'd expected her to behave as reticently as Andrei, especially under Yvette's overbearing influence.

      "Really?" Maeve's face brightens as she checks the screen once Kimberly slides the phone to her. "Where did you find this information?"

      "Huh. Jamie is slipping," says Andrei.

      "He's busy researching something else, Andrei," protests Maeve. "Remember?"

      "Oh. Yeah." Andrei sinks lower in his seat.

      "What's he researching?" asks Katherine.

      "History assignment," says Maeve, not looking at her.

      I puff air into my cheeks. "Who has the flowers?"

      "I do." Katherine produces them from her small handbag in a colour that matches her nails, and the plants are tucked into a small black fabric pouch. "But if we use the same weight in petals, then we'll use all three."

      "Doesn't matter if we get things right this time." I slap both hands on the desk. "Right! Let's do this."

      Maeve chuckles at me and I pull a face at her.

      Like I said, somebody has to take charge.
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        * * *

      

      Kimberly and her phone become front and centre of the group’s attention and the girl's discomfort grows. She remains flushed and perspiration marks appear on her shirt. Did Theodora mix Kimberly with some of the academy's most forthright personalities to push her out of her background comfort zone?

      Even Katherine becomes quiet as Kimberly quietly explains the potion.

      "How do you know so much?" asks Andrei.

      Kimberly avoids looking at him. "My dad. He works for the Confederacy science department."

      "Science?" Katherine purses her lips. "Like, human science?"

      "No. The effect of magic on humans, especially potions."

      Maeve takes a sharp breath and Sergei finally speaks. "He experiments on humans?"

      "No. Not really."

      "Not really?" asks Andrei and cocks his head.

      "He doesn't have them locked in cages like humans do animals," she retorts. "Clinical trials. Works in a human lab too."

      "Huh," says Andrei, almost impressed. "Cool. Helps us. Continue, Kimberly."

      Maeve splutters. "Ash is the boss, remember."

      I smile at Maeve, but hers is hesitant. Kimberly's words shocked her.

      Kimberly struggles with measuring sulphur due to her shaking hands, and Yvette takes over. I cross my arms and watch as Katherine picks petals from the flowers and weighs them on the small scales.

      Maeve stands beside them, but Andrei now has his phone out and hasn't moved from his seat. I catch Andrei's eye and jerk my head in the direction of the others at the bench. Of course, he bloody ignores me.

      Sergei stands behind Maeve as he looks over her shoulder and as I watch, I swear he edges closer. Placing a hand on the bench, he leans down for a closer look at their activity and his bare arm touches Maeve's.

      Maeve startles and sidesteps him. I notice the confused glance she throws him, although he isn't looking at her, and she moves closer to Katherine on her left.

      "Careful!" she snaps as Maeve knocks the petals from the bowl. "I'm counting these as I weigh them."

      "So am I, and you don't have enough." Yvette takes the bowl off Katherine, who snatches it back. "I don't want another evening stuck with the group; we need to do this correctly."

      I close my eyes in despair as they squabble over the bowl.

      Kimberly focuses on dripping orange oil from a small pipette into the vial containing sulphur at the opposite end of the bench, and Sergei moves away from his position by Maeve to stand behind her instead.

      Is he behaving weirdly, or am I influenced by our discussion the other night?

      Sergei moves closer, as he did with Maeve, and if I were Kimberly, I'd feel him breathing against my neck.

      Yep. Definitely weird.

      Why isn't Kimberly responding?

      Maeve watches him too, but the others are intent on their potion making. She backs away from the bench and sits beside Andrei, whispering something. Andrei looks up at Sergei and presses his lips together.

      "Light the burner, Sergei," says Kimberly in a croaky voice.

      Not 'back the hell off'?

      "Sure." This gives Sergei the excuse to step beside her, their bodies almost touching. He runs his tongue along his bottom lip, and I swear he sniffs her hair, which she's arranged as a curtain between them.

      "Dude. Fire," calls Andrei.

      "One flame?" Sergei snorts. "Not exactly frightening."

      Yvette looks around at Andrei. "Are you scared of fire? Is that why you won't come to the bench and help?"

      "No," he retorts and shoves his chair back to stand.

      But I know Andrei is, and if Sergei doesn't care about naked flames, he's unusual for hemia.

      "Andrei," says Maeve with a sigh as he crosses to the bench and pointedly stands beside Yvette.

      Yvette scrunches her face up and edges away.

      Please let the potion work tonight, because I can't stand much more of this bloody ridiculous behaviour. Maeve's expression echoes my thoughts as she shakes her head and sighs.

      "Fuck!"

      Sergei's yell breaks the moment between Andrei and Yvette, and I straighten. He stares at his blazer and shakes his fingers as if something stuck to them. Did he or Kimberly spill something?

      "Omigod!" Katherine shoves Andrei to one side. "Switch the burner off, Kimberly."

      Kimberly stares at the lit burner but says nothing.

      "She singed my sleeve!" Sergei continues as he holds his arm away from his body. "You could've set fire to me!"

      "No, I didn't," she mumbles. "You put your arm too close."

      "Do you know how dangerous fire is to vamps?" he growls at her.

      "Are you threatening Kimberly?" Yvette crosses and stands between him and the trembling witch.

      Oh, shit. "I'm sure this was an accident," I say lightly. "Too many people at the bench."

      Sergei glares at me then spins on his heel to stomp away. We all cringe at how loud the door bangs when he walks through.

      "Can we stop the dramatics and finish the bloody potion?" Katherine's voice rises. "Yvette. Now."

      "Don't tell me what to do!"

      Andrei mutters something and moves back to the table Maeve sits at. Palms on the table, he leans down and whispers something. I don't see her expression, but I do see the slow kiss as he holds the back of her head.

      They stand and I'm on the verge of telling them to stay, but what's the point? Tonight ended in another disaster.

      "Are you coming, Kimberly?" asks Yvette as she heads to the door.

      "Guys!" I protest.

      "We don't all need to be here."

      "I'd like to finish," says Kimberly glancing over her shoulder. "I agree with Katherine. I don't want to spend much more time around some people in this group."

      "Ash. You're our leader. You can stay with Katherine and Kimberly." Andrei smirks at me as he winds an arm around Maeve's waist.

      Maeve is bailing too? Bloody hell.

      I'm left in the potions classroom with a vampire and witch, where I'm forced to stand between them and help.

      And pray to whatever god watches over us that we get the potion right before there's a death on our hands.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      ANDREI

      

      I sit on the grass behind the Walcott building, legs crossed as I half-focus on my phone and half-listen to what happens around me. The light in Maeve’s window switched off several hours ago and few people now go in and out of the building. I heard that Sofia wants to ward Walcott but was instructed not to add more barriers between the races.

      Theodora’s team-building, race-uniting games are hit and miss, but nobody has died yet. I half-laugh to myself because the possibility could be a reality. Bloody stupid challenges.

      In past years, I refused to take part since there were enough idiots who loved the fun and games. Despite Theodora encouraging everybody to join in, the challenges weren't compulsory until now.

      This year, I could've walked away, but I join in. Not because I want to, but because I hate letting Maeve out of my sight. Jamie tells me to calm down because my vocal disgust at her situation doesn't help Maeve. But I can’t. The others don’t know her in the way I do, because they don’t share the same damage from misfit lives. Maeve's problems have magnified and I'm helpless to do anything but watch and support her when I'm able.

      Like watch her when she’s vulnerable.

      Yawning, I glance at the sky. I always stay here until the last minute, convinced if anybody attacks, they’ll do so in the middle of the night.

      If Tobias knew I’d given myself the role of Maeve’s bodyguard, he’d be okay with this. If he knew this included loitering outside Walcott on a nightly basis, he’d tell me what I already know.

      I’m playing with fire.

      But, hey, I’m doing the whole of Walcott a favour. No big bad can walk into that building without me noticing.

      Tonight's fun and games in the potions room proves what a joke this "bringing the academy together" exercise is. My patience with Yvette wears thinner every time she opens her mouth, and I agree with Maeve that Yvette wants a bad reaction from me to support her poisonous crusade. Ash told me Maeve almost lost her shit with Yvette the night on the moors, which worries us both, because an out of control Maeve would lead to a situation that won’t end well.

      Who knows if Ash, Kimberly, and Katherine finished the potion? I spent the rest of the night with Maeve, although she's still holding out on me and I’m not pushing her. My paranoia is growing that this isn't only because her head is messed up by the Winterfall situation, but that something's is screwed between us.

      My mind wanders into worry territory again. My heart aches because I’m scared she doesn’t trust me. I avoid asking in case I hear the answer I don’t want. We’ve come close but stopped, and Maeve left me aching in other ways.

      I shift before my thoughts wander onto a happy path; I’m even scared to imagine that in case I veer into a dark place. I'll wait until she's ready to have the conversation we're avoiding, but I don't want to broach the subject first, in case this confirms I'm obsessing about her blood. I rest my head on the cool bricks and clench my jaw in an attempt to push away the constant nagging need to know what her blood tastes like. How can I reassure Maeve if I don't trust myself?

      Can I honestly deny the deep-rooted desire for her blood forever?

      Forever.

      We don’t have forever and that’s another conversation we avoid.

      Jamie assures me Maeve is safe in bed at Walcott, but Maeve likes her alone time and sleeps by herself most nights, however hard I try to persuade her to stay with me. I back off when she picks up on my intensity; if she knows I’m freaked out, Maeve would worry.

      I chuckle to myself and shove my phone into a jacket pocket. My position in the gang as nightwalker has some uses. Maeve's night time, secret bodyguard

      Recently, I’ve daydreamed about walking in the sunshine with Maeve. I’ve heard her talk about how much she loves the sun and her complain about the dreariness. I imagine how bright her blonde hair must shine and how warm the ground will be beneath her when she sits outside with the others.

      And the thought makes me sick with jealousy and regret.

      I never cared about or questioned my situation before now—I accepted my life as a hemia vamp. Since Maeve, immortality no longer appeals to me, and there’s no way to change what vampires are. Tobias’s curse confuses me. Has this removed his immortality? Could witches change other things about vampires? My muscles tense at the thought of Tobias. Maybe he isn’t immortal—something else he’s keeping to himself.

      I push thoughts of Tobias out of my mind and sigh. Nights watching Maeve lead to too much thinking, and thinking depresses me.

      Walcott’s door opens and I straighten to see who leaves. I’ve half a guess who, and I’m right. Yvette and Cody, who’ve also awarded themselves a guardian role. I watch them walk the academy dressed in black every evening I'm here. Sure, there are more guards around than usual, but they usually take a cursory stroll around the building before heading back to the important places—the perimeter and the entrance to the tunnels.

      How long can Theodora keep the tunnel a secret? Not long. I bloody hope not, anyway. The situation needs dealing with.

      The pair walk along hand in hand—how cute. I shake my head. What do they hope to achieve? Most Petrescu stay clear of Walcott, and those that venture out of the building do so for the reason I normally do—lovers.

      Yvette and Cody don’t notice me; they never do. Are they seriously concerned somebody is stalking witches? With a shake of my head, I pull my legs against my chest, rest my head on the bricks and watch Maeve’s window. Not my business.

      I’m unsure how long I daydream—night dream, hah—before I hear a thud and soft footsteps in the grass close by. I straighten, ready to run. If the Walcott Ninjas find me, they won’t hesitate to accuse me of shit.

      Slowly standing, I creep to the edge of the building and peer around the corner. Sergei stands alone close to a tree, completely still and staring ahead. This is the third time I’ve seen him—usually with Arek—but he’s alone. I was positive the Kimberly-Sergei situation isn’t stalking, but Maeve’s strong opinion worries me.  But, yeah, that situation in the potions classroom earlier was weird. Maybe they are in a relationship and had a fight?

      No. The guy is practically a poster boy for ‘good boy hemia’—the kid would renounce his hemia life completely if he could. Is he the Petrescu equivalent of Yvette, watching out for his race to ensure they don't step out of line? Maybe that's why he hangs with Arek so much nowadays. I back off. I certainly don't want anybody to see me hanging around Walcott.

      For a couple of minutes, I wait for Sergei to leave, but when I look around the corner again he’s still there, standing in front of the thick tree trunk, immobile.

      A coolness trickles through my veins. What the hell is Sergei doing?

      This time I keep a close eye on him; he’s obviously not paying attention to his surroundings, and if Yvette and Cody find him, there'll be trouble. A minute later, Sergei breaks from his reverie and without looking around he walks behind the tree, and into the dark. Half a minute after that, he edges back, glances around and blurs into the shadows.

      My blood cools further at the speed he moved. Is Sergei running from something?

      I hesitate before I make my next move. I’ve two choices—check out the spot Sergei loitered in or go back to Petrescu before Yvette sees me. I’ve nothing to feel guilty about, but if her theory is right and somebody is stalking Walcott students, I’m number one suspect.

      Shit. I swipe a hand through my hair and step from my hiding place, blurring my way across the short distance between me and the tree. Placing one hand on the rough bark, I look around.

      I don’t know what I expected to see, but I'm looking at something I don’t want to.

      A girl lies on her side, immobile, curly brown hair splayed around her head and obscuring her face. My stomach churns as I crouch down to touch her lightly on the arm. She's cool and doesn’t move, but I don’t need to take a witch’s pulse to sense blood pumping, and I swallow in relief at the soft sound. As I lean forward to speak to the girl, I’m hit by the sweet scent of that blood.

      Fuck no.

      What has Sergei done?

      I dig both hands in the front of my hair torn what to do. Why the fuck does this shit always happen to me? Holding one arm across my nose and mouth, I move her hair.

      Kimberly.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      “Kimberly?” I whisper. “Are you alright?”

      Yeah, Andrei. Dumb question of the fucking century.

      She mumbles something and moves an arm; I glance around, convinced Yvette will spring from the shadows and accost me at any moment.

      Or for Cody to kick the shit out of me.

      “Kimberly?” I whisper more urgently. “Do you need help?”

      Yep, again, high on the dumb question scale.

      She groans and tries to push herself up, as if I’m discovering her collapsed, drunk and on the way back to Walcott. Maybe she did. Some do after secret drinking sessions.

      Behind trees with a hemia close by? Nope.

      Run.

      And then what?

      Somebody will see Andrei Tepes running from Walcott and then find a witch semiconscious and bleeding.

      Kimberly groans and flops down again. How long do I have?

      Hands shaking, I pull out my phone and dial Maeve’s number. Once. Twice. By the fourth time, my adrenaline’s high and she hasn’t answered.

      I slump against the tree. Jamie? Ash?

      My phone rings and I answer in a startled second. “Andrei?” comes Maeve’s sleepy voice. “Why are you calling?”

      “You have to come here,” I whisper.

      “I don’t know. You know how I feel about Petrescu building—"

      “No. Behind Walcott.”

      “What? Why are you there?” Her tone sharpens as my words wake her sleepy brain.

      “Long story, but there’s a girl here. Kimberly. I think she’s hurt.”

      “Andrei,” she breathes out. “Who by?”

      “Can you please just come? Yvette and Cody are wandering campus and if they find me, I’m fucked,” I urge. “I can’t stay and risk being seen with her, but I don’t know how bad she is and can’t just leave her here.”

      Maeve’s impressive string of swear words surprises me. “Wait there.”

      The call ends and I stand up, picking at the bark as I watch for Maeve, my heart thumping as I watch out for Yvette too.

      Finally, Maeve appears, dressed in grey sweatpants and a grey hoodie, hair mussed from sleep. I reveal myself and beckon her before slinking back behind the trunk.

      Maeve drops to her knees the moment she sees Kimberly. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know,” I mumble as Maeve tries to rouse Kimberly.

      “Kimberly?” Maeve ducks her head to look at Kimberly’s face. “Unconscious.”

      “She moved a few minutes ago. Turn her over.”

      Maeve's fearful eyes look back at me. “What if she’s dead?”

      I suck in a breath. “Maeve. She’s a witch. I can hear her heart beating strong, but I can also smell blood. She's bleeding.”

      Blinking, Maeve looks back to Kimberly. She struggles to move Kimberly, who flops onto her back with a sigh, eyes closed. Maeve moves Kimberly’s hair and recoils.

      “Is she bleeding badly?”

      “There’s blood. Not a big wound.” She chokes the words and her disgust flows to me.

      I shove hair from my face. “Whoever did this to Kimberly was careful.”

      “Careful? He left her behind a bloody tree!” Maeve’s voice rises and I stiffen in panic. “You should leave,” she adds flatly.

      “I know, but if somebody sees me...”

      “Did you see who assaulted her?”

      I moisten my lips. “Sergei was nearby but I didn’t see the attack.”

      Maeve stands. “Sergei?” she exclaims. "I told you something weird was happening with him and Kimberly."

      Kimberly groans again and her eyes open. She blinks in confusion as she pushes herself to sit, one hand immediately going to her neck.

      If Sergei attacked Kimberly, blanked her mind with mental magic and the first person she sees is me, I’m fucked.

      Before either me or Maeve can speak, her scream shatters the quiet night.

      “Kimberly! It’s okay.” Maeve drops to her knees and clutches Kimberly's other hand. Maeve turns her head to me and mouths ‘go’.

      Kimberly's frightened whimpers join her panicked breathing as her huge, tear-filled eyes meet mine. “What did he do to me?”

      Me.

      "Andrei. Go. Before somebody finds you," urges Maeve.

      As I back away, I stumble over a tree root and steady myself. Maeve holds Kimberly's face and speaks in low, cajoling tones, but she isn't calming down.

      I turn and sprint along the edge of the tree line, staying undercover and in the shadows. Looking around to ensure there’s nobody nearby, I prepare to run across the open space towards Petrescu.

      Somebody grabs the back of my jacket and the material tears as I attempt to bolt. Knees slam into the back of mine and I sprawl forward onto the ground.

      “Why are you in such a hurry, Tepes?” asks Cody, voice low in warning.

      Yvette crouches down in front of me and grabs my hand. “Whose blood is this?” Her mouth twists in disgust but there's triumph in her eyes when she looks at me. “Anything you want to tell us, Andrei?”

      Yeah, I’m fucked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      TOBIAS

      

      The knocking grows louder, until I realise the sound comes from outside my dreams. Every fucking night I dream of Maeve, to the point I’m convinced her taking over my mind is part of the curse.

      I’m relieved the sound interrupts the pain.

      Nobody visits me in the day, let alone night, apart from the one time Ash did. I hoped that might be the start of forgiveness for me, but I haven’t seen him since.

      I’d leave campus, but I’ve nowhere to go. Okay, that’s a lie. I’d leave campus but I can’t face going until Maeve speaks to me again. Even once. Would she listen to me?

      I’m also scared to leave her alone.

      I’ve too much spare time and spend my days researching everything, Jamie-style. I can’t find answers to my two biggest questions: how can I help Maeve and where is April?

      I’m looking into Vincent too, but there’s little to find outside of the Confederacy investigations the first time he disappeared. Nobody in authority appears bothered that he vanished again, even though I told them about his activities on the moors.

      I attempted to follow Clive and Remi one night, but they climbed into a white van a few miles from the academy and I didn’t follow further. I have the van’s licence plate number but no access to records. Again, I passed this to the authorities, who claim they can't find the owner's name.

      Other times, I search for information on the Winterfalls but find nothing. I’m relieved in a way; I don’t want reminders. Most of our society’s history can be found in books, not online, and I can't exactly use the academy library.

      Has Jamie found anything to help? How is Maeve coping?

      The incessant knocking continues, and I haul myself out of bed then pull on a pair of black sweatpants. The floor is cool beneath my bare feet as I pad across to greet my unwanted late-night visitor.

      “Alright, I’m coming,” I call in frustration. “Don’t wake the whole building.”

      The lock clicks and I open the door.

      My heart almost stops.

      Maeve.

      Am I still dreaming? Her expression is as wild as the day I found her hallucinating in Petrescu, but she wears more clothes this time. I drop my eyes from the grey, zipped hoodie to the matching sweatpants.

      She has grass stains on her knees.

      Neither of us speak and I’m suddenly uncomfortable that I didn’t pull on a T-shirt too, because Maeve obviously is as she shifts her eyes away from my naked chest.

      “What’s wrong, Maeve?” I ask, reaching inside to find Professor Whitlock, even though he’s long gone.

      “Andrei needs your help,” she blurts, and her pink cheeks redden further. “I didn’t know who else to ask.”

      Fuck. I rest my shoulder against the doorframe. “Does he know you came to me?”

      Her messy hair moves as she shakes her head. “They took him.”

      “What?” I ask and straighten again. “Who?”

      “Witches. Someone attacked Kimberly, and Andrei was seen close to Walcott like the day the vampire attacked Lorna. Andrei didn't do anything. He found her. Called me,” she stammers out. “Yvette and Cody dragged him away and I don’t know what they plan to do.”

      I rub a hand down my face trying to put together her garbled words. “Dragged him where? It’s the middle of the night.”

      Maeve reaches out as if about to grab my arm but puts her hands behind her back instead. “Somewhere on campus maybe. I don’t know.”

      This is insane. “Let me catch up. A witch was assaulted and now other witches are assaulting Andrei?”

      “Yes. I think. I don't know.” She wraps her arms around herself. “Why didn’t they take Andrei to Sofia or Theodora?”

      “I don't know. And this is Yvette and Cody? Are you sure?”

      “Yes. Tobias. Please come with me and look for Andrei.”

      Shit. I’ve seen the two witches prowling around, the times I’ve taken walks to escape my claustrophobic rooms. I can’t let go of my role of watching what happens around here. I’ve also seen some of the hemia vamps wandering around, but I didn’t think anything of it—Sergei attacked hemia for straying in the past and presumed his presence was to police them the way Yvette and her friends do.

      “Wait there. I’ll get my shoes.”

      Maeve's eyes meet mine and as I turn away her thoughts slip through: and a shirt.

      I’m shaking like a bloody teenager whose girl he’s obsessed with spoke to him. I’d hoped one day she’d come to me again, but not like this. Shoes and shirt on, I take a deep breath and return to Maeve.

      She walked back into my life but didn’t walk into my rooms.

      Maeve stumbles over her feet in the hurry to get across the grounds. I have no problem keeping up, but she’s not with me. All I can see in her mind is Andrei; the only emotion is fear.

      We reach a tree behind Walcott and she stops, stares down and drags hands through her tangled hair. “Kimberly was here. This is where Andrei found her. I tried to soothe her and Andrei ran and then they took him. I was scared to leave Kimberly in case somebody came back and hurt her more. What if that was the wrong choice? What if they hurt Andrei because I looked after Kimberly and not him?”

      I struggle to keep up with her confused story. “Where’s Kimberly now?”

      “Walcott. I took her back and came straight here.” She looks up with wild eyes. "The witches won’t be strong enough to hold Andrei, will they?”

      I close my eyes. When will Maeve understand a witch’s magical strength?

      “Everything will be fine, Maeve,” I lie, because I no longer trust pupils won't hurt each other.
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        * * *

      

      Was this planned? Or an unfortunate coincidence?

      Maeve told me she wasn’t with Andrei before Kimberly's attack and I hope to hell that he hasn’t slipped without my influence over him. Andrei refuses to see or speak to me, but he was always an obstinate kid. I tramp through the woods that border the fence line, doubly pissed off about Theodora removing me from my position. If I were watching Petrescu, I could’ve picked up on this.

      Theodora thinks she has the issue under control, but what if whatever the hell is down there has begun to influence the vampires? Why else would Sergei attack—if this was him and not Andrei?

      Maeve stops abruptly. “How can you?” she half-shouts. I pause too and frown at her. Are we having this conversation now? “How can you think Andrei did this?”

      Her mouth pulls into a thin line and the stone-cold distance returns to her eyes.

      Our mental link hasn’t broken.

      “I don’t, Maeve,” I say softly, “but we can’t always help thoughts crossing our minds.”

      The annoyed expression doesn’t leave and neither does her growing distress. I ache to take away some of that, to touch Maeve’s cheek and tell her everything will be alright. Hold her.

      Tell her how fucking sorry I am.

      But now isn't the time.

      I swallow hard and nod at the route through the trees. “I doubt they left campus. They must be around somewhere.”

      “Do you think we can find them?” Maeve’s voice holds hope for the first time.

      “Yes. I’ll find them. Don’t panic.”

      Maeve’s eyes tear and I’m the one who panics, because if she breaks down in front of me, I won’t be able to hold back from holding her.
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      ANDREI

      

      My head fucking hurts.

      And if I move, the fire will too.

      Through the flames, Yvette and Cody stand and watch me. Their silence scares me more than their threats when they dragged me here.

      Cody caught me off guard and my fight against him ended with a blow to the head hard enough to send me spinning into oblivion.

      My first thought once I rejoined the world was ‘where the fuck am I?’ and the second was an instinctive fear to get away from the fire crackling around me.

      “Have you lost your fucking minds?” I call to them. “You do know there are a shit load of trees around us? You'll set fire to the academy!”

      Silence.

      “You’ve made your point. Let me go.”

      Yvette steps closer and her eyes narrow to slits. “You need dealing with permanently. Hemia are sick, aberrations that should be removed from the world.”

      Cody’s eyes widen. “Yvette.”

      “And you, Andrei,” she spits. “I don’t give a crap what anybody says, you’re a murderer. Kimberly is missing—what have you done to her?”

      I lift my eyes to the cloudy sky in desperation and my chest tightens with a greater fear. Faint light fights through the darkness.

      “I am not a murderer and I haven’t hurt Kimberly,” I retort. I almost add that I found her and Maeve is helping, but that would be a bloody stupid idea.

      “If anything has happened to Kimberly, we’ll know it was you.” She scowls. “But I guess your family will miraculously find other suspect in order to keep you alive, like last time?”

      I eye the flames. “Cody. Talk sense into her. Using fire spells around hemia can get you both into a shitload of trouble.”

      The flames flare upwards and I shrink back. “Cody!”

      “Don’t look at me, mate. A hemia killed one of my cousins. Yvette’s right—your race should die out.”

      Fuck. I narrow my eyes at him. “I’ve been to Ravenhold, mate. Kill me and you’ll end up there too. And you too Yvette. Believe me, Ravenhold is not a pretty place to be.”

      The fire picks out the sly smile across her features. “You could disappear—like April did. Where is she, Andrei?”

      “I had nothing to do with her disappearance! For fuck’s sake. Stop this.”

      “How does it feel to be scared for your life?” she whispers. “How many people have your kind terrorised and killed?”

      This is insane. How did the academy come to this? Everybody’s going fucking crazy. I’d retort that I’m not scared, but Yvette's unpredictable—not thinking straight.

      “Guards will walk by and see this,” I try.

      “We’re too far from the fence line, Andrei.”

      Cody isn’t as enthusiastic about Andrei-torture as Yvette, as he keeps glancing between her and me with an uncertain expression.

      “Cody. Be sensible. Put the fire out and let me go. Yvette, one day I’ll wind up in Ravenhold again, and that’ll be a bigger torture than fire.” My mouth dries because the words are true. If I walk away from here, I’ll face more 'act now, ask questions later' from authorities.

      Fucking Sergei.

      “Bigger torture than the sun?” asks Yvette.

      For the first time, genuine fear races into my body. “What?”

      “What do you think, Cody? Would the sun be agonising enough that he’d run through the flames to escape?”

      Okay. Yvette isn’t crazy; she’s a fucking psychopath. “Dude!” I urge Cody. “Talk sense into her. Please.”

      Side-eyeing Yvette, Cody rubs his chin. “Maybe we’d better take him to Theodora. We’ve scared him enough.”

      “What?” she shrieks. “And let Andrei get away with hurting another witch?”

      “Kimberly isn’t dead,” he says cautiously.

      “Not this time!” The fire flares with Yvette’s temper and the heat from the flames grows closer to my face.

      “I agree we should scare the vamp, but I don’t want to kill anyone," says Cody. "That would make us as bad as him.”

      Yvette turns to Cody and I’m unable to see her face or hear her next words. He steps back and she turns back to me, lips twitching into a smile.

      I hear her next word as clear as day.

      “Incendio.”

      The circle of fire grows and shrinks the space between me and the flames. Instinctively I step back and my leg meets the fire behind. Lurching into panic, I beat at the flames singeing my jeans at the ankle, unable to catch up with the reality of what’s happening. “Yvette! Don’t lose your life for killing me,” I say desperately.

      “I said, you’re going to disappear.”

      In the split second that she lifts her hands, my mind lurches between “at least I’ll escape agony from the sun” and “fuck, I’m going to die”.

      I close my eyes and in my terrified state I swear I hallucinate Maeve’s voice calling my name. The burning agony doesn’t hit, and I cautiously open an eye, just as Yvette screeches in anger.

      Two figures have joined the witches and I peer through the tall flames. Tobias holds Cody against a tree by his shoulders and growls something at him.

      The flames weaken but the fire remains high enough that I don’t want to risk injury if I attempt to leave.

      “Are you trying to kill him?” shouts Maeve.

      “What do you think?” calls Yvette.

      “Put the fire out,” shouts Tobias, still firmly holding Cody to the tree.

      “I’m not listening to you. You’re not a professor anymore.”

      “I don’t know what’s wrong with her,” stammers Cody. “I thought we would scare him. That’s all.”

      “Put the fucking fire out!” shouts Tobias.

      With a sneer, Yvette lifts her arms and the fire crackles louder, moving in the direction she commands with her hands. The heat burns my face as the flames shrink the space around until I can’t see what’s happening.

      “No!”

      Maeve’s guttural yell bounces through the woods and a split-second later, Yvette screams and the flames drop in size again. Breathing hard, I look for help but instead I’m filled with horror.

      Maeve’s body shakes and her arms are outstretched. She isn’t touching Yvette, but Yvette drops to her knees, gripping the side of her head. “That hur—"

      Yvette doesn’t manage the rest of her words as she chokes and pulls at her jacket collar. I'd shout out, but I’m stunned into silence as Maeve’s trembling figure advances towards Yvette.

      “You hurt Andrei, and I’ll hurt you. Badly.”

      Holy fuck. The words are bad enough, but her voice is hoarse and laden with malice.

      “Maeve!” shouts Tobias. “Stop.”

      “What the fuck?” Cody struggles against Tobias’s grip. “Let me go!”

      Tobias swears and he knows as well as I do that if he releases Cody, the guy will run screaming across campus.

      “Maeve. I’m not hurt. Stop what you’re doing,” I shout at her.

      She doesn’t respond and Yvette's body slackens further the longer Maeve looks at her. Withdrawing a hand from her throat, Yvette jerkily holds her hands towards the fire surrounding me and the flames dissipate.

      "The fire is out," she rasps. "Stop."

      Then Yvette screams in a way I’ve never heard before, bending over and gripping her head again. Breaking through my shock, I step through the charred circle and towards Maeve.

      “No. Hold Cody. Wipe his mind. You can’t help,” says Tobias. I stumble as Tobias shoves me to one side, and the moment he releases Cody, the guy attempts to run.

      “Cody!” I shout.

      Maeve spins around and stares after him. “No, you don’t.”

      Cody freezes then turns on his heel. "Let me go!" he yells as he walks stiffly and unsteadily back towards us.

      Maeve. Again.

      If she can possess a vampire, she can take on a witch.

      “You. You’re the people murdering students,” he says and this time he’s the one with fear in his voice. “Please, don't kill me.”

      I grab Cody by the jacket and shove him against the same tree as Tobias did. “Maeve. I have him. Stop this.”

      But the trembling Maeve continues to look between Yvette and Cody with a black hatred in her expression I never, ever expected to see on her face.

      Is somebody mind-controlling her?

      “Omifuckinggod,” says Cody hoarsely. “What is she?”

      Tobias obscures Maeve from our view as he steps closer and seizes her wrists. “Maeve. Look at me. Stop this or they win.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      MAEVE

      

      Tobias grips my wrists as he repeatedly says my name, and the pitch-black filling my head is sucked from me. My struggle against him stops as the light seeps in to replace the dark, and the angry Blackwood magic dissipates. I want to run from the scene and hide, but the attack didn’t terrify me—my reaction did.

      I’ve more darkness inside than I realised.

      “Maeve.”

      Tobias says my name one more time and his hold loosens as my body slackens. His glittering eyes search mine and my fury lessens as his pneuma energy pushes into me and engulfs the dark. Swallowing hard, I break free of Tobias and step back.

      “I don’t know why that happened,” I say.

      “You hurt Yvette.” Tobias nods to where she kneels on the ground, leaning forward, still holding her head and mumbling to herself.

      I cover my mouth in horror. “I didn’t mean to hurt her.”

      “Bullshit!” yells Cody.

      Tobias looks over his shoulder. “Andrei. Wipe him.”

      Cody’s jaw slackens. “All of you are in on this? Are you Dominion and working with Andrei?”

      What have I done? My head pounds as the darkness that encroached and took hold fights against Tobias's hold on me.

      Nobody replies.

      Cody’s face squashes as Andrei grips the guy’s face between his hands.

      “Am I safe to let you go now, Maeve?” asks Tobias gruffly.

      I nod, horrified at myself when I look down at Yvette.

      But would she have killed Andrei? I sensed her revulsion and she looked at him like he was an animal. I caught a flash of her intentions and my fear she’d act, along with the early dawn light filtering through the night, fed my darkness.

      “Promise me you’re okay now,” Tobias says. "Maeve?"

      Tobias’s face spins in and out of view as my trembling body fills with a sickness in my heart and soul. What did I almost do? The compulsion to hurt pushed harder than the night Nikolai died.

      What am I?
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        * * *

      

      I’m barely aware of events around me or the cold ground I sit on with knees hugged to my chest, shock bouncing around inside. I don’t want to look at anybody or see what happens next.

      I hear Andrei and Tobias talking. Yvette’s weak voice. Nothing from Cody. My heart thunders against my ribs. How can Tobias possibly hide this? Groaning, I cover my head with my arms, blocking out the world. The shock gives way to exhaustion, but the impulse to stand and run won’t leave.

      Andrei. Is he hurt?

      I look up but there’s nobody in the clearing, just the charred circle and smell from scorched twigs and grass. In panic, I haul myself up and clutch the tree nearby.

      Tobias and Andrei left me?

      I’m on the verge of shouting for them when Tobias’s figure emerges from the dark night. I can’t make out his expression, but his purposeful strides scare me. My shoulders sink in relief when I don’t detect anger as he reaches me.

      “Where’s Andrei?” I ask shakily. “Is he alright?”

      Tobias nods curtly.  “I sent him back to Petrescu. He couldn't wait, as dawn is breaking.”

      I tip my face to the sky where the early rays from earlier now streak the clouds with orange.

      “Yvette,” I ask as guilt stabs me. "Is she okay?"

      His lips press together. “The mental magic required to eradicate their memories of tonight’s events is not a simple task.”

      “Omigod,” I breathe out. “She remembers?”

      “I said, not simple, but also not impossible.” He blinks. “I’ve used magic like that on you before. They won't remember.”

      The past pushes into the moment as he touches on the time his magic assaulted me the night with the hunters.

      “Both of them?”

      He nods again. “But I can’t reach Kimberly without somebody seeing me inside Walcott. I presume Kimberly’s attacker wiped her mind too, but if she's injured, we both know where the finger will point.”

      “I thought Yvette was going to kill Andrei,” I say and squeeze back tears. “I—"

      “Was angry? Desperate?” he asks stiffly. “This is exactly the situation to cause a violent reaction. I’m concerned. When your emotions triggered your mind control power in the past, that worried me. This time, you reacted with dark and dangerous magic.”

      “I’m not dark,” I say. “Am I?”

      He moistens his lips and looks away. No, you’re a Winterfall.

      Pushing away the words, I wipe at my face with a sleeve. “Then why does this happen?”

      “I don’t know much about witchcraft as powerful as yours, Maeve,” he says quietly.

      Tobias’s eyes follow the tears tracking down my cheeks and his hurt radiates towards me. My aching heart wants Tobias to hold me and tell me everything will be okay, but I wouldn’t believe him.

      I never thought I’d want him to touch me again.

      We stand face to face, finally alone after my avoiding him for days. I knew this time would come, but had no idea how I’d react. Now I know—if I don’t walk away, I’ll be sucked into everything my heart wants. Tobias found something in me that helped him move forward. He believed there was good inside him, otherwise how would I want him? I love this guy. I can’t bear life without him, and I don’t think that’s only due to a curse.

      “Let me walk you back to Walcott,” he says and steps back, dipping his head.

      He’s verbally and mentally silent as we take the short walk from the clearing to the edge of the trees. I shut my mind from him as well; there’s too much to say and at the wrong time.

      The imposing academy comes into view and we pause in the shadows close to Walcott's entrance.

      “Thank you. I should go.” I say the words but my feet don’t move.

      “Indeed.”

      I flash him a look and his eyes glint. “Very funny.”

      He smiles the warm smile that I’ve seen so rarely, that fills me with the desire to connect emotionally and physically as strongly as when he’s touching me.

      “I want to talk to you, but I can’t right now,” I tell him.

      “I understand.”

      “Because the moment I saw you tonight, I realised nothing has changed,” I blurt out.

      “I already know, Maeve.”

      Under normal circumstances, a girl would tell a guy he’s arrogant to presume how she feels.

      But we’re different.

      Everything about us is unique.

      “Go to Andrei. He’s in shock and needs you right now.” Tobias steps back. “I’m not supposed to be around campus. I should go back to my rooms.”

      In that moment, I’m torn. Tobias stepped in and helped me—us—proving the guy would never walk away from the five of us. How powerful was the magic he used? This evening when I arrived at his rooms, as he looked at me in surprise, I sensed Tobias's loneliness and isolation. He didn’t hesitate when I asked him to help, despite how we’ve treated him.

      “I’m stronger than Andrei,” he says softly as he picks up on my thoughts. “To know you don't hate me is enough for now.”

      I give a wry smile. “Andrei wouldn’t be happy if he heard you say that.”

      “Andrei learned something about himself tonight.”

      “I did too,” I mumble.

      His warm palm touches my face and Tobias snatches my breath with the sudden jolt of energy from him. “Will you talk to me, Maeve? Not now. Soon.”

      The physical distance he insists on since the night at the Blackwoods is now as large as the crack in the earth Izzy created, made deeper and wider by the secrets revealed. I’d do anything to step across to him and hug away the pain we share.

      “Yes. Are you free tomorrow?”

      He smiles at my stiff response. “If you need me, I’m there, Maeve. You know that.”

      I glance at Petrescu and know my heart is with Andrei tonight. Tobias is right—Andrei needs me.
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      MAEVE

      

      As I make my way to Petrescu, I’m still lost in a strange world where students threaten to kill each other, and where I react with the magic I’m trying to escape. Where is the Winterfall magic I’m supposed to contain?

      The large oak doors creak in the way that amused me the first time I walked into the dark building with the gothic interior; the one that matches the residents and the rest of the academy. If ever there were a vampire theme, this is it.

      Nothing amuses me about the place anymore; not since the gothic vibe turned into an Edgar Allan Poe story. I try to push away the faint heartbeat, but the sound grows in volume, the way my breathing does if I think about it.

      Andrei knows I don’t like coming here because of the heartbeat, but I sense he doesn’t a hundred percent believe this is the only reason. His self-doubt grew after the fantasy about me that he denies, and I’m concerned we’ll move back to square one again.

      I walk through the empty entrance hall and climb the stairs. Not one student walks the hallway; the hemia retreat to their rooms as dawn encroaches their lives, and the ones who’re unaffected by the sun must be sleeping. I spot a group of guys in the common room, playing cards, but they don’t notice me.

      Andrei left before I could speak to him or check he’s okay. Tobias reassures me he is, but nobody else understands how psychologically affected Andrei is by threats and attempts to label him. The night he stood by the bonfire, when I knew he’d come into my life, he spoke about dying in fire.

      I never thought I’d see this possibility on campus.

      The fallout waiting to happen from tonight’s events will destabilise the academy further—perhaps destroy the loosening unity forever. Who’ll deal with the attack against Kimberly? How will they?

      This isn’t my concern right now.

      I creep along the hallway, footsteps muffled by the dark carpet, until I reach Andrei’s room.

      “Andrei?” I call as quietly as I can when I knock.

      He doesn’t answer straightaway, reminding me of the first night I came here. I lift my hand to knock again and the door opens.

      Andrei looks at me. “Fuck.”

      “Wow. That’s a charming way to greet your girlfriend.”

      “Why are you here?”

      “To check up on you.”

      He’s brighter-eyed than I expected, but his pupils are dilated. My suspicion is confirmed when I walk inside and spot something on his desk.

      A small plastic bag with tiny squares of paper inside.

      “Are you high again?”

      Andrei runs a hand through his hair. “Felt like some time away from the world.”

      “Andrei...” I sigh and reach out to him, but he doesn’t respond.

      “What happened, Maeve?”

      “I’m not sure. Do you remember much?”

      His brows shoot up. “Like you attacking Yvette? What the fuck was that?”

      “I’m more bothered about her attacking you. Are you burnt anywhere?”

      “Nah.” He points to his ankles. “I guess I’m not as flammable as I thought. I’m happy I had boots on, though.”

      “Andrei, don’t joke, this is serious,” I retort.

      “Damn right, it is.” He sits on the chair by his desk and toys with the bag of Lix. “What the fuck was that magic you used? I thought you’d control Yvette to stop the attack, not assault her.”

      I wrap my arms around myself. “I don’t know why, or where that came from.”

      “Has magic like that happened before?” I nod. “When?”

      “The night Nikolai Blackwood died.”

      Andrei’s mouth falls open. “Did you kill Nikolai? I thought Tobias did.”

      “Both of us.”

      “Right.” He looks away and the shock doesn't drop from his expression. “You fucking scared me, Maeve. You were out of control until Tobias stepped in.”

      “I know. Please. I came to see you, not talk about me?”

      “Is this Winterfall? I thought they were the ‘good guys’. Black magic versus white.”

      “Nothing ever is black and white. But now I know that I need Tobias to help me deal with the darker magic.”

      Andrei screws his face up. “Tobias.”

      “He saved your life tonight, Andrei.”

      “How was he there?”

      “I asked him to help.”

      “You asked him?" His eyes harden. "We don’t need Tobias.”

      I perch on the edge of Andrei’s bed. “We do. I’ve had to admit that, and you need to accept this too.”

      “Because you’re controlled by that curse,” he says.

      I sigh. “You know things aren’t that simple. And stop deflecting. How are you?”

      “I told you. Not burned.”

      The time I went to Andrei after the sun caught him when we fought his mother, he joked around despite his trauma. Tonight, Andrei is distant, the drugs and something else keeping me at arm’s length rather than asking me to kiss him better.

      “Yes, but you immediately took drugs.” I place my fingers on his lips. "I worry about how this affected you."

      Andrei moves away and yanks open his desk drawer then takes out another small packet. Pulling a silver-wrapped strip out, he looks at it for a moment. Gum. With a huff, he tosses the packet and strip on his desk.

      “You know what? Fuck it. Why should I pretend to be different if nobody fucking believes me? I’m hemia. I’m headed towards immortality and blood lust that I’ll fight harder to control. Maybe I should accept that truth.” He pauses. “We both should.”

      My chest tightens. “But that’s not who you are.”

      He snorts. “Seriously, Maeve?”

      “Seriously, Andrei. I refuse to believe you’re anything but a good person.”

      Silently, Andrei steps back to the bed and looks down at me, his eyes glittering, and the darkened pupils hike up my heart rate. “I’m not a good person.”

      Not this again. I stand. “You’re high. You’ve had a bad experience. Sleep on what happened if you don’t want to talk this through now.”

      “Bad experience?” His laugh has an edge to it that tightens my chest. “Yvette would’ve killed me.”

      “No.”

      He’s close enough that I feel his breath against my face and his agitation grows. I’d hug him, but he’s as distant as Tobias can be.

      Andrei runs his tongue along his bottom lip and the way he looks at me chills the room further. “I lied.”

      “What about?”

      “The things you saw in my head that day in mental magic.” His hand slides against the back of my neck and he grips hard. “I lied about them, but to myself, not you.”

      His eyes transfix me and I'm motionlessness through more than surprise at his admission as he moves his face closer. “Every time we fuck, I want more. If I could taste your blood and stop myself going too far, I would.”

      Breaking away from his grip, I pull away from him. “You arsehole. Is that what I am? A fuck?” I snap. "That's a disgusting thing to say!"

      “Did you hear what I said?” he retorts. "I want your blood."

      “I will not stop trusting you,” I reply, but an instinct to protect myself stirs inside, throwing doubt on whether I should stay here.

      Andrei takes hold of me again and his lips touch my cheek, slowly and gently moving across my face. “That trust takes me to a place I never believed I belonged, one where I could love and be loved, but I can’t deny what I am."

      "You've proved you're more than that," I murmur.

      "Yeah? How many other hemia have fucking chaperones to keep them under control?”

      My breath hitches as his mouth touches my pulse point. “Because your grandfather wants to protect you from your mother.”

      Each moment his warm lips rest against my neck, the harder my heart beats, and he inhales against my skin. “You risk your life with me.”

      “I shouldn’t come near you when you’re high,” I say, annoyed by my breathlessness. “You’re not thinking straight.”

      The room blurs for a moment and I gasp as my back hits the wall across his room, with Andrei’s hand around my neck where his mouth once was. His intense expression isn’t the worrying thing here; it’s his dulled thoughts.

      “And I know why you take the risk,” he says. “You’re curious. You wanted to know what would happen if you let me close. That curiosity isn't satisfied, is it?”

      I remain still, holding his look to allow me to push into his thoughts. I can hear my heart beating in my ears as it pumps the blood I see colouring his mind red.

      Andrei brushes a thumb across my pulse point and smiles. “Did somebody tell you witches feel a high to match the vampire’s? You know that’s how Lorna was lured to her death by the guy who eventually killed her.”

      I swallow hard. My curiosity and the attraction to a risk I take with Andrei each time we're physically close influences me more than I’d admit to him or myself. At any moment, a hemia guy could lose control with a witch, but I never cared because I believed Andrei loved me and would stop.

      But I chose Andrei Tepes, and he's a bigger risk.

      “I’m not doing this now, Andrei,” I say and curl my fingers around his hand to pull him away. “You’re high and saying things you don’t mean.”

      The craziest part of all this is I’m more bothered by Andrei saying we fuck than his confession he wants my blood.

      “But you want the same thing, don’t you?” he says, eyes fixed on mine again. “I promised I’d never pull anybody under my influence again to assault them, but I wouldn’t be assaulting you, would I?”

      I fight to control my breathing and will my heart to calm down. I'm confused and exhausted—the fear I had for Andrei’s life prompted everything tonight.

      The fear I'd lose him.

      “I love you, Andrei,” I whisper. He blinks at me but doesn’t reply. “Yes, I’m curious but I'm equally frightened. I’m not stupid—when I walked into this relationship, I knew the eventual outcome.”

      Andrei’s lips are a whisper away from mine and I fight against the desire to kiss him, frightened what I’d pull us into.

      “But not tonight, Andrei. If you let in your true self tonight when you're already out of control, you'd use what happens as ammunition against yourself. You'd push me away again, and I don’t want to lose you.”

      I don’t want you to go too far.

      Andrei’s body pushes harder against mine but instead of scaring me, his arousal fuels the lust he always draws into my mind and body. Andrei winds my hair around his long fingers, and he tugs my head back teasing my lips with his tongue. My breath hitches as he tightens his grip and trails kisses along my neck, slowly and softly.

      “You lose yourself to me every single time,” he murmurs. “And I lose myself in you. What do you think your darkness will do to us? Because your shadows tempt me and mine tempt you.”

      “Not tonight,” I repeat.

      “You want me to let you go?” he whispers, mouth moving against mine.

      I expected to find an emotional and highly-charged Andrei, but I'm shocked by how hard Yvette's attack has hit him. Is he behaving like this to push me away? Convincing himself he belongs in the dark, away from others? Or is this our reality?

      He’s right. One day I’ll do what he wants, to prove something to myself and to him.

      Our hearts beat in unison as we lock ourselves in a moment that could go either way—backwards, towards the end, or into a place that’s only the beginning and will change us forever. But I’m out of control myself, still shocked and trying to come to terms with what I did to Yvette. Taking such a big step with Andrei shouldn’t happen like this.

      “No.”

      Andrei takes a shuddery breath before running the back of his hand down my face. “Is this the reason you’re holding back from me? Is this over?”

      I moisten my sore lips. “No. We need to stop hiding from the truth.”

      The night I walked into this room and crossed a line with Andrei, I fooled myself. I wasn't chasing the thrill of becoming the unobtainable guy’s lover after wearing him down. No. That night, I had sex with a vampire who hides part of who he is to allow himself close to me. I need to face the reality—if Andrei can't be his true self around me, that will kill what we have.

      And there's a deeper truth that I refuse to admit.

      The part of himself that Andrei hides is what I've wanted from the start.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      JAMIE

      

      Maeve isn't in her room this morning; I presume she's with Andrei or Ash, so I sit in the common room waiting. The sun actually shines for once after dreary days, and I look out the window and consider what me and Maeve could to do together today. We could go into town, catch a movie, anything to get her away from the academy for a few hours.

      I frown as I spot Maeve’s figure crossing towards Walcott from Petrescu. When I checked in on her last night, Maeve was in her room, in her pyjamas.

      Shit. Not the heartbeat again.

      I’m downstairs, ready to run across and meet Maeve within half a minute, but somebody beats me to her. Sofia stands between us, talking to Maeve, who digs her hands into the hoodie she’s wearing and stares at her shoes.

      I stride over. “Good morning, Sofia.”

      Sofia snaps her head around. “No. It is not.”

      I look between her reddened face and Maeve's pale, tired one. “What’s happened?”

      “Something involving you degenerates, I presume.” Sofia's eyes narrow. I shake my head in confusion. “Where were you last night, Jamie?”

      “Bed.”

      “Your own? Alone?”

      “Yes.”

      “Were you involved?”

      “I’m sorry, I’m confused,” I say.

      What the hell have Maeve and Andrei done?

      Sofia’s mouth presses into a thin line. “I have three witches in the infirmary. One has a vampire bite, and none of the three are talking sense. Somebody has used powerful mental magic on them—too powerful for their minds. If there's serious damage, I will ensure every, single one of you pay for this.”

      “Who are they?” I ask hoarsely.

      “Cody, Yvette, and Kimberly. The trio came to me last week claiming hemia stalked Kimberly and I told them not to cause trouble.” She narrows her eyes at Maeve. “But it would seem Petrescu don’t care about trouble.”

      She thinks this was Andrei.

      Shit.

      “And do you have a clever alibi for him again, Maeve,” she continues coldly. "Is that why you were in his bed again?"

      “For who?”

      I close my eyes at Maeve’s words. Don’t upset Sofia.

      “Andrei Tepes.”

      “If you’re accusing him, find proper evidence this time,” she says and meets Sofia’s eyes.

      Maeve. Shut up.

      “This academy is falling apart!” exclaims Sofia and two students passing by catch her words and glance at us.

      “I’m sure Andrei will happily to speak to Theodora,” Maeve says. “I’ll speak to her too, if you think I’m involved again.”

      Sofia tips her chin upwards. “Theodora knows about the witches in the infirmary. I asked her to talk to you all but expect I’m wasting my time. She has no control anymore.”

      I try to catch Maeve’s eye, but she won’t look at me.

      “If Maeve tells you what happened to the witches, Jamie, please come to me and explain. This would count in your favour once the time comes.”

      “What time?” asks Maeve.

      “The time the Confederacy discover what in the blazes is happening here—and your connection.” She places her hands behind her back and leans into Maeve's face. "And deals with you all."

      Sofia's long skirts swish behind as she storms towards the door to Walcott. Maeve’s shoulders slump as she drops her cool facade.

      “What happened? Who hurt the witches?” I whisper.

      She shakes her head and leads me to a bench beneath the oak tree. “Someone hurt Kimberly. Yvette attacked Andrei last night. I found him standing in a ring of fire and—" she takes a huge breath. “I attacked Yvette, Jamie.”

      “You hurt her mind?”

      “I don’t know.” Her tired eyes well up. “Tobias used stronger than average mental magic on them because they needed to forget a lot—what if he's hurt Yvette and Cody?”

      I slump back on the bench. The sunny day suddenly isn’t as bright anymore. “Tell me everything, Maeve, including why Tobias was with you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      JAMIE

      

      I’m with Sofia on one thing—what the bloody hell is happening to the academy? Yvette is in Andrei’s group for the challenge; why would she do this to him? At first, I can’t process what Maeve tells me, filled with disbelief at Yvette’s actions and Cody’s in supporting her. We meet up with Ash to debrief and he listens silently, but his expression grows into shock. We’re filled with the same sense of powerlessness as the last time something threatened Andrei.

      Ash and I sit either side of Maeve, who refuses to move from the bench, in case Confederacy arrive. She’s dressed in the same clothes as earlier and sits with the hood over her head. I know why: she’s crying and doesn’t want us to fuss. I attempt to reassure her that the three witches can’t remember, so Andrei can’t be in trouble.

      But what if they remember?

      Taking advantage of Maeve’s distraction, I silently communicate to Ash that I want to talk to him and stand. Unnoticed by her, we move closer to the tree, out of earshot.

      “Do you think the Confederacy will take Andrei?” whispers Ash, a cautious eye on Maeve. "I heard that Sofia wants all hemia questioned."

      “I’m not sure. There isn’t a huge fuss this time and nobody died.” I sigh. “The bigger issue might be the magic used on the three of them by Tobias.”

      Ash drags a hand down his face. “Saving Andrei’s backside again.”

      I chew my lip and look to Maeve. “You don’t understand. If the magic caused permanent damage, the person responsible will be in serious trouble.”

      “Jamie. We need to let Tobias back into our circle.” His wariness switches to me and I clench my jaw. “You have to put aside how you feel, for Maeve’s sake.”

      Deep down, I know Ash is right, but he isn’t a witch and doesn’t understand the seriousness of Tobias’s crimes to our society. Tobias changed our future by wiping out the one family who could stand against the Blackwoods—the witches who could destroy us all. But what about the curse? I'm more scared for Maeve's safety than any hate I have for Tobias. “I know. Tobias has a purpose in all this whether we like the idea or not.”

      “Exactly. And Tobias cares about her, Jamie. He saved her life once and he’s part of us. I think Tobias loves her too.”

      My mouth twists in disgust. “Yeah, right.”

      With a sigh, Ash digs his hands into his jacket pockets. “Tobias still has links to Confederacy. That could be helpful in figuring out what the shifters’ game is.”

      I’ve considered all this myself, but I saw Maeve’s distress immediately after Tobias told her the truth and that morning isn’t something I’ll easily forget.

      But I need to forgive—or as much as I can.

      I turn my back to Maeve on the bench. “I’m going up to the infirmary. I want to see how the three witches are.”

      “I doubt the nurse would let you in, Jamie, and I don’t reckon the witches will want to see one of Andrei’s mates.”

      “Can you come with me?”

      “Uh. Why?”

      “Don’t worry, there won’t be any blood.”

      He pulls a face. “Ha ha.”

      “Yeah, I’d like to see the three, but you’re right that they won’t appreciate my visit. No, I want to look at their medical notes to know what we’re dealing with—whether this is due to Tobias's magic or something more.”

      “Is looking at notes allowed?”

      I shake my head at Ash. “Of course not, but you can distract the nurse.”

      Ash groans. “Secret agents again, huh?”

      “You said we need to involve Tobias; he needs information.” I lower my voice. “Especially if their condition means trouble for him.”
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        * * *

      

      The smell of lavender spills from the infirmary as we approach. The scent always evokes memories of times I spent in school nurses’ rooms when I was younger. Inside, the infirmary contains another smell I recognise as a mix of oils designed to encourage calm.

      Ash hangs back as I sneak in and peek around the corner towards the beds. Long, light blue curtains are drawn across a section and, as the only other person here is a shifter guy I vaguely recognise, the three witches must be behind there. No nurse. Is she behind the curtain too?

      Stepping back, I look to Ash. “There’s a shifter in there. Go talk to him and look out for the nurse.”

      Ash ducks his head around the corner. “Jesse? He’s a mate of Clive’s, not mine.”

      Hell, Ash would never make a good detective. “Distract the nurse, Ash. I need to look into the nurses' room.”

      I point at the empty room barely large enough for the sturdy wooden desk, chair, and metal filing cabinet.

      "Fine."

      Ash rubs his eyes and walks around the corner. I shut the door between the infirmary and academy hallway with a soft click and take one last look around the corner to the beds before sidling into the nurses' room. My pulse picks up at the worry someone will catch me looking at things I shouldn’t, but I’m beyond caring about trouble.

      I glance around and I’m about to pull open the cabinet when I see manila folders in a tray on the desk. Ash speaks nearby and I hear another male voice. No nurse yet. Grabbing the pile of folders, I flick through for their names.

      Yvette Seacrest

      Kimberly Campbell

      Cody Richards

      Jesse Harding

      Hand shaking, I pull out my phone and take quick photos of the A4 sheet inside each folder marked with the witches' names. I don’t have time to read this now. A female voice joins Ash’s and the other guy’s outside the room, and I fly into panic as I gather the folders together again. One slips from my hand and I swear as I crouch down to pick it up.

      The name on the top right corner is familiar.

      My heart skips a beat. Unsure if I have long enough to take another photo, I shove the folder into my blazer and stand. Quickly stepping out the room, I stand with my arms hugged to my chest, breath rushing out when I can't see anybody outside. Come on, Ash.

      The grey-haired, middle-aged nurse appears around the corner and halts when she sees me. “Jamie. Is everything alright? I haven’t seen you since I attended to your dressing. Is there a problem?”

      I moisten my lips and she frowns. “If you’re here to see the Walcott patients, they’re not permitted visitors.”

      “Oh. Uh. No. Do you have any—" I grasp for words. “Healing Balm. The wound is a bit itchy.”

      “Let me take a look.” As the nurse steps forward and gently touches my neck with her warm fingers, Ash appears from around the corner. “That’s healed nicely, but if you need the balm, I’ll fetch you some.”

      I thank her as she walks away and Ash steps towards me. “Something is wrong with Jesse too.”

      I groan. “Don’t say that. More mental damage?”

      “Nah. He’s gashed his leg badly, but that’s not what’s wrong.” Ash points to his face. “He isn’t wearing his glasses and he said hello to me before I reached him.”

      “You’re distinctive, Ash.”

      “Nah, the guy can’t see further than the end of his nose. Serious. Besides, he—“

      “Here you go, Jamie.” The nurse hands me a small metal pot. “That should last a few days. If you’re still having problems at the weekend, pop back up.” The folder slips slightly beneath my jacket and I grip tighter. “Are you sure there’s nothing else?”

      “No. I’m good. Thanks for this.” I lift up the pot and the bloody file slips again.

      Ash gives me a weird look and takes my arm. “Thanks for letting me visit, Jesse,” he says to the nurse as he escorts me from the infirmary.

      I take a deep breath of fresh air as Ash scowls at me. “What the hell was all that about?”

      “Come here.” I move along the hallway and turn my back before unbuttoning my blazer. “I found this.”

      Ash takes the folder from me, face becoming more perturbed by the moment. “What the fuck? We can’t look at this here.”

      I read the name again.

      April Hart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      MAEVE

      

      I’m terrified for Andrei again, and this time there’s little I can do. I spend most of the morning sitting on a bench where I can see the driveway between the main gate and front of the academy, watching for Confederacy arriving.

      Ash and Jamie sit with me for a while, before heading to the infirmary, and when they leave I pull out the Winterfall book. If I’m headed to see Tobias today, my denial has to stop. I read more of their history, as if this could connect me more. The Winterfalls lived on the estate from early Victorian times onwards, and I gaze at photos of the large white building and the plush interior. This is a world away from my parents’ terraced house.

      Car wheels crunch slowly along the drive, and I place a hand on the open book as I look up. The car doesn’t have the distinctive Confederacy number plates, but my stomach knots and won’t untangle when a couple climb from the car and walk into the building. They return with a Walcott student and drive away, but my anxiety remains.

      Of course. It’s the weekend. Some kids leave campus.

      Sofia doesn’t haul me to Theodora—or anywhere—which confuses me too. This is an attack, not a death, and if April’s disappearance didn’t call for an investigation, Kimberly’s assault won’t.

      The Kimberly situation would ordinarily preoccupy my mind away from everything else, but I’m faced with something enormous and more pressing.

      I’ve had time to talk through my shocking news with the guys, spent sleepless nights with thoughts and fears cycling through my mind, but I’ve never allowed Tobias the chance to sit with me and explain. Originally, I believed he had nothing to explain because his actions were unforgivable.

      Now I realise this is bigger than me. Bigger than the both of us.

      Life isn’t what I’d like, but then whose is?

      I keep my promise to him.
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        * * *

      

      Tobias answers the door with less confusion and more clothes than yesterday, and his unguarded smile pulls me closer to him than last time. Has Tobias realised that he can’t push me away, either?

      I sit in the same place on the sofa as I did the night I freaked out, with my fingers pressed against my closed eyelids, unsure if I’m doing the right thing. The heartbeat still echoes, although quieter than a couple of weeks ago, as if something calmed whatever exists down there. I question whether the ‘thing’ is an entity; in my visions of the maw below the fire where Gabriella and Anastasia’s voices shouted at the edges, I saw nothing.

      And that frightens me more. How can we fight something bodiless?

      “Thank you for coming to see me, Maeve,” says Tobias softly.

      “Thank you for helping last night.”

      Last night’s frenzy and darkness prevented me seeing him clearly and today he looks like the Tobias I’m closest to; the one whose emotions are nearer the surface. Although, he sits as stiffly as Professor Whitlock did, muscles tightly coiled, even though he’s dressed in jeans and a black shirt with two buttons unfastened, along with bare feet.

      I never have and never will be able to look at this guy without my attraction to him surging.

      “I’m glad you came to me for help last night,” he says.

      I shift. “Otherwise I might’ve killed someone?”

      “Maybe.”

      My stomach lurches. I’d hope he’d dismiss the idea and settle my fears that I’m capable of murder, but he’s earnest.

      “Help me, Tobias,” I say, voice thick. “I don’t know who else can.”

      “I will help, Maeve, but we can’t move forward until we deal with what I told you a week ago.”

      What I told you. I close my eyes again and swallow hard. “I try not to focus on that.”

      “I haven’t stopped thinking about you since we last spoke. I can’t get those moments out of my head,” he says quietly. “I physically felt your pain and confusion and I hated myself. And now—"

      Now I’m with you, the light returned to my darkness.

      I catch his last words and try to shake them from my head. “I wanted to hate you,” I say hoarsely. “I wanted to forget about you, but I can’t. Something will always stop me.”

      “The curse is unfair, Maeve. Putting you in this situation and playing around with your life and emotions is unbelievably wrong.”

      Taking a shuddery breath, I say the words that have circled in my mind for weeks. “Not the curse, Tobias, but because I love you.”

      He stands abruptly. “Don't say that to me."

      I blink back tears at his immediate rejection. "Why not? Because you think I only love you because of the curse?"

      “Why else would you? I've hurt you badly. Look at how upset you are."

      “No.” I move from the sofa and stand opposite him before he walks away and tries to break from the conversation he wanted.

      His eyes pain as I reach out and touch the side of his face, snatching the connection back. Tobias curls his fingers around mine and the magic that binds us wraps around too. I've spent days with thoughts tumbling around in my head—how I should feel, what I should do. But I don't choose how I feel; my heart does.

      "I can sense how cut up you are over everything, Tobias. Me, the deaths—" I pause as his fingers tighten. "We can't change the past. Neither of us are the person we were five years ago."

      He takes a ragged breath. “This isn’t the conversation I wanted. We have practical issues to discuss.”

      “But this must be the conversation you expected. Emotions come into our situation whether you want them to or not. Nothing can change between us without forgiveness.”

      “But with love? No.”

      “Tobias.”

      “Meeting was a bad idea, Maeve.” My pulse picks up as his mind opens to me and I see the exact opposite in his thoughts.

      The night I slept in Tobias’s bed, I wrapped myself in the sheets scented by him and imagined I was in his arms again. I’d give anything to find the crazy passion from the night at the Blackwoods, but I want to know how it feels to wake up in his arms; not have him run from me.

      Tobias gives a small shake of his head and drops his hand.

      Crap. “You saw that?”

      “Yes.”

      I’d ask if he felt the same, but I don’t need to. After time apart, I’d half-hoped his desire for me would override his control again, but what if his guilt has strengthened his resolve?

      "I have something to speak to you about too—besides us. I've had more time to watch what’s happening around the academy and some things aren't adding up." He frowns at me when I laugh. "Why is that funny?"

      "You don't change. You swap from intense to pragmatic like this." I click my fingers.

      "Because I need to." Tobias strokes my cheek. “Sorry.”

      He may as well have kissed me, because my body fires up, wanting his lips on mine. Tobias’s eyes darken as my heart speed, but instead of responding he moves back and sits in the armchair.

      I guess he’s still typical Tobias.

      “Do you know who the Dominion insider is?” I ask hopefully and sit opposite him. He chose to sits in the armchair to avoid me getting close, I’m sure. Wanting him is pointless.

      Yes, you’re too distracting.

      Get out of my head, Tobias.

      Tobias’s mouth tips at one corner and I half-smile at him.

      “What about Garrett? His arrival seems odd,” I ask.

      “No. Garrett speaks the truth; he is one of Theodora’s oldest consorts.” I blink and Tobias chuckles. “Oh, come on, Maeve. She’s lamia and powerful.”

      “What have you seen happening?” I ask before thoughts of sex come back into my head.

      “I came to the academy eighteen months ago and the atmosphere here filled with a harmony that surprised me. Theodora was a strong headmistress who held together an academy which could fall apart if conflict started.”

      “Was? You don’t think she is now?”

      Tobias rubs his nose. “I have a lot of respect for Theodora and she has helped me immensely, although I understand why she wanted to remove me from teaching. But I don’t believe she has a proper grip on what is happening inside the academy any longer.”

      “The situation between the houses is difficult, that’s true. Maybe she should ask for outside help?”

      “No. That isn’t what I’m referring to.” He sits forward and clasps his hands together. “She knows there’s a threat beneath the academy. A student has disappeared, which appears to be covered up. Yes, the Confederacy are involved, but this is a real and present danger. Theodora knows of your visions.”

      “Are you saying she’s the Dominion spy?” I ask in shock.

      “No. No, I don’t believe that for a second, but her grip on everything is loosening.”

      “Her academy is falling apart,” I suggest but my scalp tingles at his words. I’ve thought her reaction odd a few times but as Theodora is highly regarded, I never spoke out.

      “Perhaps, but her lack of action concerns me. I don’t believe she has any Dominion links; she’s vehemently opposed to everything they stand for and has fought them herself in the past. She is not a woman who could be corrupted. I’m at a loss.”

      “Garrett spoke to me and he indicated she’s not a hundred percent herself.”

      Tobias shakes his head. “I think Theodora covered up April’s death.”

      My stomach lurches. “We don’t know if April died.”

      “Maeve. Of course, she’s dead. The Confederacy took me into the tunnels to explain what happened and we found blood. If April were injured, how could she leave campus?”

      I shudder. “Theodora is probably in denial. She couldn’t be involved.”

      Tobias wrinkles his nose and looks away. “Perhaps.” He looks back. “I’m not surprised by the attack last night. This has been brewing.”

      “Is somebody trying to frame Andrei again?”

      “No. I first noticed Sergei and his friends wandering the academy a few nights ago, which is unusual behaviour for them. I thought nothing of this until the strange accusation the day your group went onto the moors. Now a witch has been attacked, possibly by a hemia. If Andrei is correct, the vampire who assaulted Kimberly is Sergei, the one who spends his life fighting against prejudice towards hemia. Totally out of character.” He shakes his head. “This behaviour is connected to the tunnels, Maeve.”

      I swallow as the faint taste of blood appears on my tongue; a memory of how the heartbeat affects me. Jamie’s discovery about the asylum patient suddenly makes more sense. “You think some hemia are influenced by whatever is down there? Why not before now?”

      “Because whatever it is was dormant.”

      “Do you think this presence could affect all hemia?” I whisper.

      “Yes. You need to persuade Andrei to let me back into his life.”

      “Oh, god no,” I whisper again as Tobias’s theory adds a new dimension to Andrei’s behaviour last night. “No.”

      “I’m not certain, Maeve, and I hate to think badly of Andrei, but we don’t know what we’re dealing with.”

      “And you?” I ask.

      He frowns. “Me?”

      “You have hemia traits.”

      “I don’t live at Petrescu,” he says sharply. “And I can’t be a threat, you know that. I’m blocked from hurting witches again.”

      “Then why worry you’ll hurt me?” I blurt.

      Tobias looks as if I slapped him across the face, as we reach the edge of the subject he’s avoided by talking about the academy instead. “The curse, Maeve.”

      Silence creates a dark barrier between us, and I suppress thoughts of Tobias’s murderous actions, repeating to myself he isn’t the same man.

      “I know you're concerned about the Blackwoods, but we’ll learn to control whatever darkness their energy infected you with.” He clears his throat. “The Winterfalls. Have you learned anything about their magic?”

      I don’t mean to, but the shaking starts again, as with any time the family are mentioned. “Jamie found a book containing their history but no spells.”

      Tobias swears. “You’ve not discovered anything?”

      “Only a letter from my mother with some runes and no real explanation.”

      “Your mother?” he asks hoarsely.

      “Yes. Her name was Astrid and—"

      “Don’t, Maeve. Please.”

      A week ago, I would’ve yelled at Tobias for murdering my family, told him how I could never trust him again, but I’ve come to realise how pointless that is. The reason I know how pointless is the reason I should trust him: he told me a secret that tore us apart to prove I could trust him.

      “But I need to talk about this with you,” I say.

      I look after him with disbelief as he stands and walks to another room without speaking to me. “Tobias!”

      When he doesn’t respond, I follow. I can’t find him at first, the kitchen he walked into empty, until I spot double doors at the rear of the room. White gauze curtains move in the breeze from the open glass doors and Tobias stands on a balcony outside. He grips the wrought metal railing, his head tipped forward. We’re two floors up and the balconies on the building overlook the rear of the academy grounds, away from where students normally congregate. Pink wildflowers and daisies grow in the fields between the building and trees; I’ve spent time close to here with Ash, never considering we were in full view.

      “Don’t worry, I don’t stand here often, Maeve,” he says with a light laugh.

      “Your mind reading annoys me, Tobias.”

      He turns and rests against the rail. “I’ve told you, it’s not deliberate.”

      As I walk through the doors to stand in front of him, worry flickers across his features. “You can’t back off now, Tobias. You need to talk to me.”

      “I saw into your mind a few minutes ago, Maeve. How could you want to kiss me when you know what I’ve done?”

      “I kissed you the first time you told me about the massacre.”

      He visibly cringes at the word. “But now the deaths are personal.”

      “I’m angrier with my aunt than with you—or I was, until I understood her position. Yes, it hurts because I’ll never meet my real mother, but I’ve decided that if I live my life in the past or worry about the future, I won’t find any peace.”

      Like you won’t.

      He frowns at my silent words.

      “You don’t worry about your visions?” he asks.

      “Worry could cloud them or cause me to misinterpret. I accept I can change the future if forewarned, but not until the moment I see, so I can’t obsess.”

      “You’re different to the Maeve I first met.”

      “In a lot of ways,” I mumble. “Don’t you understand that the fact you won’t forgive yourself tells me more about you than your killing?”

      “Don’t you understand that facing you means I have to face something I don’t ever want to think about?” he replies hoarsely.

      I snap my head back. “The deaths or the curse?”

      “Both.”

      The loosened Tobias has wound tight again and when I reach out for his hand, he doesn’t respond. “I need you, Tobias.”

      “What if I kill you?” he says through gritted teeth. “Do you know how close I came to attacking you the night we...” With an exasperated noise, he turns and pushes a hand into his hair.

      “And you’d tasted my blood and still didn’t,” I say softly and touch his back. “If you’re convinced this curse will play out, then you know the outcome.” His death. “Is that why you don’t want to come near me? Because you’d rather die?”

      “You think staying away from you will stop that?” he says to the fields below. “Because it won’t, and you know why.”

      “I don’t know why. I never understand you half the time, Tobias.”

      He turns again. “Because I will never be able to stay away from you.”

      The confused strain on his face matches that of the night at the Blackwoods and in our minds we’re both there again, locked in the desire, and held together by the binding curse.

      I half-stumble when his palm curves around my face. “I’ve fought every day not to come looking for you and ask you to listen to me. I couldn’t—I didn’t want to see that same disgust and hatred on your face that ripped into me the moment I told you. I believe I’m still the evil creature I was because in that moment, I destroyed you.”

      “Don't you understand? You ripped away the lies and revealed the truth, Tobias,” I say, voice breaking. “You’ve exposed secrets that someone decided should never be told. Ones that change everything. They could change us. Everything could be better.”

      He rubs his thumb down my cheek towards my lips, his breath speeding. “How? We’re fucking cursed, Maeve.”

      “I’m going to break the curse. I told you.”

      He rolls his eyes upwards. “And I told you that’s impossible.”

      “No. You told me a Winterfall cursed you and their magic no longer exists.” I take his face and turn it back to me. “I’m a Winterfall. I have the power; all I need is the spell.”

      I wait for him to comment on my naivety again, to dismiss my silly notion. His skin is smooth beneath my fingers and I’ve triggered everything again. Can we ever touch without sending energy this intense between us?

      “Tobias. If you want to face what you did, you need to help me find everything I can about the Winterfalls. You didn’t randomly walk into their house that day. You planned. You must know more about the family; otherwise how would you know they'd all be at the house that day? How could you break through their powerful wards?”

      He falls silent for a moment before answering. “Because the Winterfalls invited me, Maeve. I knew some of the family. They trusted me.”
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      TOBIAS

      

      How many more times can I break Maeve’s heart, because every time I do, I lose a part of myself.

      Her mind flies into turmoil again. You knew them.

      “I befriended some family members and met them a couple of times. They are the ones who invited me”

      “Female family members, I presume? Stupid ones pulled in by the vampire hybrid lying to them?” I wish she sounded angry, but there’s a strange defeat in her voice.

      “Yes. I had no other way to enter the estate.”

      Her face crumples. “This gets worse. Did you know her... Astrid?”

      “No!” I half-shout. “No, Maeve.” I’ve lied to myself that worrying about Maeve’s reaction is the only reason I kept away. No. Each time I revisit the past, I relive everything. I can't cope with this—or her.

      I gently move Maeve to one side and try to leave but she snatches the back of my shirt.

      “No, you don’t!” she snaps. “Stop running!”

      “I can’t do this to you anymore, Maeve. Stop asking questions.” I grab her hand and yank it away from my shirt, so she snatches my wrist instead.

      “What did you see when you were in the house? Can you remember anything you think can help me?” My mouth drops open. “Are you sure everything burned?”

      “Maeve,” I say hoarsely.

      “Don’t you understand?” she cries when I turn. “You’re my connection to the Winterfalls. My aunt can’t keep up with reality, so she’s no help.”

      “Don’t push my mind there,” I say harshly.

      I stumble as Maeve pushes me in the chest, shocked by her response. “You need to let go and help, Tobias. Let me in. Push him out.”

      Oh, fuck, no. Not angry, emotional Maeve. I’m too drawn into the scene between us to register the pneuma and lamia in me feeding on the atmosphere, and I can’t back up because the balcony rail is behind me and she’s standing in front of the door.

      Her blood pumps harder and an image of Maeve naked beneath me joins the scent from her anger, but there’s no bloody way she’s taking me there again. Not today.

      Maeve’s eyes widen and as she picks up my thought. "Tobias—" she begins.

      “Yes. I want you, Maeve. All of you. Every last piece, but I never can.”

      “That’s not true,” she protests. “I want to give you all of me—if you give me all of you. Then I know I’m safe.”

      “You're not.”

      “Sometimes I think you and Andrei are more alike than you realise, talking as if I’m too weak to survive. Andrei learned to let go and connect.”

      I laugh harshly. “Andrei hasn’t murdered witches.”

      “Shut up!” she shouts and the emotion rolls from her, washing over and dragging me back with the tide. “You said you’d help me—then help me. Yes, what's between us is painful but we need to do this. If I can let go of the past and accept how I feel, you also have to.”

      I barely hear Maeve's words; I’m fixated on her as strongly as if she’d climbed into my mind and taken over. For a moment I think she has, but this is all me.

      I reach out and curl a hand around the back of her neck and dig my fingers into her skin as I tighten them. “Kiss me.” I pull Maeve's face closer to mine, and her cheeks flush as her blood pulses harder. “If you genuinely believe I won’t hurt you when my control loosens; if you trust me heart, body, and soul, kiss me.”

      “That depends,” she says hoarsely. “Which Tobias are you right now?”

      “All of them, Maeve. He will always be with me when I’m touching you—whispering to me, reminding me, pushing me to let go.” My lips touch Maeve’s cheek and her breath hitches. “That’s the risk you take.”

      “I didn’t come here for this, Tobias,” she breathes out.

      “But ‘this’ follows us everywhere. Are you going to kiss me or not?” I move my head back when she doesn’t reply and loosen my grip on her neck. “No? Because you know how wrong we are. I will help you Maeve, but this stops.”

      Wide eyes with darkened pupils look back at me. “This will never stop, Tobias.”

      Maeve pushes me in the chest and my back bumps against the railings as she presses herself to me and crashes her mouth on mine. Her fingers splay across my stomach, beneath my shirt and she may as well have pushed her way inside and pulled him out.

      Fuck.

      The Maeve I never thought I’d have again clings to me and kisses me, and my heart aches when I sense her worry that I’ll push her away again. She doesn’t realise how I’ve struggled to breathe since she walked in here today and that this kiss breathes life into the guy who loves her, not the one with darker desires.

      I’ve craved the high from her touch and kiss every day since our bodies met, longed to explore her body again and not stop. This insane reaction to Maeve pulls me between hunger and despair—despair because I can never reach that point with her. I’ve destroyed her once and never want to experience her pain again. Obsessing over those memories hurts—acting on them and damaging Maeve would kill me.

      With willpower I never possessed in my shadowed past, I turn my head from Maeve and try to block my senses, but she covers me. Her taste is on my tongue, blood close to the surface and colouring her cheeks, the scent driving deep into my hemia side. I’m desperate to consume Maeve, but she’s the one who consumes me.

      “Maeve,” I say hoarsely. “Don’t do this to me. To us.”

      This time, there’s no tears. No protest or distress that I’ve pushed her away. She fights to control her breathing and slowly moves her hands away from my body, and her eyes are clear with determination. I tense, now certain I’ll give in if she kisses me once more.

      Instead, she takes a shaky step back.

      “This isn’t over,” she says. “I will break this curse and you will never, ever treat me like this again.”
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      I'm unsurprised when Theodora calls me to her room before class, but I am surprised that Sofia isn't with her and that I'm alone. How much does Theodora know about last night’s events?

      Perspiration growing across my back, I sit on the sofa as indicated and straighten my skirt before picking off imaginary lint. Theodora stands across the room close to the window, and when I subtly reach out to gauge her mood, I sense an absence that matches the one in her green eyes.

      "Sofia approached me today with concerns and informed me about the Walcott witches who are unwell. What is your theory, Maeve?"

      I frown in confusion, wary because you could be asking about any of a few possibilities. "About?"

      "The change in Petrescu students. Has Andrei reacted differently to you?"

      Has Sofia planted this thought in Theodora's mind? "I haven't noticed a change, and I haven't felt threatened by him. Are you worried about more division in the academy? Yvette makes no secret about how she feels."

      She pauses long enough for my discomfort to grow. "I wasn't, but now I have an unexplained incident that involves hemia, witches, and a powerful mental magic user."

      "Do you have suspicions?" I ask cautiously.

      Theodora moves to sit in the wing-backed armchair opposite, then folds her hands in her lap, stiffly upright. "Yes, which is why I'd like to speak to you about your Winterfall connection."

      "I was involved, but I didn't use magic," I blurt, hoping she can't read my lie.

      Her red-painted lips remain thin. "Yes. I don't know the whole story, but judging by the magic, Tobias was involved. I'll speak to him presently."

      "And the witches?" I ask cautiously.

      "I've instructed Sofia and Garrett to subtly investigate the situation. Fortunately, nobody died, and we can carry on as normal. I will not be taking this any further."

      Is this woman insane? I quickly hide the thought, but somebody on campus attacked other students and she’s doing nothing. She’d accept permanent damage to the witches? April’s death? Tobias needs to come back into the academy.

      "Tobias helped, Theodora. He always helps. Maybe reconsider his position here?"

      "You're defending the man?" She arches a shaped brow.

      "Not for his past, no. But for the present and the future, yes."

      The room sinks into silence for a moment before she speaks again. "You're a very different girl to the one who arrived, Maeve. But do you understand the role you have here?"

      "To fight against the Dominion and keep the academy safe."

      "That's rather simplistic." She sighs deeply. "And impossible unless you look further into your heritage. If I'd known you're a Winterfall, I could've assisted you."

      And that’s it? No more talk about dangers around the academy?

      "Did you know the Winterfall family?"

      She blinks. "A little. They helped me in the past, against the Blackwoods. My position as a founding Confederacy member shortly after the Purge brought me closer to witch business than I'd like."

      "The Blackwoods? Have they threatened you?"

      Her laughter chimes. "Sweetest girl, I spent years threatened by witches and vampires—and the occasional shifter. I tired of life on the council and stepped down to take over an academy instead. Some may accuse me of cloistering myself away, but my sole intention is to protect my students and the future of our world."

      I bite my lip; my next words could see me punished for insolence, and I'm unaware what punishment Theodora doles out. "With respect, Theodora, aren't you exposing the students to risk allowing the academy to remain open?"

      "I have a duty to protect," she repeats, and her eyes harden.

      "But Petrescu are—"

      "I'll identify those slipping, if this is indeed the case, and ensure they're kept separate."

      "You will tell the Confederacy, won't you?" I urge. "What if the next attack is worse?"

      "You seem to think you've input into how I run my academy, Ms. Foster," she says stiffly. "I have enough Confederacy interference currently; I do not wish for more."

      I take another deep breath. I may as well air everything while I'm here. "And Gilgamesh? The shifters?"

      She makes a scornful noise. "Ashley came to me about the unsanctioned activity by some students. That behaviour isn't new. Every year, stronger Gilgamesh students indulge in early shifting. I always inform their council, but as the activities never cause me issues, I ignore this childish behaviour."

      Childish behaviour? "But Vincent?" I blurt.

      "Isn't at the academy anymore."

      "He could be organising something. He disappeared the night Anastasia took me and we're positive they're responsible for his existence. Doesn't that worry you?"

      As Theodora stands and moves back to the window, I stare in disbelief at the elegant woman. In the past, her calm and commanding front slipped with fear for her students, but now she's composed and ignoring the reality around her.

      "No, Maeve, I'm quite lucid." Crap. I forget her strength in mind-reading. "The mistrust I hold for those within the academy has spread to the Confederacy in general. However, I'm informed that Vincent was apprehended and handed over to the shifter council."

      "No!" I half-shout and she snaps her head around to look at me. "That's a bad idea." And is that even true?

      "Goodness, Maeve. Within the space of a few months you've become expert in Confederacy affairs." Her voice is edged with irritation. "Each race must deal with their troublemakers. This is set in stone."

      "But Vincent is more than a troublemaker. He wants a war." I pause. "And he's not a shifter anymore!"

      "Then his race will deal with him—imprisonment or death sentence."

      I drag both hands down my face. "This involves everyone, not only shifters," I mumble. "I can help with that situation."

      "One man is less of a concern to me than the threat to my academy," she says tersely. "Your magic is best served in assisting me."

      Her academy. Assisting her.

      "You need to discover and practice Winterfall magic as a matter of urgency. You must prevent the tragedy witnessed in your vision."

      "I intend to. But please reconsider closing the academy."

      "I do not take advice from students, Maeve, however powerful they are.” I bow my head. “Has Tobias or your aunt assisted you in discovering more about your history? Did he take anything from the house? Hand something to the Blackwoods?" She steps towards me and looks down. "Do you think Tobias would tell you?"

      My mouth dries at her intensity. "No. I heard that's part of the reason the Dominion abandoned him to his fate at Ravenhold. Tobias wasn't supposed to burn the house to the ground; the Blackwoods couldn't salvage anything."

      "To the ground?" She relaxes back again. "The house still exists—or rather the ruins do. Of course, Confederacy searched the ruined building for magic items and found nothing. If you went to the estate, you could perhaps detect something hidden. Find items to help you. Anything."

      Her urgent tone unnerves me. "I—I don't think I'd like to go. My aunt gave me runes and a spell. Isn't that enough?"

      Theodora's face brightens. "Runes? How many? Do you have them?"

      I nod. "Six. I carry them everywhere."

      "Six? Are you sure? Show me."

      Doing as she asks, I produce the pouch and tip the stones onto the table. Theodora leans forward and pushes each stone until they're in a row. "Six."

      "Like I said."

      "Hmm." She takes the pouch and drops the runestones back inside. "I insist that you visit your family's estate. That is our best course of action for you and the academy."

      "But won't the Blackwoods follow me? Watch for me?" I protest. "You say your role is to protect—" Theodora’s glacial stare stops me.

      "The man who helped you escape the Blackwoods will help." She hands the pouch to me. "Take Tobias with you—and Jamie. Perhaps the other... what is it Sofia calls you? Mavericks."

      Visiting the estate could help me—all of us—and I’d considered going, but I’m frightened by what I’ll find, maybe more frightened I’ll find nothing.

      Theodora switched from wanting Tobias away from the scenario to now insisting he join me. Does she worry about my safety?

      And how would returning to the scene affect Tobias?
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      I’m nervous, as this is our first meeting as a whole group since Tobias’s revelation, and I hope that our unity in the face of adversity wins. There’s an unusual and subtle shift in dynamics, but Tobias’s silence dominates the room as much as his authoritarian aura has in the past.

      Tobias arrives with me, a show of that unity, and the guys are already sitting on the sofa and armchairs, with the folder Jamie discovered placed on the low table between them. Nobody greets Tobias—Jamie and Ash glance at him while Andrei stares at the table instead.

      I head over to Andrei and tip his chin upwards. “What?” he asks with a frown.

      “Just checking your eyes.”

      “And are they as captivating as always?” I give him a look to say you know why. “No, I’m not high, Maeve.”

      “Are you taking drugs again?” interrupts Tobias.

      “Couple of times.” Andrei runs his tongue along his teeth. “Needed to de-stress after my fun times with the witches.”

      I wriggle my way between Ash and Andrei on the sofa.

      “I think you need to avoid anything that alters your reality, Andrei,” says Tobias. “Something is affecting people’s minds at the academy and I’m concerned what might happen to yours.”

      Andrei’s scowl tells Tobias not to order him around, but he stays quiet.

      The room descends into a dark silence as everybody continues to avoid what’s happening here. Tobias walked back into our midst with no comment by either side.

      “What did you do to Cody and Yvette, Tobias?” asks Jamie. “They’re in the infirmary.”

      “I used magic stronger than usual, but nothing dangerous.”

      “Then why are they sick?” I ask.

      Tobias shakes his head. “I don’t know. What do their notes say?”

      I relax a little as the group ease back into our normal interaction. Jamie swipes open his phone and reads from the photo he took. “Cody Richards:  Short-term amnesia. Unable to remember events from the previous day but can remember two days ago. Severe headache. Yvette’s notes have these comments too but also something more: delusions that she has been chosen to destroy threats to the academy.”

      “Way to go, Buffy,” mutters Andrei and I poke him. “What? At least Yvette didn’t stake me. That shit hurts.”

      I snap my head back. “Someone staked you? Doesn’t that kill vampires?”

      Ash chuckles and Jamie clears his throat. I glance at a scowling Tobias. “We’re not here to talk about your ignorance surrounding vampires,” he says.

      “Whoa, dude, don’t talk to Maeve like that,” says Andrei, dropping his relaxed amusement.

      Tobias nods. “Sorry, Maeve. I’m a little tense about everything.”

      Again, a sudden, heavy silence.

      “What does that comment about Yvette mean?” I ask.

      “It means they should keep her the hell away from people,” says Ash. He nods at Andrei. “Nobody has spoken to you about the witches’ situation at all?”

      “Nope. I spoke to Sergei too, but he refused to admit anything.”

      “The wound isn’t as bad as Jamie’s; somebody could pass that off as consensual,” says Tobias.

      Andrei side-eyes me and I look away.

      “She was semi-conscious under a tree!” I protest. “I had to work hard on calming her down.”

      “What happened when Andrei left you with Kimberly?” asks Ash.

      “I took Kimberly to her room.” I bite my lip. “I used mental magic on her but nothing strong—I didn’t stay long because I needed to find Andrei.”

      “I don’t understand. I also took Cody and Yvette back to their rooms before returning to you.” Tobias sits on the sofa arm beside Ash. “So, how are the three in the infirmary?”

      “Maybe we should ask the ‘thing’ under the academy?” says Ash with a snort. He frowns at our expressions. “What? Aren’t you fed up with having no fucking clue what to do?”

      “He’s right. Now students are hurting each other, things are serious,” I say. “Is there no way you can get us into the tunnels, Tobias?”

      “And do what, Maeve?” he asks gently. “We’ve nothing new.”

      “Apart from she’s a Winterfall,” says Jamie.

      The atmosphere freezes as the subject we’ve avoided drops. “I need to find more about the family and Tobias will help,” I say.

      Andrei mutters something and I elbow him again.

      Clearing his throat, Tobias stands. “I cannot change the past, but I can help now. Jamie, I understand you struggling to accept what I did and don’t expect your forgiveness. Andrei, I accept that you blame me for Maeve’s position and Ash—" He smiles at him. “Thank you for trying to understand, even though I know how angry you are with me.”

      “Nah. I’m cool with everything now,” says Andrei. “Sounds like you’re going to die anyway.”

      This time I smack Andrei across the back of the head. “Bloody hell, I hope I never piss you off.”

      “I’m aware this equalises us, Andrei,” says Tobias evenly. “But will you trust me?”

      He purses his lips. “If Maeve does.”

      “I do.” I squeeze Andrei’s knee.

      “I was half-joking,” says Andrei and lifts his eyes to Tobias. “It’s not like I want you to die. Who’d look after the naughty Tepes boy if you did?”

      Tobias’s face remains unmoved; I’d struggle if somebody kept mentioning my death. “Tell me about April. Do you have her records?”

      Jamie huffs and sits forward, opening the file on the table. “There are some notes from a few months back. April had issues with anxiety. Panic attacks.”

      “I never knew that,” Tobias says. “I taught her, and she seemed fine.”

      “That’s what her notes say.” Jamie flicks over a page. “There’s an entry dated two days after she disappeared, but I don’t understand. Three letters. DBE.”

      Tobias sits again and his face pales. “I told you somebody covered up April’s situation, Maeve.”

      “What does this mean?” Ash asks and points at the notes.

      “DBE—death by exsanguination. This cause of death is coded for obvious reasons.”

      The unspoken lingers around the situation. Drained of blood. Did any of Tobias’s victims die that way?

      Maeve. Don’t.

      I cringe that he heard me.

      “Let me get this straight,” says Jamie. “Somebody found April’s body, but others in the academy don’t know about her death? Sofia doesn’t. Does Theodora?”

      “I don’t know,” I admit. “Do you think the Confederacy know? Surely they’d investigate or shut the place down.”

      “Theodora doesn’t want her academy getting a bad reputation,” says Tobias.

      “Bad reputation?” Andrei gives a harsh laugh. “At this rate, half the academy will never graduate.”

      “Don’t exaggerate,” says Tobias.

      “Exaggerate?” Jamie says, his voice rising. “All deaths matter whether it’s one or thirteen.”

      I grit my teeth at the number he chose. Thirteen. The number of Winterfalls at the house the day Tobias visited.

      “I meant, things won’t get to that stage, Jamie,” replies Tobias. “We’ll prevent anything happening.”

      I’m impressed by his level head, but not surprised. Tobias is a master at disguise in every aspect of his life.

      “Hang on,” puts in Ash. “Are you telling me Theodora covered up April’s death? Where’s April’s body? How does nobody know?”

      I don’t want to say this because I’d sound heartless, but there’s no point focusing on April. Can you switch this to something we can work on?

      I blink at Tobias, whose focus is on Ash.

      “I need to visit the old Winterfall estate,” I announce. Tobias’s surprised eyes meet mine. “Theodora insists. I contacted Amelia today to ask if Alaric can help.”

      “Amelia?” asks Jamie. “She and Matt haven’t been in touch for days? Is she okay?”

      “Yes. They’re still tracking the Blackwoods, and the Blackwoods are close to the academy, which means they’re watching us. Alaric thinks the reason for Anastasia’s interest in me is more than we thought—he suspects that her and Gabriella tried to pull the truth from my mind when they had me. The pair didn’t realise that I don’t know who I am.”

      “But you do now,” says Jamie cautiously.

      “Yes. Which is why, if I approach anything connected to the Winterfalls, they’ll know too.”

      “Then how can you visit the estate?” asks Tobias. “Theodora is putting you in danger.”

      Which is why she wants you with me.

      He looks the other way.

      “Amelia called back after speaking to Alaric. He wants to talk to us and plan how we do this, because he agrees I need to visit.” I swallow.

      “I don’t think we should all go,” says Ash. “We can’t all leave campus.”

      Tobias nods. “Ash has a point.”

      “Plus, I can keep an eye on Clive.”

      Andrei places his boots on the table, slowly, one by one as he stares at Tobias. “And how do you feel about a trip to the place where you murdered Maeve’s mother?”

      “Andrei!” I stare at him, mouth parted. “That’s not helpful.”

      Jamie and Ash again avoid Tobias’s eyes and won’t look at me either. I clear my throat and open my mouth to speak, but Tobias interrupts. “All that matters to me is I save more lives than the ones I took—the dozens of kids at this academy. Hostility and anger will hamper that aim.”

      I speak the words I never thought I would and look between Ash and Jamie. “I forgive Tobias.” My eyes rest on the sullen-faced Andrei. “Support me even if you don’t want to support him.”

      Andrei nods, but barely.
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      “Careful, Amelia might rain on your head,” says Jamie with a laugh.

      Ash frowns in confusion, but I smile. “Last time we visited this park, Amelia decided to grab our attention by creating a rainstorm,” I explain.

      Alaric insisted on a public meeting with Matt and Amelia, and we agreed on the park at the town closest to the academy. As spring moves towards summer, the park grows greener and leaves cover the trees either side of the pathway I walked with Jamie that day. People walking dogs and children are dressed in lighter clothes as their lives move to days filled with brightness and sunshine.

      Since that day, mine retreated to winter.

      “If I behave, am I allowed an ice cream?” asks Ash and points at a pink and white van positioned in the carpark close by.

      I chuckle at his joke. “Sure, Ash,” I say, and a woman passing by with a small white dog smiles at us. How funny that sunshine can transform peoples’ moods, even towards strangers.

      Tobias’s mood isn't sunny, and his usual sharp edges are more honed than usual. Alaric doesn’t know he’s the one responsible for the Winterfall massacre, and I haven’t told Amelia yet. Amelia and her group are aware of—and shocked by—my revealed family history, but not his role. Tobias is reluctant to share this with Alaric as there's already tension between the pair, because Alaric knows Tobias killed witches. We can't keep his secret long if we work with Alaric.

      I spot Amelia first, the small girl with her short brown hair is sitting at one of the metal tables outside the cafe, with a white mug cradled between her hands. A guy sits beside her—this has to be Matt based on how close they are. As I approach, her relaxed happiness radiates towards me, like the old Amelia.

      I’m curious to meet Matt, and we're in a situation where we know a lot about each other but have never met. Amelia showed me a photo once, but this guy is thinner with longer hair. He's still the good-looking guy who once attracted his choice of girls, but his expression is guarded.

      This situation worries me and is another reason I want to keep in contact with Alaric’s group and build trust. I don’t want Amelia to disappear and then worry for her safety.

      Ravenhold would kill her.

      “Hey, man!” Ash rushes over and Matt stands. The pair greet each other in the strange way guys do, hands on shoulders, not quite a hug. “Good to see you.”

      Jamie goes to Amelia and hugs her tight until she protests he’s squashing her, then switches places with Ash in greeting Matt.

      I hesitate as I stand back with Tobias, uncomfortably on the edge, until Amelia tugs my arm and embraces me too. “This is Matt,” she says, and her eyes shine with a joy that I never saw at the academy.

      “I guessed,” I say and hug her again. “Hey, Matt.”

      Now I’m closer, I sense the power he holds that made him appealing to the Blackwoods. I worried that I’d detect darker energy in him, but the only magic edging his is Amelia’s.

      “Good to finally meet you,” he says to me but the look he gives Tobias is less friendly. “How’s things, Professor Whitlock?”

      “I’m well, Matt. Thank you.”

      If Amelia told Matt about the murdered witches, he'll struggle when he hears the whole story. They all will.

      We gather around the table like old friends catching up after months apart, and the others begin a conversation about rugby teams and academy gossip. I sit silently with Tobias, who’s distracted by people arriving at or leaving the white cafe building. Amelia watches me with a troubled crease to her brow but smiles to hide her concern each time I meet her gaze.

      “Where’s Alaric?” interrupts Tobias when the conversation doesn’t die down.

      “He’s not a 'people person',” says Matt and crosses his arms. "He stays away. You know that."

      “But he agreed to meet us.” Tobias’s frustration is obvious, and I tense. “We need to talk to him.”

      “And we need to make sure nobody follows us. After the night you two escaped the Blackwoods, there’s more focus on who helped them. They suspect Alaric—to the point Anastasia thinks you were there to assassinate Nikolai on his behalf, Tobias. Alaric now needs to be careful.” Amelia pulls a sympathetic face at me. “But Alaric knows you’re key now, Maeve, and that we need to work together.”

      Matt studies me more closely. “Winterfall, huh? Amelia told me the story.”

      Tobias tenses beside me.

      “I’m trying to move on from that and focus on the future I need to change,” I say. “I can’t change the past.”

      Jamie shifts in his seat and his mouth thins.

      “Jamie?” asks Amelia. “What’s wrong?”

      “Alaric and these guys need to know, Tobias,” he says.

      “Know what?” Her brow tugs together. “What happened?”

      For the first time since we gathered, an awkward silence drops.

      “I killed the Winterfalls,” says Tobias stiffly.

      Amelia’s jaw drops. “You?” He looks the other way. “Maeve?” Amelia’s face pales when I nod. “No.”

      Matt gawks at Tobias. “Fucking hell.”

      “Nobody can change the past,” I repeat.

      “Tell them about the curse,” pushes Jamie, and Tobias’s expression grows darker. Is Jamie stirring trouble or being pragmatic?

      Amelia can never hide how she feels, and I watch as her face moves between disbelief, shock, and back again as Tobias gives a short, sharp explanation.

      “Whatever you think of him, Tobias has a role in helping us. He can keep me safe.”

      Suddenly, we're nothing like old friends catching up for a chat. People at tables chatter around us, a baby cries, and mother's scold misbehaving toddlers, but we lapse into a long silence. Amelia can't take her eyes off Tobias until she looks at me with clear concern.

      “Uh. Okay,” says Matt eventually. “Not sure how ‘safe’ Tobias will be when Alaric discovers this.”

      “I suggest we don’t tell him yet,” Tobias says.

      “The Winterfall and Thornbrook families aren’t linked,” I add.

      “Tobias killed a shitload of witches; that's a link to Alaric, whoever his family is.” Matt whispers the words, but they impact as if he’d shouted them.

      “Our focus is the academy and Winterfall magic,” puts in Ash. “If telling Alaric stops him helping us, don’t bloody say anything.”

      I’m grateful for his bluntness, but Ash needs to understand the implications.

      “Thank you, Ash,” says Tobias. “Will Alaric allow us to visit him? Or are you here to pass on the information, Amelia?”

      Amelia continue to gawk at Tobias, and Matt answers for her. “We’re confident somebody Dominion-linked followed us today. Alaric wants me and Amelia in the open because we’ll distract them from your planned trip to the Winterfall house.”

      “How’s that possible?” retorts Jamie.

      “Because I’m top of their hit list,” says Matt flatly.

      “I think you’ll find I have that position.” Tobias’s attempt to lighten the situation fails as heaviness grows again.

      “We’ll take Andrei too,” puts in Amelia. “Gabriella also wants him. She’ll think we’re easy targets.”

      “Meet later, then me and Amelia will head towards one of our safe houses in Wales with Andrei. That’s a few hours' drive from the Winterfall estate, but close enough you can travel between the house and the estate in a day.”

      I moisten my lips. “This doesn’t sound safe.”

      “Alaric’s magic can ward against all but the strongest spells. Only Anastasia could get through, and I doubt she’ll step away from protection and put herself in danger after what happened to her brother. Anastasia realised she's not as invincible as she thought.”

      “But if we step outside the wards to go to the estate, we'll be vulnerable,” says Ash.

      “Jamie, Tobias, and Maeve make a strong team,” says Matt. “Ash—you stay at the academy. Again, I don’t think anybody would approach you. Watch, maybe, but approach? No.”

      “That’s confident,’” I say.

      “But true, Maeve,” replies Tobias. “We can't expose all five of us. Besides, I want to visit the house in the daytime. Andrei can stay with Matt and Amelia.”

      “I bet Andrei won’t agree,” says Ash gruffly. “He's already annoyed we met in the afternoon.”

      “Do you have any new information on Anastasia and Gabriella?” asks Tobias. “This is the reason we arranged the meeting. I’m perfectly aware how to find the Winterfall house. We didn’t need you for that.”

      Amelia blinks at him. “Yes. They know we’re watching and so haven’t approached the academy recently. We lost track of Anastasia for a few days, but Gabriella stayed on the locked-down estate near London that the Dominion owns. Nobody has seen her leave.”

      “She could leave with temporal magic?” I suggest.

      “Not Gabriella. She wouldn’t trust a witch with her blood.”

      “But Anastasia may’ve used that magic,” says Jamie. “Who knows where she’s been or how far.”

      “She’s back now,” says Matt. “But her and Gabriella remain separate.”

      “Have any Dominion at all found their way onto the academy?” presses Tobias.

      “Not as far as we're aware,” says Matt. "A couple of hunters we know are watching—"

      "Hunters?" Ash's loud response stops the conversation between a couple at the table beside us and he lowers his voice. "You work with hunters? You're bloody crazy."

      Matt shrugs. "I’d rather them than me on the frontline, Ash."

      "Do these hunters know who they're hunting?" asks Tobias.

      Amelia glances at Matt. "Mostly. They're confident the Dominion are too focused on you and the academy to bother with them."

      "Until the hunters get in the way!" Jamie rubs his temples. "Shit, Amelia. You can't trust hunters."

      "Are you telling me not to trust someone who kills witches?" she asks softly.

      Crap. I veer the conversation away. "What does Alaric think about Theodora keeping the academy open? Has he any idea about the presence below Petrescu?"

      "He's focused on taking down the Blackwoods," says Matt. "The academy is their focal point, so he'd rather nothing changes there."

      “What?” I ask, incredulous somebody else will risk peoples’ lives.

      "And what about the presence?" asks Jamie.

      "Alaric doesn't know anything. I told him about your Petrescu theory, and he agrees, which means this is more than witches," Amelia replies.

      "But Alaric’s main aim is to kill Anastasia?" asks Tobias. “Not help us.”

      Matt looks between us all. "Isn't that everybody's aim? Aren't we all in a 'kill or be killed' situation with Anastasia and Gabriella?"

      Nobody has ever admitted this as bluntly, but Matt's right.

      The Blackwoods and Dominion kill anybody who threatens their plans for the future.

      And we're the biggest threat of all.
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      The journey to the Winterfall estate feels like half a day due to the silence between the three of us, but when I check my phone shortly before we arrive, we’ve driven four hours.

      I hated leaving the others behind. We waited until evening to travel to Wales with Andrei, but Andrei didn't have any option but to stay behind this morning. This way, we split up the way Alaric advised. Ash remains at the academy and whoever watches us will need to split their group too, which helps.

      The Winterfalls lived in the Lake District, and the untamed countryside suits my idea of a place witches could hide themselves. The estate is partly hidden from the world at the edge of a forest, a short drive from the nearest town. The pictures in Jamie’s book show a Georgian-style home, the grey brick building must’ve once filled with light, as the whole of the front facade is covered in long windows. Despite the position amongst the trees, the sweeping paved driveway could be seen in the photo along with cars parked outside.

      What will the place look like now?

      There’s no need to hide our arrival when nobody will be nearby—if anybody were, we’d see them in this isolated spot. I share my fear that a Blackwood might materialise, but Tobias assures me none ever came close enough to the estate. Without a memory of the place, they couldn’t arrive using the blood spell that Jamie once performed.

      The closest they could get is the small village nearby.

      The woods running up the side of the hill are harder to pass through, and the old, pale, brick-paved driveway is cracked with weeds pushing through. The closer we move to the house, the greater I sense Tobias’s mood change. Fear? Disgust? I reach between us to touch his arm and his white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel relaxes. Slightly.

      The derelict building comes into view, but with a surprise. Metal scaffolding is erected on the left-hand side of the house and large grey bricks are piled on the ground, besides wheelbarrows and other signs of builders around.

      Jamie leans forwards and rests his arms on the back of my front passenger seat. “That’s weird. Alaric didn’t mention a rebuild.”

      “He never came here,” says Tobias.

      When we step from the car, Tobias is quieter than usual and gives no instructions on what to do, but he heads straight to the scaffolding, away from the entrance. Many windows are boarded, others broken, and I wrap my arms around myself as I gaze at the place I should’ve spent my life.

      The house where I would’ve died.

      Jamie hugs me to him, a silent comfort because he’s no words either. Disentangling myself from his arms, I cross to the entrance, where now missing doors once kept the world out, and step inside.

      A large set of stairs faces me, sweeping upwards to a centre balcony. The metal balustrades are missing in places, and the carpet is brown with mould and dirt. I imagine the tiles beneath my feet polished and picture fancy lights on the walls where exposed wires now hang.

      Jamie walks by and halts at a room on the left.

      “Someone is definitely renovating this place,” he says.

      I walk across the cracked tiles and peer into the room. New plaster partially covers the exposed brick on the walls and places are marked for installing new appliances.

      A kitchen.

      “This is weird,” I say, suddenly uneasy at being here. “Could we get arrested for trespassing?”

      Jamie smiles. “I’m more worried about the magic than the new owners.”

      Owners. “Do you think they’re here?”

      “No vans outside, so there’s nobody working on the place today. Do you want to look around?”

      “How safe is the house?”

      Jamie points to where metal poles hold up sections of the ceilings and I stare at the huge broken cornice in the centre. “Held together.”

      But how safe from magic?

      “I want to find Tobias,” I say nervously. “We should stick together.”

      I’m outside before Jamie can agree or disagree and he hurries to catch me. I pass a skip filled with rubble and roof tiles, beside charred wood. There are few signs of the fire outside, and I’m scared to see more of what’s inside.

      “Did you feel anything when you walked inside?” Jamie asks, and I shake my head.

      “Did you?”

      “I never touched anything.” He pauses. “Maeve, we’ll need to look around the house.”

      “It might not be safe,” I suggest, and he hugs me around the shoulders.

      “You know this has to happen. That’s why we came.”

      Tobias stands around the side of the house with his back to the building. There’s a distant view of one of the lakes, across the valley to the steep mountains favoured by visitors.

      He doesn’t respond when I touch his arm and I debate whether to take his hand. Do I want to feel the energy and emotions he has right now?

      “Why did you come with us if the place upsets you?” I ask softly.

      Tobias glances at Jamie, who huffs before continuing his circuit of the building perimeter. “Because I need to protect you. That’s why I’m here.”

      Here. With me.

      Tobias tries to move his hand when I take hold and close my fingers around his but I grip tight. Immediately, the confused emotions flow into me.

      “I’d rather not share the pain with you, Maeve,” he says and gently prises my fingers away. “And I don't want to stay here long. You need to go back inside.”

      “Is this a normal renovation, or...?” I ask.

      “I can’t sense anything supernatural. Maybe a human bought the place.”

      “They’d need a lot of money to fix this,” remarks Jamie as he re-joins us. “Would be easier to pull the place down and start again.”

      “Lucky for us, they didn’t,” says Tobias as he moves away, towards the house entrance.

      Tobias pauses as we step back into the hall and I worry he won’t walk any further. He’s pale and his eyes dart around, taking in the damage.

      “How much of the house did you see that day?” asks Jamie. “Where was the library?”

      “I don’t know, but you can be sure somebody already checked the library for books that survived the fire.”

      A defeated Jamie wanders across the hall towards a nearby corridor. I walk after him, but Tobias doesn’t move.

      “Tobias?”

      “Can’t you feel the pain?” he whispers.

      “Yes. I can feel your pain. That’s why I took your hand.”

      “Not mine.” He closes his eyes. “The house holds an imprint of that day. Of the deaths.”

      “Don’t let this stop you, Tobias. I need your help.”

      He looks away and doesn't move, so I join Jamie who stands with a hand on the wall, below torn black and white flock wallpaper. “Do you think the place is haunted?” I ask.

      “Ghosts don’t exist,” he says. “People's energy remains, imprinted like a photograph, that’s all.”

      He glances at Tobias. Did Jamie hear his words echo around the dead, empty space?

      We tread over the dusty floor and I’m scared that any moment, part of the building might crash on my head. The short hallway ends at another doorframe without doors and Tobias stops again.

      “I can’t.”

      The metallic taste of blood fills my mouth as I’m hit with one of Tobias’s memories. He manages to shut down before I catch more than a glimpse, but the return of the blood taste scares me more.

      “Is this the room?” I ask.

      Jamie turns. “Every witch was in one room and you managed to kill them all? You must’ve been quick if nobody had a chance to run or cast a spell.”

      “We promised not to talk about the event,” he replies stiffly.

      “Murders,” says Jamie and I shoot him a dagger look. He peers inside. “Fuck. Yeah, maybe don’t come in here.”

      A room filled with bodies fills my mind and I steady myself on the wall. “Why?”

      Jamie strides towards Tobias and meets him face to face. “Would dried witch blood cause you issues?”

      Omigod.

      “Didn’t anybody clear the place up?” I ask hoarsely.

      “Didn’t the room burn?” Tobias steps forward then backs up.

      “Some. I mean the copious amounts of brown stains could be something else, but I’m not keen on touching anything.”

      I’m on the verge of fleeing, but there must be undiscovered secrets somewhere in the house or grounds. Tobias looks as if he might run before me. “Could you take a look, Jamie?”

      “Fine.”

      The moment Jamie passes into the room, Tobias looks to me and his eyes are filled with an intense fear I’ve never seen before. “When I say that I can’t stay in here, I really can’t.”

      As I open my mouth to respond, he blurs from view as he leaves.

      How cruel are we for bringing Tobias here? How dangerous is this to him?

      And do I want to follow Jamie? No.

      I rest against the wall and stare down at the carpet. Soiled by the fire and by time, I can barely make out the pattern beneath, but patches of blue show through the soot and mould.

      What's inside the room? I attempt to blank my mind before my imagination shows me images I don't want to see.

      Jamie reappears, holding a small, round candleholder, and the dull silver matches his expression. “A few of these survived the fire somehow, but there isn't anything else in the room I can touch.” He pauses. "Or that I'd want to touch."

      I hardly want to ask the next question. “Did you see or feel anything from the day the Winterfalls died?"

      “Yes.” He shoves the candleholder into my hand. “And I don’t want to see anything else. Take this."

      The metal is cool against my palm as I take hold, and I'm relieved when I don't pick up the past in the way Jamie does.

      "Where did Tobias go?” he asks in a flat voice.

      “Outside.”

      Jamie makes a derisive noise. “I knew Tobias wouldn’t help us.”

      “He’s struggling, Jamie.”

      For a moment, Jamie gazes towards the open doorway where daylight shines into the house, then looks back to me. “Remember your vision, Maeve? The one where you saw the end?”

      Heart sticking in my throat, I nod.

      He looks at the candleholder in my hands. “I just saw the beginning, and I don’t ever want to witness that again.”

      “Let’s focus on the present, Jamie.”
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      Footsteps sound in the entrance hall again and we turn the corner to rejoin Tobias.

      Instead, a youngish man in paint-stained jeans and a faded, dirty grey shirt straightens as he sees us.

      “Can I help you?” he asks tersely in a local accent. “What are you doing here? Apart from trespassing, this is a construction site and dangerous.”

      I moisten my lips and look at Jamie.

      “Not more urbexers,” he grumbles and rubs a hand across his crewcut brown hair.

      “Uh. What?” Jamie’s as useful as I am.

      “Urban explorers? Obviously not, since you’ve no clue what I mean. Your kind come here all the time.”

      “Oh!” Jamie’s eyes widen. “Are there photographs of this place? I never thought to look for them. Maeve, you must’ve seen people post pictures online of derelict places they explore.”

      “Places they break into, more like.” The guy steps back and gestures at the door. “Please leave.”

      “I’m sorry we came here without asking,” I say quickly. “The house belonged to some relatives of mine and I was in the area. I’m curious.”

      He tips his head as he takes a closer look at me. “Who? The family don’t have any living relatives.”

      “My name’s Maeve.” I swallow. “Winterfall.”

      “No. Nobody survived, and nobody came forward as a family member."

      “Do you know much about the family?” I ask quietly. I never considered that humans would be involved in the situation, but a fire and multiple deaths couldn’t be hidden from so many.

      He blows air into his cheeks. "My mother worked here and was working the night it happened. She only survived the fire because someone told her I was in an accident and she left to find me. I hadn’t been in an accident, which means this wasn’t the accident everybody says.”

      My stomach turns. I want to leave.

      “Do you own the place now?” I ask.

      “Partly. Nobody came forward and me and a couple of mates bought the land. We’re restoring the building and turning the place into a holiday rental. Views of the lakes. Big house.” He chews his lip. “Good money in a location like this.”

      “Sorry for trespassing,” I say and walk towards the doorway, my spirits sinking. We’ll never have a chance to look around.

      “Hang on.” The man steps in front to block my way and I startle. I didn’t detect anything supernatural about him, but I spent a life amongst them and never noticed. “You have their eyes.” I blink self-consciously. “And hair colour. You look a little like one of the family.” He scratches his head. “Sorry, love, but there’s nothing left here for you.”

      His gentler tone and sympathy almost trigger tears but I smile. “I didn't plan to take anything.”

      “Really?” He nods his head at the candleholder. “That fell into your hands, did it?”

      Shit.

      Maybe I should cry and show him how I feel. “I’m so sorry. I just wanted something that belonged to my family.”

      “I’d have sympathy apart from the thieving,” he says and shakes his head. “The items that survived the fire were taken by local historians; the family and house were one of the oldest in the area and they were devastated to lose so much history.”

      “Taken?” I ask and my breath catches. “There are things that didn’t burn?”

      “Yeah. A couple of metal trunks with family records, house deeds and such. Photos. Knick-knacks. Sentimental stuff.”

      “Where are the items now?”

      He tugs his brows together at my excitement. “Not sure. Some is on display in the museum in Kentwick. Head over there.”

      I turn to Jamie. “Omigod, Jamie! There might be something!”

      “Might be nothing.”

      “But something,” I insist.

      The man rubs his nose. “Listen. I’m Steve. Here’s my number.” He digs in his pocket and pulls out a card smudged with dirt. “We should have the place ready in about six months. Come and take a look—stay for a couple of nights, on me.”

      I take his card, but all I can think about is finding that museum. “Thanks.”

      “I’m sorry for what happened to your family,” he says awkwardly. “Were you close?”

      Jamie places a hand on my shoulder, and I touch the back of his hand. “I never met them, but I’d love to discover more about who they were.”
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        * * *

      

      JAMIE

      

      I didn’t volunteer to come to the estate but refused to back down when asked to help. Who else could come but me, the witch with telemancy skills?

      But I never considered what I might see.

      Naturally, I expected some of the day’s violence attached to items as bad energy, but I’d hoped to stay away from the worst as I check objects around the house for clues.

      Instead, I plunge headfirst into a room filled with horror.

      I saw Tobias’s face. The red mask of death. The hemia facial features and coal black eyes disguised part of who he is, but I still recognised the guy in my vision of the past as Tobias.

      At the beginning of the year, I believed the guy was a benevolent professor and now that I know the truth, I struggle to forgive him. Tobias is a symbol of how fucked up this world is.

      How can any magic block suppress the evil I witnessed when I held the candleholder?

      Now there's a guy renovating the place and he’s throwing us out before we’ve taken a good look around.

      With a nervous smile, Maeve hands the candleholder to Steve on the way by and he chuckles before handing it back. “You can take a souvenir. We're throwing out everything from that room anyway. I don’t know what happened in there, but the inquest results sounded pretty nasty.”

      “Cool. Thanks,” I stammer. I know.

      He winks at Maeve and pulls out his phone, before turning away. As we step back into the sunshine, he begins a conversation.

      “This is awesome news!” says Maeve and she clutches the candleholder to her chest.

      “Maeve, don’t get your hopes up. The locals might not have found everything. Other witches could’ve come into the house after Tobias left and taken anything magical.”

      I hate that my words wipe away the sunshine in her expression. “I didn’t think about that.”

      “But maybe not,” I say encouragingly.

      Her mouth turns down. “You’re right—witches would’ve taken anything important. Blackwoods.”

      Annoyed I’ve broken her hope, I envelop Maeve in my arms. “There will be something, somewhere,” I murmur into her hair. “The Winterfalls knew you existed. They would ensure their magic’s survival, which means leaving something for you.”

      "I have the runestones," she says, face miserable. "What if that's all there is?"

      "Then we figure out what to do with them," I say with over-exaggerated cheerfulness.

      We walk away from the house to where Tobias sits in the car and stares vacantly forward. Do I feel bad for him or glad he had to confront this? Maeve tells me he’s paid for his crimes in a multitude of ways and she’s right. I'm not Tobias’s greatest fan, but the saddest thing about this guy is I don’t think he’ll ever be happy. The only time I see a hint of anything but a protective wall is when he’s with Maeve, but a curse is a curse, and for a reason.

      Maeve leans down to speak to Tobias as he lowers the window.

      I check my phone—will we have time to check the records and leave? Or are we stuck here tonight?
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      The museum I visited with school was a large institution, containing several maze-like floors which held the history of almost all civilisations. The museum in Kentwick is housed in a small building beside a Visitor’s Centre and focuses only on local history. Jamie takes a genuine interest in everything on display, but all I’m interested in is the Winterfalls.

      Tobias remains taciturn but was eager to drive here away from the estate. I stand beside him in the little room crammed with glass cabinets and scenic photographs on the wall, as we look at the one containing items from my family's history.

      The young woman who approached us shortly after we arrived stands alongside and enthusiastically talks about Viking connections to the area and the theory this family date back to those times. I don’t listen to much, but Tobias keeps his focus on the long, dark-haired girl who's wearing a navy blue dress suit with a name badge. She’s Rebecca, although I can't imagine enough people work here that she'd need a badge. Rebecca keeps sliding her eyes between Tobias and the items in the case and pink dots appear on her cheeks when he catches her eye.

      I'd be jealous but I don't have the right, and I know what he's doing. We won't get any closer to touching the cabinet's contents unless somebody persuades her, and a pneuma vampire’s charm is the first move.

      “The Winterfall family date back hundreds of years,” she says. “That’s why we have their history on display.”

      I'm disappointed by most items displayed, but a small, brown book interests me. A black ribbon holds the ageing leather-bound book together and the corners are singed.

      I need to look at this.

      Several also-singed parchments are held behind the glass in metal frames and I peer at them. Nothing magical-looking—house deeds and lists of names.

      The other interesting item is a small silver box, the size of a large match box, blackened at the edges by soot and resting on the white display cloth. The box is etched with letters in a language similar to the card my mother gave me. “What's that box?" I ask. "I heard some items were found in the fire.”

      “Oh, yes.” She smiles at me. “Quite the curiosity. There're no hinges or any way to open it, and it's solid, so we don't think this is a box.”

      "Then what?" I ask.

      "Perhaps a family heirloom dating back hundreds of years. A trinket maybe? The words you can see are old Norse and the translations mentions family. Such a shame nobody came forward to claim the items.”

      “Nobody at all?” asks Tobias.

      She blinks at him, the silent guy whose aura drags her in.

      “Everything found in the fire is here?” I ask.

      “We catalogued everything. You’re welcome to look at the records.” She chews her lip and I glance at Tobias. She's holding something back.

      "You must have more to tell us, Rebecca," says Tobias in his most captivating voice.

      She blinks. "The book and box are new acquisitions. Steve up at the estate discovered them when pulling down the house."

      "Who else knows about the book and box?" I ask, daring to hope they’re significant.

      “Only our local historian—Cyrus James. He was a Winterfall family friend too and took some records after the fire.” She points to the framed paper. “I'm excited to show him these new acquisitions, the next time he visits."

      “Doesn't he live locally?” I ask.

      “He did but works away now. Cyrus has a historical research position at the university in Manchester.”

      Tobias chews his lip as he leans forward to look at the glass. “A local? Are his family here?”

      Witch.

      I blink at Tobias’s word. She is?

      No. This man might be.

      “Do you have his number? I’d love to chat to Cyrus about my relatives,” I say.

      “His name is on the university’s website,” says Rebecca. “You could send him a message?”

      Tobias makes a humph sound and crosses to Jamie before leaning in to say something. “He’s not a history fan,” I say.

      But Rebecca is a Tobias fan—that’s obvious from the way she’s watching him.

      Come back.

      He glances over his shoulder at me but doesn’t respond.

      “Excuse me,” I say to Rebecca and cross to him. “What’s wrong, Tobias? I want to look at the book in the case and take the box. These are new to the museum and nobody from Dominion or Confederacy has them yet. That might change if we walk away. You need to persuade Rebecca to open the display case.”

      He arches a brow. “Mental magic? Even if I did, how would she explain the missing items?”

      I lower my voice. “Make her forget we were here.”

      Jamie looks at where Rebecca polishes away our fingerprints on the glass with a small white cloth. “She’d be in trouble.”

      “Tough,” I say, and he gapes at me.

      “No. Maeve’s right.” Tobias pushes a hand through his hair. “I’ll persuade Rebecca to unlock the cabinets. Wait here.”

      Either Rebecca is weak-minded or already captivated enough, because she opens the cabinet for him straightaway. I’m uncomfortable, despite telling Jamie ‘tough luck for her’, but this is the only connection to my family’s magic that I have besides the strange stones.

      My hands tremble as Rebecca hands me the small book, and I run my fingers across the silver embossed runes on the cover. I’ve studied the ones in the pouch my mother left me enough times to recognise some match—this book is definitely significant.

      Resting the book on top of the cabinet, I untie the ribbon as Tobias chats to Rebecca.

      Jamie stands beside me and we both watch with excitement as I turn to the first page.

      “Oh.” My disappointment comes out in a single word but sends frustrated tears to my eyes. “This isn’t English.”

      “Or Latin.” Jamie turns a second page.

      The words are black-inked, faded to brown in places, with runic symbols and crude illustrations between them on some pages. The shape of the letters is strange too. In English class at my old school, I read medieval texts unsuccessfully, but these words don’t match that either.

      “Must be Old Norse,” says Jamie.

      Of course. “Can you read Old Norse?”

      “I’m clever, Maeve, but not a linguist. I’ve never needed to learn.” He takes my hand and squeezes. “Until now.”

      “But how long would that take?” I ask in frustration. “We don’t know how long we have before the attack!”

      “A dictionary?” he suggests.

      I’m defeated, too caught up in my excitement the answer was within reach. Jamie’s optimism should help but it’s forced. We can’t translate this book quickly and easily.

      “Professor Kendal—she teaches Magical History. Maybe she can help?” he suggests.

      “We can’t ask her! Nobody can know who I am.”

      Jamie wrinkles his nose and closes the book before taking it from me. “We’ll figure this out, Maeve. We always do.”

      My excitement ebbs further as he pushes the book into his bag, and I reach out for the silver box. The solid metal is cool beneath my hands, lighter than I expected, but I don't sense anything magical.

      I sigh and pass the box to Jamie.

      His eyes widen and my hope lifts again. "Can you feel something, Jamie?"

      "This is a Hermes Box," he whispers. I look at him blankly. "Magically sealed and by Winterfall magic, I'll bet. They're used to store important items, but at a risk because sometimes they can't be opened again."

      "But I could open this?" I suggest.

      "We'll definitely try."

      "And can you feel anything from holding the box?" I ask.

      “No. I want to concentrate properly, and I can’t focus here.”

      I nod and tuck the box into my pocket. Rebecca’s footsteps sound as she walks from the room and Tobias appears at my shoulder.

      “We’ve the book and box,” I say.

      “What about the framed parchments?”

      “We can’t take everything.”

      “Most of the papers here are photographs also in the Winterfall History book,” says Jamie. “We can leave those.”

      “Where did Rebecca go?” I ask Tobias.

      “She hungry and wants her lunch break,” he says with a small smile. “She’s locked up the museum for an hour to go into town.”

      “How do we get out?” asks Jamie with a frown.

      I laugh as Tobias rolls his eyes, something I’ve never seen before, as he holds up a bunch of three keys.
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      The moment I climb into the car, I pull the silver box from my pocket. Instead of taking the front passenger seat, Jamie climbs in beside me and pushes hair from his face.

      "I want to open this," I announce.

      "Now?" asks Tobias and shifts around in the driver's seat.

      "I need to know what's in here, now." I catch his glance at Jamie. "Don't look at each other like that. I can open the box."

      Jamie wrinkles his nose. "But you don't know any spells, Maeve."

      Jaw tense at his negativity, I dive a hand into my small bag and pull out the pouch with the runes.

      "Why do you have those?" asks Jamie. "They should stay in the academy."

      "No," I retort. "They should stay with me at all times."

      "She's right, Jamie." Tobias nods at me. "Maeve doesn't know a spell but the runes might help because they're Winterfall. Do any match the symbols on the box?"

      My mouth drops open as the non-witch gives the obvious answer. "Yes!"

      Immediately, I tip the stones into my lap and push them around until all the runes are upright then squint at the tiny inscription on the box. "The writing is too small and squashed together," I complain.

      Jamie holds the box close to his face too.

      "I'll help." Tobias moves from the front of the car and slides onto the seat the other side of me to Jamie. His leg presses against mine in the tight space and my stomach immediately lurches as my body reacts to his touch. "Vampire eyesight."

      Carefully taking the box from me, he studies the engraving in silence and glances between the box and the runes. Brow furrowed in concentration, he reaches out to take a rune from my lap and his fingers brush my thighs. He could be touching my naked skin because there's an immediate ache for his hands on me.

      He tenses and I side glance him. Tobias's frown grows and he attempts to shift away from me.

      "What's wrong?" asks Jamie and leans forward to look at him.

      "This one," says Tobias gruffly and he hands the box and rune to me.

      "What do I do now?" I ask.

      Jamie shrugs, which is bloody unhelpful. "Focus on imagining the box opens. Hold the rune."

      "Hold Jamie's hand too," puts in Tobias. "He strengthens your magic."

      If anybody passing sees the weirdos squashed together in a small hatchback car, in the middle of a town carpark, they could make guesses what we're doing, but would never make the correct one.

      Witches, a vampire, and ancient magic.

      I shake my head at my silly thoughts and wind my fingers into Jamie's. His touch affects me too, but in a gentler way than Tobias's sudden intensity. With Jamie, the energy passing between us connects and doesn't consume in the way the other guys do. I'm all for passion and losing myself, but some days I crave Jamie's tenderness and intuitive touch.

      I draw on Jamie's magic energy and keep my focus on the hard box inside my curled fingers. What if I have a vision and freak out in the middle of the quiet carpark?

      Tears sting my eyes when nothing happens—the box warms with my body heat but nothing more. I slump back against the seatback and try to hide my disappointment.

      "There could be a spell in the book?" says Jamie as he moves his hand from mine to hug me around the shoulders. “We just need to find the correct one.”

      "Right," I reply with defeat and not enthusiasm.

      "If this box contains something important, I'm sure we'll open it," says Tobias.

      I look to him and the tears build. Tobias revealed I'm from a powerful witch family and I return to their estate, hoping for help and answers. Nothing. I find something belonging to the family, which could've been left for me.

      Nothing again.

      "Maeve. Have faith in yourself," says Tobias softly.

      He places a hand over mine curled around the box and I jerk. Not because he touches me, but because the box suddenly heats. With a yell I yank my hand away and open my palm, convinced I'll find a burn mark. The box lands in the car footwell.

      "Maeve?" asks Jamie as Tobias leans down to take the box.

      My palm looks no different.

      The tiny writing glows brightly, the colour of molten silver against the dull and I gingerly take it from him with my fingertips. As I do, a line appears around the box's centre, spreading and joining to separate the metal into two parts.

      To create a lid.

      Heart thumping, I push a fingernail beneath the gap and prise the lid.

      Inside, I find a crude stone pendant with a thin, black leather cord threaded through a hole at the top. I carefully take the necklace in case the leather strap has perished and turn the stone over in my palm.

      A rune.
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      MAEVE

      

      Alaric leans over the book, standing with one hand either side on the kitchen table as he reads. My slim hope he understands Old Norse evaporates as his brow tugs deep. He flicks through with more force than I’d like for the aged pages, and I fight the instinct to snatch the book from him.

      The heavy curtains are drawn and Andrei stands in front of the kitchen door; Jamie and Tobias sit around the rectangular wood table too. Matt and Amelia are here today, but Izzy and Saul are away.

      Tobias maintains a distance from Alaric. He isn't rude to Tobias, but we still haven't told him about Tobias's true past. Tobias wants to choose a good time to talk to Alaric, but how could there ever be one? Does Alaric notice Tobias's reticence or how subdued he is since we returned from the estate?

      Snapping the book closed, Alaric gives a rare and tiny smile. “Once we figure this out, they’re fucked.”

      “Who are?” asks Jamie.

      “The Blackwoods. Maeve could take the lot of them down.”

      My heart lurches. “I don’t think I can! There’s one of me and a lot more of them.”

      “Cut the power at its source.” He smiles. “Nikolai has gone. Anastasia next.”

      “And the Blackwood elders?” retorts Jamie. “They’re alive.”

      “And weaker. We can sort that issue, once we’ve dealt with the academy attack.” He looks to me. “I doubt Dominion will march in with an army. Not yet, anyway. Let’s hope they make their move sooner rather than later.”

      “Oh, yes, let’s,” says Andrei sarcastically. “I can’t wait.”

      Tobias finally speaks. “I think this will happen sooner. The Dominion must know about the disturbance beneath the academy.”

      “And won’t want to miss the big reveal,” comes Andrei’s sarcasm again.

      “Andrei...”

      He pulls a face and stares at his shoes. I sense what’s prompting his cynicism: his mother will be there and could attack him again.

      Alaric steps back and crosses his arms. “Is this all you managed to find at the house?”

      I glance at Jamie. “Yes. A historian has more, apparently.”

      “Who?” asks Alaric sharply. “Witch or human?”

      “Human? He’s called Cyrus James. If he’s a witch, I don’t know the family name,” puts in Jamie. “I’ll try to contact him.”

      Alaric shakes his head. “No. If he is a witch, we don’t want him alerted that you’re searching for Winterfall items.”

      I rub my head. The lack of trust runs like a deep seam beneath the supernatural world. Amelia is right—how has this society stayed together all these years?

      She sits beside Matt now, the pair’s arms intertwined as if letting go could pull them apart again; silent but watching everything.

      “What do we do about the book?” I ask desperately. “I need to translate those spells and soon. Especially this one.”

      Alaric watches as I leaf through and find the page with the runes. “These match mine… Astrid’s. This one—" I tap the page “matches the pendant.”

      “Are you going to wear the necklace?” asks Andrei. “When Jamie wore the Blackwood...” He trails off as Alaric’s face sours. “The pendant might connect you with the Winterfall energy.”

      I wanted to wear the pendant straightaway, but sensed Jamie's worry. “Or instil me with the magical ability to read this,” I say flatly.

      “Maeve,” Tobias says gently. “Don’t give up. You opened a Hermes Box today. That's big.”

      “I’m not giving up.”

      Yes, you are.

      I glare. Disheartened.

      “As soon as we’re back at the academy, we can start on the translation. You have me, remember?” says Jamie. “Magically and academically.”

      "Try to read the pendant now, Jamie. Maeve give him the stone."

      I blink at Alaric's abruptness. The pendant nestles in my jeans pocket and is warm when I pull it out. I'm disappointed that I didn't feel an instant connection, but I definitely don't want to give this away. Biting my lip, I hold the pendant over Jamie's outstretched palm and watch the black leather coil as I drop.

      Jamie curls his hand into a fist. I'm apprehensive—what if Jamie sees something negative?

      “Don’t all stare at me,” he mutters.

      “Performance anxiety,” says Andrei with a chuckle.

      “Don’t piss him off, Andrei,” says Tobias with a sigh. “You’ll interfere with his magic.”

      Jamie says nothing, eyes focused on the stone. He glances at me and I reach across the table to take his other hand. I won’t see the images he does, but my Winterfall energy could help.

      The room falls quiet as Jamie closes his eyes and his lids tighten the harder he concentrates. I’m glad I took his hand because I sense my spell energy trickle towards him and help. I long to reach into Jamie’s mind and share his visions of the past, but what if I interfere and corrupt the memories?

      I drift away into my own daydreams as my head clouds from the magic, until I lose awareness of those around, apart from Jamie’s breathing and hand in mine. A familiar tingling begins across my scalp and by the time the sensation reaches my cheeks, it’s too late to stop the vision.

      I’m somewhere familiar yet unfamiliar. The strong scent of lavender is clearer than the blurred surroundings and voices, which I recognise as Ash’s and Jamie’s. Fear for them draws me into the vision I’d aimed to resist.

      I focus on the foggy view and the scene clears as if I’m short-sighted and put spectacles on.

      I’m at the Winterfall house, but not the one I visited today. There’s no scaffolding and newly planted gardens have replaced the weeds. Unbroken windows shine and instead of the apprehension from yesterday, I’m filled with contentment. Ash and Jamie stand close to a blue sedan car I don’t recognise.

      Jamie unlocks the door to climb in. “Maeve. Tell Andrei to get his arse into gear,” he calls to me.

      Oh, crap. Not another immersive vision.

      “Maeve?”

      Stiffly, I walk towards the house and I’m suddenly aware of the bright blue sky and heat from the sun on my face.

      Andrei’s figure appears in the new doorway, between open double doors, with the dark entrance hallway behind him.

      No.

      Not another death.

      “Andrei!” I yell as he moves forward. “What are you doing?”

      I can’t see his eyes. Has he taken Lix? Who cast a spell on him? Omigod did Gabriella succeed in influencing him?

      As Andrei takes a step through the door towards me, my shout echoes around and bounces from the house’s walls. “Stop Andrei! You’ll die!”

      My vision clouds as blood rushes from my head and I grip onto consciousness.

      No. No. No.

      “Maeve?” Jamie places his other hand over the one he holds, and I snap my eyes open. Everybody watches me warily and I swallow down the nausea that accompanies my visions.

      “Sorry,” I mumble. “I zoned out there.”

      Matt slides his eyes to Andrei, as does Tobias. Andrei stares at me stony-faced for a moment before turning to leave the room.

      As the door clicks closed, I pull my perspiring palm from Jamie’s. “You all heard my words, didn’t you?”

      The seconds tick by before Tobias speaks, “Yes. Perhaps talk to Andrei about what you saw.”
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        * * *

      

      I find Andrei in the street, sitting on the low wall outside the house, and sit beside him—the vampire and the witch sitting in a cul-de-sac amongst the expensive cars. How on earth does Alaric blend in amongst these people? This takes hiding in plain sight to an extreme.

      Unsure what to say, I link my arm through Andrei’s.

      He rubs the side of his face. “Will you see all of us die in your visions?”

      “Andrei...”

      He turns his face to me, deliberately shaking his fringe in front of his eyes. “Your words were very clear, Maeve.”

      “I didn’t see you die. That’s the truth.”

      “Almost die?" he asks flatly. "Do you think you can stop what happened, the way you stopped Jamie’s death?”

      “Andrei. I had a vision, or a daydream that I think was a vision.” I hug his arm tighter. “I was at the restored Winterfall house, but with Jamie, Ash, and you."

      "And? Who attacked us?"

      "I was with the three of you in the daytime, Andrei.”

      He tips his head, revealing his eyes, which shine with a mixture of curiosity and fear. “I was outside?”

      “No. Inside. You walked through the door from the house and my vision broke.”

      “The vision broke just before my death, like Jamie,” he says and stares at his boots.

      “Or maybe this is wish fulfilment.”

      He jerks his head up. “What? That I’ll die?”

      “No. I was with the three of you, and we were heading out somewhere. There wasn’t any stress or danger, and you were about to join us too, even though it was daytime. That's something I wish could happen.”

      He studies me carefully. “Was Tobias with us?”

      “No.”

      “Then that wasn’t a daydream. If you wanted us all together and happy, he’d be there too, wouldn’t he?”

      My chest tightens at his words and I look away. A vision of the future. Why wasn’t Tobias with us?

      I’d tried to explain this vision with a new twist on things, but the truth about Tobias batters my theory I had a daydream.

      “Matt and Amelia weren’t there either,” I suggest.

      “Irrelevant. They live their own lives with Alaric's army.”

      I swallow. “Maybe you don’t die. Maybe this really is you walking in the daytime.”

      Andrei makes a derisive noise. “Sure, and maybe my mother will join the Confederacy. No Tobias means you didn’t break the Winterfall curse, so I can’t imagine how you'd cast a spell so I can sunbathe too.”

      I unlink my arm and stand to face him. “I didn’t need to tell you what I saw, and I’m sorry that you can't accept my suggestion I daydreamed.”

      Andrei stands and lifts my face, thumb and forefinger beneath my chin. “Your visions are never positive, Maeve. You change the future sometimes, so I can hold onto that. You saved Jamie; you can save me.”

      “Please don’t carry this with you, Andrei.” I place my lips on his, but he isn’t interested in more than a brief touch.

      “At least I was there,” he says quietly. “Tobias wasn’t.”

      As he takes my hand to lead me back into the house, my heart hammers faster. Is Andrei right? If this event is wishful thinking, Tobias would have been with us. But if I did just witness my future, the vision tells me two things: the attack on the academy takes place before the summer.

      And that I don’t break the curse.
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      Am I jealous?

      The ridiculous thought dogs me each time I think about Clive and his gang. I've a few months to go until I'm of age, but even if tempted, I can't risk shifting for a bigger reason than a wolf or bear—nobody could accuse a dragon of escaping from a zoo.

      Is my new frustration because I'm edging closer to legal shifting age? I’m avoiding things that anger me as much as possible to control that growing side, but each time something happens to Maeve, I'm on the verge of losing my shit.

      If I'd reached Nikolai Blackwood before Tobias dealt with him, I would've ripped the bastard apart.

      Now I’m dealing with veiled threats against her from Clive and Remi—they'll know how much this riles me. Are they encouraging the anger? Their comments triggered a rage I haven't felt since the day Vince described the perverse things he’d do to Maeve, which shook through me for hours.

      I'll bring shame on my family if I take the risk and become a mid, and they have enough to deal with thanks to the ‘Vince’ who appeared and disappeared again. They’ll discover the truth eventually, and my heart breaks already at how this will destroy them.

      Keeping away from the shifter gang is the most sensible option, but I can't. I originally suspected they spent their missing hours at the farmhouse Vince took us to on the moors, but Tobias checked the place over a couple of times. Clive and his mates weren’t there, and he found no signs that people had visited recently. The Confederacy knows Vince based himself at the farmhouse; the gang would be dumb to go back.

      I've watched the group leave and return to the academy, noting the times, and calculated how far they could get based on what I know about wolf and bear shifter speeds. I've heard other animal calls around the same time—wherever the kids go, others join them.

      But where?

      If they shifted and ran in a straight line without stopping, they could reach the city outskirts, but running into a populated area would risk discovery. Maybe they embrace their freedom and run around the isolated areas on the moors before returning.

      Hunting.

      Whatever they do, their bodies continue to change. Clive and Remi aren't mids—yet—but they’re bulkier and their aggression is growing, not only to other students but in class too. Clive was asked to leave Potions last week and landed himself at Theodora's office for the abuse he gave Professor Turlington over a simple request.

      Theodora can't turn a blind eye much longer; their behaviour goes beyond that from shifters who pushed boundaries in the past.

      I hold onto the belief that whoever Vince works for wants me triggered and I also believe this is still on their agenda—either to take and manipulate me or ensure I'm caught and removed from their list of problems.

      Taken from Maeve's protective circle.

      The guys’ trips off campus become more frequent and my suspicion grows. I tried to follow once but lost them within an hour. Maeve naturally doesn't want me to follow. She voices several scenarios that scare us: what if I'm led to Vince? Or worse, the Blackwoods? Our last run-in with the family cornered the whole of our group in one place and prompted a rescue mission for Maeve; what if the Blackwoods and Dominion want something similar, but me this time?

      I can't live with 'what ifs'. Unless Maeve envisions something, we can't focus on personal predictions. As a group, we deal with changing what she sees.

      My head fucking hurts when I try to make sense of everything. Vince and the Blackwoods are connected to the Dominion somehow and want Maeve, but why would they help when shifters are increasingly at odds with witches? And how is this linked to the academy and whatever the fuck is underneath? We all know there's a connection, but the two motivations are a world apart: shifters want to split from the world and Dominion want to take over.

      I backed away from the witch business to focus on the Gilgamesh kids. I understand how important Maeve’s magic and the new finds are, and that everybody should focus on this and the tunnels, but what about Vince?

      Even if Vince isn’t leading whatever the hell Clive and his mates do, somebody is influencing them.

      I've warned the gang of morons that they face a stint in Ravenhold if they don’t stop. The percentage of shifters in there compared to the other races scares me too and is another reason I avoid anger and a possible shift. One delusional part of me wants to never shift, because I want to remain the Ash I am; the one Maeve knows and loves. But, like Andrei, I won’t be the same in the future. We'll both change physically, but in what other ways?

      Our group for the academy challenge fell apart straight after the vampire attack. Kimberly and Yvette remain in the infirmary, so we’re already down two members. Maeve and Andrei are away, which leaves four of us—if everybody bothered to turn up.

      Katherine refuses to join in, now that another team is ahead of us. Sergei now won’t work in a group with Andrei because the pair had an argument about the attack on Kimberly. This leaves me and Seamus. After all the effort we put into the early stages, I’m pissed off we’ve fallen behind by not perfecting the potion.

      Seamus hasn’t appeared. I bet he’s with Clive and Remi tonight.

      I hang outside the Potions classroom for half an hour and text Maeve while I wait. They’ve arrived at Alaric’s and she’s safe, so I tuck my phone away to focus on my task. Nobody shows and I grumpily head back to Gilgamesh.

      I use the group challenge as an excuse to collar Seamus when I spot him shrugging on his jacket and heading along the hall towards the exit. He scowls when I step in front of him.

      “Where’re you going, mate? I need you to help with the challenge,” I ask.

      “Out.” He tries to pass, and I step in the way.

      “C’mon. We’re already down a few members. Don’t you want to win?”

      “I couldn’t give a shit about academy games,” he says with a sneer. “Waste of time.”

      “So, where’re you going?” I repeat.

      Seamus scratches his nose and studies me. “Why ask? You know. Off campus with some mates.”

      “Pub for a few beers?” I ask with feigned ignorance.

      “Sure, mate.” He shakes his head. “Clive told me you saw him.”

      “Yeah, the guys aren’t subtle.” I rest my shoulder against the wall. “How many are headed out tonight?”

      His brow tugs down. “Why? Are you looking for an invite? I didn’t think this is your scene.”

      I can’t tell if he’s genuine or mocking me, so I shrug.

      “Clive thinks you’ll join eventually,” he says with a smirk and pokes me in the chest. “Until the witch arrived, you were Gilgamesh golden boy. You hate that he’s more popular than you now. Once you realise she’s using you, you’ll shove Clive out the way.”

      “Since when were you an expert on my life?” I retort.

      “Just saying. I’ve known you a few years, Ash. You’re not the same guy.”

      “And you won’t be either, if you’re not careful.”

      He claps me on the back, and I tense at his second invasion of my personal space. “Mate. Calm down. We’re not hurting anybody, just having some fun. You’re so bloody serious.”

      Not hurting anybody? Not yet.

      Gail approaches Seamus and her eyes widen when she sees me with him. This slim girl with her sleek looks is popular around Gilgamesh—too popular with Clive at one point because she and Katherine had a spat. Now neither girl pay Clive much attention, which amuses me.

      “Ash,” she says and smiles. Her mother is French and the hint of an accent mesmerises some of the guys. If I’m honest, I considered making a play for her in the past, but only because everybody wanted her. God, I’m glad Maeve never met that shallow guy. “I haven’t seen you around for a while. Busy with the challenge?” she asks.

      Her green eyes catch me off guard because they’re a different shade than I remember. They’ve always been a striking emerald green, but today they almost glow. I glance between her and Seamus. I’m no longer taller than the pair—last week, I was.

      How many students are shifting?

      “Catch you later, Gail,” says Seamus, and I clench my jaw as he uses her as an excuse to walk away.

      “No-go with the challenge. Half my team are missing,” I say to Gail, watching Seamus head to the exit, then look back to her. “How’s your group?”

      She shrugs. “Are you still dating the witch?”

      I blink at her direct question. “Yeah.”

      “Shame.” Her full lips pout and then she chuckles. “Is she around tonight?”

      “Why?” I ask sharply.

      “No need to be defensive, Ash. Are you headed out with us instead?” She gestures after Seamus.

      Each time I see Seamus leave with Clive and Remi, I spot more people with them. I’m not surprised by some of the students who join—most of the Walcott rugby team are with them—but never realised that girls accompany the group. Okay, maybe sexist of me, but I'd presumed this was a 'boys' activity.

      “Did Seamus tell you today’s meet-up place?”

      “Uh. Nah. Do you know?”

      With a small shake of her head, Gail pulls out her phone and swipes the screen a few times. “Usually the location is posted early evening. I hope they haven’t forgotten to tell me.”

      Posted? I crane my head to look at her screen and she clicks off whichever social media app she’s using before I can see. “Can you let me know if you find where to go?” I ask. “On my own tonight. Bored.”

      She tips her head. “This isn’t a normal party, you know that, right?”

      “But there’ll be beers?” I ask. “I’m all in if a few drinks are involved.”

      Slipping her phone into a back pocket, Gail steps closer and lowers her voice. “Clive usually has all the details. Ask him.”

      I give a tight smile. “Sure.”

      She frowns. “You guys need to fix whatever happened between you and if you want your place back, take it.”

      “My place?”

      She moistens her lips. “Ash. You’re better than him in every way. Gilgamesh looked at you to lead us. I don’t agree with him excluding you, if that’s what’s happening here.”

      “Yeah. I missed out on the last few parties.” I give her the flirtatious smile she’s looking for. “Can you hook me up with an invite for the next?”

      “Shifters only, Ash.” She bites her lip. “Do you know why?”

      I’m right. Clive and his mates aren’t the only ones shifting and this is organised. Is Clive the leader or the puppet used as ‘face of’ the movement?

      “Yeah, I know why.” I rub a hand across my mouth. “I’m looking forward to a night with you all.”

      Gail hangs close to me a few minutes more than I’d like, and I make small talk about lessons—I can’t quiz her about everything in case she mentions this to others. Strange that she’d reach out and ask me to depose Clive, unless she’s trying to hit on me. Yeah, maybe. I silently apologise to Maeve for my borderline flirting, but this could bring me one step closer to an answer.

      But there’s one question I can’t walk away without asking. “Does my brother go to your parties?” I watch her face carefully.

      “Vince?” She pauses. “Yeah. Once. He didn’t stay long.”

      I straighten and fight showing the effect her answer has on me. My body fills with both fear and a strange sense of ease. Vince’s involvement confirms my worst fears, but proves we need to focus more energy on the situation.

      “Did you two lose touch again?” she asks in surprise.

      I dig my hands into both jacket pockets. “We clashed. Brothers, y’know?”

      “Oh god, yes. I have a sister who drives me nuts.” She laughs. “We can’t choose our family.”

      Two girls leave the common room nearby and call out to Gail. She makes her excuses and hurries over to them. As they walk away, all three glance back at me and giggle.

      Once over, this evening would be a typical exchange between me and a girl, and I would’ve walked straight into their party and soaked up attention.

      I’m determined to go to the next, but attention is the last thing I’ll want when I do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      MAEVE

      

      Sitting in bed the next morning, I pull the stone pendant from beneath my shirt and inspect it for changes. Jamie didn't detect much from the stone last night—flashes of different faces and voices but nothing concrete. He didn't sense anything negative or dark either, so I immediately tied the leather around my neck, in the vain hope I'll absorb some Winterfall magic the way Jamie did the Blackwood.

      We travelled back to the academy late last night. Despite the long and exhausting day, we managed to leave and return to the academy within twenty-four hours, and before dawn. Just. I would've liked more time with Amelia, but I'm uncomfortable if I'm away from the campus for long and don’t want to arouse Sofia’s suspicions.

      When I walked back into the kitchen with Andrei last night, nobody mentioned my outburst from before he left or asked why I followed. They all know I wouldn’t walk away unless talking to Andrei were more important than the pendant.

      I’ve worn the necklace since then but feel nothing yet. I’m hardly an expert on magic curios and don’t know what to expect, but if a Hermes Box split open for me to find the stone, there's an importance I'll discover. Hopefully the book from the museum will reveal more too.

      Jamie took the book when we arrived back at the academy, and this needs to be our focus today.

      As predicted, Jamie isn't at breakfast, and I discover him in the library, comparing pages from the Winterfall book with browser windows open on his laptop. He brightens when he sees me and insists we head to the witches' sanctum for privacy. The room has become a familiar place to talk about magic and visions; somewhere as 'me and Jamie' as the cottage.

      I found the place weird but fascinating the first time I came here, and now the sanctum represents my normality. The strange atmosphere I felt the first day came from magic leaking from the books and objects around; there's nowhere on campus better than here for immersing ourselves in magic.

      Jamie closes the sanctum door and locks out the rest of the world, then sits at the scratched oak table.

      “Have you been awake all night?” I ask, although his dark-rimmed eyes and pale face answer me.

      "Yeah.” He bites his lip. “I have something I take when I need to pull all-nighters when studying.”

      “Take? A potion? Jamie, that can’t be healthy.”

      “Not often. I’ll be fine. I can sleep later.” Jamie smiles.

      With a stern look, I bend down and kiss him softly. “Thank you. Did you find anything helpful?”

      He turns the laptop to face me. "I checked over the info I’d found already and compared to what’s in the book. These runes aren't like any categorised by historians, which makes reading them tricky. The closest are futhark runes, so I've matched your stones to those. They may not be correct interpretations, though."

      "Oh." I slump onto the seat beside him. I'd stupidly hoped Jamie would find answers, but how could he in a matter of hours? "We should ask Izzy to take a look. She likes puzzles."

      "No! We can't let this out of our sight now," he protests.

      "I was joking, Jamie. I'm sorry. I appreciate what you're doing."

      "I'm stressed." He flicks through the book. "The Winterfall magic is key. If we don't manage to decipher these, you might not stop the..."

      My mouth dries as he trails off. "We will. Come on. I can take over and you can rest."

      Jamie pulls on his bottom lip. "Every day, I worry that today is 'the day', Maeve. I wish we could narrow the event down to a date."

      We've studied my records of the recent visions and although there are common elements, such as the fire and Gabriella's presence, the only indication when is the weather. In one, the sun shone, and in another, the evening was warm and muggy. Summer. But when? Each day draws us nearer to the end of summer term—and the end of the academy if we don’t act.

      I can't allow Jamie to see my despondency. Although he saw the pendant’s past when he held the stone, nothing concrete emerged. The images spread across the years and became more focal. Astrid wore the pendant, but nothing significant came from that, just the house and family and the guys she spent her time with.

      Then darkness. Jamie can’t figure out what, because there’s nothing malevolent or worrying about the vibe. When she placed the pendant in the box?

      For whatever reason, although I don’t sense much magic, I’m attracted as if the necklace belongs to me.

      "I brought the runes," I say as I produce the worn pouch then tip them onto the table. Jamie has photographs, but if we're trying to connect the magic to the book, we need the stones here.

      "I deciphered the rune that matches your pendant and also some etched on the stones." Jamie taps paper he drew the symbols on, and he's written words beside them. "Here."

      I pull the leather strap over my head and place the pendant beside the one inked on the page. "What does it mean?"

      "I can't be a hundred percent sure, but I've compared to known runes and the closest is 'power'."

      "Makes sense," I say and run my finger across the straight lines.

      Jamie bites his lip. "But another word associated with that runic shape is 'gateway'."

      I stiffen. "Gateway."

      "Yeah. That's a clue, right?"

      We've all discussed that a gateway could be what exists beneath the academy, but this stronger possibility scares me. Gateway to where?

      "One of my runes matches the one drawn on that page," I say and push another stone towards the book. "Did you decipher others?"

      Jamie nods and lines up the rune stones beside the ones he copied. "Unfortunately, the runes have multiple translations. This is divination or luck.” He touches each one as he speaks. "And this means fire—but also knowledge, such as ancestral powers."

      "What about the one Tobias matched to the box?" I interrupt and tap the stone.

      A muscle ticks in his jaw. “Protection, or true love."

      I bite my lip, unsure what to say.

      "So, that interpretation must be protection," Jamie continues stiffly. "Since he's your protector."

      Not love.

      "And I needed my protector in order to open the box?" I suggest.

      "I thought about that." He rubs his thumb across his nose. "Somebody didn't want you to access this pendant until the right time."

      "When Tobias is with me," I say, half to myself.

      Jamie nods and he indicates the next rune. "This one is tricky because it means both magic and death." I blink and nod. "And this is air or transformation. And finally, dawn or 'a light within'."

      "Why two different meanings for them?" I ask in exasperation.

      He shrugs. "At least we have some idea."

      "Are all my runes also in this book from the museum? Is one page more significant?" I grasp at any possibility.

      "Yes, but there's no page with every rune on.” He sighs. “Can you remember how many Blackwood stones April used?"

      "From the position I stood, I couldn't see. Her body obscured some. They were in a circle."

      "I reckon six to match yours."

      "And what about the Blackwood rune we found? Have you deciphered that?"

      His mouth pulls down. "There's nothing resembling the runic mark in any place I’ve researched. I’m betting somebody eradicated all records to stop others finding the Blackwood magic."

      "There must've been runes drawn in the Blackwood grimoire, Jamie."

      "Some, but I didn't pay attention—I only wanted the spell I needed to reach you."

      A thought strikes. "Where's the grimoire now? Gabriella never stole the book."

      Jamie snorts. "Tobias took the grimoire."

      Omigod. "What?"

      "Yeah. Ask him what he did with it. He can't destroy a grimoire, so he's either hidden or given to someone else."

      "I will," I mumble.

      My frustration joins Jamie's. Even if we deciphered the runes, we can't read the words in the book and I only have hazy memories of the other Blackwood runes. Are there six that match? Is that what we need to do?

      "We need to go into the tunnels with the runes, don't we?" I ask Jamie.

      "I know." Jamie's concerned eyes meet mine. "But not until you've tapped into this magic."

      "But isn't that the point? I've always tapped into Winterfall magic—that's where my powers are from. The runes prove this. Divination. Ancestral powers." Magic or death. "They must make my magic stronger."

      "Maeve. One thing with runes and any magic is the spells must be spoken or cast correctly, or they could have other consequences."

      I stand in exasperation. "But my magic isn't spells. The magic is inside me."

      "Uncontrolled," he says softly.

      Huffing, I turn the book towards me then leaf through until I find the spell with the least words. "Look, the Divination rune is drawn on this page. I'm going to learn how to say this spell and then practice." Jamie doesn't reply. "You'll help, won't you?"

      "I'd rather you learn the protection one." The page he turns to is filled by tiny words.

      "Whoa. That's longer than the assignments you write."

      "Don't exaggerate, Maeve."

      "It may as well be. Nobody can learn a foreign language that quickly, especially if you're worried that I'll mispronounce them and cause the spell to backfire."

      He swears.

      "We can try. No spell. I'll hold the rune and try to start a vision." I almost don't ask to do this, because my stomach churns at the thought of what I might see. The pendant revealed something odd about Andrei and I'm still worried I saw his death.

      My visions are always filled with death—I've seen and stopped Jamie's, and in one vision, Tobias was with me outside this room and disappeared. And then the carnage from my vision a couple of weeks ago.

      What if I see Ash's next?

      His worry makes sense—in the chaos surrounding us, each time my powers trigger, they're uncontrolled. The visions. The ability to influence other's actions. To change the future.

      I need to learn restraint.

      Jamie can help with the visions, he's saved me once, but I'll need somebody powerful to learn to control my extreme mental magic. How else will I exercise physical control over somebody as powerful as Gabriella or Anastasia, because I’m positive I’ll reach that point? I managed with Nikolai, but the two women are a step up and they'll be prepared, now Gabriella knows I'm capable.

      There's only one person as powerful—he's said so himself. Tobias. I can work on the visions with Jamie, but Tobias has to allow me to take over his well-guarded mind. We’ve avoided this since the day I smashed the glass in his classroom, but we can’t any longer.

      "I'd rather work with you than Sofia," I remind Jamie. "She keeps asking for more sessions, and I tell her that working with her interferes with my bond to you."

      "And does it?"

      "No, and she’s suspicious, of course. We should work on the bond, now it's strengthening. More so since—" I lean forward and press my lips to his. "Remember the day at the cottage and your ‘plans’?"

      "Uh. Maeve. As if I'll ever forget that." He brushes hair from my face. "I think about that far more than is healthy—or comfortable."

      Chuckling, I'm unable to resist kissing him again as I wind my arms around his neck and pull him close. Mentioning the situation causes an instant reaction in both of us at the wrong time. In the past, I've slept with Jamie a few times. I'm increasingly unsettled about sleeping alone and he never needs asking more than once.

      But since that day, he's returned to the Jamie concerned about respecting me, as if sex would take something away from our relationship rather than add to it. I once asked him if he's jealous of the other guys, and he genuinely meant the 'no' he gave. I once worried that the witch bond would trigger resentment against the other guys, but something about our magic joining draws us to a different level that nobody else could match.

      But a seriously frustrating level.

      "Why are you laughing?" he asks.

      I blink back to reality. "I'm not. I'm thinking happy thoughts about you. You make me smile, Jamie."

      He brushes my cheek. "You do all kinds of things to me. Please don't read my mind right now."

      Although I'm tempted, I won't, because we don't need distraction right now. "If you take me on a date, am I allowed to seduce you again?"

      "I don't know," he says and his eyes glint with amusement. "You know I'm not that kind of guy."

      "Why?"

      Jamie's lips brush my ear. "I'm waiting for the right moment, Maeve. You know me."

      His lower tone sets a shiver from my scalp to my toes. "You’re going to say not now, right?" I mutter.

      "Right?" He kisses the dip between my neck and shoulder blade and the shiver turns to heat. “As soon as this is over, we’re taking time out together. Me and you.”

      “I’ll look forward to that and whatever ‘plans’ you might have.”

      Jamie smiles and touches my lips. “The future will be brighter, Maeve. I promise, but I don’t want to practice any spell until we’ve spoken to the others about the runes.”

      I wrinkle my nose at his reply. I’ve carried the stones around for days now and the pendant must be a missing link; isn’t the time right to look into this further? “And I’m tired,” Jamie adds.

      I nod, aware my enthusiasm is a little selfish and possibly dangerous. A tired Jamie may not be able to help if I hit trouble in the way I did with Becci. We don’t know how powerful the runes are, or their effect.

      “I’d also like to translate at least part of the book.”

      “We’re running out of time, Jamie. You said so yourself.”

      “I know,” He closes his hand around mine again. “I understand you’re keen, but safety is more important.”

      “Tonight?” I suggest. “Gather everybody together and then nothing can happen to me.”

      He nods and his grave expression worries me. We’ve a balance to strike between practicing magic unknown to me and moving forward as quickly as we can.

      We need to risk the side-effects, whatever they might be.
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      Despite Theodora allowing me to accompany Maeve to the Winterfall estate, she won't let me return to campus. The ongoing story that I’m unwell won't stand for long. So, I'm still banned from my classroom, and I’ve only two places I can meet Maeve: at the cottage or my quarters, both of which seem too personal.

      Ha. We’re beyond worrying about life between us as too personal.

      At least now that she has my phone number, Maeve can alert me that she’s visiting. If she arrives unexpectedly, it’s harder to temper my initial reaction to her.

      Since we returned from the Winterfall property, I’ve barely slept as I try to cope with the after-effects. I’d feared that returning to the estate might help awaken the other side of me. The house, half-destroyed by the fire I lit, wasn’t familiar due to the damage, but inside there were touches I remember—the colour and pattern of the wallpaper, the surviving lanterns on the walls. Little touches that are etched in my memories.

      I couldn’t stay inside.

      Maeve told me about the guy renovating, who I saw from my place in the trees, and his family name is familiar—his mother worked at the house that night and I told her to leave. Why? Did I think saving a human would absolve me somehow?

      Unable to sleep or forget the guilt that settled in the pit of my stomach, I search the internet in an attempt to find more about the historian, Cyrus. I discover papers he’s written on his area of expertise, but I can’t find a supernatural connection.

      When Maeve calls, I sit on the edge of the sofa, running my hands through my hair, repeatedly telling myself to keep a grip when she’s with me. Whatever the hell we unleashed that night at the Blackwoods won’t be constrained again—we already discovered this on the day after she asked me for help with Andrei.

      Each time Maeve asks to see me alone, I’m a heartbeat away from telling her no, but I never do.

      I never can.

      Maeve arrives at the agreed time, the girl always punctual, and I steel myself one last time as I open the door. She’s in her uniform, something useful because it leaves the one connection that she’s one of my students and I'm her professor.

      Or was.

      I smile and pull the door open wider, even though I want to hold her when I see the same need reflected in her expression. She clutches the Winterfall book from the museum to her chest.

      “How are you, Tobias?” she asks and reaches out to touch my cheek. “I’ve worried about you.”

      I gently pull her hand away. “Why are you worried?”

      She frowns. “Because we went to the Winterfall estate and you were distressed.”

      “I wasn’t,” I lie and turn away from her.

      The sensation from Maeve's touch remains on my face even though she’s no longer close to me, and the gnawing desire for her bites harder. No. The more I spend time with Maeve, the more I could become desensitised.

      I snort to myself. Sure, I can.

      “What’s funny?” she asks.

      “Nothing.”

      Maeve rubs her nose and instead of sitting on the sofa, she sits on the floor. She places the book in front of her, then reaches into her blazer pocket before pulling out a small leather pouch.

      Silently, she unfastens the pouch, then tips the stones on top of the book.

      Rune stones.

      “Did you find something you wanted to share?” I ask, wishing to hell she hadn’t brought this magic into the room.

      “Jamie deciphered the runes.”

      I perch on the edge of the sofa, close to where she sits. "All of them?"

      Maeve nods and points at each rune. Her face wrinkles in concentration as she touches them, and I can't help smiling at her mouthing the words as she hesitates between each one.

      "You need to memorise the shapes better," I say.

      Maeve's lips purse. "I will."

      As Maeve describes to me what each runic symbol means, I attempt to memorise them too. "And the one on your pendant?" I ask and gesture at her.

      She pulls the pendant from inside her shirt. "Gateway."

      I tense. "What?"

      She pushes at one of the stones. "I wanted to use the runes to trigger a vision, so

      I—."

      "What?" I repeat. "Alone?"

      "Don't look worried. Jamie was with me and persuaded me not to."

      "Good," I say softly. "From now on, I don't want you performing any magic without my presence."

      I insist I'm involved partly due to worry for Maeve's safety, but mostly because the ache I carry for her grows worse every day. Is this because we're headed to the end? That I'm binding closer to her and nearing the time I’ll fulfil my cursed role?

      She nods. "Alright, but I don't think you need to protect me from Winterfall magic."

      And that's my other concern. Will the magic repel or harm me?

      “Perhaps, but you must listen to me and do what I ask.”

      She barks a laugh. "Yes, Professor Whitlock."

      "Don't call me that," I snap back and Maeve's face falls. "Sorry. Just don't. I hate that name coming from your mouth."

      Blowing air into her cheeks, Maeve looks away from me.

      “While you’re here, I’d like to speak to you about the attack on Kimberly.”

      She looks back. “Including my attack on Yvette.”

      “That did concern me, yes, but I’m referring to the issue with the hemia students’ strange behaviour.” I pause, aware my next question could cause issues. "Is Andrei’s behaviour normal?"

      She chuckles. "When is his behaviour ever normal?"

      "I mean, has Andrei shown any signs he wants blood from you?" Maeve turns her head sharply to one side and my stomach clenches. Quickly, I sweep her mind for images—and the parts of her skin I can see for marks.

      She's pink and avoids my eyes, but I don't see or sense any signs he's lapsed. "Tobias. I'm a witch dating a vampire. The blood issue hangs over us all the time, especially now I'm aware of the sexual element."

      The what? No. I stand and close the space between us then look down at Maeve. "Theodora is prepared to dismiss what happened to Kimberly, but I'm not. Students continue to behave oddly, and I'm convinced there'll be another attack. I've seen hemia loitering outside Walcott at night again."

      "Don't buy into the prejudice, Tobias."

      I stare at her in disbelief then laugh. "Do you remember the night Andrei came to me and you discovered what he is? How disgusted and prejudiced you were?"

      "People change," she says through gritted teeth.

      "Yes. And hemia are changing. I'll speak to Theodora about the situation again and hope she listens." Maeve's annoyed look doesn't leave. "Don't you ever allow Andrei to taste your blood, Maeve, especially not now."

      "I don't need your permission for what I choose to do with Andrei." Maeve stands too and her furious eyes meet mine. "You don't tell me what to do."

      I lower my voice. "I'm here to protect you. I didn't realise this included protecting you from your own stupidity "

      A blanketing silence falls for a moment and Maeve's cheeks redden. "Don't talk to me like I'm a child," she says, her voice shaking with anger.

      "I'm trying to keep you safe," I retort.

      Maeve's heated skin intensifies her fragrance, and I step back before the friction sparks something more than anger.

      "And who will protect me from you, Tobias?"

      I falter. “You don’t need protecting from me, Maeve.”

      “Really? You say I do, all the bloody time.”

      Her truth hurts and achieves her aim—Maeve silences me.

      But I've seen how the hemia behave. Watched Sergei move from practically campaigning for total abstinence to denying he attacked a witch. Again, my attempt to communicate my concerns to Theodora, including my certainty Sergei attacked Kimberly, failed. I’d speak to Sofia, but I don’t trust her.

      Why can't Maeve see sense either?

      "Are you jealous?" she whispers.

      "Of Andrei and your relationship? No."

      She tiptoes so she's closer to my face. "Liar."

      I suck in a breath. "Stand back."

      "Tell the truth and I will."

      I swear quietly. Why did I bring the conversation in this direction? "I struggle when I see Andrei with you, yes, but because he makes you happy and I can’t. Of course, I wish things were different and I could have the same type of relationship with you." I fight against reaching out and touching her. "But my words are worry for your safety, not jealousy. You forget I once cleaned up Andrei’s mess."

      She drops from her tiptoes but continues to hold my gaze. The anger in her eyes is replaced by hurt. "Why do you only tell me how you feel when I push you?"

      I moisten my lips. "Because I can deny the truth if I don't say the words."

      Her expression softens and the sharp energy between us that triggered our argument switches to something different as Maeve's warmth replaces the cold.

      I catch an image in her mind. "I won't kiss you again, Maeve," I whisper. "Step back."

      "Why?" Her small hand touches my face and I jerk away from the instant buzz.

      Because the Winterfall memories haunt me. Because I'm terrified of what woke inside me that night at the Blackwoods.

      Summoning up the strength to break away from Maeve's winding magic, I peel her fingers off my skin and move back instead. "What time should we all meet tonight?"

      Maeve's jaw clenches at my sudden subject change, the very thing that heightens her frustration with me. Turning away, she kneels and reaches out for the pouch. Maeve snatches the runes and shoves them back inside. "You know what I think?" When I don't answer, she turns her head, hair spilling across her face. "I think you're scared. You're worried that you'll die."

      I concentrate on a neutral expression and blocking my mind from hers. I push against the killing need to take hold of Maeve and kiss her again; to fall further towards the hell waiting for me.

      Doesn't she understand that the curse has more than one possible outcome?

      Maeve still doesn't understand that the monster living inside me wants to, and could, kill her.
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      I'm keen to catch up with the others as soon as possible, but there're three hours before sundown, and Andrei becomes grumpier that he misses daytime meet-ups. I agreed the situation is unfair on him and from now on—unless an emergency—no more meetings without him.

      We finally meet an hour after sundown.

      Ash’s news about the shifter parties and Vince fills us all with silent horror.

      Tobias abruptly stands and walks to the cottage window, leaving us sitting on the sofa and chairs. The Winterfall book and runes lie on the table between us, but suddenly they feel less important. “Vince’s plans continue,” he says, voice strained. “He’s actively planning something.”

      Ash drags both hands down his face. “We need to know how many are involved and if anything is planned. I have to go to that party.”

      I clench my teeth to stop shouting out ‘no’, because Ash made his decision already.

      “Not alone,” says Tobias and turns. “I’ll go with you. Only me.”

      “But last time—” I begin.

      “If Vince is behind this, he’ll expect Ash. I’m not giving him all of us on a plate again. I’ll deal with the situation,” says Tobias.

      “Deal with? You don’t know how many or who’ll be there!” I retort.

      “We know Tobias can deal with large groups,” says Andrei softly, then looks to Tobias. “Sorry, but it’s true.”

      A muscle ticks in Tobias’s jaw but he doesn’t reply.

      “He can wait nearby and watch,” says Ash.

      “I don’t know…” I trail off. “You’re taking a big risk, Ash.”

      His large hand closes around my knee. “I’d rather look for them before they look for me.”

      They. Vince? Someone else?

      “He has a point,” says Jamie. “Proactive, not defensive.”

      “That sounds like Alaric’s words,” says Andrei and laughs. “I’m not joining his army.”

      “We’re in this together,” I remind him.

      Andrei looks at Tobias. “I’ve enough with one person trying to run my life.”

      “Okay!” says Ash and claps his hands together. “Don’t start the snark again, Andrei.”

      I slip my hand into Andrei’s. Tobias and I know that his snark rises to the surface when he feels threatened, and this has intensified since my vision last night.

      “I’ll discuss the matter with Ash later,” says Tobias, firmly. “Maeve, tell the others about the runes.”

      “Yes, Prof—” I begin sarcastically and wince as Tobias mentally flicks his fingers in my mind to silence me.

      I glare.

      The runes scatter across the table as I tip them from the pouch. As usual, Ash looks confused at the idea stones could cast spells, and Andrei listens impassively. I fidget, impatient to move on and try to channel a vision.

      I returned the book to Jamie after visiting Tobias and we sat together in the library attempting to decipher the language, but nothing made sense. Frustrated and with a headache, I left him to his research, partly guilty that I do, but I could tell he became frustrated with me too.

      No translation means we need to rely on the runes.

      And tonight.

      I kneel with Jamie on the floor and hold my pendant in one hand. What do I do with the others? I spread them into a circle the way April placed the Blackwood runes. This may not help, but anything is worth trying.

      We link hands with the stone pendant between our palms and the leather strap hangs onto the table. Who looks most worried? Andrei or Tobias? Andrei dropped some of his hostility towards Tobias in the last couple of days—if only Andrei knew what Tobias said to me this afternoon.

      "I can sense your apprehension, Jamie."

      "Are you surprised? This is your first time using the runes."

      "And I believe they'll help, not hurt," I whisper. "I'm going to try to put myself into the past vision beneath the academy." I squeeze his palm and the runestone digs into my skin, and heats more than when the pendant rested against my collarbone.

      "Okay?” Jamie whispers.

      I bite my lip and nod, gazing at the stones on the table as I do.

      I've spent time drawing and memorising the symbols since Marie gave them to me. Perhaps if I hold the runes in my mind, I can sharpen my focus? Jamie's magic energy travels between us and melds with mine until I can't sense whose is whose. I close my eyes and the gateway rune scorches on my vision in bright white.

      The headache begins—a vague buzz at first, then builds into a throb and pushes against my temples. As I hold my breath, a realisation hits: I haven’t ‘lost’ my visions recently—I've fought them. After the horrors in my last realistic vision of the future, I’ve shied away from a key skill I need to work on.

      Something else joins the aching in my head, quiet at first, but the slow steady sound grows until the heart beats in my ears. Instead of speeding up, mine slows to meet the heart's pace. Somebody whispers but the thudding noise covers the words.

      Acid fills my mouth and I snap my eyes open, expecting to see somebody in the room with us.

      But I'm not in the sanctum.

      I'm in the tunnels wavering between fear and a determination to walk forward. I'm not here in physical form. I'm safe.

      Jamie's voice replaces the whisper. Okay, Maeve?

      Yes.

      I've never heard Jamie in my vision, and I'm comforted by this new connection, as he grounds me with more than a physical touch.

      After the evening in the tunnels, we spent time figuring out exactly where they ran beneath the grounds and have mapped them between the buildings. We figured out that my first vision started in a place approximately below the witches' sanctum, and that the stone barricade is beneath Petrescu.

      This makes the Petrescu cellar a target location—at least Theodora has firmly secured and warded that.

      Now, where am I? I touch the wall and look ahead, orienting myself. A faint light shines through the tunnel behind me, like sunshine forcing through a cloud. I must be halfway between the entrance and the place that the tunnel stops.

      No fire.

      No voices.

      I push aside my disappointment. This has to be a significant moment.

      "Do you have them?"

      I startle at Theodora’s voice and a torch flashes in my eyes. She lowers the torch and her tall figure stands between me and the end of the tunnel. Theodora points to my hand. "Are the runes in there still?"

      Confused, I glance down.

      I'm holding the weighted pouch.

      "Yes."

      Theodora's lips purse. "Are you alright, Maeve? All you need to do is perform the spell again."

      I nod.

      Her face still lined by confusion at my response, Theodora leads me to the end of the tunnel. The heartbeat in my ears grows with each step into the dark.

      "I can't see anything," I whisper. "Switch the torch on. I need light to—"

      I halt.

      Two runes shine, one above the other on the rock in front, similar in luminescence to the ones I saw in the Petrescu cellar. I think? I only glimpsed those for a few seconds.

      Not my Winterfall runes.

      I step closer, drawn to them, and as I touch one, I recoil at the sharp pain in my fingertips.

      Theodora steps up beside me and the scent of lilies drifts between us.

      I point. "Can you see these?"

      She shakes her head. Crouching down, I tip the Winterfall runes into my lap and stare down at them. The thudding in my ears grows painful and I squeeze my palms against them.

      "Focus," comes Theodora's muffled voice.

      "I can't." My mouth fills with acid again and I retch. No. Blood. "What do I do?" I say as nausea grows.

      Her face blurs and the pounding hits my temples until I swear my head will split open.

      "Match the Winterfall to the Blackwood again."

      Again? "I can’t see properly," I protest, voice thick. The nausea overwhelms me, and my head starts to spin as a sudden claustrophobia sucks the air from around me. Although the walls either side of me are far, I picture them closing in like the nightmares I had after my time with the Blackwoods.

      As I lurch to my feet, the runes fall from my lap and clatter to the ground. More blurred shapes appear on the stone barrier, and I blink them into focus. The four new shapes create six runes in a circle in front of us.

      "I can't," I say and wrap my arms around my head, squeezing my eyes tightly shut to push away the imaginary walls. "I don’t know what will help."

      "You know what to do, Maeve," says Theodora as she drags my arms from my head. "We can't waste time. Not now you’ve failed once."

      "I don't understand." The world continues to blur in and out of focus, warning that the vision will end.

      "Did you forget?"

      "I'm not here," I whisper. "Theodora. Tell me what's wrong."

      I gasp as I drop backwards and tense, convinced I'll hit the floor. My eyes snap open as I jerk out of the vision.

      "No!" I shout and grip Jamie's hand. "I saw what to do, but I didn't know how." My arms tremble as the last vestiges of magic shudder from me.

      "Maeve. I can't." Jamie drops my hand and the stone bounces across the table, hitting a second, which spins to the opposite end of the table.

      With a glance at his pale, drawn face, I press my fingers to my temples, eyes closed as I try to take myself back to the tunnels and Theodora.

      Frustrated tears push at my eyes as I see nothing and hear no more than Jamie's rapid breathing.

      Stumbling to my feet, I snatch the runes from the table.

      One still remains separate from the others and I take hold of that one too.

      Dawn.
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      I'm unsurprised when Theodora calls me to her room before I can get to class after our meeting. "Maeve. Welcome back. I'd love a debrief on your... field trip yesterday." She's every inch Professor Lancaster today, from her dark skirt suit to perfect make-up enhancing her model features. But when I move towards Theodora, the same mingled unease and distance as last time we met surrounds her.

      Should I tell Theodora I saw her in the vision I’m still reeling from?

      "Of course."

      Each time I step into Theodora's office recently, I'm filled with nervous anticipation. Will a Confederacy member lie in wait too? Or my aunt with more stories? A clue? More information? Anything.

      Empty. I’m surprised that Sofia isn't with her and that she only asked me—not Tobias or Jamie.

      The room is shrouded by the evening with faint moonlight shining through the window, and the brass metal lamp glints in the light. I automatically take my place on the sofa and wish one of the guys were with me.

      "Did you discover anything useful on your visit?" she asks the moment she closes the door.

      I moisten my lips. "Somebody is renovating the house."

      Her mouth parts a little. "A witch?"

      "We don’t think so. A local businessman who wants to create holiday accommodation."

      “His name?”

      “His business card read Steve Darlington.”

      Theodora purses her lips. "I don’t know that name. How curious. Did you find any items of interest?"

      "Not at the house, but at a museum. The woman who worked there also mentioned a local historian—Cyrus James—have you heard of him?" I study her expression carefully and reach out mentally for any flicker of recognition. Nothing.

      "I do not. Human historians are of no consequence unless they're linked to hunters."

      My stomach flips over at a possibility I hadn’t considered. "Maybe he is?"

      Theodora sits opposite me. "Hunters are not my concern right now, Maeve."

      I sigh. Because nothing concerns her apart from the academy.

      "I'd love if hunters found the Blackwoods," I say softly.

      "Dear girl, I hope they do not. As much as I dislike the hunters, unexplained deaths at the hands of witches would cause issues for us all." She smoothes her skirts. "Besides, a human could not take down a Blackwood."

      I fidget and watch the seconds tick by on Theodora's tall grandfather clock in the corner of her room. But a Winterfall can, if she manages to learn her magic.

      "And were the museum items of interest?" she asks. "Anything that attracted you?"

      I nod and hook my fingers through the leather strap around my neck to pull the necklace over my head. Theodora's eyes light up as she cups the dangling stone in her palm.

      "A seventh rune. Perfect. May I look closer?"

      Hesitantly, I release my grip and Theodora turns the pendant in her hand as if handling eggshells. "Why ‘perfect’?" I ask.

      "Because the more Winterfall artefacts we find, the better." She hands the pendant back. "I'm surprised the Confederacy doesn't possess all Winterfall magical items, especially a pendant on display at a museum."

      "This wasn’t on display. I found the necklace in a box with no key. I... opened it. Jamie called it a Hermes Box."

      She smiles. "Magic seals are powerful, especially those that are connected to the strongest families. This reinforces the importance of your find, does it not?"

      "I think so." I'm torn whether to tell Theodora about my vision, but if she can assist us in entering the tunnels, I need to. Tobias trusts her and I'm guided by him, but Garrett's comments about her state of mind concern me. "I had a vision, Theodora. I saw myself with the runes, beneath the academy."

      "Yes." I blink. She isn't surprised? "Winterfall magic is surely connected if you are the only person who can hear the heartbeat. The runes must help seal the gateway."

      "How do you know there’s a gateway?" I ask, gripping the stone in my hand.

      "Figure of speech." She waves her fingers dismissively. "I believe we've found our missing piece. Blackwood and Winterfall magic are in opposition and now we need to discover how. I believe this opposition keeps the tunnel sealed and that the Blackwoods will attempt to break the Winterfall magic. You can stop this, somehow."

      "You were with me in the tunnels," I say quietly. "In my vision."

      Theodora's lips part slightly. "Me?"

      "You asked if I remembered what to do, as if you'd taught me something."

      "How very strange." She tips her head to the side. "What happened?"

      "My vision blackened before I could perform any magic or ritual. Do you know something about the runes?"

      She shakes her head. "No. Perhaps at a later date you discover something and speak to me about this?"

      "Right." But her response doesn't quite add up to me.

      "Will you allow myself and the guys into the tunnels?" I ask. “I can take all the items with me. Something might happen to trigger the magic we need.”

      "I may, but the Confederacy may not."

      My optimism drifts away. "You must have some authority over what happens inside the academy."

      "Not as much as I once did." Her lips press together. "But I'd like you to go down, especially as your vision shows a definite connection."

      “All of us?”

      She taps her lips. "Andrei Tepes must remain away. The hemia behaviour that led to Kimberly’s injuries could be due to this... presence. I don't want Andrei any closer, for his own sake."

      Injuries? “You think Kimberly was attacked?”

      “I believe a hemia perhaps became… carried away.” I look at her blankly. “Sometimes witch and vampire blood-play gets out of hand.”

      My mouth dries at her directness. She’s finally admitted there’s something odd about student behaviour, but still refuses to accept an attack within her academy. I’m not happy. “I’m not sure Kimberly dated a vampire.”

      “Well, the girl is safe, so all is well.”

      My eyes widen. “And April?”

      “April?” she asks in surprise. “Why, she’s at home, Maeve.”

      What the hell? I drop the subject at her warning look. "And you think Andrei would lose control just by going into a tunnel?"

      "Dear girl, he has a history, however much you choose to ignore this. Let’s not expose him."

      I grit my teeth. I hate when Theodora calls me this—one moment she's enthusing about my power, and the next, patronising me.

      "Alright. Andrei stays away."

      Her serene smile returns. "Thank you. Now, I don't need to remind you that this information remains between myself and the five of you. The truth about your true status can't be public knowledge yet, in case word gets to the Dominion."

      "They've suspected and wanted me before I arrived at the academy—look what happened the night I earned my house colours. I don't believe they'd miss my visit to the Winterfall estate either. There's little doubt left who I am."

      "Amongst the Dominion, yes, but the Confederacy don't know."

      But how can they not? They watch as closely as Dominion.

      Somebody knows and brought Tobias and I together to the academy.

      Was her surprise at mine and Tobias’s history faked?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      MAEVE

      

      Theodora selects Jamie and Tobias to accompany us to the tunnels, even though they weren’t in my vision. She's enthusiastic as we hurry across campus and her constant comments that my magic is the answer weighs me down. What if this doesn't work? Jamie stays quiet, as does Tobias. They’re worrying about something different—will we gain access?

      I’m concerned the Confederacy hold authority over who enters the tunnels and how Theodora could bypass security. If Sofia and other professors are banned, how could she persuade the Confederacy guards to allow us inside?

      Once again, I forget how powerful Theodora is. Her dominance over the students and academy extends to those who enter her territory. The guards, nervous at first, are polite but firm that she can’t enter the tunnels without Rupert’s consent.

      I've not heard his name mentioned in connection with this investigation and I'm terrified by the news he's back on campus. Is he secretly here to investigate April? Or is Andrei his target like last time? Theodora may cover up what happened to April, but can she really hide the death from those outside the academy? If her parents know, they won’t accept she’s missing forever. If she hasn’t told them, that’s sickening.

      The guards pass on their instructions: nobody enters the tunnels without Rupert’s knowledge or permission, including Theodora.

      Unfortunately, the guards are dealing with a centuries-old lamia vampire whose mental magic powers match her looks and charisma. Within a minute, she's silenced their protests and they forget Rupert.

      "Professor Whitlock," Theodora says as she turns from the enthralled guard to where we hang back. "I do believe we are able to re-enter the tunnel."

      "And may I take these students with me?" he asks and steps up to meet her shoulder to shoulder.

      The male witch guard with the brown ponytail blinks at him. "Theodora can enter as she’s head of the academy. I don't think anybody else should."

      "Their presence isn’t a problem," she says. "You may check with Rupert Briary tomorrow."

      I stare at my shoes. If Rupert discovers us, could Theodora do what me and Tobias failed to—influence Rupert's mind?

      The confused witch looks at the white-haired guard beside him, who narrows his eyes. "I'm not sure either."

      Theodora sighs and steps forward to meet the white-haired witch's eyes. She speaks softly and touches his shoulder. As the pony-tailed guard opens his mouth, Tobias steps forward and distracts him.

      Curling my hand around the pouch of runes in my pocket, I watch the pair work their magic before darting a look around our surroundings, in case anybody else approaches who I'd need to deal with.

      My heart beats overtime as we climb into the tunnel. Theodora needs no assistance, her graceful entrance the opposite to my clumsy half-fall where Tobias catches me. I'm tempted to hold onto him and snatch the chance at closeness, but he gently places me on the ground beside Jamie, who jumped down behind me.

      Theodora hands me a torch and I shine the beam ahead, but my legs won't move. Last time I came down here, I didn't know what I'd see, but I'd already seen something awful in a vision. The heart—or whatever pounds in my head—lives at the end of this tunnel, and if the magic within is as strong as we think, Theodora and Tobias wouldn't be enough to stop disaster.

      Plus, what if my magic unleashes more than it stops?

      "Are you confident enough for this, Maeve?" asks Tobias.

      "Of course, she is. Come along, Maeve." Theodora strides ahead and into the dark, no torch needed.

      "Don't you think Theodora is a little blasé about all this?" Jamie asks Tobias.

      "I think she sees Maeve as the solution to her problems," he says softly.

      "But whatever I do, the presence won't leave," I whisper. “It will still be behind the wall.”

      "Which is why I think she's grasping at straws," says Jamie.

      I shine the torch at his face, and he squints. "I didn't realise you had such big doubts, Jamie."

      "Hurry!" echoes Theodora's voice from ahead.

      The damp and earthy smell fills the cool tunnels and that chill grows as I stand here.

      “Anastasia and Gabriella will still come to the academy, whatever we do. That's the future you need to change, otherwise why would you see her destroy the place?"

      "Tobias." I swallow. "Don't be negative."

      He takes my arm and turns me to face him. "I’m being realistic. My curse is more than protecting you while performing a spell in a non-dangerous situation. I’m hardly likely to die when you cast a spell with runes." I reach out to touch his face, but he catches my hand. "No sympathy, please. Or arguing."

      I’m on the verge of calling him Professor Whitlock when I remember his annoyance last time. Straightening my shoulders, I flash the torch forward and follow the beam. If he's correct, I'm not in danger now.

      "But today could help," says Jamie as he strides beside me. “If you strengthen the barrier, they’ll struggle.”

      Tobias catches up to me and his soft footsteps match mine as we continue in silence. I pause at the place the tunnel splits. "This part is below the witches' sanctum, correct?" I ask.

      "Yes."

      "Where I had visions of you and blue fire. Maybe I need to do something in the sanctum too."

      He purses his lips. "Perhaps, but if you envisioned a fire that would engulf the whole school, focusing on one room seems limited."

      "Again, with the optimism," I say with a sigh.

      We continue the last few metres in silence and I try to push away the heartbeat in my ears that I know isn't mine. Recently, the sound became a background noise, but, like breathing, if I take notice of the noise, it grows louder. Down here, that volume grows, and not only because I'm thinking about what could be ahead of us.

      I reach the solid stone barrier and shove my hands in my pockets to hide my trembling. In my vision, I matched runes, but this time I don't see anything to match when I move the torch beam up and down the tunnel wall.

      "What do I do?" I ask.

      "Perhaps what April did with the Blackwood runes," suggests Theodora.

      I look to Tobias, who nods.

      "Although I'm mystified why the girl had those runes or why she'd use them," Theodora continues as I kneel down.

      "Do you think she’s the academy spy?" I look up, shocked, pouch in my hand. "Did we miss something? Is she the threat?"

      Was.

      "April didn't know about the tunnels until she saw the plans," says Jamie. "Which she gave to us."

      Tobias side-glances Theodora. "Agreed. April led us to the place and is... missing. I don't think she’s Dominion-connected."

      Theodora blinks away our conversation. "Please. Try the runes."

      Moistening my dry lips, I tip the six onto the rough floor and spread them in a circle. Then I unhook the necklace and place the final rune in the centre.

      Nothing.

      What did I expect? The entry magically opening? A crash of magic from above?

      I sigh and sit back on my haunches. "And now?"

      Theodora's face hardens as she stares down. "Try the stones in a different order in the circle."

      "In my vision, I matched the Blackwood runes that appeared on the wall," I say and point. "But there aren't any."

      Tobias crouches beside me. "What if you focus on the heartbeat?"

      My stomach lurches. "What?"

      "The time you came to Petrescu, you saw runes, and that night the heartbeat was focal."

      I look to Jamie, who touches my shoulder, connecting our energy. "I'm here. You'll be okay."

      My stomach spins over. I don't want to tune into whatever lies behind there, but I've no choice.

      "Do look closer," says Theodora.

      Jamie stands and takes my hand before pulling me to my feet. He reaches out to touch my cheek. "I’m here, Maeve. I won’t let anything happen to you."

      Nodding, I step forward and press my ear and one palm against the stone barrier, closing my eyes to block out everybody, but Tobias’s voice breaks through.

      I'm here too.

      The slow, steady thud sounds like an echo but I don't know if this is in my head or behind the wall. I press my cheek harder and my heart beats in unison with the noise. Jamie places his hand on my back and in my mind, he's holding my hand as I step into darkness.

      I see nothing in the pitch around me, but my head begins to ache.

      She wants your blood.

      These aren’t Tobias’s words, and they’re as clear as if somebody stands beside me.

      Who?

      A laugh I recognise echoes—Gabriella's.

      My mouth begins to fill with saliva, and I swallow, but the metallic taste gags me. Blood again. I'm too scared to open my eyes in case I'm not in a vision and she's here with us all.

      But the blood. Why the blood?

      I stumble backwards from the wall and continue to gag, wiping at my mouth and tongue with my hands as I force my eyes open.

      "Maeve?"

      Tobias steps forward and I shrink back as I stare at my fingers. "I’m bleeding! That wasn't in my vision!"

      Jamie takes my hand. "You're not bleeding, Maeve."

      The heartbeat grows louder, relentless, and I turn back and slam my palms on the wall. "I need to get inside!"

      "Maeve." Tobias's distant voice tries to push in, but I ignore him and hit my hands harder against the barrier. "Maeve!"

      Bloodied handprints appear on the stone in front of me and I step back. "Look. My blood."

      Jamie takes my shoulders and squeezes. "There’s nothing, Maeve."

      "It wants my blood!" I choke out and stagger back. "A voice told me: she wants your blood. The thing; it's female."

      Tobias's stoic expression fills with shock and he snatches my arm, pulling me away from Jamie. "Now?"

      "I need to go inside, Tobias."

      "You just said you're in danger!" he snaps and takes my shoulders. He looks to Theodora. "She needs to break out of this."

      "Maeve is safe. There's no way through," says Theodora. "Look. No change to the rock."

      Apart from my bloodied handprints, which faintly glow. I wrench myself away from Tobias's grip and take a shuddery breath. Theodora is correct; nothing else about the barrier changes.

      But the heartbeat’s louder pounding nauseates me.

      Falling to my knees, I wrap my arms around my head, wanting to block out the noise, and I knock the runes from their circle as I land. They spin across the floor and hit the bottom of the barrier. Immediately, a shape appears above one of my handprints—runic. Scrabbling around, I try to find a Winterfall rune to match but none do.

      Blackwood?

      Desperately, I place each stone onto the image, one by one, until the scratched rune illuminates in white. As I do, more runes appear, forming a circle one by one.

      "Look!" I exclaim.

      "At what?" asks Theodora.

      "Runes on the wall." Silence. I look over my shoulder. "Can't you see them?"

      Nobody responds and as the noise fills my head, I desperately try to match the runes. I don't know which matches which and try stone after stone. How much time do I have, because the sound now pounds as if pushing at my skull?

      The first one snaps into place and I drop my hand in surprise as the stone melds with the rock barrier. Suddenly everything becomes clearer in my mind, and the next rune I try is instantly absorbed too. My breath comes faster and I fade into a trancelike state, now easily matching which Winterfall rune cancels the Blackwood.

      "Protect from that which should be held." I say and moisten my lips as words form in my mind. "Return. Remain. Refrain."

      Each runestone glows brighter until the entire circle lights up and the Blackwood runes beneath become invisible. I stagger away, suddenly aware that the heartbeat drops in volume, slowing and fading. Gasping for breath, I grab onto Jamie beside me.

      "How did you say that?" he asks and touches my cheek.

      "The words came to me."

      "What were they?" asks Tobias from behind. "What language?"

      "English." I rub my temples. "Weren’t they?"

      "No," says Jamie. "Not English."

      I startle as Theodora claps her hands together. "This is wonderful! You cast a spell!"

      I rub my aching head. "How do we know this worked?"

      "Darling girl, you're at the academy. You're a Winterfall and runes came into your possession. This explains everything!"

      "I know, but—"

      "Can you still hear the heartbeat?" interrupts Jamie.

      Resting against the wall, I listen.

      The tunnel is silent and for the first time in days, my mind is quiet.
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      Two days later and the heartbeat hasn’t returned, but I’m uneasy.

      How can I use magic I don’t know with stones that I only recently found and miraculously fix the problem?

      That doesn’t make sense.

      This isn’t the end.

      I pick up my bag and my other hand goes to my neck to touch the pendant for reassurance. At least I still have one runestone, but what for? Did the pendant trigger the magic, or do I need this one for something else?

      Maybe something in the book that we can’t translate.

      If I cared about exams, I'd worry about failure, because I spent Magical History studying Old Norse and not the vampire trials and dates we're supposed to learn. Jamie's preoccupied with the same thing.

      "I'm headed to the library for an hour before Gwendolyn locks the doors for the night," he says as we step outside at the end of the lesson. "I'm behind on an assignment."

      "Jamie, you'll exhaust yourself. Take a break." I ruffle his fringe. "Wait until tomorrow and I'll help."

      "You've more important things to study," he says and catches my fingers before kissing them. “Have you practiced your mind control recently?"

      "Not yet."

      “Maeve! This is a big part of your skill.” He glances around before lowering his voice. “You may need to influence somebody even more powerful than Leon this time.”

      My mouth dries. “I hope you don’t mean Gabriella.”

      “Or Anastasia.”

      My shoulders slump, but I’ve already considered this. “You don’t believe the magic worked, do you?”

      He rubs his lips. “I think we need to be realistic. Tobias is right—nothing happened to you in the tunnels, which means there’s something else he needs to protect you from.”

      I swallow, hating that he’s saying what we all think. “I’d need a lot of practice to control either Gabriella or Anastasia.”

      “Which is why you need to practice on Tobias.” Jamie waves a hand. “If you can control his mind, I bet you’ll be able to control anybody’s.”

      Is there an undertone that Jamie thinks I’ll need to control Tobias’s?

      He glances at the silver clock with black hands above my head. "Crap. I've an hour before Gwendolyn closes up. We'll talk later."

      I open my mouth to respond, but Jamie rushes away. Even in the midst of the unrest, he's worried about studying and grades. In a way, I love that he's confident we'll solve the problem and everything will return to normal, but in another I'm concerned at the pressure he must be under from his family.

      I turn, ready to approach Ash and Andrei, who are both distracted by their phones.

      "Did you send the photos you took of Maeve?"

      Andrei's question to Ash arrests me. What?

      "Not yet. I'm not sure that I should. Why didn't you ask Maeve yourself?" Ash replies in a low voice.

      "Because I'd feel weird asking. I don't want to upset her."

      The pair are intent on their phones and I'm too stunned to move. Secret photos? My chest tightens. Like Clive's photos of Katherine?

      Ash sighs and taps his phone screen. "Done. Just don't tell Maeve I sent the photos if she finds them."

      Whoa. I stomp over ready to call them out, until I notice a group of witches nearby. I don't want to be centre of any drama—not publicly anyway.

      Andrei's eyes widen and he hastily shoves his phone away. "Where did Jamie go?"

      "Library." I watch as Ash subtly slips his phone in his pocket, and my pulse races in anger.

      "Did something happen?" he asks. "You look annoyed."

      "What are you two doing?" I ask stiffly.

      They exchange a worried glance. "Now? I'm headed back to Gilgamesh to keep an eye on Clive," says Ash. "They haven't disappeared at night for a few days and Gail told me she’s expecting another party in the next couple of days."

      "Hmm." I scowl at them both.

      "Are you sure everything is okay?" Andrei asks me.

      "We need to talk," I say through clenched teeth. "Now."

      I catch his thoughts: Fuck. Now what have I done?

      Pre-empting his attempt to find out, I slam down a barrier in my mind.

      "Sure. Just me?" he asks.

      My lips thin. "For now, if Ash is busy."

      Following an uncomfortable few seconds of silence, Ash places a hesitant kiss on my cheek before edging away. I take a calming breath as he retreats along the hallway.

      "Is something bothering you?" asks Andrei and reaches out. Before his hands can circle my waist, I step back. "Huh. Obviously."

      "I need to talk to you," I repeat in a quiet voice. The majority of Walcott students avoid Petrescu totally now—especially hemia—and suspicion and rumours grew since the strange event involving popular witches. If my attention wasn’t focused elsewhere, their shunning would bother me.

      Only one thing bothers me right now.

      "Yeah. Sure," he says. I stride ahead but he catches up in a flash. "Where do you want to talk?"

      "Your room."

      Andrei's eyes widen. "You don't like the Petrescu building."

      "Something to hide, Andrei?" I retort and take another step along the hallway.

      He grabs my arm to stop me. "Tell me what's happening."

      Yvette wanders by, biting her lip as she flicks a look between us. The girl may be out of the infirmary and back to class, but she’s also back to ‘normal’ with her dark words about the hemia threat.

      "Not here," I say, before she can speak.
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      Andrei pushes open the door to his room and he mutters an apology about the untidiness, taking clothes from the floor and shoving them inside his tall wardrobe. This would amuse me, if I weren’t angry. Despite the unsettling aura in this building, I chose to come to Andrei’s room in Petrescu because this is the place he’d run to avoid an argument.

      He can’t leave until I get an explanation.

      "Are you going to tell me what's wrong? You've barely said a word." Andrei gestures at his desk, where I saw the small packet last time I walked in here. "I've not taken Lix recently, if you heard otherwise."

      "Show me your phone."

      "Huh?" A spike of worried energy crosses towards me. "Why? Do you think I'm screwing around with someone else? Firstly, how and when, and secondly, did you miss the fact that I fucking love you and nobody could ever come close?"

      "No. I don’t think you’re cheating on me."

      "Then what?"

      "Don't play innocent, Andrei. I heard your little chat with Ash. Show me the photos."

      For a long moment, Andrei stands in silence before sitting on the edge of his unmade bed and staring ahead, still clutching his phone.

      Omigod. I didn't mistake the situation.

      "Andrei. Show me what he sent." I snap. "I'm bloody disgusted that Ash would take photos of me without my permission! He's no better than Clive."

      "Maeve. No. You’ve got this all wrong." Andrei sighs as he holds out his phone. "Take a look."

      "I almost don't want to," I retort and snatch the phone from him.

      Bracing myself as my stomach churns with hurt and anger, I open the message Ash sent minutes ago. Two photos, but not what I expected.

      I'm sitting outside the academy on the lawn, laughing at the camera. In my hand, I hold the daisy chains I'm addicted to making and I'm surprised to see my face filled with relaxed happiness. The colours are bright, including my blue dress that matches the sky and enhances my eyes.

      I falter. "Why did Ash send this?"

      "You heard. I asked him to." Glistening eyes meet mine and his mouth pulls tight.

      "But I thought you meant—"

      "That I wanted secret naked photos of you? Honestly, that fucking hurts as much as when I look at this." Andrei jabs a finger at his phone.

      I scroll to the second photo. This time I'm standing with Jamie and he has his arm around my shoulders, with a beaming smile as carefree as mine.

      "Are you jealous of Jamie?" I ask in shock. "Why? You always said—"

      Andrei stands and grabs his phone before turning the screen to me. "That's not what hurts. Look at you!"

      "I don't understand."

      His rapid breathing and upset confuse me. If he isn’t jealous of Jamie, what the hell is this?

      "Do you see how you look in the sun? Your eyes are bluer than the ones I look into and your hair shines a different colour. Your skin fucking glows. This is the real you and you’re so beautiful it breaks my heart." I shake my head, still confused. He throws his phone on the bed. "Don't you understand? I never see you like this, and I never will. Excuse me if I wanted a fucking picture."

      His words tear through my heart as readily as if he'd taken hold and torn through himself. "Andrei."

      "Don't," he warns.

      "I would've given you a photo; why ask Ash?" I say gently.

      "Because I didn't want you to know how much this upsets me." He shoves hair from his face. "I worried you'd think I'm stupid."

      I go to Andrei and hug him to me as tightly as I can. He's tense, holding back from me, but slowly relaxes and wraps his arms around my waist. Andrei always struggles because his nightwalker life prevents him helping me as much as the other guys, but I'd never considered how else this affected him. I've felt his absence on days I spend with Jamie and Ash outside, and Andrei rarely asks about my day.

      "No. I don't think you're stupid." I curl a hand around his neck, and he presses his lips against my skin as his arms tighten.

      "I wanted to see you as others do, Maeve. Dumb idea, because all the photos do is torture me with the truth. I can't ever be involved in that part of your life. I can never have all of you."

      "You do have all of me." I pull back and smooth hair from his face. "You'll always have all of me."

      His breath hitches. "We both know that isn't true."

      The aching inside grows, but this time from myself as the unspoken between us finally rears its head. His immortality. "I don't want to talk about that right now," I mumble.

      Andrei's hand cups my cheek. "One day we'll need to. We can’t avoid the future."

      “What if the vision I had about you comes true?”

      “And I’m burned alive? I’ve already tried that for size this term and I’m not keen.”

      I look up. “Stop with the sarcasm. Maybe something changes that allows you to walk in the daytime and that’s what I saw.”

      He shakes his head. “Maeve. You saw my burns from the time at the Blackwoods. I’m not a daywalker. That’s wishful thinking from us both.”

      “And there’s no way to change that?” I ask, hoping that for once my naivety about the supernatural world counts in my favour.

      “No. The nightwalker... disability puts hemia at a disadvantage. Don’t you think people have tried to find a solution over the years? There isn’t one. We’ll never share a full life together.”

      My heart continues to rip into pieces at the direction the conversation is headed. "Do you want this over between us?" I whisper. "Would that make things easier?"

      "What the fuck?" His fingers tense. "No. Do you?"

      "No, Andrei. I don't think I could, but sometimes I imagine that future and I’m scared. You and Ash—you'll become different people soon. There's another side buried."

      "You think I'll hurt you?"

      "No."

      "You don't fully believe that, though, do you?"

      I huff. "Andrei. Please. Not this conversation again."

      "Why? If ever I bring the subject up, you kiss me to shut me up." He taunts me with his mouth close to mine. “I’m open to that idea.”

      “Good.” I hold his face and push my lips onto his.

      I barely touch Andrei before he circles me around the waist with one arm, propelling us backwards until my back hits the bed with his hard body sinking onto me. He looks down, hair dropping into his eyes.

      “Nice distraction technique,” I say with a small smile.

      “I want to lose myself in you and forget all the other shit.”

      I roll my eyes at him. “Your foul mouth really does nothing for me.”

      Moistening his lips, Andrei slides a hand beneath my skirt, along my thigh until he rests his fingers on my hip. “My mouth does more than enough for you sometimes.”

      Oh god, why does one suggestive comment and touch always send me away from coherent thoughts. He cocks a brow and I seize his face, pulling him down and doing exactly what he says—kissing Andrei to shut him up.

      As always, Andrei doesn’t need any encouragement as my kiss blows away his dark clouds and sends him back to me. His fingers dig into my hip and he nudges my legs apart with his knee, tongue sweeping my mouth as he kisses me until our teeth almost clash. His fingers go to my shirt buttons and his lust pulls me in the same direction as I tug his shirt free and run my fingers along his back.

      I’ve learned with Andrei that the longer he goes without kissing or touching me, the more intense he is when our bodies finally meet. Andrei can be tender, but I doubt he’ll ever be as gentle as others.

      And he’s right—I like this side of him, but today something different hovers around Andrei. Not the sad vulnerability from earlier, but the darkness he often tells me I’m attracted to. I am, but this goes deeper and his intensity winds higher and quicker than usual. Because I spoke about this ending? Or more?

      Pushing against him, I roll us over until I’m straddling his hips instead. Am I subconsciously removing myself from a vulnerable position? I place my hands on Andrei's shoulders. He's with me, but he isn’t, and my racing pulse picks up. Is Tobias right? "You're feeling the effects on the hemia too, aren't you?"

      He blinks at me. "Yeah. You knew that already, didn’t you?"

      My fingers tense and push into his muscle. "Are you worried you’ll lose control?"

      "The question is, do I want to lose that control?" Andrei slides his hands upwards, from my hips to my waist.

      "I know you do. I saw. You told me bluntly the other night."

      "Then maybe the question should be do you want me to lose that control."

      I moisten my lips. "I told you, I think about it sometimes."

      His hand moves further along my side, and I take a sharp breath as he skims a thumb across my nipple. "Have you thought more since we last spoke about it?"

      It. We still can’t say the words. My blood. I don't know how to respond, instead moving forwards and kissing him as my hair covers his face. There's an intoxication from Andrei's taste and touch that could persuade me to do anything, and Andrei’s invisible grip on me tightens every time—a reaction from a witch towards a vampire, or more?

      "Witches must allow vampires to feed on them for a reason," I murmur and run my tongue along his lips. "Everybody chases highs."

      "I’ve never reached that high with a witch," he says. "I couldn't trust myself."

      "Would you trust yourself with me?"

      I'm as shocked by my words as Andrei's expression right now. "Maeve. I just told you the Petrescu... whatever is affecting me." He kisses me gently. "Sex with you is enough of a high. Believe me."

      “I don’t believe you, Andrei,” I say. We look at each other silently for moments that feel like an age as I summon up the courage to tell the truth. “I’m curious about the blood. How I’d feel.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “Why?”

      He laughs breathlessly. “Because that sounds like permission.”

      “And I’m a little frightened,” I add.

      His mouth tips at one corner. “Which is one reason you’re with me, right, Maeve? The danger.”

      With each word, tension grows. We’ve skirted this issue again and again and we still are.

      I take a shuddery breath. “The way I feel when we’re together is a high that I love to chase too, but I’ll always know you’re holding back from me. You say you want all of me? I want all of you, Andrei.”

      He pulls my lip down with his thumb, as his eyes darken. “Even the side you hate?”

      “I love all of you,” I whisper. “I want to experience everything I can with you.”

      “Everything?” he whispers back.

      I have a life controlled by a past I never knew and face a future I can’t clearly see, and every day I’m reminded I’m who people ‘need’ me to be. I’m counting down the days until my life could disintegrate into blue fire and death. I’ve few choices left that are my own, and this is one of them.

      “Yes.”

      Andrei fists my hair and holds my head so I can’t move and hits me with a hard kiss until my lips, sore from his earlier passion, hurt more. I circle my fingers around his hand to stop him and draw away. He takes a shaky breath and bites his bottom lip hard. “Always, always tell me if I go too far.”

      “You’re dealing with a Winterfall,” I whisper with a smile. “You don’t have a chance in hell if you hurt me.”

      “True,” he murmurs, “but this could be dangerous for both of us.”

      This time he hesitates and strokes my cheek and I place my hand on his chest, where his heart bangs against my palm. “I’d rather plan than get lost in the moment, Andrei.”

      I frown as he laughs. “Sorry. I’m just thinking about the very un-planned other first time. Honestly, walking into my room and throwing yourself at me like that,” he says.

      Pursing my lips, I slap his chest and he catches me around the wrist. “Seriously though, Maeve. Do you want to?”

      The light-hearted direction drops again, and I nod. “Yes.”

      Andrei takes a shuddery breath. “Okay, but I’ve other things I want to do first. Move.”

      I’m snapped back into confusion again as I’m flipped over, almost landing on the floor until he catches me. This time when he kisses me, his lips move lower, mapping every inch. “Stop tensing, I’m not about to sink my teeth into you yet,” he says, voice muffled by his mouth on my stomach.

      “Good,” I say.

      “Definitely.” He chuckles and continues his move down.

      I don’t know if this was Andrei’s ploy to have me lose the little control I have around him and switch my brain off, because his attention works. That forcefulness and intensity applies to everything Andrei does, and I’m pulled into his lust as if he’d clicked his fingers.

      Andrei’s body joins with mine again, but with each touch and kiss, every brush of fingers and lips, we move closer to breaking a taboo greater than any other. There’s nothing virginal about what we’re doing or how far into pleasure we’ve found ourselves already, but the same thrill of the unknown and my nerves about what the step means pulls me back to the first time I had sex.

      Andrei draws back and he pushes hair from my face, resting a hand on my cheek. I take a sharp breath when his captivating eyes meet mine, the green glimmering luminescent as he asks me a silent question.

      My hands wind into his hair again and I whisper ‘yes’ against his cheek.

      A tremor runs down my spine as his warm lips brush against the skin close to my collarbone. The fear shivering through builds as Andrei’s tongue flicks against my neck, moistening my skin. His lips have touched me in this spot every time we’ve explored each other, and each time I’d tense, half-wanting him to nudge us towards the forbidden.

      This time my apprehension is how much his teeth will hurt, not whether he’ll take that step.

      The anticipation builds as Andrei’s mouth remains against my skin, stilling his body at the same time. I move against him, lost in the haze from the sex, scared he’ll stop altogether, as my heart speeds. My skin cools as he moves his lips away and I grip his hair and pull him back to me, urging him not to stop. A sharp sensation shocks me as Andrei’s teeth break my skin, and my heart skips out of rhythm as his mouth closes over the stinging cut.

      The fear he’ll bite too deep drops as I feel his tongue and not teeth. Holding me to the bed by one shoulder, he grips the back of my head as he kisses and licks, filling me with as much bliss as when he used the same skill between my legs. I worried I’d freak out and want him to stop, but with each flick of his tongue I move from the earlier high to a place where I’ve no desire for anything but to experience the intense pleasure seizing me.

      Andrei’s hips move against me again and he slips his hand between us, rubbing his thumb against me. I arch backwards as my mind spins away from my body until I’m left with nothing but an indescribable euphoria, building and building as we move together. I’m not in this world, disconnected from everything but the guy loving me.

      The vampire blood frenzy I imagined doesn’t happen, but there’s a forcefulness to Andrei I’d struggle to escape if I needed to, which adds to the thrill of the danger I’m in. I close my eyes and Andrei’s mind opens to me. He’s drunk on my blood, struggling to keep control but the elation coming from him is a world away from the misery earlier.

      I don’t know how long we stay in our dangerous embrace, urging each other to hold onto the high, but I tremble beneath him and hang on as we slide closer to the edge, not wanting to tip over yet. But the moment Andrei murmurs that he loves me, I shatter into more pieces than I could easily pull together again.

      Only when Andrei’s lips press hard against my skin, sealing our secret, do I start to come down from the stars. He props himself up on shaking arms, eyes shining brighter than ever with more than the vampire luminescence this time. Andrei worried he’d hurt me if he showed me his true self, but instead of pushing me away, I feel closer and more connected to him than ever before.

      His lips touch mine and the metallic tang shocks me, but I kiss him, refusing to untangle myself from Andrei and the place we’ve found ourselves.

      If Andrei could walk in the daytime, we would never experience anything like this. The hemia side he fights and resents, the one that repulsed and attracted me from the moment I knew, creates something unique.

      We no longer need to hide in the dark, but I’d stay with Andrei in darkness forever to hold onto this.
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      Have we dealt with the threat?

      Like, how can a few runes and one spell fix something that’s haunted Maeve and led to April’s death?

      I don’t say anything to the others, holding back because I’m the shifter with less understanding about magic, but I’m uneasy. Call me cynical, but life’s fucking hard right now, and an easy, simple fix seems unlikely.

      Or maybe I’m wrong and Maeve was the missing link to a spell.

      My other unspoken thought: how would this stop the Dominion attacking the academy? Hell, I’ve listened to Maeve’s visions and seen her distress. I wish with every ounce of me that this is the end, but we’re fooling ourselves.

      The end. I keep quiet about my fear for Maeve and the others. For the academy. Sometimes, I almost feel like I've no right to contribute to what's between vampires and witches. Is this how the council feels and the reason for the growing division? The situation helps my relationship with Maeve as she craves the distance from that side of her life she has when we're alone.

      And what happens after the end?

      I mull this over as I sit around the corner from the entrance to Gilgamesh, on the grass with my knees to my chest as I wait for Tobias. Gail subtly accosted me when I walked into Gilgamesh and whispered a location on the moors into my ear.

      We agreed, I can't go alone, and I contacted Tobias, as we’d discussed. Maeve worries that Tobias is as big a prize for the Blackwoods as she would be, but Maeve sees Tobias in her end visions, which gives us an unspoken reason for him to accompany me: if Tobias is with Maeve at the end, he’ll come back. And if Tobias comes back, so will I.

      "Ash."

      Tobias breaks my brooding as he approaches me from the direction of the staff building. He's dressed in dark clothes, almost indistinguishable from Andrei, dressed totally in black with his black hoodie pulled over his face, wearing jeans and heavy boots. Tobias never taught me, but I knew him from around campus, and this man looks nothing like the professor from last year.

      Yeah, because that man doesn't exist.

      "Well disguised, mate," I say.

      He pulls down his hood. "Has the group left?"

      "Nah, or I wouldn't be here."

      "You would've left without me?" he asks sharply.

      I look the other way. Probably, but Maeve would lose her shit if I did. "I'm here, aren't I?"

      He sits on the grass beside me and mirrors my position. "How are you, Ash? You're often quiet, but I sense your worry.”

      I give him a look of surprise. “Uh. Shit’s about to go down at the academy? Yeah, I’m worried.”

      “Do you talk to Maeve about how you feel?"

      "A little," I say. "I'm not an over-sharer."

      He studies me and I narrow my eyes to warn him to stay out of my head. "I appreciate your support regarding me re-joining the group."

      "I supported Maeve in that decision, not you."

      "Oh?" Tobias sounds genuinely surprised. "Well, thank you for coming to me when you first discovered the shifter behaviour."

      "Theodora didn't listen. I had no choice."

      "No need to be defensive, Ash."

      I shrug. "You've helped us. I'm focused on what we need to do now. I ignore your history by not thinking about what happened."

      He's silent for a moment. "Yes."

      I shift to face him. "Tobias. What will you do once this is over?"

      "If I survive?" he asks, deadpan, then shrugs. "I don't know, Ash. That depends on the state of the academy and whether I've fulfilled my purpose."

      "You will. Your purpose is to protect Maeve."

      "No. I mean watching Andrei, as he's why I'm at the academy." He pauses. "I no longer believe that's the true reason, but my past will catch up with me if I'm no longer needed."

      "The Confederacy won't reveal your identity; they've told the world that the person responsible is dead."

      He smiles. "Which is why I think my life will end, either helping Maeve or after."

      I straighten in shock. "The Confederacy will kill you?"

      "Ash. I'm on borrowed time and always have been."

      The breeze lifts the hairs on my arms and I shiver. "Does Maeve know your thoughts?"

      "No," he says sharply. "I'd like Maeve to hold onto her belief that we all walk away to a happy ending."

      Maeve talks about the future sometimes, about our survival and how we'll stay together and fight for each other and the innocent, and she makes me laugh—not to her face—because she makes us sound like magical superheroes. Perhaps she imagines us as Alaric's group, or that we'll join them.

      "Maeve needs her happy ending. After all this shit, she deserves an easier life."

      "Yes, she does. Look after her, Ash. I know I don't need to ask you, but promise me."

      "Don't talk as if you won't be with us," I say tersely. "You will."

      Without another word, Tobias stands, and I gaze up at him, shocked by his impassiveness. The guy hides himself well, but can Tobias hide how he feels from Maeve?

      He's wrong. He has to be.

      Tobias's death would destroy Maeve.

      "I can hear them," he says and gestures in the direction of the sports hall exit. "Where do they shift?"

      "Not sure. Did you figure out what the potion they drink is?"

      "Not my skill set, Ash, but my concern is why they’re using something. Shifters don’t need to."

      "Or where they get the drink from." I shuffle back slightly as Clive and Remi pass a few hundred metres away, creeping through the shadows in human form with a handful of other kids. "And how many other shifters they share this drink with."

      “A few, it seems.”

      “I hope Gail told me the right location. She was vague.”

      "Are you sure you want to follow? I can go instead," says Tobias.

      "I'll sense them better," I reply. "You've good senses, but you’re not strong enough to detect them at the distance I can."

      He nods.

      I'm rarely alone with Tobias, but if he attempts to use any superiority over me, we'll end up in an argument. This is my domain; he's here to help.

      We wait in silence for ten minutes until the voices fade. Despite the sneaking, there’s no attempt to disguise that they’re leaving campus. Sure, if somebody asks, the group can claim they spent an evening hanging around the woods near the boundary, but nobody would believe them.

      I tread with Tobias over the ground covered in stones and twigs, through the moss, and towards the academy grounds perimeter.

      "They’ve timed this with the patrols," remarks Tobias as we reach the fence line. "The guards are a few hundred metres away and didn't see them."

      "They’ve thought this through, and thinking isn’t their strong point," I say with a snort and leap at the chain fence.

      I'm over within seconds but land more heavily than Tobias's effortless drop to the ground. This part of the fence runs through the trees, dividing the woods in two, and we step under the cover of a nearby oak tree. I'm about to speak, when a familiar howl cracks the air around. This is no dog— a shifter-wolf howl, which would be unfamiliar to humans. Others call back and I strain to hear how many separate voices and where. Have they shifted already, or is this other people waiting for the Nightworld academy kids?

      "This way," I say to Tobias.

      I tread the same path through the trees as the last few times I've followed, tracking their scent. The larger group tonight helps with this task, although Clive hinted that he knows I follow. I didn't deny this—I want somebody to know. There's only a matter of time before I meet whoever leads or encourages their activities, and I’d prefer soon. Will I come face to face with Vince again and if I do, what will happen?

      I don't speak to Tobias as we rush through the woods to the edge of the moors, both moving at a speed we never could if amongst the human public. Are we silent because we don't want to alert others or because we have nothing to say? I’m still catching up with our earlier conversation and how adamant he was about his death.

      The exposed areas of heather-covered moorland won't hide anybody—us or them— and I navigate my way through the uneven ground as the scent fades in the openness. I pause close to a large boulder and look back towards the village near the academy. The group headed in the opposite direction to the farmhouse and moved further into isolation. This doesn't worry me, although the lack of cover does. Large boulders and isolated trees would offer a place to hide and watch if needed.

      "I can see why they choose this area," says Tobias.

      "Yeah, humans hate this place at night." I chew my lip and look around the stark surroundings. Many years ago, children’s bodies were found on these moors in an infamous serial murder case; a sick act by humans and not the supernatural they purged from their world. "I doubt we’ll come across any humans."

      Tobias pauses when we reach a large, lone tree and I join him under the branches. "Are they close?" he asks.

      "I'm losing them," I admit, "but based on how long the group are normally away, I doubt they'll go much further. If they do, they might not get back to the academy before they’re missed."

      "Which direction? Do you know that at least?"

      Tobias's tone verges on terse and this riles me. "North," I reply and run.

      I detect their stronger scent within another mile and slow, training my eyes and ears on the immediate area. Why can't I sense any animals?

      Tobias meets my shoulder. "I hear voices."

      Moving slowly this time, we head towards a rocky outcrop that stretches several metres high. The natural feature is wider than the one our group searched for moonflower and offers protection for those behind.

      Voices move through the still night towards us, a mixture of male and female, laughter and shouting.

      "Stay there," I say to Tobias. "They'll sense you, if you move any closer."

      "And you?" he says. "The group will certainly know you’re around."

      I drop my hood. "They're waiting for me. They've waited for me to come here for weeks."

      Leaving a reluctant Tobias away from the scene, but close enough for him to detect any changes in mood, I stride around the back of the outcrop.
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      I walk into a scene that’s exactly like an academy bonfire night. Kids gather around the fire, cans and bottles in their hands, with some dancing around even though there's no music. The intense flames reach several metres high, casting eerie shadows against the rock and picking out the faces of those closest. The size of the bonfire blocks my vision of those opposite—how many people are here?

      I scan the groups for Gail, but it’s too dark to make people’s faces out, so I move to stand close to three guys who lean against the rock and swig from a large bottle they pass between each other.

      They don't notice me and neither do the guy and girl making out close by. One from the group watches closely and he occasionally calls out to them in encouragement. I’m disgusted at his voyeurism—this pair are doing much more than making out in the shadows.

      The guy turns his face and the orange glow from the fire reveals his identity. Seamus. Clive isn’t with them, as nobody in the group of four match his physique. Are they all Gilgamesh? Seamus hands his drink to another with a smirk then saunters over to the couple. I turn my head when the guy with the girl stands back and Seamus takes over. The girl's playful shriek jerks me from my shock and I move away from the group to stand close to the fire, alone.

      This is not what I expected.

      And somebody around knows I'm here. I'm not hiding.

      Too disturbed to pay attention to activities around me, I focus on the heat of the blaze against my face and the smell of wood smoke. From the corner of my eye, I spot human figures run into the dark and less than a minute later wolf howls carry back to me.

      Nobody around the fire has shifted, but others come and go, out of breath and shouting with the same triumph as when I win a match.

      This is crazy. I rub a hand across the top of my head and dart a look from person to person. Aside from the students, I spot Des and Simmo, the guys from the horrible night at the farmhouse. The tall guys attract attention from a handful of the kids here—guys and girls—who sit around at their feet in a semi-circle. I scope the area, careful to avoid any eye contact, and it’s clear Des and Simmo are the focal guys.

      With each person I look at, trepidation grows that I'll come face to face with Vince, but no. He'd be the loudest and most obvious here, and although I can't see those at the edge of the group, I'm ninety-nine percent certain he's not the one leading this gathering.

      I turn to a wiry guy beside me, one with crew-cut hair and neck that's indistinguishable from his head and shoulders, wearing a mud-covered T-shirt and jeans. A mid? Maybe. He isn’t from my academy and looks closer in age to Des and Simmo.

      “You okay, mate? Looking a bit nervous,” he says in a deep voice.

      "My first time," I say with a grin. "You?"

      He peers down his squashed nose at me. "First time shifting or gathering?"

      "Gathering." I incline my head towards a nearby group. "There’re more people here than I expected."

      He smiles, revealing broken front teeth. "Word spreads. You fancied a bit of rebellion too, huh? Or some fun?" The guy jerks his head to an indistinguishable group of three kids who’re definitely not talking.

      Clive's familiar voice calls out through the dark and I back away from the fire slightly in case he spots me talking to this guy. "The academy are pretty rigid about shifting, yeah."

      "Academy? You one of those local kids?" He cocks a brow. "Nineteen yet?"

      "Yeah. And nineteen in a couple of months."

      "You should be fine then. Keep to the program."

      Program? "Right."

      He swigs from the bottle in his hand then licks the liquid from his lips. "Want some?" he asks when I watch the action.

      "Nah."

      "Go on."

      "Heavy night yesterday." I pull a face. "Still feeling rough."

      "Hair of the dog?" He thrusts the bottle at me again.

      I cross my arms. This is one situation where I’ll keep away from peer pressure. "Who's in charge here?"

      He splutters a laugh. "Nobody is 'in charge'. That's the whole point."

      "But the program," I say, hoping to hell I don't sound clueless about the situation.

      "In here, mate." He taps the side of his head with a finger and his ragged nail is as dirty as the rest of him. "Reprogramming their bullshit." My chest tightens at his words. "Are you sure you know what this is about?"

      "Liberty." Clive's voice startles me as much as him using the word—somebody put that one in his mouth. "Ash. If you'd asked, you could've come with us instead of sneaking around." His eyes are hard with challenge even though he laughs and claps me on the back. "Nah. Welcome. I knew you'd join us eventually."

      I scratch my nose, surprised by his pleasantness. "Are you the guy in charge?" I ask, semi-sarcastically.

      He chuckles. "We do what we want."

      "We're shifters. Somebody is always in charge," I say with a fake laugh to match his.

      "Jordan. Who's in charge?" he asks the guy.

      "Not you, mate." Jordan drains the bottle in his hand then tosses it into the fire. "Are there any more drinks?"

      "Yeah. Ray has a stash." Clive points to a skinny shifter with Seamus. "Did you have any problems on the way up here tonight?"

      "Nah. Learning to hide better." I tense as he gives me a friendly shove. "Listen to Clive. He knows the score."

      Yeah, I'm sure he does.

      Clive watches Jordan walk away, and I tune into him. I don't sense or smell aggression, but the friendliness is fake. As soon as Jordan is out of earshot, he turns back to me.

      "What do you think then?" he asks in a snide tone. "Worth following us?"

      "Is this what you do? Party?" I ask.

      "Yeah and shift—but you knew that." He drinks. "What did you think we were doing? Forming a militia to overthrow the Confederacy?"

      I scowl at his mocking tone. "That's what Vince wants, and he’s your idol."

      "Idol." Clive snorts. "He taught us shit, then he pissed off somewhere without telling us."

      "You don't know where he is?" I ask. Then who did Gail see?

      "He's your brother—don't you know?"

      "You know me and Vince have our differences.”

      A howl across the moors echoes towards us and two tall guys opposite us call back before dashing into the dark.

      The scene around could be a gathering organised by rebellious academy teens who want to step away from their world that’s under adult control, but there's a cult-like vibe similar to my time at the farmhouse. These people are more than just Nightworld academy kids.

      "I bet your dad doesn't know about your parties, Clive. Gatherings like this aren't allowed."

      "’Gatherings like this aren't allowed’," he mocks. "Those who make the rules are the old guard, remember? We want to reclaim our birthright."

      Again, words that don't sound like Clive. "By getting drunk on the moors?"

      "Letting loose. Shifting. Preparing."

      "Preparing for what?" I ask sharply.

      Clive shakes his head. "Dude, Vince made a lot of sense. He connected us to other groups around the world who share the view that shifters should secede from this world."

      "Uh. Clive. Do you even know what that word means?"

      "You saying I'm stupid?" he half-growls. "Yeah. I do. We break away from the Confederacy. Shifters take back their sovereignty."

      "Is there a manifesto, Clive? Because this sounds like you're quoting one."

      "You mean like the brainwashing used at the academies? Be good kids and you can help lead the future? Perpetuate the oppression, more like."

      With every unusual word from Clive's mouth, my nerves grow. "You know that's not true." I pause. "Does this situation involve hurting or hunting people, Clive?"

      He sneers at the words. "Only if they interfere."

      "Is that a threat?"

      "Yeah." I blink at his directness. "You're weaker than us, Ash—mentally and physically. You’re under their control, and why? Because the authorities know you could be a strong opponent. That's why the witch has her claws in you—the Confederacy recruited her to bring us down."

      I rub my nose with a palm as I take in his ridiculous view of my situation. Is this linked to the Dominion or not? I can't picture Dominion mobilising a shifter army against the Confederacy, because the shifter splinter group wouldn’t take instructions from those they hate: witches and vamps.

      "And you haven't seen Vince recently?"

      "Nah. I heard Confederacy caught him. Did you drop him in the shit, Ash?"

      "Because he was killing hunters?" He's not the only one who can be direct here. Clive’s expression doesn’t change. "Others know about the hunting, Clive."

      Moistening his lips, Clive leans forward, eyes darkening in warning. "We gotta practice somehow and hunters would kill us given a chance. Keep it shut. Betray your race and you'll fucking regret opening your mouth. So will your friends."

      "If you attack us, Confederacy will put you in Ravenhold, you know that."

      He smirks. "Ravenhold is coming down. Shifters will tear apart the whole fucking structure of persecution and enslavement, Ash, not just that place. Dominion or Confederacy won't control us."

      "This bullshit doesn’t sound like something you’d say, Clive. Who's filling your head?" I ask in exasperation. "You could die. Powerful witches and vampires control both sides. There's trouble coming."

      "Oh, yeah, you're right. A shitload of trouble."

      This guy is beyond reasoning with. I scan the surroundings, counting how many are here. More than twenty, and a mix of guys and girls; some from the academy and others who never made the grade. Somebody took the top picks to create their blind followers.

      If shifters break away, will they police each other and hide, or will the world learn about the danger lurking in human society?

      If that happens, there's only a matter of time before the rest of the supernatural world is exposed.

      Is that the Dominion's end goal?
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      How long do I hang around? After an hour, I’ve seen nobody but drunk kids.

      The attack against me that I expected didn’t happen, and Clive lost interest in me after his lecture. The vehemence and shining zeal in his eyes frightens me more than if he'd shifted and attempted to tear me apart. Vince infected enough strong shifters with his poisonous words to continue his work, and Jordan's words about a ‘program’ send a chill through me. He implied more kids join all the time.

      What are they planning? I sit on the cold, hard ground by the fire, away from everybody, occasionally glancing at Clive and his core group. These guys aren't thinkers and Clive definitely never uses eloquent language.

      Why did Clive outline the plans? He knows how distant I am from his aims, and that I'm connected to a group who fight for balance. Most of Gilgamesh ignore goings-on between the other two houses and barely registered the attack on the Walcott kids; they're disconnecting at every level. Theodora needs to tell the Confederacy about this shit and let them get a grip before things go too far.

      Or are the Confederacy amongst this group tonight? There's no possible way something this huge could fly under their radar—they already know about Vince's aims and activities.

      If a war is brewing, there'll be spies.

      Somebody sits beside me and I turn my head. A tall girl I don't recognise from the academy stares at me. Her long dark hair drops in a straight curtain either side of her head with a sharp fringe halfway up her forehead and the eyes gazing at mine have a hint of feline—yellow with unusual pupils. Have any of these kids become mids in the process of the program? They'd be powerful and easier to manipulate.

      Like Clive.

      This shit gets worse.

      "Hey," she says, her voice soft and smile flirtatious. “I’m Rosalie.”

      Oh, great.

      "Hey." I look back to the crackling flames.

      "Do you know Clive?"

      "Yeah."

      "Can you introduce us?"

      Ah. I tip my head to look at her as she cradles a small bottle in her hands. She’s Clive’s type—slender, but uh... endowed in the right places. "Won't he talk to you?"

      She smiles coyly and picks up a stick from beside her. "He's hard to approach."

      "Clive’s important? A leader?"

      The fire crackles and flames flare as she tosses the stick into the fire. "Not officially. There's another guy who comes sometimes. Clive listens to him."

      I sit straighter. "Does this guy talk to the rest of you? What does he look like?"

      I describe Vince to her, but she shakes her head. "Nah. This one's skinnier. Long hair. He never hangs around long."

      "Is he definitely a shifter?"

      She pulls a non-committal face. “Maybe. Never got close to him.”

      I watch as she drinks from the bottle then licks her lips. “What are you drinking?”

      “Just cider. Want some?” She offers me the bottle.

      “All good. I’m not a fan of cider.”

      “We have other drinks. Beer?”

      Is that all? They’re kids getting wasted at an illegal party on the moors and shifting? “Anything stronger?”

      “You mean vodka?” Her full lips part. “Oh. Drugs. Nah. Declan might have some Lix; he deals.”

      A wiry guy stands in the dark just far enough from the bonfire to obscure himself and close enough not to hide. He’s the only other person here who commands an audience.

      “Yeah. Thanks. I’ll chat to him.”

      Rosalie stares at me long enough to make me uncomfortable. “Will you?”

      “Will I what?”

      “Introduce me to Clive! You’re from the fancy academy too. I can tell.”

      “And you’re not?”

      “I live in Skipdale—a few of us do. It’s nice not to hide anymore.” She finishes her drink and sets the bottle on the ashy ground. “Be part of something where I belong.”

      I grit my teeth because I can’t ask more without sounding clueless. “Is there another gathering soon?”

      “Not sure. We only find out a few hours before—messages.” She nods. “They have your details, right?”

      “Yeah. They sure do.” I stand. “Okay, I’ll introduce you.”

      Her face, already lit by the fire, grows brighter. “Awesome!”

      Clive now stands with Des and Simmo, shoulder to shoulder rather than gathered like the others.  He takes a good eyeful of Rosalie as I introduce her.

      Des’s expression isn’t welcoming. “What the fuck? Ash?”

      “Hey.” I eye the kids sitting around them. “How’s it going?”

      “Did you invite him?” he snaps at Clive.

      “Nah, but you knew he’d come eventually.”

      Simmo beside him crosses his arms. These aren’t the jovial guys Vince introduced me to at the farmhouse; they’re guarded and more than a little suspicious. “Spying for your little gang?”

      I shrug rather than deny. “Orgies on the moors? Not exactly a threat.”

      Rosalie giggles. “This isn’t an orgy.”

      “A meeting of minds,” says Des. And bodies. “We have a common interest.”

      Everybody I speak to repeats the same thing, but nobody is specific. How long do I need to wait to see or hear something useful?

      Or do we need to accept that this situation isn’t linked to Maeve’s vision?

      This could be a separate issue altogether.

      “Huh. I know when I’m not welcome,” I say.

      “Yeah, tell your little gang to leave us the fuck alone,” growls Simmo.

      Unable to take anymore shit from these people and pissed off I’ve found nothing, I turn away.

      The party continues, although there’re less bodies around the bonfire and more people in the shadows or calling from a distance. I’m worried about my race’s future and frustrated that I’m no closer to understanding.

      Shoulders slumped, I make my way towards the outcrop, averting my eyes from a group I pass. If Maeve hadn’t arrived and I’d stayed as Ash, king of Gilgamesh, would someone have dragged me into this mess? I run a hand across my hair. I’d like to think not, but I can’t ignore the cliché attached to my life.

      There’s an animal within me.
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      My journey back with Tobias is fast and silent. He’s as disappointed as I am that I found nothing, but also worried about Clive’s words.

      Tobias doesn’t say this, but I know what he’s thinking: no immediate threat.

      But still a threat.

      Sneaking back onto campus in the early hours with Tobias feels strange. The guy was never my professor, but always around campus and stepping in to break up clashes between houses. I'm lost in thought about tonight as we tramp through the woods towards the lawns, but when the academy building emerges from the dark, I've an uncomfortable sense of déjà vu.

      Three Confederacy cars are parked in the driveway, front and centre, not hidden in the shadows, and the lights are on in the main academy wing. Nobody leaves those on once lessons finish and the professors finish their day.

      Tobias halts next to me. "Shit."

      "What's happened?"

      "Something bad. Confederacy don't arrive in the middle of the night."

      "The tunnels?" I ask hoarsely.

      Taking a few steps forward, Tobias lifts his head. "There's nothing happening. I can't sense panic or pain, but there's an atmosphere of distress blanketing the grounds."

      Fuck.

      We hurry towards the building and I pause outside. There's nobody around campus—few kids walk around at this time, but usually one or two hang about.

      "What are you doing outside?" asks a gruff voice.

      A guard steps from the dark space beside the steps leading to the main doors. I recognise the tall, burly man, but I don't know his name. Like many guards, he isn't friendly.

      Especially not currently.

      "Just taking a walk," I say and look to the silent Tobias.

      "Everybody is confined to their houses until the morning. Security are rounding up anybody walking around campus."

      Tobias’s soft tones interrupt. "He's with me, Ray. I presume I'm allowed to walk the grounds?"

      Is Tobias using mental magic or stating a fact?

      Ray grunts and studies me. "We’re not looking for a professor and a shifter, anyway."

      "Why?" asks Tobias. "What's happened?"

      He straightens. "Another attack."

      My stomach lurches as I meet Tobias's eyes.

      Definite déjà vu.

      But who's the victim and what type of attack?
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      A death.

      Hemia confined to Petrescu and the school year cut short.

      No more challenges.

      No celebration.

      The end.

      And the heart beats in my mind once again.

      I join the other students in filing from the hall in shock at Theodora's news. Some kids actually complain that the challenge is cancelled, which disgusts me.

      At first, I presume Kimberly is the victim, but the story is worse than that.

      Two witches—possibly more than one attacker.

      Definite hemia attack and from the macabre details whispered, a frenzied one.

      Confederacy haven't banished hemia from the academy straightaway; they're questioning them and forcing them to remain inside.

      How ironic that my situation matches the last time this happened—another step into taboo territory with Andrei and we're split apart again. I’m sick with worry he might be blamed again. The authorities can't accuse Andrei and send him to Ravenhold.

      I touch my skin at the place between my neck and collarbone and the rush of excitement flows through again. Why did nobody mention the addiction by a vampire to witch blood prompts the same in their lover?

      When I was thirteen, I dated a guy a couple of years older than me and earned a serious love bite and I failed to hide the bruise from my upset parents. Make-up would cover this carefully made mark, but the taboo is much greater than the bruise from six years ago.

      I've more evidence to give as Andrei’s alibi this time, if needed, but I hadn’t intended to tell the other guys about our step. We planned to tell them together, but I can't see Andrei until the academy closes next week.

      Only Petrescu are allowed in their building and no hemia can leave.

      Theodora all but broke down on stage and Garrett had to escort her away to allow Sofia to take over. I was surprised to see Tobias with the gathered professors too, but everything has changed again.

      Any student who wishes to leave before the end of term can do so, and frightened Walcott witches call parents. Exams are cancelled, leaving other kids loudly complaining that studying and lessons were a waste of time.

      The normality Theodora attempted to hold onto turned her academy into bedlam.

      My heart thumps against my chest as I look around in a daze, faces and sounds fading in and out of my awareness.

      Days.

      Something will happen and we have no idea when.

      Ash appears and draws me into one of his engulfing hugs, blocking out all sounds as his broad forearms wrap around my head. I wriggle away from him.

      "You walk a fine line between comfort and suffocation," I tease.

      He doesn't smile at my joke and neither does a drawn Jamie.

      "Don't either of you ask me to vouch for Andrei's whereabouts last night," I say in warning.

      Luckily for them, both look insulted by my question. "You were with him after class and until they hauled you out of his room last night," says Jamie. “I think everybody knows what you were doing.”

      I keep looking straight at them; if I turn my head, I may get awkward questions.

      This is the first all-academy assembly I’ve attended where students aren’t in uniform, as if the academy term finished already.

      In a way, it has.

      I huff and pull at Jamie and Ash's arms and steer them towards the exit. "Locking up all hemia is extreme," I say.

      "As is leaving the academy open," Jamie retorts.

      Ash scratches an eyebrow. "People have the option to leave."

      “Apart from Petrescu,” I mumble. I stop and glance over at the Petrescu building. “If somebody accuses Andrei again…”

      Jamie squeezes me around the shoulders as I trail off. “Andrei won’t want you to stress about him.”

      “But that’s impossible!” I say as I’m revisited by images of the night guards dragged him into a van bound for Ravenhold.

      “The hemia aren’t cut off totally—he can call or text you.” Ash gives an encouraging smile. “Tobias and Garrett will ensure the hemia are treated fairly. Hopefully they’ll pull a confession from somebody too.”

      “I hope so.” The heavy ache in my stomach grows and I pull my phone from my pocket to send Andrei the third ‘are you okay?’ message for the day. We step into the warm day and I immediately think about Andrei's photos of me. I don’t think I’ll ever sit in the sun and not think about him now.

      "Do you think Theodora has told anybody about your vision of the fire?" asks Ash.

      "I don't think she has, and I'm now in two minds whether she should've."

      Jamie falls silent for a moment. “I saw something last night.”

      “What?” asks Ash sharply. “The killers?”

      “No.” He beckons us closer. “I left the library late and Theodora’s light was still on. She’s never at the academy this late.”

      “She has a lot going on,” I say.

      “Yeah, but I heard two people arguing so I waited outside the building. Here.” He points to the bench we’re sitting on. “Theodora left and Garrett followed her. They didn’t look friendly.” Jamie pauses. “Don’t get mad with me about this, but I followed them. They went to the tunnels.”

      I stare at him. “Inside? What about the guards?”

      “That was stupid, Jamie. What if they’d seen you?” says Ash.

      “Not inside. Theodora dismissed the guards the way she did last time, but they argued again, and Garrett stopped her going down. She left.”

      “And did Garrett go into the tunnels?” I whisper.

      “No, but he didn’t follow Theodora. He phoned somebody.” Jamie chews his lip. “That’s not the strangest thing. Sofia arrived and they went into the tunnels together.”

      “What the fuck?” breathes out Ash.

      "Until last night’s events, we thought my spell had worked," I say.

      A heavy silence falls as the enormity hits.

      “They broke the wards,” I say in horror.

      “We don’t know that.”

      Ash snorts. “Yeah? Garrett, new to the academy shortly after the tunnels were discovered. Coincidence? Fuck.”

      “Then we need to get back down,” I say.

      “Uh. No. We need to speak to Amelia. She called me earlier, freaked out by the attack and said she needed to talk to us. Urgently.”

      “About?”

      He shrugs. “I intended to call her anyway. If they’ve watched the academy, they may’ve seen Blackwoods or Dominion move closer—or Garrett with someone.”

      “Shit.” Ash’s shoulders slump. “We should’ve watched him closer.”

      “Tobias has,” I say. “He hasn’t been near the tunnel and spent most of his time teaching, with Theodora, or in his rooms.”

      We reach the bench and I sit while Jamie and Ash look down at me. "Have you tried to control Tobias?" asks Jamie. "Telepathically, I mean."

      I frown at his sudden question. "Once. Not recently though."

      He frowns. “Why? What happened the first time?”

      Oh, so much. "I broke a glass."

      "But you managed to control Tobias?" urges Jamie.

      "What are you asking me to do?" I ask as suspicion fills me.

      He bites his lip and sits. "The runes didn't work, Maeve."

      The truth I don't want to admit comes from Jamie, and Ash's expression reflects this. "I know."

      "Which means we're facing Gabriella or Anastasia, or both."

      "I know," I whisper again. "But how is that connected with me mind-controlling Tobias? Are you suggesting I make him into a weapon?"

      "No, not when you’re in danger! Tobias needs to be in full control of himself in order to protect you. But he's powerful and if you practice and succeed, you'd have a better chance at controlling one of them."

      I swear the colour drains from my face. "Controlling Gabriella or Anastasia? They could kill me!"

      "They could kill us all," says Ash bluntly.

      Wow.

      "The Winterfall magic is what gave you that power, and if the spell in the tunnel isn’t the magic you need to stop this, I think the mind-control is,” says Jamie.

      I sink back against the wood and stare up at the cloudy blue sky. The heartbeat stopped for a short time but did the spell ever work? This has shaken my belief in myself but also sharpened a different truth: the situation we’re facing takes more than my magic. The guys are in my life for a reason.

      “I’ll speak to Tobias,” I say. He won’t want to risk giving up his control, especially since he’s constantly on guard for his darker side emerging, but he has no choice. And if I can control that Tobias, then I have a chance of controlling Gabriella or Anastasia. Tobias told us he’s strong enough to take on Gabriella; between us, we could take them down.

      Ash shuffles from foot to foot, half paying attention as he watches students leave the building. The mood remains sombre and the victims’ parents are expected at some point today.

      “How did last night go?” I ask. “Sorry, with everything happening, I forgot to ask.”

      Ash chews on his lip. “Weird. I didn’t see Vince but something disturbing is happening.”

      He explains the details of his night and I’m partly glad and partly disappointed Vince wasn’t involved.

      “I brought an empty bottle,” Ash says and pulls one the size of a small vodka bottle from his pocket. “Is there a way to test what was in it?”

      Jamie takes hold and unscrews the cap before tentatively sniffing. “Aniseed for sure, possibly to disguise the taste and scent. We’d need a lab to test something like this, Ash.”

      Defeated, he slumps onto the bench beside me. I close my hand over his leg. “At least we know more about the situation.”

      “Really?” He huffs. “That somebody is recruiting young shifter kids for a war against the other races, but not who?”

      “You can’t expect all the answers in one night, Ash,” says Jamie.

      “At least nobody attacked you. That worried me.”

      He strokes my hair. “I definitely wasn’t the focus.”

      “Then this has nothing to do with Gabriella or Anastasia,” says Jamie. “They want to pick us off and had an opportunity to take Ash last night.”

      “Unless this is a long game,” I suggest.

      Ash swears and stands. “I feel fucking useless!”

      “Ash!” I grab his hand and squeeze his broad palm. “You’re not. How do you think I feel? My magic failed.”

      His brow furrows. “That’s not true. You’re working with half a story.”

      Maybe. But now is the time to take control. To be ready for what life throws at me next.
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      The chaos allows us to leave campus with less attention than usual, despite the heavier guard presence. Vehicles crowd the academy driveway as parents collect their children, some protesting, and others rush to the cars as if the academy is on fire.

      We leave Tobias behind in case measures are taken against Andrei and then take the short trip to a small tourist village nearby. We walk by the chalked menu on the blackboard outside and into the small teashop decorated in blue gingham. A family of tourists in hiking gear enjoy an afternoon tea beside a large table surrounded by elderly visitors discussing their day trip.

      A troubled-looking Amelia and Matt wait for us inside. They look like any other tourists in the place, a young couple enjoying a cream tea after a walk across the moors. The café is an obvious choice of meeting place—human-filled.

      The hug Amelia gives draws attention from a table of elderly tourists beside us, the intense atmosphere out of character for a casual meeting. Matt stares into his mug, stony-faced, as the three of us join them.

      “We don’t have long,” whispers Amelia.

      “As usual,” mutters Ash.

      A waitress heads over to take our orders but we’re too distracted, so Matt asks her to bring the same for us—tea and scones. I doubt I could eat a bite and I’m glad this won’t take long.

      Amelia rests her elbows on the table and leans in to whisper, “The murderer is definitely a student. We haven’t seen anybody move onto campus recently, so either an existing infiltrator or—”

      “The ‘thing’.”

      Ash calling the presence a ‘thing’ downplays the situation somehow, which helped at first, but there’s nothing to downplay anymore.

      “Yeah. The tunnel.” Jamie pulls on his bottom lip. “I saw Garrett with Theodora hanging around the entrance.”

      “When?” asks Matt and glances at Amelia. “What happened?”

      I listen to Jamie’s explanation for a second time, and Amelia’s confused expression grows. “We’ve looked into Garrett, carefully. Nobody who works with us has ever seen him. Garrett isn’t under suspicion of doing anything—like Theodora, he’s staunchly loyal to the Confederacy,” she says.

      “This makes no sense,” mutters Jamie.

      “You need to talk to him and Sofia,” says Matt. “It’s the only way to figure out what’s happening.”

      “We’ll watch them from now on,” says Ash sternly. “Tobias is watching them today.”

      “What’s happening with the tunnel? Is it still guarded?” asks Amelia.

      “Not as heavily. The attack happened without anything leaving the tunnels, so they’ve shifted focus.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Just like that? Has somebody influenced the guards to stay away?”

      “Garrett,” says Jamie flatly.

      “Tobias is watching the tunnel entrance,” I say. “He’s going back and forth in case…”

      In case what? We’re at a loss.

      “And Petrescu?” asks Matt.

      “The building is heavily guarded. Nobody will get in or out of there without a guard knowing. Andrei is keeping an eye on those inside, and the cellar,” I reply.

      “Is Andrei okay?” asks Amelia.

      “Pissed off but at least he’s still here,” I say and swallow down my worry that soon,  somebody could change that.

      She gives me that smile—the one she used all the time when I first arrived that would somehow soothe my worries. I’d call it her magic smile and she’d laugh. When I discovered Amelia is a witch, I understood why the comment amused her.

      Matt rubs the back of his hand across his mouth. “The shifter situation—” he begins. “One of our guys saw you at the latest gathering, Ash.”

      Ash’s face sours. “You know about the gatherings and never said?”

      “No. Last night was Lachlan’s first time too. He’s mates with a couple of kids from Skipdale and has waited for an invite.” He nods at Ash. “Seems they’re asking more to join.”

      “Has he seen Vince?” asks Ash sharply. “Have you? Any of you?”

      Amelia bites a nail and the looks she exchanges with Matt trips a shiver along my spine.

      “Last night,” says Matt. “Lachlan saw him, but he didn’t speak.”

      “Definitely Vincent?” I ask hoarsely.

      “Clive called his name,” says Amelia. “They spoke for a minute and Vince left.”

      I jerk as Ash smacks a fist on the table. “Clive lied! How did I fucking miss that? Why didn’t we see him?”

      “Ash!” Amelia curls her fingers around his fist. “Vince hides well. If he knew you were there, he’d either confront you or stay away.”

      “I don’t understand,” I say. “The shifter council have him—or that’s what we were told.”

      Matt makes a derisive noise. “Nobody tells the truth. Haven’t you noticed?”

      “Did Lachlan say anything else? Does he know about any plans?” urges Jamie.

      “No. His mates told him to wait for news about the next gathering. That’s it. Lachlan will update us if he finds anything else.”

      Ash swears again and slumps back in his seat before dragging both hands across the top of his head.

      “We’re blind,” I say as defeat washes through me. “Nobody can see what’s happening. How can we prepare?”

      “No, Maeve.” Amelia rubs my arm. “We’re not blind. Me and Matt are watching Gabriella’s and Anastasia’s movements—and their followers.”

      “We’re staying in this village watching the academy, in shifts with others,” puts in Matt. “Between us, we have eyes inside and out. If anything happens, we’ll know and can act.”

      I bite my lip and look at the table. Act.

      “Maeve. We’re not blind. If we didn’t have you, nobody would have a clue about what’s coming,” says Jamie. “That’s an advantage. Some idea about the future is better than none.”

      On the days I’d lie on my bed at home, confused and frightened by what my visions meant, convinced I was insane, I could never imagine the truth.

      Now I’m in that truth and more confused and frightened than ever before in my life.

      But I also have more love and support than at any time.
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      I don’t need an excuse to arrange a meeting with Sofia. She wants to see me.

      I’ve expected her summons for days. She never interrogated me about the suspected attack on Kimberly and the others, and as soon as the second attack happened, I’ve waited for her accusations. Will Theodora be with her? As I walk to her office, I mull over how to look into my worries about her and Garrett.

      Sofia wants to see me alone. Should I prepare for an attack, too? Or does she know I’m too strong?  My suspicion grows when I find Garrett in her office too.

      Sofia sits in her favourite armchair, dressed in a long, blue skirt and loose white blouse, with a pink crystal hung on a chain around her neck. Her hands are folded on her lap, but Sofia’s cloudy aura doesn’t match her serene smile.

      Garrett stands at the opposite edge of the room, close to a bookshelf. The tall vampire is dressed in his well-cut suit as usual, dark hair neat, but his intense gaze adds to the tension already between them.

      Frowning at the door as I close it, I turn and switch on a smile to match Sofia’s.

      “Good afternoon, Maeve,” says Garrett in his smooth voice.

      “Do sit,” adds Sofia.

      The hairs on my arms lift as I struggle to trust Sofia’s motivations for bringing me into a room with a man I barely know. Garrett may be a friend of Theodora’s, but he’s allied himself with Sofia for a reason. Was he sent to help Sofia and the Dominion? Keeping my smile fixed, I edge to sit on the sofa opposite her.

      “Am I in trouble?” I ask. “Is this about the attack?”

      Sofia straightens. “The attack is one of the reasons I wanted to see you.”

      “Oh.” I look to Garrett, but he adds nothing.

      Silence drops and I look around at white crystals hanging from the ceiling so I don’t need to meet Sofia’s eyes again. My heart hammers in my chest and I pray to myself I’ve enough magic energy to get myself out of an attack.

      “There are many secrets in this academy,” says Sofia. “I’ve informed you before that I don’t trust your group.”

      “Do you think we had something to do with the attack?” I ask in surprise.

      “I’m aware Theodora has taken a special interest in your group, Maeve. As head of Walcott, this concerns me.” She gestures at Garrett. “There were concerns amongst the staff about Theodora’s behaviour.”

      “The recent disturbances.” Garrett breaks his silence. “Something around the academy is having a negative effect on the students.”

      Sofia makes a soft sound. “On hemia in particular, which has now resulted in deaths due to Theodora’s inaction.”

      I nod, but why are professors discussing issues regarding the head professor with me?

      “I repeatedly told Theodora she should close the academy until the situation resolved, but she refused,” continues Garrett

      “Her inaction killed students,” says Sofia and her eyes harden along with her voice. “Witches. I am unable to fathom what happened to Kimberly, Cody, and Yvette, but I’m certain Petrescu were involved in that situation too. There was an attack and I believe somebody covered this up. Last night’s events proves this.”

      I moisten my dry lips. “Not Andrei. Don’t accuse him again.”

      Sofia wrinkles her nose but says nothing.

      “We’re interviewing all hemia, Sofia,” says Garrett. He sighs and sits in the spare armchair.

      “These strange events coincided with Professor Whitlock discovering the tunnels, and I do not believe Theodora was unaware of their existence,” retorts Sofia. “Especially now Garrett has finally disclosed information to me he should’ve weeks ago!”

      “I told you my reasoning, Sofia,” he says.

      “Students died!” she repeats.

      I bite my lip and look at my hands in my lap as the tense energy grows. Are they about to come to blows in front of me?

      “Tell Maeve,” says Sofia. “She’s involved and I want to know how deeply involved.”

      Confused, I look to Garrett’s stern face. His arrival isn’t a coincidence. “Theodora is from one of the original vampire families, as you know. Despite her wealth of knowledge and long life, she gave up her powerful role with the Confederacy in order to oversee a Nightworld academy.”

      “I know. Theodora told me. She wants to stay out of politics but shape the future leaders, by teaching the races to not only tolerate but also work with each other,” I say.

      Sofia makes a derisive sound. “And the opposite occurred.”

      Garrett sits forward. “Theodora established this academy and taught here from the beginning; I was one of the first professors. The building had been empty for two decades, after the asylum closed. I wasn’t keen on teaching children at a place with such a violent history.” He catches my frown. “I’m as old as Theodora and was also a high-ranked Confederacy member at the time Theodora insisted we take the building back and convert the estate into a Nightworld academy.”

      “Back from who?” I ask.

      “This estate originally belonged to her maternal grandfather’s family, but they were driven out and killed during the Purge. Humans stole the estate from her family. I thought this was the reason behind Theodora’s obsession with the place and why she wanted the Confederacy to buy the estate—but now I’m concerned this is more,” says Garrett. “I’ve known Theodora for many years, and she is a pragmatic woman who has risked her life for others in the past.”

      “I’m not sure what you’re telling me,” I say cautiously.

      But my mind leaps all over the place. If Theodora knows her family’s history, she’ll know about the tunnels. And if she’s aware the tunnels exist, she must know what’s held behind the wall.

      And Theodora has said nothing about the situation.

      This would explain her lack of urgency but throws up the worst thoughts of all.

      Is she the Dominion spy? What did she ask me to do?

      I squeeze my eyes closed, stuck on what to say. If I tell Garrett and Sofia about the magic, I’ll need to tell them who I am.

      And they could be Dominion spies.

      My head aches with the confusion. Why can’t Jamie be here? Or the others?

      “The tunnels beneath the academy are out of bounds, but I know she took you and Jamie down there, along with Professor Whitlock.” Sofia’s voice is stiff with disgust. “Whereas, I was not involved at all.”

      “What happened?” asks Garrett, capturing my attention with his watery blue eyes. “What did she show you? Tell you?”

      Oh no you don’t. I throw up a block and he looks away, unimpressed.

      “I’m not sure what to say,” I say and fidget in my seat. “Theodora could answer your questions.”

      “Theodora refuses to speak to anybody currently,” says Sofia stiffly. “She’s agreed to oversee the final academy assembly but will not speak to anybody but Confederacy officials before that time.”

      “Do they know about her connection?” I ask.

      “No, but they will once I inform them,” Sofia retorts and glares at Garrett.

      “I had the situation in hand,” he says in a low voice.

      “Evidently you did not!” Sofia fixes her steely eyes on mine. “Maeve. What happened in the tunnel?”

      Oh, crap. “Theodora...” I trail off.

      “Does Theodora want to hide what you did?” suggests Sofia stiffly.

      “How many times have you been down there, Maeve?” asks Garrett.

      I swallow. If I give them something, would they accept that as enough for now? “Twice.”

      “And?” asks Sofia. “What did you see?”

      I rub my head, perspiration growing against my back. “Can’t you ask Theodora and the Confederacy?”

      Garett chews his lip. “Few people know about Theodora’s connection to the place. If you could work with us and explain everything Theodora has said and done, that would help.”

      I know Tobias well enough to spot Garrett’s attempted pneuma influence, and I clench my jaw against his magic.

      “There’s a sealed barrier,” I say.

      “Yes. We are aware—myself and Sofia checked the tunnels after the attack last night.”

      I blink at their admission.

      “Sealed by magic,” says Sofia. “Vampires cannot use magic capable of sealing places, which means there’s a connection between her family and witches. Powerful witches.”

      My heartrate picks up. Is Theodora connected to the Winterfalls? Or the Blackwoods?

      I need to see the others. Now.

      “If you know about the academy’s history, do you know what’s down there?” I ask Garrett.

      “Do you?”

      “I saw nothing.” I moisten my lips and as I sense his mental magic push into my thoughts again, I picture the wall at the end of the tunnel as blank. No runes.

      Sofia watches him and he gives a brief shake of his head. Her shoulders slump.

      Garett didn’t say ‘no’. Does he know?

      “What happened when you visited the tunnels last night?” I ask, tensing.

      “Nothing.” Garrett tips his head. “Do you suspect us of tampering with the magic seal, Maeve?”

      “No.” My muscles stiffen further.

      “Neither Garrett nor I could interfere with the magic, but somebody is capable of breaching that magic. Theodora and Professor Whitlock are vampires, so they couldn’t.” Sofia stands and runs her tongue across her top teeth. “Jamie is skilled, but I don’t think Theodora used his magic, did she?”

      “Which leaves you,” says Garrett softly.

      I eye the door, unsure which direction this conversation is headed.

      Sofia crosses to her bookshelf, long skirts swishing behind her. “I’m aware you don’t trust me, Maeve, and I’m sorry for that, but we need your help.” She runs a finger along her books and her charm bracelet tinkles as she pulls out a thin burgundy one. “I have a history of the original witch families here. Like the vampires, we all come from one of five original lineages. Most have weakened and few hold the original names. Blackwood you know, of course; also Thornbrook, Riverborn, Willowbrook, and Winterfall.”

      I try not to respond to the name Winterfall but my eyes widen. One of the men in the picture with Astrid is called Willowbrook.

      “I expect you’ve learned about the Winterfall massacre in history of magic. We teach a watered-down version to limit resentment between witches and vampires; the academy doesn't want students worrying that the evil exists and could rear its head again.”

      “The perpetrator was caught,” I say and hastily add, “I was told.”

      “The Blackwoods were behind the killings. They are also intent on invading the academy.” She walks over and looks down. “The Dominion and Confederacy are focused on you, the blonde witch with the mysterious past. I’m not stupid, Maeve. I’ve suspected who you are from the first day, but never dreamed you were here to help Dominion.”

      “I’m not!” I cry in shock.

      “Then who reawakened whatever is in the tunnels?”

      “I don’t know, but Theodora wanted me to reinforce the seal, not help her open the way!”

      “Ah.” Garrett sits back and steeples his fingers beneath his chin. “Then Theodora is also aware exactly what lies behind there. She denied this when I asked her last night, repeating that she wants to protect her academy.”

      “With her Winterfall student.” Sofia’s aggressive stance continues as she attempts to probe my mind.

      I falter. Why hide the truth when they know half? “Theodora thinks Blackwood magic and Winterfall are the key to the barrier. Maybe literally,” I mumble. “I had runes and a spell. Theodora seemed content that my magic solved the problem.”

      Sofia throws her arms up and turns away. “This is insane! Why did the woman never tell us?”

      “If something is hidden, Sofia, the less who know, the better. Perhaps that is her reasoning?” suggests Garrett.

      “The deaths!” Sofia shrieks. “She failed to protect her students! She knew Dominion had located this… thing and did nothing to stop their interference.”

      Apart from bringing myself and Tobias to the academy. Theodora knew who we were all along. I swallow down the rising sickness. Does this mean my aunt is involved too?

      “The fire, Sofia.” I say, my voice barely audible. “I think that will happen before the end of term. I’ve seen myself beside a pit with Gabriella, and Anastasia Blackwood. We think the pit is behind the wall.”

      Sofia spins around and I gasp out in shock as she drags me from the seat by my jacket collar. “You stupid girl!” she shouts in my face. “Why did you hide this?”

      Frozen in shock, my eyes burn with tears. “I told Theodora…” I break off. “She didn’t want anybody else to know. We thought there was a spy in the school.”

      Her grip on my jacket loosens. “Me?”

      As she steps back, Sofia’s face crumples as hurt replaces her anger. I can’t reply as my head reels with the mistakes we’ve made.

      “All I have ever done is protect my students, which is more than Theodora did! Is this because I tried to confirm my suspicions about who you are by focusing on your skills? Because I tried to find the truth about your strange connection to Tobias Whitlock and the disappearances?” Her voice rises as her hysterical questions continue. “Because I mistrusted Andrei Tepes? I won’t deny my prejudice against the boy, and I believed he was the Dominion link—that he was planted here to kill you. I wanted the people I saw as a threat gone. I had to discover why you were here, Maeve Winterfall!”

      Garrett stands and breaks his new silence. “Sofia.”

      As he places his hand on her arm, she pulls it away. “Tell me! Is this what you believed?”

      I remain standing and my hands tremble as her anger heats up again. “Yes.”

      Sofia shakes her head slowly before turning away with a palm pressed to her temples.

      “I don’t know what to say,” I stammer out and look at Garrett.

      He’s paled and looks at me through different eyes. “I think you need to tell us everything you know, and we will help you.”

      “Don’t you dare refuse because you think we’re a threat.” Sofia spins around again. “I would give my life to protect my students and if I need to, I shall.”

      I rub a trembling hand across forehead. “Then I think we need to ask the others to come here.”
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      TOBIAS

      

      Maeve texts late morning, abrupt, asking me to meet her at Sofia’s office.

      I leave Petrescu, where I’m satisfied that the Confederacy aren’t about to take draconian measures against the hemia students. Garrett’s position in the organisation appears to have some sway over the investigators, and I had a quiet word with him about Rupert, who Garrett insists he can deal with.

      I hope so for Andrei’s sake, because I don’t trust in the judicial process anymore.

      But why is Maeve with Sofia? Is she in danger? Mind running through all the scenarios, I hurry over. She and the others filled me in on her meeting with Matt and Amelia and I’ve kept an eye on the tunnels as promised. Neither Sofia nor Garrett appeared, but I’m still confused and suspicious.

      Jamie and Ash are already at Sofia’s sitting either side of Maeve, along with Garrett. I remain in the doorway and study Sofia. Our mutual distrust stands, because her eyes are filled with more disgust than usual.

      Do they know our suspicions? Surely they know not to attack us if we’re correct.

      But I could never have predicted the things Garrett and Sofia tell us.

      The moment Sofia mentions Maeve’s true name, my pulse hikes and I desperately reach out to Maeve.

      Does she know who I am?

      Maeve shakes her head, imperceptible to anybody but me. I blow air into my cheeks and refocus.

      What choice do we have but to confirm what they know, but not elaborate any further? Whether we trust them or not, the pair know too much to try and exclude them.

      I don’t trust they’ll stay quiet.

      Straight after the meeting, we make our way to the cottage in silence, aware this is the end in more ways than one.

      “I’m sorry,” says Maeve eventually from her place on the sofa.

      “What for?” asks Jamie.

      “Telling Sofia and Garrett.”

      “You had no choice, Maeve,” I say. “They would’ve gone to the Confederacy investigators.”

      “I don’t understand why Theodora didn’t tell them,” says Ash.

      “Trust,” mutters Jamie.

      I chew my lip. “Theodora thought she’d solved the problem herself.”

      “All she cared about was herself,” Jamie retorts. “Her academy’s reputation. Her reputation.”

      “No. I believe she wanted to stay here and watch over what she knows exists below the academy. She could stop anybody interfering—Nightworld academies are heavily guarded and Dominion have struggled to find their way in.” I scour my brain for any clues I may’ve missed. “I realise the Blackwoods always knew about this, which is why they wanted the Winterfalls killed. I don’t know any more details.”

      “Do you think Sofia and Garrett will help?” Maeve asks. “Can we trust them?”

      All eyes turn to me. “Sofia knows your magic could safeguard her students. If they tell anybody, authorities will remove you and she won’t want that.”

      “I hope she persuades more kids to leave.”

      “That’s what worries me,” says Jamie. “If she wants to keep them safe, she’d need to tell them about the danger.”

      “We only have tomorrow before term ends,” I remind them. “Not all parents can collect their children. She’d cause panic and the secret would be out.”

      Maeve stares at her feet.

      “I hope so,” says Ash.

      Something bothers him; I sense tension beyond our conversation. “Do you have something to tell us, Ash?”

      He huffs. “Some Gilgamesh kids left today. Including Clive, Remi, and Seamus.”

      “Shit! Where?”

      Ash’s eyes widen at Jamie’s outburst. “No clue. I let Amelia know. Maybe there’s another gathering.”

      “Oh, fuck.” Jamie rests his elbows on his knees and head in his hands.

      “Oh fuck, indeed,” I say and look to the ceiling. “I’d like to believe they’ve left due to the threat, but something is brewing.”

      “Alaric can deal with them. We have enough to deal with on campus—whatever Vince is planning is bigger than the academy,” says Jamie.

      I hope so.

      What?

      I shake my head at Maeve as she catches my thought.

      “What should we do until tomorrow evening?” asks Ash.

      “Watch,” I say flatly.

      Nobody replies because there’s no other answer.

      Now I understand why the heartbeat bothers Maeve so much, because a clock ticks in my head, counting down the moments.

      I’m not frightened about what will happen.

      I just want this over.
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        * * *

      

      Maeve asks me to stay back and Jamie hesitates. She whispers something to him, and he nods curtly before kissing her cheek and whispering something in return. Ash remains distracted, his head the biggest mess of confusion between us all. He repeatedly complains he’s useless and despite our reassurances, I sense defeat in the aura around him.

      I pull on my bottom lip as the cottage door closes.

      “Don’t look worried, I haven’t trapped you here to complicate things between us,” she says. “I want to practice a spell with you.”

      “Why me? Why not Jamie?” I ask. “I’m not a magic user.”

      “Yes, you are. Mental magic.”

      I stiffen and look back into her clear eyes. Her expression is hopeful but my stomach drops. Mental magic. “And?”

      “Tobias. You know who we’re dealing with. I need to practice on somebody stronger—as strong as them.”

      I rub my finger across my lips. Maeve doesn’t need to say their names. “Did you discover a Winterfall spell you want to try?”

      “No. I want to control you.” My pulse picks up at her solemn words. “You’re powerful, Tobias. I need someone able to resist most people’s attempts to dig into their mind. You once told me I could practice these skills with you.”

      Shit. But she’s right. “And that ended badly.”

      “Yes, but you no longer need to hide how you feel about me, so that won’t be a problem. We can agree on limits.”

      I close my eyes, fighting the memories of my past life where limits never existed. “I don’t know.”

      “Please,” she whispers. “I could try Jamie, Andrei, or Ash. Or even ask Sofia, but I know you’re the strongest.”

      What choice do I have? I’m her strongest adversary. I blink. No—I’m not her adversary.

      Am I?

      “What do you want me to do?” I say. Her mind flares with thoughts that I really don’t want to see. “Maeve. Not happening.”

      “Omigod, no, I didn’t mean to think that. The way you said…” She shakes her head as if dislodging those thoughts. “I didn’t come here to assault you.”

      I tense at her talk of assault, despite the sarcasm to her words. This could be a positive—if Maeve can control me, she may be able to stop me if... No. Also not happening.

      “Good to hear,” I say lightly. “What will you do?”

      “I can’t tell you,” she retorts. “Otherwise you’ll prepare yourself.”

      “True,” I say, but I’m unable to drop the wariness.

      “Don’t you trust me, Tobias?” she asks. “I won’t touch you. In fact, sit or stand over there, by the kitchen doorway. I’m never near the people I control. I can’t catch you off-guard, but I can try to distract you.”

      “I’m happier with physical distance.” I move towards the spot she indicated before leaning against the wall.

      “I know,” she mumbles. Biting her lip, Maeve shakes her head again. “Please fight my magic as hard as you can, Tobias.”

      “Absolutely. That’s why you’re asking me.”

      “And I promise no assault, apart from the mental one,” she says with a wry smile. I nod. “Can you talk to Andrei?”

      “Andrei? What for?”

      She squeezes the rune in the palm of her hand. “I’m worried about his mental state.”

      My confusion why she suddenly switches the subject is slapped away as Maeve’s magic pushes through before I can throw a guard up. “Oh, smart.” I laugh as her presence fills my mind, then hit back. My energy bounces straight back as if Maeve had held up a palm to deflect me.

      Shit.

      I watch my self-awareness shrink as her thoughts fill my mind, like fingers wrapping around the puppet strings. Trepidation grows at what she’ll persuade me to do.

      Nothing embarrassing. Her words sound louder than usual, like she whispered in my ear and not in my mind.

      Good.

      I step away from the wall as if my legs aren’t my own and I immediately force myself back. My control drifts further as I move forward again, this time turning towards the kitchen.

      Are you thirsty? Did you want a drink? I ask.

      Her response is a mental slap, but she doesn’t drop her control. I fight her persuasion to walk into the kitchen every step of the way, impressed at how hard a grip she has on my movements.

      Are you sure you don’t want me to get you—?

      The teasing thought is pushed back and this time with a sharp pain behind my eyes. Fight me, Tobias.

      I jerk my head from side to side as Maeve takes control to make me look around. She sifts through my thoughts until she finds the right one and I reach out to the cupboard I need. As I take a mug, I prepare to shoot back more teasing to see how far she’ll go with a retaliation.

      The mug falls to the stone kitchen counter and I lurch forward to grip the side as my head scrambles. I’m unaware of my surroundings, everything blurring like a video clip on fast-forward. The movement brings on a queasy feeling, like sea-sickness and I press my palm to my temples. What the hell is she doing?

      My surroundings blur and I grip harder with my other hand as I fight the growing nausea.

      The world around clears but I’m not looking at my kitchen; I’m inside the Winterfall house.

      The old house, not the derelict one I visited a few days ago.

      Maeve, I call mentally.

      Is she still in control of my mind?

      Maeve.

      Wherever I am, I stumble forward in a stupor and well-dressed people around greet me.

      Winterfalls.

      I’ve spent time in this house once and I don’t want the memories.

      Maeve. Stop.

      I can’t allow her to see what happens here.

      I can’t see what happens here.

      No. Fuck no. My head lurches again as I’m dragged forward through my hidden memories of the past, screams rushing by me as if I’m travelling through a tunnel on a speeding train. There’s a red mist I recognise engulfing my mind and pulling me away from reality.

      Maeve

      I yell the word in my head and fight back.

      Stop.

      The vision doesn’t drop, and I fall to my knees in the kitchen, pressing my hands either side of my head wanting the sounds to stop, refusing to look around me.

      Voices amongst the screams. Urgent.

      I’m here. Attacking. I can’t unsee what I’m doing.

      But I can't block what's happening and when I open my eyes, I'm him. I'm standing in the centre of the large formal room and looking through his eyes, trapped in a memory I've locked away. The carnage should appall me, but this man's dark heart fills with pride at the indescribable scene he created.

      Pain racks my body as a witch fights back, but I drain the energy, weakening the guy with my pneuma powers. The Tobias I left behind in the kitchen focuses on darkening my sight, as the taste of blood fills my mouth. I grip onto reality by my fingertips, no longer aware of the kitchen counter between them.

      Stop, Maeve.

      Another witch comes at me—tall, dark-haired unlike most here—and momentarily he manages to stop my attack. I look into his eyes and his mouth parts, the hold dropping away. His blood doesn’t smell of the fear I enjoy feeding on.

      “Adeline!” he calls out and I grunt as my back slams against the wall a few metres from him. “Find Adeline.”

      I sneer at the witch and charge over, knocking the tall guy until he sprawls backwards across the silver and blue chaise behind him.

      On top of another body.

      I try to disconnect but I’ve lost my grip on the connection to Maeve.

      “Tobias.” I turn my head to the young guy I betrayed. The one who let me into his home—welcomed me as family. Oliver, the Winterfall with the weakest mental powers.

      “Tobias.”

      I’m assaulted by a sound that rings through my ears, stabbing into my mind like hot steel, attempting to interrupt me.

      I’m too far gone.

      I’m victorious.

      “Tobias!” The same voice. Female.

      “Maeve!” I shout and this time I hear the words outside myself. “Don’t do this to me.”

      A young woman walks through the door, unmistakably a Winterfall with her long, white blonde hair. She halts and her cornflower blue eyes challenge this man. The red mist still has hold of my mind, and I step towards her.

      The woman doesn’t turn and run like the others.

      “I know you,” she says simply. “I’ve seen your future, and there's something missing. Something we'll ensure you never have.”

      “I'll have more than you,” The words spill from my mouth, but they're not mine. “Because you have no future after today.”

      She laughs harshly. “Yes. I’ve seen that too.”

      I make to move closer but hit a weak barrier. The woman's body trembles as she grasps onto the last of her magic.

      “And what will I never have?” I retort as I rip through her weak spell. “Enlighten me.”

      “Happiness,” she whispers.

      I stop the struggle against the assaulting scene, even though the man I am yells out at not being able to move. Nobody else comes near him. Nobody else in the room is alive.

      A second woman appears behind her, older and more composed.

      The one I want.

      The woman I came here for.

      Adeline stumbles backwards as I move towards her, knocking the younger woman out of the way. As I bear down on her, she begins mumbling something and I pause.

      “Tobias, look at me.” Confused, I turn to the first woman and she grabs my arms. “Tobias. What is she saying?”

      Her voice is different, frightened but for me, not herself. The scene in front of me blurs as somebody cups my face in their hands. Maeve’s wide blue eyes look back into mine, filled with a fear I haven’t seen since the day she heard the heartbeat.

      “What did you do?” I ask. “Why?”

      “I didn’t do anything,” she whispers.

      “Let me go.” The frenzied energy from my memories courses through me as forcefully as if I were still there. I’ve not tasted witch blood for years, apart from the tiny drop from Maeve’s palm that spun me away from myself that day, but the addictive taste is in my mind. In my mouth.

      “Are you alright?” she asks.

      “You should’ve stopped.” I pull at her hands, desperate to break the binding energy I avoid.

      “I did stop. I pulled your mind away from the memories. You worry so much about the man I just saw that he’s with you, all the time.”

      My chest tightens. “What the fuck did you do?”

      “I took control of your mind and that was more powerful than taking your body. I threw your consciousness into the dark,” she whispers. “Instead of controlling your actions, I stopped them altogether.”

      “How?” I ask hoarsely.

      She shakes her head and curls her fingers around the pendant. “Instinct.”

      I swallow and run a palm down my face, expecting to see blood on my hands. “You don’t understand what you just did to me.”

      “I didn’t choose what you saw,” she says, eyes widening.

      “Where did you think you’d send my mind if you threw me into the dark?” I half shout.

      Maeve shrinks back. “What did you see?”

      “You know what I saw.” Maeve shakes her head. “Leave me alone,” I say, and her face falls as I hurt her once again.

      But the witch blood intoxication won’t leave.

      The woman’s words echo. Happiness. I’ll never find happiness. My life hiding from myself, staying separate from those who’d love me, is as big a part of the curse as Maeve.

      “Tobias. I’m sorry.”

      I turn my back to Maeve and place my hands on the counter again, grounding myself as I concentrate on the cool stone. “You put me in a vision of my past. That was unbelievably cruel.” I can’t help the harshness as the screams still echo in my mind.

      “I’m sorry!” she repeats. “I didn’t intend to.”

      Day after day, I fight my past and my fears. Even when I focus on the present, I refuse to look at the future and grasp each day. The others believe I take everything in my stride—Tobias who keeps control of himself and the group. The one who interrupts and smooths over any panic or discord.

      The guy they begrudgingly hold as our leader, who can barely hold onto his emotions anymore.
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      TOBIAS

      

      I leave Maeve.

      Yeah, Tobias treats Maeve like shit again by running. Pushing her away every time is bad enough, but I’ve excelled myself this time.

      Halfway between the cottage and my rooms, I pause.

      The coward takes over and I don’t turn back.

      Back at my place, I shakily pour a glass of water and I’m instantly reminded of ten minutes ago. Before the glass reaches my lips, I throw the glass with force against the tiled floor and as it shatters water mingles with shards on the floor. Something snaps in my head and I drag open the cupboard before pulling out and smashing glass after glass.

      Blood leaks from my finger where a broken shard catches my skin, and I stare numbly at the mess as I grab a kitchen towel and squeeze it around my finger.

      Then walk calmly out of the room and leave my emotions on the kitchen floor.

      Sitting on the sofa, I look blankly ahead, exhausted and aching.

      A knock on the door tugs me back to reality and I run a hand down my face.

      I don’t need to answer to know who this is.

      A pale, tense Maeve stands outside and the moment she sees me, her face crumples. “Don’t run,” she says in a thick voice as she fights the tears brimming in her eyes.

      I swallow as my mouth dries. I can’t speak. What do I say?

      “Can you hug me?”

      Her question catches me unaware. I haven’t seen Maeve as distressed as she is now since the night with Nikolai Blackwood, on the day the only thing that mattered was keeping her safe. Being what she needs.

      Stepping forward, I gently wrap my arms around Maeve and pull her to me so her head rests against my chest. She winds hers around my waist and grips me tight. Maeve’s grief and fear wash through me along with the energy I ache for every time I’m around her, and I focus on absorbing everything I can.

      Each time I allow myself this close to Maeve, the greater the effect her emotions have on me. This feels the same as the day I told Maeve the truth about herself; I’m experiencing everything flowing through Maeve’s body, from the heavy ache to the anxious heartbeat, as I try to smooth her painful edges.

      I hold the back of Maeve’s head and stroke her soft hair, stupidly inhaling her scent. My reason isn’t only to comfort, but because if I hold Maeve’s head to my chest, then her face stays away from mine.

      Eventually, she pulls away and my heart lightens when Maeve’s eyes aren’t reddened by tears. I’m also relieved when she looks away instead of moving her face any closer. I reach out and touch her cheek. “I apologise for running.”

      Maeve shakes her head. “Again.”

      I hold her face in my hands; I don’t need to be greatly attuned to sense her defeat and fear. “You proved you’re strong. That’s all that matters.”

      “Is it?” she says flatly.

      I grasp at words to help. “I believe in you,” I say. “In us.”

      Her eyes widen as I say us. “The group?”

      “Us, Maeve.” I stroke her cheek with my thumb.

      “But you… if you leave—” she begins.

      “I will never run from you again.” I touch her cheek. “I can’t outrun how I feel, god knows I’ve tried enough times.”

      “I mean if you…” She trails off. “That won’t happen. You won’t die.”

      Ash hasn’t said anything to her, and I silently thank him for that. “I’d rather not,” I say with a small smile.

      “I want you to know that I love you.” Maeve’s words are barely a whisper, but her emotions scream them to me. “I forgive you and I want you to forgive yourself.”

      “I’ll atone for what happened, Maeve, I accept that now.” Inch by inch, we move closer, as if gradually pulled by the invisible strings that fate uses; the ones that make us puppets to a curse.

      But I accepted weeks ago that Maeve is more than a cursed future. “I love you and I wish things could be different,” I say, voice thick.

      “They could be.”

      I close my eyes, partly against her repeating the impossible and also because I can’t take my gaze from her mouth, knowing if she inches any closer, we’re lost.

      “They could—right now,” she whispers, and her small fingers slide around the back of my neck. “I’m scared I’ll lose you and never have the chance to love you.”

      The chains hurt more because they’re not only a physical craving, but a need to fill my heart and soul with her. Cursed magic? Sure. But that curse didn’t create Maeve; she’s a girl shaped by life. Someone with a vibrancy and strength that’s helped her through a life filled with confusion and hurt. A girl whose love and belief in what’s right for others creates somebody determined to take on the world and win. Was there ever any point trying to resist?

      But this is goodbye.

      She blinks as my thought accidentally reaches her. “If you think this is goodbye, I want one to hold onto.”

      “Maeve.”

      Her hand against my nape blurs my focus from words to sensation and the hard wall against her begins to crack.

      The wall that’s never been between us, but within myself.

      “I proved that I can control your mind,” she murmurs. “You can’t hurt me. I’d hurt you first.”

      Her breathy voice and the blood rising to her cheeks tightens the bonds. Is Maeve right? I’ve circled the future in my head over and over since the Blackwoods—I’m with Maeve at the end, which means whatever happens between us before that moment doesn’t kill her.

      “I can’t forget what happened between us at the Blackwoods.” Maeve’s darkening eyes meet mine. “How you rejected me.”

      “I didn’t reject you,” I say hoarsely. “I protected you.”

      Maeve shakes her head then shifts; her mouth moves closer, the rising energy in the room crackling stronger than before. “If you think this is goodbye, let me choose how I say goodbye to you.”

      There’s no mistaking the intent behind her words and I open my mouth to protest. Her soft fingers touch my lips, tripping a buzz across my face. “If you have any faith, don’t tell me to walk away.”

      I could walk away, but fate’s puppet strings pull tighter.

      But why do I allow the unknown to control me? The curse created the puppets we are and only I can cut the strings.

      Maeve’s desire cries out to my lamia, her uncontrolled emotions begging my pneuma to feed, or the hemia to take what he wants. But that’s not who she is. Maeve is the only person I’ve ever touched who didn’t become a victim, and I ache for more than what she could give me.

      The fear she’ll prompt the raw, immoral Tobias always equalled the dread that she’ll wake the other who’s scared to love. And when she did, I ran from her and from him.

      “I love you and I’d give everything to spend the last hours with you, Maeve.”

      The words are out. The admission. The one I’ve swallowed down over and over, hoping that the cold-hearted man would piss her off to the point that she’d turn back to the others. To Ash and his fierce, protective love; or Jamie for his gentleness.

      And to Andrei, the guy I could’ve been if I’d had a Tobias to guide me—if I wasn’t manipulated the day my parents discovered what I am.

      But Maeve never turned from me. I’m a hypocrite. I tell her she’s strong. Unbreakable. I whisper that she needs to have faith, yet I drag all that from under her.

      Her fingers tremble against my mouth and I gently pull them away. Gripping her hand, I move to close the gap between our lips, gently cradling her head with my other.

      The curse can’t be broken, but the strings can. I’ll share what I’ve always wanted with Maeve because the truth is, I won’t kill her. I’ll die.

      Every kiss between us has been fierce, as I snatched the chance to touch and taste her before he pushed me away. This kiss is gentle, softer than any I’ve had before; I’m not scared into believing I have to snatch what I can from Maeve. I rarely kissed anybody in my past and definitely not with the tenderness I do now.

      Maeve’s body moulds to mine as I focus on enjoying how she tastes; how her skin feels beneath my hands. How her touch drives more than lust because she loves me, and I finally allow myself to love her. I pick Maeve up and she wraps her legs around my waist, not taking her mouth from mine as I carry her to my bedroom.

      This won’t be fumbled or pushed too quickly. Whatever happens, I want Maeve to remember me loving her.

      But as her body responds and her mind loosens control, he whispers. As she trusts me, he reminds me of the high just dragged into my recent memories. I don’t listen. I don’t believe him, because Maeve believes in me.

      I put everything into focusing on her, watching how she reacts to my caresses or mouth on her skin and giving Maeve more instead of taking what I want. Each kiss, each touch, each murmured word from Maeve breaks me, but in the best way. I’m shaking with need and still I hold back, as high on her responses to me as I am to anything else.

      Running out of places to kiss Maeve, I move back to look down at her, sliding my hands between her legs. She closes her eyes and parts her lips and there’re no thoughts in her head, replaced by the pleasure I give her.

      Skin to skin, her breasts against mine, her heat and aching need to match mine pull me tightly until the strings finally break. Her kisses become urgent, her hands on me, wanting everything, and I lose the control I’ve wanted to.

      I’m not the vicious creature who kills, I’m a guy who this girl believes deserves happiness. Pulling my mouth from Maeve’s, I meet her eyes and our heavy breaths mingle. She’s in my control, but one she wants to give. As I work my fingers. Maeve’s hand closes over mine.

      “Stop.”

      I swallow and obey, opening my mouth to apologise, the words caught in my throat when she curls her small hand around me, moving her legs until the moment I’ve held back from comes into reach.

      Her mouth tips into a small smile. “But don’t stop.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      Taking a shuddery breath, I keep my eyes on Maeve’s as we finally connect in a way I’ve tortured myself with in my dreams. I’ve barely started to move inside her when a pain to match the one I felt in my vision of the past screams through my mind and spreads through my limbs into my chest. I’m being crushed from the inside, heart and lungs straining with agony.

      Maeve reaches out again as I pull away. “What’s wrong?”

      I can barely hear her, every ounce of desire cut dead by the agony. Worse, I can’t feel her anymore—not her energy or her skin.

      “You weren’t hurting or frightening me.” Maeve tries to pull me towards her, but her touch is like an electric shock. “Not at all, Tobias.”

      “I know,” I say through gritted teeth and dip my head. A cold perspiration spreads across my forehead. “I can’t. This hurts.”

      “What does? Holding yourself back?”

      I shake my head and struggle for breath. The heat from Maeve’s body grows stronger, but the taste of her on my lips becomes bitter. She breathes heavily, face and neck flushed as her blood races in her veins.

      I can’t smell her either.

      Everything connecting me to Maeve is destroyed.

      I move further away, as desperate to break contact as I was to make love to her and Maeve’s distress fills the hollowness in my heart. Whichever man I am with Maeve will never bring us anything but pain.

      I sit on the floor, head in hands. As my heart slows and desire drops, my pain begins to subside.

      “Do you mean physically hurts?” she whispers in shock as she touches my back.

      I jerk at the burn from her fingers. “Yes. And I thought I’d be the one to hurt you.”

      I’m in hell.

      I’m in the fucking hell I deserve.

      “This is the curse.” Maeve’s tearing eyes harden. “There’s nothing we can do until we break the curse!”

      I rub an arm across my forehead. “No. But—”

      “Don’t say it!” she shouts and the words pound at my aching head. “Don’t say I can’t! If I can take on Gabriella or Anastasia, I can break a fucking curse.”

      I snap my head up and look at her gripping the sheet to herself, eyes filled with fury.

      “And if beating the two women kills me, there’ll be no need.” I shuffle forward and touch her cheek, ignoring the way the usual buzz zaps me like I’m gripping an electric fence. “We tried. I tried. Please believe that I love you and at least know I’d never hurt you.”

      “No, Tobias.” A tear tracks down her cheek. “You won’t die. We’ll survive this—all of us. Together.”

      The pain subsides as my racing heart slows, and I press my lips to Maeve’s forehead. I’d give anything—every single second of the ecstasy in my past—for one chance to experience the same with Maeve now.

      But the Winterfall I killed told me the truth.

      I’ll never have happiness.

      As long as I live, unable to show my consuming love for the girl who’s a part of me, I’ll never be at peace.
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      MAEVE

      

      I always wanted my reality dragged away from the hell I’m facing, but not in the way I experienced last night. I’m in a new hell, scared I’ll lose one of the most important people in my life. In another cruel twist, the closeness I finally found with Tobias has dragged him further away from me.

      We sat together, and he held me while I cried trying to bring me comfort despite his own pain. We talked about the little things in life, avoiding the ones looming over us. In a strange way, the intimacy from knowing tiny details such as his favourite movie or place to visit halfway makes up for the physical intimacy denied us.

      Halfway.

      Never fully.

      I stayed with him until the early hours, dozing and waking with my cheek pressed against his chest, trying not to think about earlier.

      But we never spoke about what will happen today and didn’t mention the end, instead parting with a kiss that broke my heart and soul. All I want is Tobias with me at the end. The very end—where we all survive and our lives start together. All of us.

      Tonight.

      I glance at Amelia’s bed. She should be here with me, not sneaking in later. With term called to a halt early, there’s no time to properly organise an end of term dance, but now I’ve discovered one is going ahead, I’m doubly nervous.

      At least this will be held outside in an area surrounded by security. Garrett ensured the extra guards would watch us, but I’m happy we won’t be inside the building. The students are safer outside and, after today, everybody will leave the academy.

      Time ticks by until the time I’ll sneak away and join Tobias as he watches the tunnels for the two women. How soon until I can leave and face whatever the hell is down there?

      Amelia and Matt checked in again this morning to confirm they’re okay and still watching. One of Alaric’s contacts told them Gabriella is on the move, so they’re on alert.  I’d like to be optimistic that somebody could prevent them arriving on campus, but Gabriella and Anastasia are in every vision. Once, I’d question how they’d find their way on campus, but the answer is easy. Anastasia’s temporal magic.

      But where will this place her? She can only appear in places she’s been before. Has she been beneath the academy? Questions tumble around my mind as I tie my hair from my face and brush the front of my blazer ready for the final assembly.

      If this were my old school, the ceremony would take place outside in the summer sunshine, but there’s no chance of that here because the mistrusted hemia wouldn’t be able to attend.

      I haven’t seen Theodora since our meeting with Garrett and Sofia, and I’ve half-expected Confederacy interference, but they’re focused on the recent murders. I strongly suspect Theodora used magic against somebody in charge to allow her the extra days. Should we have insisted the academy closes too? But what authority do we have and how would we explain?

      Somebody might stop me.

      Garrett and Tobias alternate between watching the tunnel entrance, and Sofia has retreated back to watching her students with more intensity than usual. I’m guilty that I mistrusted her, but her zeal is only a few steps from Theodora’s.

      Everybody wants to protect and all they do is destroy.

      My thoughts turn to Andrei and his isolation with the other hemia, the ones watching each other in suspicion over who attacked the students and punished them all. Andrei’s outburst when told he and the others weren’t allowed to walk the academy halls anymore shone a spotlight on him at the time.

      The marks on my skin are barely visible now—pin pricks that look like tiny spots. I’ve ached to be with him since that night, craving the high to snuff out the constant fear. However much I try to live in the present, the future is always with me.

      A knock on the door draws me away from my thoughts and I answer. Jamie stands outside dressed in his full academy uniform, the groomed, good-looking guy I met on my first day. If only I’d known that the vision of his death was nothing compared to what would assault me later. He smiles, but his eyes hold the same stress as mine. We have half a plan because we don’t know what to expect.

      Tiptoeing, I kiss his cheek but he moves to kiss me properly, mouth soft and his kiss tender. “Where did you go last night?” he murmurs as he nudges my ear with his nose. “Andrei?”

      “No. Tobias. I needed to see him before... everything.”

      Jamie gives a curt nod then slides his hand in mine. “I understand. I haven’t seen Ash today. Have you heard from him?”

      “He called me earlier to say he can’t find Clive and the guys. They never attended the end of term Gilgamesh party last night and they were the organisers. I heard a rumour spreading that the hemia killed them too, not only the witches.”

      “That’s not true,” he retorts. “The hemia are stuck inside.”

      “I know. Ash is worried about today.” We walk along the hall, which is busy with students. The mood in Walcott remains sombre and the distance between students who want tolerance between the races and those who want segregation grows daily.

      Yvette watches us pass but remains silent and I’m confused why she’s stayed. Her disapproval and disgust don’t touch me. I’m distant from this normality, unable to focus on anything but knowing the day will end in chaos and death.

      Jamie squeezes my hand. “We’re prepared, Maeve.”

      “I don’t want people to die.”

      “And that’s why the ceremony and dance tonight will be held on the grounds, remember? Nobody will be in the building.”

      “Theodora can’t think extra guards and wards can keep Dominion out.”

      But she does.

      “Your runes are alongside the Blackwood ones now. That will stop them if Theodora is right. Anastasia and Gabriella will be trapped if they go down there.”

      “I hope so,” I whisper.

      With a sigh, Jamie wraps an arm around my shoulders and kisses me on the top of the head. “We’ve got this.”

      Trepidation unlike any I’ve experienced before follows me as we make our way outside.

      I hope so.
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      MAEVE

      

      I sit beside Jamie as I watch the students make their way across the lawns towards the chairs arranged in three rows for the separate houses. The space mimics the hall where the whole academy meets; we’re outside, but the atmosphere is the same.

      Magical lights resembling the stars in the night sky decorate the edges of the large white marquee close by; the canvas doors are pinned back, revealing circular tables decorated in silver and with flower centrepieces in the house colours arranged together on every table.

      The area chosen for the ceremony is at the opposite side of the grounds to where the tunnels lead and far from the main building—too far, according to the grumbling witches joining us.

      Metal folding chairs are placed in a row on a small dais beneath a willow tree, a makeshift stage for Theodora and her professors. Small gift bags rest on a table beside a trophy. Prizes? Did the professors judge the challenge based on what we achieved before the abrupt halt?

      The chatter around drops as Yvette nudges her friends, her face souring into a poisonous expression. I don’t need to look to know why. Six hemia join the other Petrescu kids and I panic when I can’t see the seventh hemia—Andrei isn’t here.

      Garrett takes Tobias’s place on stage, as he and Sofia sit either side of Theodora’s central seat with the others around—every professor and not only house heads.

      Apart from Tobias.

      I watch the stunning woman walk across the stage, as always looking like a Hollywood celebrity. Theodora wears her favourite blue suit today; the short skirt touches her knees and matching blue spiked heels add length to her slender legs. She’s every part the usual Professor Lancaster.

      What does her connection to this place mean? She helped us, but her determination to keep the academy safe could be for an entirely different reason. How did Theodora think she could keep something of this magnitude a secret? She managed to contain the presence held below the academy for years but refuses to accept the situation changed. Her faith in my magic holds and I wish I had the same unwavering belief.

      My visions are never wrong.

      I don’t know if anything will come out, but we’re definitely going in—unless I can stop the Dominion.

      “Clive is still missing,” I whisper as I crane my head to study the shifters through the dim. “Who else?”

      “Check with Ash,” Jamie whispers back.

      I pull my phone from my pocket and quickly text him. My heart slams into my chest when I read his reply: All of them. Biting my lip, I turn the phone for Jamie to read the screen.

      “Shit.”

      Theodora begins her address, soothing voice magnified by the mic on the stand in front, but she can’t fill the space around the way she does in the hall. I’m on pins, heart rate refusing to slow as I watch every movement around me. Guards stand at the corners of the seating area and one either side of the stage.

      The students aren’t in the hall. They’re safe from the fire.

      “As you know, we’re required to perform some repairs on the academy buildings, which means we need to hold our assembly and celebrations outside.” I’m close enough to see her smile. “I’m afraid the library roof beams show signs of rot. Those who frequent the library may have noticed the temporary supports.”

      Her over-explanation draws murmurs from around. “There’s nothing to celebrate,” mutters Yvette behind, loud enough for me to hear.

      “I don’t wish you to miss out on the end of term celebrations and as we’re unsure how much of the roof is affected, we’ll hold our dance outside tonight too.” Heads turn to where she gestures at the nearby marquee and more low chatter passes between students. “And although we haven’t completed the challenge, the professors and I have added up the points awarded so far to choose the winning team.”

      Katherine straightens and flicks her hair over one shoulder and Ash turns to us. Not all our team are here—Kimberly left for home early, Seamus is missing with Clive. Without Clive, two of the top performing teams will draw attention if chosen.

      Theodora turns to Professor Turlington and words pass between them. She beckons for him to join her.

      “Only three teams reached the potion creation stage. Professor Turlington tested the potions for purity and awarded points. I marked the teams based on co-operation.”

      I glance at Jamie. Our team won’t gain many points from Theodora for that.

      The potions professor clears his throat and bends over the mic stand. “I tested the potions on something small—an apple into an orange. The results were pleasing. However, only one potion completely changed the fruit and that was Team Three.”

      “What?” exclaims Katherine. “No. Ours was the best and we finished quicker.”

      I swear Ash’s face falls too. Losing to Clive is a blow.

      Theodora steps up to take over and shields her eyes to look into the crowd. “Clive? Could you collect your trophy on behalf of your team?”

      “Sure,” he calls.

      He’s here? I twist around in my seat. The latecomers sit on chairs at the very back of the rows, the three with legs outstretched and touching the chairs in front. Clive hauls himself to his feet and stomps along one of the aisles towards Theodora. As he passes, he winks at me and I shudder. I’ve noticed his gradual change in size and appearance, but never any change to his mind. The guy isn’t a thinker, but his thoughts are duller than usual.

      Clive effortlessly jumps onto the dais, ignoring the two steps leading up and stands, legs slightly apart, as he seizes the mic in one massive hand.

      “This is bullshit,” he calls.

      “Clive!” exclaims Theodora, and she attempts to take the mic.

      She manages to snatch it from him, and he steps away. “Gilgamesh will not return to the academy next term,” he yells.

      “That is your choice,” retorts Sofia, “but you don’t speak for the whole house.”

      “I don’t, but he does.” Clive points into the dim.

      Every student turns in their seats. The missing shifters are in a row at the back, close to the trees, and somebody new sits in the end seat Clive walked away from. The person in the seat rises and stands in the gap between his row and the Petrescu to his left.

      Vincent.

      I snap my head back to Ash, who grips the back of his chair, staring in shock.

      “How is he here?” I ask Jamie as I shrink back in fear. “The Confederacy are looking for him.”

      A speechless Jamie shakes his head at me.

      “Thank you, Clive,” Vincent’s voice booms louder than Theodora’s did when she used the mic. He strides along the makeshift aisle and leaps onto the stage beside a smirking Clive. “I’m here on behalf of the shifter council and—"

      “No. That’s bullshit,” shouts out Ash. “Can someone get hold of him?”

      Vincent laughs. “No, and no.” He tips his chin and looks to the three Gilgamesh kids at the back. “Introduce yourselves.”

      But that isn’t who he’s talking to. The world around erupts into instant chaos as other figures appear from the shadows, and these aren’t students—not in human form, anyway. The Walcott girls three rows back from me scream as wolves and bears launch themselves at the guards who flank the corners of our gathering. I watch in horror as they fall back, unable to fight against the surprise attack.

      Vincent tips his chin and shouts over the growling, “Everybody into the academy or we’ll pick you off one by one.”

      “I don’t think so,” Theodora yells at him and the furious lamia meets him face to face.

      “Don’t make me shift, sweetheart,” he snarls. “You won’t have much chance against a dragon.”

      Before she can react, Garrett seizes Theodora’s arm and pulls her back. “Everybody sit down!” she yells at the students out of their seats, who’re ready to follow Vincent’s instructions.

      No. They can’t.

      “Everybody move to the fucking academy,” shouts Vincent. “Gilgamesh—if you’re with me, stay here. If you’re witch and vampire-loving traitors, go with them.”

      The oversized animals circle the perimeter of the seats and stage, penning everybody in apart from one small exit between two bears. They’ve blocked off the route to the marquee, which shifters tear apart attempting to find those who ran for cover when the way was open.

      “Omigod,” I say, finally finding my voice. “They can’t go inside the academy.”

      Professor O’Reilly doesn’t move, gaping at the scene in front of him. He knew nothing. I blink as Garrett drags Theodora from the stage, closely followed by Professor Turlington. Where the hell is she going? Sofia remains, her body trembling as she lifts her arms and mumbles an incantation beneath her breath. She conjures and throws an ice lance at Vincent, who sneers as he deftly catches and tosses it back at her. Sofia screams as the ice pierces her shoulder, fingers sliding against the ice as she tries to pull the lance out of her flesh.

      Behind me, a fight breaks out between Petrescu and Gilgamesh and I look in horror at how many have transformed into animals. They chase screaming witches from their seats and funnel them through the gap between the bears. An eagle swoops down and attacks Kailey’s head, and she runs faster, gripping a friend’s hand.

      The hysteria continues as panicked students from Petrescu and Walcott shove each other out of the way, some knocked to the ground as they run from the scene, ducking and diving away from the attack. Most Petrescu escape, as their natural speed outmatches witches, but some are caught by wolves landing on their backs. My horror grows as students are dragged away into the dark.

      I’m paralysed by indecision as I remain seated, gripping the metal chair frame. Do I attack Vincent? But how? He has no mind to control.

      Sofia runs towards the fleeing students and stands with her back to them, lifting her hands to create a wall of ice. Wolves yelp as they bounce back and the bears slam against the barrier, but she can’t stop the shifted eagles with wingspans twice that of any I’ve ever seen. They fly high above the stage, and three circle Sofia’s head before bearing down on her.

      Her scream falls into silence.

      People are dying. I struggle to my feet and grab Jamie’s hand. Ash? It’s impossible to locate anybody amongst the upturned chairs and havoc. I hold my other hand over my mouth as I move through the midst of the carnage. Bodies lie on the ground at my feet and I trip over them, shoved from side to side by others making a break for freedom. Jamie attempts to block anybody from touching me, but even he struggles.

      “Where’s Ash?” I pant out, finding the strength to shove my way through.

      “We need to stop everybody from running into the building,” he calls.

      “But where can we tell them to go?” I point at where some students flee across the grounds towards the woods instead of the academy, pursued by wolves calling to each other.

      The students are sport.

      Bile rises in my throat as I’m half-pushed in the direction of the academy. “Why didn’t I see this?” I ask, eyes pricking with tears. “I only saw the massacre inside.”

      Jamie grabs my hand to pull me onwards. “You don’t see everything in the future, Maeve.”

      “But death. I could’ve stopped this,” I choke.

      “Maybe what you do tonight saves more lives,” he calls back.

      Students scurry into the main academy entrance like ants running away from feet ready to squash them. “Don’t go in there!” I call.

      “And go where?” shouts Yvette. “Stay outside and be ripped to pieces?”

      Either side of me, Petrescu kids effortlessly clamber up the sides of the building, some blending into the dark beneath eaves or climbing up to the roof. An eagle drops from above me and lands to the left of the stairs, huge wings spread two metres either side and its neck broken.

      Why didn’t I see this?

      “I can’t believe this is happening,” says a girl beside her in a stupefied voice. “I can’t believe this. I can’t bel—"

      Yvette grabs her hand, but they both stumble as a wolf pounces from the dark and knocks the two girls to the ground. A girl’s scream curdles my blood as the monstrous creature bears down on them.

      Somebody leaps from the eaves above and lands on the shifter’s back. The animal’s head snaps back with a sickening crack and Andrei drags the wolf from the girls. I fight vomiting as I stare down at the animal, neck broken and blood on his muzzle. Glazed yellow eyes stare back at me and I turn my head from the dead shifter.

      In an instant, I crouch down by Yvette, who cowers with her bloodied hands over her head. As I pull off my blazer to wrap around her, a second vampire lands beside us and squats down. Her blonde hair falls forward over Yvette and her friend.

      Katherine.

      “Don’t go inside!” I tell them all. “Please.”

      Katherine grabs Yvette under the arms. “Jade! Get down here. Help these witches.”

      Students continue to jostle as they stream around us and I clutch at some sleeves telling them to stop. Nobody listens.

      Andrei roughly pulls me to him. “Maeve.” I blink around at him and fearful eyes meet mine. “She’s here. Gabriella is here.”
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      ASH

      

      I’m no future-sighted witch, but I should’ve predicted this.

      But how? I never realised Vincent’s roots had spread this far.

      Why didn’t anybody listen to me? I understand Theodora’s distraction channelled her away from the less violent conflict between Gilgamesh and the others, but Professor O’Reilly promised he’d speak to the council. I trusted him. I’ve always trusted him. Is he complicit? The guy shouts at his students to stop what they’re doing, but he’s drowned out by the screams and animal noises. No. He’d never advocate murder outside of war. The Dominion cut short his military career; he’d never work with them.

      Who did this?

      So many fucking questions.

      I lose sight of the others, distracted by the shocking sight of Gilgamesh students shifting into animals around me. Others don’t shift but run with the witches and vamps towards the building. Not all these kids associate with Clive and the others. Sure, some are old enough to shift now, but why would they do this? What the hell happened?

      Maeve’s voice calls out close by, telling people to stay out of the academy. She’s obscured by a fight beside me, but I can see Jamie’s tall figure right beside her.

      Andrei and Tobias weren’t at the assembly. Where are they? Are they safe?

      My head throbs as a subtle change begins inside my body. I recognise the rush of a power that digs into my mind and weaves around my human soul as the horror pulls me towards an instinct to act. Clive and Remi’s bodies have taken on mid-like traits from shifting too soon; they’re lucky they managed to shift back at all.

      Was their first time the night on the moors with Vince?

      I stand with both hands on my head, unable to react to the carnage happening around me. Who do I reach out to first? I don’t know which students are injured or which are alive.

      I’m overwhelmed by the stench of fear, and the anger I’m trying to subside mounts.

      A hemia vamp—Arek—launches himself at the wolf I know is Remi and I turn away. He may not be in human form, but I don’t want to see him torn apart by a vampire. Shit. No. Do something. But when I look back, Remi and Seamus are hidden in a scrum of animals.

      I’m powerless unless I open up to myself, but I’m torn. I need to be Ash to help Maeve, because I don’t know enough about my dragon form to control what I’ll become. Only my dragon could match Vince’s, but my instinct tells me Vince won’t shift. He’s here to lead an army.

      An army created by the Dominion.

      Shifter or not, this stops. Now. Blinded by sickness and fury, I dodge my way through the battle then leap onto the dais, slamming straight into Vince as I land. This man looks and smells exactly like my brother, but he can’t be.

      “Tell them to stop!” I yell as I shove him in the chest.

      Caught off guard, he staggers momentarily before swinging a fist at my head. I duck and snatch hold, bearing down on him as his wrist bone crushes in my hand.

      Vince arches a brow. “When did you get so strong, little brother?” he says with a laugh. “Did you accept the truth at last?”

      “I’m almost of age. I can match you,” I growl back. “And I’m not your brother.”

      “You won’t match me if I shift,” he sneers.

      “You won’t shift.”

      He drags his hand from mine and his eyes glint as we stand off. “Confident, aren’t you?” Vince balls his fist and smashes into my ribs, and I fight crying out before I sprawl to the floor with pain burning my chest. “Whoops. Did I break something?”

      “Fuck you,” I say through gritted teeth.

      Vince moistens his lips and leans over me. “I’ll break more than that. Where’s the witch whore?”

      Ignoring the agony, I spring to my feet and draw back my fist. “Are you angry?” He wriggles his fingers and nods at my hand. Bewildered, I look down. Scales spread across the skin, multiplying as I stare, and energy surges along my arm, pushing my fingers into a different shape. Clawed. “Show me who you are, Ash.”

      “Touch Maeve and I’ll rip your fucking head off,” I warn. His sneer… Bone crunches as my knuckles collide with his nose, but Vince doesn’t blink.

      “Don’t stress, Ashley. I was told not to kill her.”

      “Told by who?”

      His tongue darts out and he licks blood from beneath his nose. “A friend.”

      “You mean whoever controls you.”

      We face off, each waiting for the other to make the next move, and the shifter energy spreads through my veins, reaching every cell, pushing me to take on a different form and end this creature.

      “You’re the one controlled. The establishment keep their foot on your neck and push you down as they try to keep up the witch and vampire supremacy over us,” he shouts.

      “You’re a necromancer’s creation, Vince. You’re the one under someone’s control!”

      “Everybody is under somebody’s control, Ash,” he says harshly.

      “By a witch! You hate witches!”

      Vince frowns for a moment and holds his temples. “No. Maurice on the shifter council. He wants this.”

      Vince believes he’s still alive.

      “This is the Blackwoods and Dominion,” I shout back. “Think. Remember.”

      He shakes his head as if trying to dislodge something, then in a heartbeat he catches me in a headlock. Turning me to hold my back against his chest, he whispers, “He who hesitates is lost, Ashley.” I instinctively pull at his grip, but my hands look like somebody else’s. Something else’s.  “If I told the witch I intended to kill you, would she come to me?”

      “She’s gone,” I choke out.

      “Abandoning you for the others,” he goads. “Always at the bottom of her priority list, aren’t you? They exclude you.”

      I grit my teeth and claw at his fingers. “Not true. She has something more important to do.”

      Hot breath pants in my ear. “So do I, and you’re getting in my way.” The cacophony of terror around me fades as Vince’s massive forearm tightens against my windpipe. “I can’t have another dragon to compete with.” I choke for breath as he squeezes me towards unconsciousness.

      But is he sending me to unconsciousness or death?

      As I pull against his fingers, my strength ebbs away and I’ll die with regret that I chose not to shift. Dark spots float across my vision and self-preservation kicks into gear.

      I buck against Vince, shouting out in a voice closer to a deep roar, as the dragon reaches the primal part of my brain. I’ve no choice if I want to survive. I roar and smack my head back against Vince’s, barely feeling the touch. The arm around my neck loosens and Vince’s yell half-deafens me as he stumbles back, hand to his broken nose.

      I drop to the floor on my backside, struggling to breathe through my squashed windpipe. Gold scales cover my hands, spreading beneath my sleeves and along my arm. I’m distant as I stare down at how I don’t quite have hands anymore, my fingers misshapen and nails now talons as keen as knives.

      Enough.

      The word screams through my mind as I stand to face Vincent. The dark night is brighter, everything clearer as all my senses sharpen. A rumbling above explodes into a storm, and sudden, heavy rain lashes against my face, shocking me back to reality. The deluge spins into a waterspout that rushes through the battle; some are pushed backwards by the wind and water, and others cower, unable to see or move through the driving rain.

      The water pours into my eyes until I’m momentarily blinded. My head jerks forward as two hands close around my neck, Vince pressing harder than the grip earlier. I blink away the water and stare at a creature with vacant eyes on mine, obeying commands, determined to kill me.

      Enough.

      He hasn’t shifted.

      I’m enough.

      I tear his hands away, my talons slashing through his skin to the bone. This time Vince doesn’t yell, but stumbles back, unflinching. His arms drop by his side and blood from his lacerated arms drips into the water puddling beneath our feet.

      He smiles. Mocking me again, the way he has over and over since he walked into my life.

      The dragon winds around my mind and takes over my body; I launch myself forward and knock the evil bastard to the ground. He shouts out in triumph about what he’s achieved tonight, and blood coats his face, misshapen from my attack and he spits in my face.

      “Kill me,” he rasps out. “Kill your brother, Ash.”

      “You’re not my brother!” I’ve said the words before, and this time I shout them, my voice cracking through the storm like thunder.

      I can’t see the massacre behind me anymore, but image after image from before flits in front of eyes. Students are dying. There’s no hesitation in my mind as the dragon bursts through and takes over. I claw into Vince’s flesh, and in my crazed state, I barely register the instinctive attack or hear the sound of flesh and bone ripped apart.

      The only thing that stays with me is the mocking smile that remains on his face until he takes his last, gurgling breath.

      I breathe heavily, bloodied hands placed in the puddles surrounding us as I pointlessly try to suck calm into my fired-up body. Turning my head, I stare into the maelstrom whipping around. Amelia’s tiny figure stands where Clive and Vince sat earlier, arms stretched upwards and the rain falling around her as if she’s in a bubble. The whirlwind of water reaches her and soars upwards to rejoin the heavy, black cloud. Lightning sparks, momentarily illuminating the grey, and some wolves flee with tails between their legs at the thunder crash.

      A different ache takes hold, my head pounding with the unleashed fury, heart battering against my ribs. Maeve. Nothing matters now apart from finding Maeve, and I’ll separate heads from the bodies of anyone who tries to stop me.
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      The mayhem and confusion around fades as the world retreats to a place where I can only hear my breathing and heartbeat.

      “Where’s Gabriella?” comes Jamie’s voice from beside me. “With Vincent?”

      My heart skips a beat. “Where is she, Andrei?”

      “Petrescu. Anastasia is with her. I’d stayed behind because I couldn’t face the bullshit thrown at me by the students and academy. I was in my room and I heard the yelling—I couldn’t see what was happening from Petrescu, so I left the building, I saw them walking across the grounds to Petrescu.” Andrei gestures around him. “Where the hell are all the guards? What’s happening?”

      “Vincent.”

      His face pales. “What?”

      “A fucking distraction,” says Jamie. “Every guard on campus is in the middle of the situation; everyone’s focused on stopping him and the other shifters. We knew the Dominion were connected to Vince and this is why. Vince didn’t create an army—they did. One to take down the academy while Gabriella and Anastasia waltzed in.”

      My stomach twists into a tight knot. “Vince told everybody to get into the academy building. The grounds are surrounded by shifters. We need to get into the tunnels and stop them.” I pant out. “Where’s Tobias?”

      “By the entrance.”

      I saw the fire. The screaming. “Somebody stay with the students,” I gasp out.

      The sky behind lights up and my tense body lurches with fear as a thunder crashes, momentarily drowning out the screaming. A localised storm deluges the place the students run from.

      “I think Amelia might be here,” says Jamie, and his face is lit up by a second lightning flash. “Matt too—hopefully others.”

      “I saw a massacre in the hall,” I say hoarsely, torn between running inside or to the tunnels. “In the vision.”

      Andrei seizes my shoulders and turns me to face him. “Maeve. We stop Gabriella and Anastasia finding their way behind the wall.”

      He’s right—this is how we do something. Stop the fire.

      “Where’s Ash?”

      “We lost him,” says Jamie.

      “Lost?” I croak out. “Dead, lost?”

      “No. Ash knows you’ll go to the tunnels and he’ll come to us when he can,” says Jamie.

      “If he can,” says Andrei, and Jamie looks as if he’s about to punch him for his blunt pessimism. “Hang on.” Andrei holds up a hand, palm out, and steps in front of me. Over his shoulder, I see a man’s figure walking towards us, and Tobias emerges from the dark.

      “What the fuck is happening?” he asks.

      “Vince’s shifters are killing students,” says Jamie.

      Tobias’s mouth drops open and he stares at the rainstorm. “What? How many?”

      “We don’t know,” I say. “Those who escaped are hiding in the building.”

      “I thought you were by the tunnel?” Andrei asks. “Watching.”

      Tobias’s lips press together. “I couldn’t stay there. I thought Maeve was in danger.”

      “Shit! We need to get back to the tunnels, now,” says Jamie. “Andrei says Gabriella and Anastasia entered Petrescu. I bet there’s another entrance to the tunnels.”

      Tobias glances at me and I catch his fear. “They’re on campus?”

      “Oh yeah, striding in full view towards Petrescu, apart from nobody else saw because of the fucking shifters!” snarls Andrei.

      “I told you, Vince’s army are the distraction. That’s how they can walk the grounds untouched and to their secret entrance,” says Jamie.

      “We looked and never found anything,” I protest.

      “There could still be a way in,” says Tobias. “Come on.”

      The run to the tunnel entrance feels twice the distance and I wish I had vampire speed. A woman’s figure stands beside the slabs, which are now slid away from the hole leading down, and Tobias pushes me behind him as we approach.

      She turns her head and her red hair shines in the moonlight.

      Theodora.

      “What are you doing?” asks Tobias. “You should be with your students.”

      Her hands tremble as she points at the entrance. “I didn’t think this could happen. The spark lit.”

      “What spark?” snaps Tobias.

      “We kept them down there. Even when the Blackwoods tricked us, we managed.” She points at me. “The Winterfall was supposed to maintain the seal. She needs to try again.”

      “Is anybody else down there?” Andrei demands.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Gabriella could be opening the barrier now! Why didn’t you look and stop her?” I ask.

      Theodora chokes a laugh. “Me? Alone? You’re the powerful ones.”

      “What do you mean the spark?” Theodora blinks at Tobias’s question. “Theodora?”

      “Maeve’s spell wasn’t enough!” Theodora says through gritted teeth. “Why wasn’t she enough?”

      I shrink back as Theodora steps towards me and the twisted transformation in her lamia face, shadowed by the night, scares me. “I tried,” I stammer.

      Her features settle back to normal and she smiles. “Apologies. I’m concerned. Let’s try again. Perhaps we can seal the pair inside and they can spend their last days in agony.”

      Wow.

      Theodora gestures at us to enter the tunnel and I look to Tobias.

      She’s behaving strangely.

      He nods curtly and moves towards the entrance. Jumping down, he reaches up to help me down. Andrei lands next to me on the stone floor, closely followed by Theodora and Jamie.

      “Yes, that’s the best plan,” she murmurs as she strides purposefully ahead.

      “She’s weird,” says Jamie, echoing my thoughts.

      “Theodora just witnessed her students being massacred. She might be in shock,” I suggest, wanting this to be true. But the dulled heartbeat sounds stronger in my head as my blood pulses with a rhythm to match.

      “I don’t know…” says Jamie. “We can’t trust her anymore.”

      “Which is why she’s not coming into the tunnels alone,” Tobias replies.

      “Theodora’s obsessed by keeping the academy safe. She could help us against the others,” I suggest.

      Jamie narrows his eyes.

      With Jamie’s witchlight illuminating the way, we make our way after Theodora, whose heels click and echo along the tunnel. I’m aware of the three guys surrounding me, but the missing Ash creates a hole in my heart.

      Please let him be okay.

      The end of the tunnel looks no different than when we left it—blank stone to everybody else, but the strange runic shapes show for me. I examine each one, but all are intact and shine as brightly as the day I covered the Blackwood runes with Winterfall.

      “Can you sense something?” asks Theodora, looking at us. “I think Gabriella and Anastasia might be around.”

      Andrei shakes his head. “I can’t.”

      “But there are other ways into the tunnels. If Maeve is right, they will be here.” She chews her lip. “Could you look around the tunnels while Maeve works on the runes again?”

      “How do you know?” asks Tobias sharply.

      “Why else would they go to Petrescu?” she snaps.

      “I don’t know what else I can do, Theodora,” I say gently.

      “Trace over them again. Try and remember the words you used. Can’t you sense the presence growing?” Her eyes fill with fear as she touches the wall. “We must do whatever it takes to stop this opening.”

      “We’re not leaving Maeve,” says Tobias.

      “If the pair are in the tunnels, more than one person needs to challenge them,” Theodora says.

      “I’ll stay with Maeve,” says Jamie. “Tobias can’t go alone, so you go with him Andrei. I can help strengthen Maeve’s magic.”

      “Good idea.” Theodora claps her hands together, almost her old self.

      “I don’t want to leave Maeve,” Tobias retorts.

      “Same,” retorts Andrei.

      “She’s safer with us than if Andrei fails and dies, leaving his mother and the witch to find us.”

      Tobias drags a palm down his face and looks at me.

      You choose.

      Don’t send Andrei alone.

      A muscle ticks in his jaw. “Fine. We’ll quickly check below Petrescu,” says Tobias gruffly. “Two minutes.”

      “Good, good.” Theodora’s face brightens with relief. “Maeve can use her magic while we wait.”

      I only half-hear what’s happening around me, because the presence behind the wall leaches through the stone and into my mind. The whispers I’ve heard in my dreams grow louder. The same phrase.

      She wants your blood.

      Don’t waste your blood.

      I swallow. “I think Gabriella and Anastasia are nearby.”

      Tobias seizes my face in both hands. “I’ll come back.”

      “What if—"

      “I’m strong enough to kill Gabriella, remember?” he says.

      My heart pushes against my chest. “Not on your own. Don’t try. Bring her here—that’s where she wants to be.”

      I’m not leaving you alone for long.

      I moisten my lips and nod just as Andrei seizes me in a strong embrace and kisses me hard on the mouth. “A couple of minutes. That’s all.” He looks between me and Jamie.

      I clench and unclench my fists as they head around the corner at the speed I couldn’t match and focus on finding the magic inside me. The rune directly in front glows brighter and I suck in a relieved breath. Carefully, I touch the wall, tracing the shape again with my finger until the rune outshines the Blackwood shape below.

      Jamie holds my other hand and I gratefully absorb some of his spell energy to charge my magic, pushing more into the symbol. Theodora speaks to him but I’m too entranced by my magic to hear their exchange. Jamie’s grip loosens from mine and I try to seize hold again as his fingers begin to slip away.

      “Hang on, Jamie. Not much longer. Two to go.”

      The conduit breaks and I jerk out of my trance as Jamie drops to the ground beside me, silent. I back against the wall and look around for Gabriella before crouching to touch his head when I can’t see her.

      He’s clammy, breathing shallow, and I look to Theodora. “Did I take too much from him?”

      “I don’t know. I’ll tend to him in a moment. Let us finish your task.” She holds out a hand and I take her slender fingers as she pulls me to my feet. “Look at the runes, Maeve,” she says, her voice wrapping around me like silk. “Focus on what you need to do.”

      My mind clouds for a few moments as the rune before me blurs. “I’m trying, I—"

      The wall hits my face as somebody pushes me forward and twists my arm behind my back. I yell out, shocked when I recognise the scent of lilies from the person behind.

      This isn’t an ambush by Gabriella.

      “What are you doing?” I ask Theodora, as my cheek squashes against the rock.

      “I need your blood.”

      My blood? Theodora isn’t hemia. Or is she hybrid too?

      “Let me go,” I say and attempt to pull my arms away. Her body presses against me, a steel strength in her slender figure. “Tob—” Theodora twists my head until my whole face is against the rock, muffling my attempt to cry for help

      “The Blackwoods painted in blood. That’s where we’re going wrong.” Theodora’s hot breath engulfs my ear and shock dizzies me.

      “How do you know?” I ask hoarsely.

      She roughly turns me and presses me to the wall by my chest, then drags a small black-handled knife from her jacket. I shrink back in panic. “Don’t you want to save the world, Maeve? Your blood can stop this.”

      I’d laugh at her dramatic comment, but the knifepoint beneath my chin silences me. “Tobias!” I shout.

      The word has barely left my lips when I wince at the sting from the knife blade.

      “If I need to use my blood to stop them, I will,” I say hoarsely. “Just let me go. This is insane, Theodora.”

      The woman whose eyes are centimetres from mine is nothing like the one I met on my first day at the academy. They’re filled with fervour and determination—those of someone who’s lost to everything but achieving her aim.

      “But tell Maeve how much of her blood you want, Theodora,” purrs a voice close by.
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      I slide my eyes right. Gabriella’s cajoling tones match Theodora’s and there’s a mix of surprise and amusement on her face. The last time I saw Gabriella, her face was a mask of pure evil as I attacked her, while in possession of her consort’s body. Tonight, she’s dressed as if attending a celebration, raven hair pinned from her face and stunning features accentuated by painted lips and cheeks. She wears a necklace and earrings with emeralds to match her eyes, and diamonds, both glinting in the dim.

      This is her celebration.

      Her moment.

      “I never expected you’d be the one to lure her down here tonight,” Gabriella says softly.

      Theodora’s mouth parts and the point against my neck moves. “I don’t care how much of Maeve’s blood I need. The First stays inside.”

      The First? Theodora knows what exists beneath her academy.

      Cocking her head, Gabriella walks forward and prises the knife from Theodora’s hands. “This was always futile, my dearest Theodora. The First could never be constrained permanently. Look at your students. The hemia. The animals murdering each other.”

      “Which is why the gateway stays closed!” shouts Theodora, her hand trembling.

      I dart a look around for my means of escape, but the knife is still dangerously close—and in Gabriella’s hand.

      “I think not.” With a tight smile, Gabriella looks over her shoulder. “Could you hurry, please, Anastasia?”

      She steps from around the corner and brushes a loose strand of dark hair from her face. “I had some trouble.” She smiles at me. “Dealt with.”

      Omigod.

      There’s nobody with her. No other sound.

      No.

      She isn’t strong enough for Tobias, but Andrei?

      “Can we get inside before anybody else decides to join us?” she retorts.

      “No!” screams out Theodora as Gabriella tears her from me. My legs almost buckle and I cringe as she sends Theodora crashing against a wall further down the tunnel.

      Gabriella cocks her head as she watches for Theodora’s next move and my heart sticks in my mouth when she doesn’t stir.

      Anastasia steps up to Gabriella and they both study me. Anastasia’s beauty struck me the first time I met her, something I later wondered if magic helped, but beside Gabriella she’s plain. Unlike Gabriella’s cruel amusement, Anastasia’s eyes are brimful of hatred. She knows I helped murder her brother.

      Every inch of my skin crawls as I avoid their eyes and stay focused on the knife. “How extraordinarily rude of Theodora not to ask your permission.”

      “And you will?” I cough out with a half-laugh.

      “I don’t want your blood.” Gabriella runs her tongue around her lips as she looks at my bleeding skin. “I want your life.”

      The two women crowd me against the wall and I fight the terror seizing my mind and my magic. There’s no sign of Tobias and Andrei, and Anastasia now stands over Jamie sneering at him.

      “Anastasia, wipe the Winterfall runes. They still hold—barely.” Gabriella hands her the knife. “Quick.”

      She purses her lips as she takes the knife and I shrink back as Anastasia holds up the knife and smiles. My hand goes to my neck and she laughs before lifting a hand and slitting her index finger. “Do control yourself around my blood, Gabriella.”

      Gabriella scowls at her.

      Anastasia carefully paints over the runes, obliterating the Winterfall with Blackwood and replacing the white glow with red. She straightens and sucks on her finger as she studies her handiwork. The Winterfall runes clatter to the ground, pushed away by the Blackwood magic.

      The red glow intensifies as the rune shapes change, reaching out to each other and forming a circle. The pounding heartbeat in my ears grows, and I pinch my temples as pressure grows behind my eyes.

      “I need that pendant,” says Anastasia as she holds out a hand.

      Swallowing, I dart a look behind her. Where are Andrei and Tobias? I can’t attack both women at once. “What did you do to the others?”

      “Give me the pendant,” she repeats.

      “I do hope you didn’t kill my son,” says Gabriella. “That would be unwise.”

      With an exasperated sound, Anastasia lunges at me and the weak leather snaps as she pulls the pendant from around my neck. Blood smears the stone as she takes hold, and her excitement rolls towards me as she looks to the middle rune on the wall.

      “Is that it?” asks Gabriella. “Hurry before your hybrid traitor breaks free from whatever you’ve done and kills you.”

      Anastasia blinks and traces her bleeding finger around the final stone before pressing it into the centre of the circle. The other runes spread again, lines crawling towards the centre until the whole circle grows and spread, covering the stone with the red light. I cover my eyes and look away as the intensity hurts my eyes, and when Gabriella shrieks with glee, I tentatively open them again.

      The barrier no longer exists and I’m staring into a black void. Somebody pushes me in the back, and I stumble before pushing back and refusing to move.

      “In,” snaps Gabriella.

      “No.” I’m surprised my voice doesn’t show the fear overtaking me. Are they pushing me into a hole? I can’t see anything but the void.

      With an exaggerated sigh, Anastasia crouches down and takes Jamie by the blazer collar and pulls him into a sitting position. His head lolls in unconsciousness. “Such a sweet guy. I hope nothing bad happens to him.”

      “Leave Jamie alone!” I snap and attempt to step past Gabriella towards him.

      She sidesteps to meet me face to face and arches a shaped brow, then jabs a finger into the dark. “Then walk in there.”

      Theodora groans nearby and the pair are distracted by her movement. Propping herself against the tunnel wall, Theodora peers from beneath her long hair hanging into her eyes.

      “No! You can’t take her in there!” she cries. Theodora’s figure blurs and she appears in front of us, before flying backwards as Anastasia raises her arms. “You don’t understand what will happen!”

      “Too late,” scoffs Gabriella as she walks to stand over her. “Your little witch failed.”

      As I watch in horror, Anastasia seizes my arm and I scream as she tears my shirt and draws the knife in a line across my arm. My body jolts as Anastasia appears in my mind, mocking my weakness as she takes control of my body.

      I could fight, but I’m biding my time. Saving myself for the moment where my strength can overcome Anastasia, the first time she shows weakness. Jamie’s figure remains on the ground and I thank the stars they haven’t hurt him.

      They won’t if I walk away with the pair.

      As Theodora’s guttural scream reverberates, I don’t look round to see what Gabriella is doing. Anastasia grips my body and forces me forward.
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      I continue to fight Anastasia's magic, but I’m engulfed; each time I resist, a sharp pain screams through my mind.

      My feet touch solid stone and I almost collapse with relief. A cavern, not a hole.

      Underneath my terror, I’m angry. Theodora gave Anastasia the opportunity she needed, by tricking me. We could've faced her and Gabriella together and defeated them to keep the stone barrier closed. Why would she do something so stupid?

      Two hearts thud in my ears—mine and whatever lies in wait—and I can no longer hear anybody’s voice. Through the black, I picture Tobias’s and Andrei’s faces and sickness grows.

      What happened to them?

      I stumble as I walk forward in the dark, as drawn to the cavern’s centre as much as I'm forced to walk there. I swallow down the rising bile as I drag another foot forward, shoes sliding along the ground as I resist. Blood from my arm drips and hits the stone below my feet, and a sudden glow appears.

      Behind me, Anastasia exclaims in excitement and I'm forced to stop. A partial rune shines up from the cavern floor.

      Blackwood.

      "No. Not good," snaps Gabriella. "She’s still bleeding, and her magic will neutralise the next runes, you idiot. She'll close the gateway, not open it."

      I gasp out as Gabriella seizes my arm and curls her hand around my wound, pulling me away from the rune as she does. "And light the cavern. Maeve can't see where she's walking," she continues.

      Anastasia lifts a hand, clicks her fingers and illuminates the surroundings in a flash like Amelia’s lightning above the academy. The cavern ceiling is as low as the tunnels but the area wider, almost the whole size of Petrescu’s ground floor. A damp, mustiness pervades the silent space.

      My eyes dart from place to place, searching the roughly hewn stone walls for more signs of magic, but see nothing. The stone ground beneath my feet matches the tunnels too—apart from the centre. My lungs constrict as I stare at the large pit surrounded by crumbled rocks dominating the cavern. I attempt to stop walking as the heartbeat thumps louder, calling to me.

      "Do you know how long I've waited to step inside here and reclaim what is ours?" Gabriella’s green eyes glitter in triumph as she looks at me and the worst part is I could be looking into Andrei's. Dropping her gaze to my hand, she moistens her lips at my blood now coating her porcelain skin.

      Witch blood; tempting her.

      My arm shakes and the trembling spreads through my body. "What is this place?" I choke out.

      "A prison. She’s trapped, but after tonight she’ll be free,” Gabriella replies.

      “What’s trapped?” I croak out as Anastasia circles the cavern centre, speaking an incantation beneath her breath. Runes appear on the floor behind her as she steps around, lighting up one by one as they did in the tunnel.

      “Our First,” says Gabriella, watching Anastasia run her bloodied finger over the runes. “The one whose blood is the source of every vampire in existence. The humans slaughtered our kind and those who survived removed the one thing that would allow us dominion over their world—her blood in its purest form could create invincible vampires who could reclaim the world from humans. Confederacy members decided she’s too big a risk and sealed her away, using the witch magic that vampires couldn’t break.” She smiles. “Until now. Thank you, Maeve.”

      “Why do you need me here?" I rasp out. "You’ve broken the wards." Anastasia drops her mental grip on my body, and I sink to the ground, knees hitting the rock and jarring pain through my body.

      “We don’t need you anymore,” says Gabriella. “Well, I don’t but the First would benefit from a good meal.” She chuckles. “And Anastasia will benefit from your death.”

      I squeeze back the tears building. I will die here. 

      “Why the Blackwood magic?” I ask as a faint rumble runs through the cavern. “I don’t understand.”

      Anastasia snorts. “We haven’t always been exiled and once held powerful positions in the Confederacy. Our magic was a second layer, like two keys to separate locks—extra security since both families need to unlock their magic to gain access again. Unfortunately, the Blackwoods and Confederacy stopped seeing eye to eye and we went our separate ways.”

      “The Blackwoods prefer our way of thinking. We would like the wards unlocked and our First freed, and in return the Blackwoods regain their place in power once the Dominion rule,” says Gabriella. “But we had a small problem—the Blackwoods could work on breaking their magical lock, but the Winterfalls most certainly didn’t share the Dominion’s world view, so killing the family was our solution.”

      “Why?”

      "As long as a Winterfall lives, their magic exists and the seal holds. We tried to eradicate the Winterfalls to end their magic, because they would never have joined us, Maeve," says Anastasia as she walks around. I look up at her through my hair. “Instead, we only managed to weaken the ward because a Winterfall still exists.”

      “For now,” adds Gabriella.

      The dizziness grows as I try to take in her words, and I place my fingers on the cool rock. The blood seeps from my arms as I fight to stay conscious. A Winterfall exists for now. I squeeze back the tears building. I will die here.

      I pull in a ragged breath. Not without a fight. I’m here to stop this and I don’t believe Tobias is lost to me yet. “Don’t the Confederacy know your plans?”

      “A select few, most of whom are dead now.” Gabriella waves a dismissive hand.

      "Through our Confederacy contacts, we heard the Winterfall seal still held, even after Tobias Whitlock killed the family,” says Anastasia as she crouches down.

      Gabriella’s voice hardens. “Winterfall magic still existed in the world and interfered with our plans, as did Theodora when she brought you here to reinforce the weakening seal. Rather frustrating that Theodora interfered, but she failed. The woman lost her mind.”

      “We’ve spent years looking for the Winterfall witch," Anastasia adds. “A witch with a potency to match mine can’t live!”

      "Yes, and not killing the girl the time you captured her is your biggest, stupidest mistake," interrupts Gabriella in a low voice.

      "Maeve is our bargaining tool, Gabriella," says Anastasia as she stands. "She still is."

      "What the hell do you mean?" she snaps back.

      "Maeve stays with us. You don’t kill her tonight. And if you double-cross me or my family, I will ensure my followers will capture your First, bring Maeve here and seal your gateway again. Nobody will have access."

      "Imprison her?” Gabriella barks a laugh. "Look how that worked out for you last time. Maeve has powerful allies. She needs to die. No more Winterfall to interfere."

      "Oh, yes? And, where are these allies?" asks Anastasia with an arched brow. "Ah. That's right. Fighting the army I also helped you build—the shifter army who’ll kill them. They’re under a necromancer’s control, not the Dominion’s. Necromancers who could control the First."

      "Necromancers are part of the Dominion," Gabriella retorts.

      I cough a laugh into the stone floor which they don't hear. Neither side will trust the other and with good reason. Whatever this First is contains power that those who control it have, and I can't see anybody sharing. They'll destroy each other.

      But the First will be loose.

      Can't anybody stop this?

      As their argument continues, I reach in front of me and drag myself along the ground. How far would I get? Escape may be pointless, but if the world is lucky, the pair will kill each other here and now.

      A low sound rumbles below my hands and the stone inside the circle created by Anastasia’s runes cracks as large fissures appear between the symbols.

      As long as a Winterfall lives.

      Maeve is our insurance.

      I sprawl forward, unable to move further as somebody takes control of me again. "While we looked for the Winterfall, we worked on unlocking the Blackwood seal but couldn’t gain entry into the academy. So, we ensured our magic found a way in," Anastasia says as she crouches down. "The curious students who found the pendant and grimoire—and there were others through the years—absorbed our magic. Blackwood energy grew inside the academy and its presence loosened the seal as we planned, but without anybody knowing. Unfortunately, those using Blackwood magic were always found and dealt with which slowed us down."

      I swallow. Like Matt. Is this why Theodora sent him to Ravenhold for a minor crime?

      Omigod. "Did the Confederacy kill April?" I whisper in horror. "She never had the grimoire or pendant."

      "Do you think your Confederacy are benevolent, Maeve?" Gabriella sneers. "Don't you understand? They'll also kill to protect themselves and they don't only kill their enemies."

      "Poor Maeve; so trusting.” Anastasia chuckles. “April came across our runes. Often the smart ones make the stupidest mistakes; they're drawn to the forbidden and we ensure they find their way. Through her father, April had access to other books and artefacts that the Confederacy historians keep hidden. Fortuitous for us, but not so lucky for her once she found the runes."

      “Perhaps not a Confederacy murder, though.” Gabriella pushes her tongue against her teeth. “Others live in this tunnel, Maeve, hidden in the walls. Vampires who once guarded but who now wait for the First."

      My eyes widen. The walls? The ‘men’ in the asylum notes? “I saw one. In a vision. And another man,” I stammer out. “He killed April.”

      Gabriella purses her lips and looks at Anastasia. “One of yours?”

      “Not a man.” I squeeze away the gory images from my vision.

      “They’re coming out,” retorts Anastasia. “She’s woken them, as we’ve woken her.”

      Like the First has woken Petrescu hemia.

      The shaking in my body intensifies as I look around, expecting creatures to emerge from the walls at any moment, and my head pounds to match the heartbeat booming deep below the cavern.

      “How can you hope to control something like that?” I ask in panic. “If she’s stronger than you?”

      “The First will be weaker initially. She’s barely fed for years,” says Gabriella with a smug smile. “We’re working on finding necromancers capable of controlling a vampire’s mind, so we can persuade her to help us.”

      Anastasia steps back from the crumbling edge. “Our necromancers that we created, Gabriella.”

      Gabriella’s eyes darken. “I’m sick of your attitude to me, Anastasia, when I’ve offered you more power than you could seize alone,” she snaps. “Who do you think you are? Your little army are nothing against me.”

      I choke out a scream as Gabriella blurs across the room and pulls me to my feet by the neck. “Stop boring Maeve with our stories.”  She holds me close to the new hole in the cavern centre where stone continues to crumble into the black. “I’d like a little more blood to strengthen the First so she can join us, please, Maeve,” she whispers in my ear. “Or should I just push you in?”

      I desperately claw at her hands as she spins me around, holding me around the neck. Anastasia doesn’t move, and with an exasperated noise, Gabriella grabs my hand and drags her teeth across my palm.

      I cry out at the sharp pain.

      “Stop whining; you’re lucky I haven’t opened an artery,” she sneers in my ear and I stumble as she propels me forward.

      I’m going to die.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      MAEVE

      

      My vision passes in front of my eyes, only this time everything I see is real.

      I'm on the edge of the pit that never existed until minutes ago, bleeding, the heartbeat as loud as if I had my head pressed to somebody's chest.

      Everybody told me I was strong.

      That Winterfall magic could take down a Blackwood.

      But they were wrong.

      I teeter on the edge and another stone crumples beneath my feet, falling into the silent dark. I shout out as Gabriella pulls my arm over the space. “Anastasia thinks she can take you from me?” I shudder at her sickly sweet breath by my ear as she whispers, “I’ll bleed you slowly to tempt her out. No point throwing you down yet.”

      Blood drips from my hand and arm into the open pit and a few seconds later, something crackles. How deep is this? I stare down and a tiny blue light sparks deep in the darkness. My mouth fills with the taste of blood and my heart beats in rhythm with the one below me.

      “I’m warning you, if you kill Maeve our alliance is done,” snarls Anastasia.

      “Cross me and I’ll ensure you’re eradicated!” warns Gabriella.

      “You need us. The Dominion needs Blackwood magic.”

      "I see that nothing changes between you." Tobias's voice echoes into the space and as Gabriella startles and releases me, I drop to my knees, knocking a stone into the hole, almost crying with relief.

      "How the fuck did you get out?" half-shrieks Gabriella. “Did your spell fail, Anastasia?”

      I roll onto my back away from the edge and, upside down in my vision, I see Tobias and a second person standing behind him.

      Andrei.

      Both are unscathed, appearing the same as when they walked away. What happened?

      Stay strong. You’ll survive. Tobias doesn’t look at me, but his words are clear. Stay still. Wait for the right moment.

      Andrei remains behind Tobias, close to the entrance, and doesn’t shift an inch as Gabriella leaves me to walk over to him. “Hello, Andrei, my sweet.” He stares ahead, ignoring her, and she mock pouts. “Don’t disrespect your mother or she’ll be forced to punish you.”

      My heart rends for him, because the only way he'll survive this, if we don’t win, is to walk away with Gabriella. He'd be a prisoner too, because if she doesn’t kill Andrei, I can't believe she could ever corrupt him.

      She chuckles and steps to look at Tobias instead. They stand face to face but neither speak. “You do know that you’ll all die here?” she sneers.

      "But you seem to have a problem, Gabriella," says Tobias evenly. "The Blackwoods and Dominion can't seem to agree on tonight’s course of action."

      "We agree that the First is released tonight," snaps Gabriella.

      "And then?" he asks.

      "Then the world falls," she sneers.

      "Then hurry!" calls Anastasia.

      I'm involuntarily hauled to my feet by her. “Let me go!” I yell and push back against her mental control, fingertips against my temples. Tobias rushes towards her and she lifts a hand; he halts as if hitting a wall.

      Her control invades my head like the night by the farmhouse, and I mentally fight as stones crumble away under my feet, managing to step back a little.

      Anastasia said she doesn’t want to kill me.

      Beneath me, the tiny spark grows to blue flames that move higher.

      "Should I make her step over the edge?" calls Anastasia from across the cavern.

      “You don’t want to kill me,” I say weakly.

      “Try me.”

      "Let her mind go," Tobias yells.

      "And what? She’s strong with you. Maeve comes with me, or Gabriella kills her. Which is it Tobias?"

      Black spots dance in front of my eyes and I rub them. I need to push away this fear and step up. Anastasia's break on me drops as Tobias's mental assault sends her screaming to the floor and further across the cavern.

      I stagger and look around to see blood trickling from her nose and eyes.

      "I can't see," she calls out.

      “Oh, stop wasting time!” says Gabriella. “You’re useless!”

      Where she stands with Andrei, I'm unable to tell from her mask-like face if she's amused or worried. Frozen by shock and indecision I look to Tobias who’s focused on mentally holding Anastasia to the floor.

      Gabriella purses her lips. “This will be over soon. You have one last chance to join me, Andrei, or I'll destroy you like the others."

      “Go to hell,” he says through clenched teeth.

      I wrap a hand around my bleeding arm and take another step from the pit edge, heart pounding. I can take Gabriella. Help Andrei.

      Don't attack her, Maeve. Wait,” says Tobias in my mind.

      I teeter at the edge of darkness as the blood loss and shock pull me towards unconsciousness. In my mind, I'm at the Blackwood house, oppressed and frightened. Nikolai's face flashes across my vision. Anastasia wouldn't protect me. I'd be a prisoner for life.

      Gabriella wants me dead.

      Which would be the greatest torture?

      "I'd leave with her now, but I agree with Gabriella on one thing—you all die,” Anastasia says, wiping blood from her eyes.

      I take a shuddery breath and look between the blue flames growing deep in the pit and to Anastasia, held in place by Tobias's mind. She's fighting back, now standing, and he's weakening. I sense his energy dropping away as she manages to step towards him.

      He needs to deal with Gabriella before she harms or takes Andrei.

      I need to take over from him. Now.

      "Anastasia," I say, struggling to find my voice.

      She turns her head to look at me, making what I hope is the mistake of her life.

      Emotions always fuelled my ability to control minds, and the fear for myself and all our lives magnifies my magic at exactly the time I need. I have seconds before she decides to look away and I project every ounce of energy I have to capture her mind.

      I take Anastasia by surprise at first as I force her to step back. Anastasia rights herself and I take a deep breath before my magic pulses forward again. The spell hits a barrier, but I'm far enough into her mind to detect and block her from conjuring a temporal spell.

      "No, you don't," I rasp out. "I killed your brother and I'll kill you."

      Her surprise at my words allows me one last push at Anastasia’s mental wall and I knock through before she can gather her energy.

      "Winterfalls don't kill," she retorts and then gasps as I slam magic against her head and inflict the pain she deserves.

      "A Winterfall edged with Blackwood magic does," I say.

      "And that’s why you need to come with me and learn."

      Anastasia attempts to move, and the dark Blackwood magic whispers that I could force Anastasia to step over the edge into the maw, but Tobias's voice warns me not to.

      Widening my eyes at Anastasia, I push harder so she backs up against the cavern wall instead, and she shouts out to me when she can't retaliate. I breathe heavily as I concentrate on holding her to the wall as if she’s attaching magnetically.

      I could kill her.

      I close my eyes and focus so that when I open them again, I'm seeing through Anastasia’s. I can't pick up any thoughts, only Anastasia’s fury that I'm managing to hold her steady. She throws back mentally whispered threats that when she takes me, I'll suffer.

      But this woman won't take me. Nobody will hurt me—or any of my guys.

      I see myself nearby, kneeling on the floor, blood streaking the stone around, and fixated on the person whose mind I occupy. Again the temptation to send Anastasia into the pit grows.

      Andrei launches himself at a distracted Gabriella and I share her shock as she's sent flying halfway across the cavern before landing on the cavern floor. He crosses, appearing above her, breathing heavily as he looks down, hair obscuring his face.

      "You've fucked up my life!" he shouts.

      Before I can blink, Gabriella’s on her feet, and the pair are at the opposite end of the cavern, Andrei held above her, against the wall by his neck.

      "As long as you live, you'll never escape the Petrescu name, Andrei."

      "Not if you die!" he shouts.

      Tobias advances towards her. “Let him go.”

      As she looks around, Gabriella screeches and drops Andrei to the floor, doubling over and sucking in a breath before dropping to her knees. She looks up at Tobias, teeth clenched against the painful attack, then hauls herself to her feet. "Is that what you think, Tobias? That you can control me? Kill me? Which fool told you that?"

      “If only you knew everything about me,” he says in a low voice.

      She sneers at him. "The First can give me a greater power, but do you think I’m weak now? Would I walk this world and hold dominion over others if I’m someone who'd die in fire?" Tobias moves forward. “Step back.” He keeps advancing, slowly, deliberately, and she seizes Andrei again and throws him with enough force that his head cracks the wall. “I said step back, or I’ll kill him!”

      I waver in my control over Anastasia as Andrei crumples to the ground and his mother appears beside him. Tobias rushes forward and she springs out of the way. "Fire won’t kill me and neither will you," she mocks. "And you?" She kicks the prone Andrei. "My blood-born son who had such promise. Such power at his fingertips, who refuses to listen to the part of me pulsing through him."

      With each assault against Andrei, my hold on Anastasia weakens as I instinctively want to drop her and attack Gabriella instead.

      As Tobias lunges again, Gabriella holds out a hand and he staggers as if she punched him in the head.  “Let Anastasia go, little witch,” she says as her lips and mouth pull back, and her face takes on a frightening, inhuman shape, cheeks sinking and nose flattening.

      “No. Let Andrei go.” The words are from Anastasia’s mouth but they’re mine.

      “You want him gone?” she asks. “Done.”

      I scream out as Gabriella takes hold of Andrei and rips into his throat, and my mind’s tie to Anastasia’s loosens to a thread. Tobias seizes Gabriella by the hair and yanks her head back. She laughs up at him as blood spills from her mouth and drops Andrei to the floor.

      "No!" I scream out, but from my mouth not Anastasia’s, as Andrei lies with his hand at his neck, not moving. Anastasia breaks free of my mind control and I'm slammed onto the cavern floor. My head cracks against the stone and I struggle to move, twisting my head to look at them.

      Tobias stands, fingers dug into his hair as he looks between me and Andrei, and I choke out a sob as he’s thrown backwards by magic, landing at the edge of the pit.

      Jamie, I need you. Please be okay. I close my eyes and reach out to him, attempting to project myself to the image I have of him lying in the tunnel nearby. Jamie.

      Tears build as I look at the two prone guys, and a sneering Gabriella approaches Tobias. He scrambles onto his hands and knees and as she reaches out to push him, he seizes her legs before standing.

      "Maeve, run," he croaks out as he pushes Gabriella's legs from under her.

      Gabriella’s on the floor at the edge of the pit for moments only before she’s on her feet. Tobias moves towards her again, but she slams a hand into his chest. "I should rip your heart out," she snarls. “Or maybe hers.”

      With a guttural noise, Tobias takes hold of Gabriella around the neck before backing her closer to the pit. “Or maybe yours. You can’t die? I can maim you.”

      She gasps and drags her nails across his hands, leaving bloodied slash marks along them. I don't believe that nobody can kill Gabriella—if she moves into that pit, she'd never come out.

      Or would she emerge stronger?

      Anastasia’s face, blurred through my tears, appears above mine. “Come with me, Maeve," she cajoles. "That way, you'll survive. You heard what Gabriella will do to you."

      “I’ll kill you!” I scream and kick out at her. “I’ll kill you both!”

      The words project from my mouth and Gabriella looks over her shoulder at me and my chest constricts because she has Tobias on the ground again. "If you kill Anastasia and run, I'll catch you once I’m done with him, little witch."

      The flames that grew when my blood spilled now lick the edges of the pit and I'm too shocked to shout out as they reach the edge close to Gabriella and Tobias. The rumbling joins the growing flames and I shrink back.

      "What the fuck?" yells Gabriella, holding Tobias to the ground. "Why is there a fire this high?” she shouts. “Why is Maeve’s blood doing this?”

      “Maybe we made a mistake by using Maeve’s blood on the pit,” says Anastasia lightly. “Her blood could cause problems, perhaps trigger some unwanted magic, and the First might remain trapped.”

      Gabriella screams in fury. “Did you know?”

      Anastasia arches a brow. “Do you think we’d give you more power, Gabriella?”

      She wants your blood. A memory of the words echo, and I retreat into a new numb place. Did Theodora know too and wanted my blood to trigger something to seal the pit? She didn’t care about the academy anymore—keeping the First out of the world meant taking lives. Was April the first to die, or have others?

      Tobias snatches a chance to attack Gabriella, but her furious scream pierces the air as she backhands him with enough strength to send him to the ground again. “Did you hope to trap me here, Anastasia? Take my crown? You must have a death wish.” Gabriella sneers.

      Gabriella advances on Anastasia and I scramble backwards as she approaches, and my stomach turns over as Andrei’s blood covers her mocking face. “There's a very specific way to destroy me and none of you can—including you, Winterfall witch. Not that you’ll get the chance.”

      As she reaches out to me, Tobias’s figure blurs with hers and they crash to the cavern floor.  “No!” he yells.

      My back drags along the floor as Anastasia tugs me towards her. “We leave. Now.” Pulling a small knife from her pocket, she holds the blade over her palm; I know exactly what she plans to do. I squeeze my bleeding hand into a fist as the heartbeat grows.

      A noise unlike anything I’ve heard fills the cavern and I look to the pit, terrified that whatever roars that loudly could emerge at any moment. I see Tobias leaning over Gabriella, breath laboured and blood streaking his hands and face; she grips her head against his mental assault and battles his fading energy.

      There’s nothing else near them, no First emerging, but the flames threaten to spill into the cavern and the rumbling intensifies.

      Anastasia’s knife clatters to the ground and she screams as she’s torn away from me and shoved against the wall by a large figure.

      “Get the fuck off Maeve!”

      Ash.

      He's shirtless, covered in blood, and golden scales shine in patches across his back. He’s taller and broader than when I saw him outside, and the hands holding Anastasia are paw-like with talons half as long as her knife. When he turns his head to check on me, I see golden scales on his cheeks that match those on his hands. The partial shift and reptilian change in Ash's eyes isn't what frightens me, but his aura. He’s filled with uncontrolled hatred and grief.

      "Are you the one who killed my brother and created a monster?” he asks in a rasping voice.

      She sneers up at him, but I sense her fear.  “Oh, perfect," she rasps out. "Another shifter for my necromancer friends."

      "Did you?" screams Ash.

      "Yes," she spits.

      The same roar fills the cavern, coming from Ash as he pulls his arm back before striking. The moment his talons rip into her chest, I turn my head to the cavern entrance and hold my hands over my ears, unable to hear or see more horror tonight.

      I blink and Jamie comes into focus, standing by the entrance. He crosses to me in seconds, and I want to laugh and cry at the same time as I grab his hand. He heard me?

      “How?” shouts out Gabriella. “Theodora slammed you with enough mental magic to knock you out for days.”

      "Bonded witches are hard to take down—just ask the two taking down your shifter army right now."

      "What?" she shrieks.

      "Maeve, look at me." Jamie takes my face in both hands and forces me to look into his eyes. "We need to leave."

      "I can't," I choke out. "Not without Andrei. Tobias."

      "Ash!" calls Jamie without looking around. "Bring Andrei here."

      I place my palms on the shaking ground and the edge of the pit crumbles close to where Tobias and Gabriella struggle.

      I have her. Go.

      Oh God, no. No, Tobias.

      I can barely look at Andrei as Ash drops him beside me like a rag doll. He’s pale and his neck and shirt are covered in blood seeping onto the cavern floor. How much blood can vampires lose and survive? Ash lifts Andrei’s hand and slashes his palm with his bloodied claws, and then his own.

      Shaking, I watch as Jamie huddles forward on the ground, blocking himself from view. He sits back and drags my bleeding hand towards a circle of blood-painted runes on the ground. "Blackwood spell,” he whispers. “We're leaving. Now.”

      "No. Help Tobias first," I breathe out.

      Rocks above us rain down as the cave begins to collapse into itself. “Don’t you dare take her!” screeches Gabriella as she struggles from Tobias’s grasp. Dust from crumbling stone creates a cloud between us, and Tobias and Gabriella. He kneels on her chest, hands around her neck. She flails her arms in furious desperation, weakening as he consumes her energy.

      Gabriella underestimated Tobias’s hybrid strength.

      "Tobias!"

      I call his name in desperation, but his fate doesn’t depend on what anybody says or does right now—the Winterfall curse holds Tobias in the moment. I gasp out sobs as Jamie places my shaking hand in the centre of the circle, Ash and him pressing mine and Andrei's hard against the shifting floor.

      “Don’t leave Tobias,” I scream at Jamie, but he dips his head.

      A fissure opens, spreading towards us from the maw, and I meet Tobias’s eyes through the cloud of dust.

      He nods at me. I love you. Stay safe. Be happy.

      Tobias and the cavern blurs behind my tears and from the oncoming spell. Falling rock bounces off my back and the fissure splits the cavern floor into two, moving closer to us.

      Too late. We’ll all die.

      But the Winterfall magic will no longer exist, and the pit will be sealed.
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      MAEVE

      

      “Maeve.”

      My eyelids flicker open and closed at my name, but I don’t want to wake up yet.

      Too tired.

      “Maeve!” The worried voice becomes more urgent, and cool hands touch my face.

      “How is she?” asks another.

      Suddenly aware I’m not in my bed but lying on cold ground, I open my eyes. Jamie kneels beside me, blood smeared on his face, breathing heavily. We’re somewhere dark. Outside. My head whooshes as I attempt to sit.

      Jamie’s shoulders slump in relief. “How badly are you hurt? Can you move?”

      “What?” But at his words, my skin stings and I lower my eyes to my bloodied arms.

      I’m knocked back to the ground as the last few hours scream through my head like the worst kind of horror movie, with the hardest hit from the last image.

      Tobias.

      As Jamie kisses my face and puts a hand on my knee, I look around. Close by, Ash leans over another figure on the ground. Andrei.

      The pain from the fight is nothing compared to the agony that rips through my heart when I see who’s missing. No. I curl up in a ball as the disorientation from Jamie's spell leaves, replaced by something worse.

      Tobias isn't with us.

      Gasping, I roll over in the damp grass and stare upwards at the breaking dawn. "Is he dead?" I say to Jamie whose now hand clasps mine. "Is Andrei dead?"

      "No. He's bad, though." Panicking, I push myself up and look to where Ash sits back on his haunches. He’s almost back to normal, with only a few scales on his hands and back, but his strange yellow eyes shine at me. The Ash who once terrified me, the one who I pleaded with him not to become, is the one who saved me.

      The shifter who killed.

      "How bad?" I crawl towards him. Andrei's normally pale skin is paper thin and his lips blue. Veins stand out across his face and he's barely breathing. "What do we do?"

      "I've stemmed the bleeding," he says. "And—"

      I shove him out of the way and run my hands through my hair as I stare down at Andrei. His energy has faded; Andrei feels like Nikolai shortly before he died.

      "Andrei." I touch his chest and the blood-soaked T-shirt is damp against my hand. "Vampires heal, right? I once saw To—" My voice cracks. "I saw Tobias pull a bullet from his arm the night the hunters attacked us."

      "That was just a bullet, Maeve," says Jamie softly. “Andrei’s badly hurt. He won’t heal as quickly.”

      “But he’ll be okay?” I urge. Their silence sickens me as much as Andrei’s blood on my hands. "No! I can't lose them both," I shout. "Andrei won't die!"

      Ash glances upwards and wipes a palm down his face. “No. He won’t die, but he’s vulnerable until he heals. We need to take him into the house."

      House.

      Where are we?

      I turn to where Ash looks. Tall metal poles glint in the dark and when I squint, I spot wooden platforms too. Scaffolding.

      "The Winterfall house?" I ask. "Why bring us here?"

      "Because the place is still warded against unwanted guests," Jamie says hoarsely. "I know people will look for us, but we're safe here."

      Safe. When are we ever safe?

      I'm unaware I'm crying until Ash kneels and wipes his thumbs across my cheeks. The scales on his hands have disappeared but, like me, he's covered in blood. "Everything will be okay, Maeve. We’re here. Together.”

      But not all of us.

      I choke out more sobs and Ash engulfs me in his arms. He holds me to his bare chest for a minute before whispering something to Jamie. He moves and Jamie's arms surround me instead.

      No. I don't have time for weakness.

      "Help Andrei," I say, voice muffled against Jamie’s shirt.

      “First we find somewhere safe Andrei can stay once day breaks.”

      Jamie helps me to stand and the ground lurches, so I cling to him. Ash carries Andrei’s limp figure from the lawn towards the house and he’s halfway to the door before we unsteadily follow.

      "Where’s Tobias?" I whisper to Jamie, hardly wanting to ask.

      “I don’t know.”

      Jamie wraps an arm around my waist to support me as I stagger, weakened by shock, the way he did the day Tobias told me the truth about my family. On that day, I hated Tobias and never wanted to see him again.

      But now, all I want is to see Tobias’s face.

      To see him alive.
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        * * *

      

      Jamie makes a comment about the house now having doors to lock out nosey witches, but nobody responds. Still mid-renovation, there’s no power to the front of the house and only a little moonlight shines through the entrance into the hallways. With witchlight, we scout around the lower floor looking for a room with a door, carefully avoiding the areas with ceilings propped up and staying away from the room the murders took place.

      I spot a door and almost trip over paint tins stacked in a corner beside decorating tools as I rush towards it. The room is small, with takeaway coffee cups and fast food wrappers left behind on a paint-stained coffee table. There’s a beaten-up dark fabric sofa where Ash sets Andrei down. Andrei’s arm falls to dangle over the edge and I stand with my hand over my mouth as I watch Jamie sit beside him. Andrei doesn't flinch when he touches the wound.

      "Andrei isn’t bleeding anymore, but he isn't healing as quickly as he should." Jamie chews on a thumbnail.

      "Because of the blood loss?" I ask. "Can we get Andrei to a hospital? Alaric took you after a vampire attack."

      "Maybe," says Jamie, and he looks at Ash, who shrugs. "But we're too far from one that would have supernatural doctors—they're only in bigger city hospitals. That’s too far."

      "You'd let him die?" I gasp.

      "No. That isn't what I said, Maeve. We’d never find our way to one and get out before dawn."

      Moonlight shines through a small window. Dawn. "There's no curtain. Cover the window before the sun rises. There were sheets beside the paint tins.”

      Jamie stands to leave and I immediately take his spot. I whisper Andrei’s name and brush my lips against his as I stroke his forehead. He’s clammy and his lips cool, but every breath Andrei takes is one further away from death. My hope soars as he mumbles something, but I can't catch the words.

      “What if I gave him some of my blood, Ash?” I ask.

      He looks at me as if I punched him in the face. “Do what? I don’t know much, but I do know offering witch blood to a badly injured vamp isn’t smart. No.”

      “Andrei can control himself.” I take his hand and stroke the back. Doesn’t Ash understand? I can’t lose Andrei too.

      “How do you know?” Ash’s mouth falls open. “Maeve! How many times has he taken your blood?”

      “Once and I’m fine. He didn’t attack me.”

      “Fuck.” Ash swipes a hand across the top of his head. “Maeve. He’s injured. Andrei’s instinct might take over.”

      “You’re here.”

      His mouth drops open again. “I can’t watch Andrei taking your blood! I don’t know how I’d react,” says Ash. “The dragon is close to the surface still.”

      I meet his eyes. “You shifted.”

      “Partially. I fought against changing, but Vincent…" He trails off. “What he did. The things I saw.”

      Andrei isn’t the only one I need to worry about. I hold out my other hand and Ash takes hold before sitting beside me, the three of us cramped onto the sofa. If I try hard, I can block the carnage at the academy from my mind the way I would after a nightmare.

      But that wasn’t a nightmare.

      How many died?

      I rub my thumb against a solitary gold scale on the back of his hand. “Are you hurt?”

      “A bit. I healed, I think.” He touches his chest and looks down. “Vince broke my ribs. I should be in pain.”

      My mouth dries at the name. “Did you kill Vincent?” He nods. “The storm. Amelia?”

      “Yeah, and Matt. They saved lives.”

      “What else happened?”

      Ash presses his lips together and closes his eyes and I back off my questioning and wrap my arms around him instead. The door opens and Jamie walks in with a large sheet bunched in his arms and a hammer in one hand.

      “I found nails. Will that hold the sheet?” Ash side-glances me and Jamie frowns. “What’s happening? Is Andrei worse?”

      Unsure what to say to the guy who’d loudly disapprove if I told him my plan, I shake my head and stroke Andrei’s brow before softly kissing him again.

      Andrei mumbles again and his hand moves upwards and his fingers weakly curl around the back of my neck. I kiss him again, softly, touching his ashen face.

      “Maeve wants to give Andrei her blood,” says Ash quietly.

      “No!”

      I tense at the response I expected. “You said he’s lost a lot of blood." I swallow and look to Ash, now standing with his hands dug into his hair, eyes wide, freaked out.

      "You lost blood too, Maeve!" Jamie retorts.

      "Not as much."

      “I told her, I’m not fully in control,” Ash says looking straight at me. “I can’t predict how the dragon would react to a vampire attacking Maeve.”

      “Not an attack,” I retort.

      “Maeve, please be sensible,” says Jamie, standing in front of me.

      “Don’t you dare make a comment about how uncontrolled Andrei is, because I know he isn’t,” I blurt.

      Jamie’s face pales. “What?”

      “Yeah,” says Ash. “They did.”

      Tensing, I wait for Jamie’s outburst, sensing his mingled disapproval and confusion. Instead, he stares at his palm and rubs the wound with his fingers. Andrei’s laboured breathing fills the silence.

      Jamie lifts his eyes to meet mine. “We’re alive. We all need to rest before we find the others and that includes you, Maeve. Andrei isn’t dying.”

      I swallow. “He’s weak.”

      “Andrei isn’t the only one who needs your strength, Maeve,” he whispers. “You need to rest. We might need everything you’ve got if we’re followed.”

      “Followed? Ash killed Anastasia, and Gabriella is—” I shake my head to dislodge the final image of her with Tobias inside the cavern; the one before Jamie’s spell tore me from the nightmare. “Gabriella won’t come for us, will she? She’s dead.”

      They both died.

      I slump from the sofa seat onto the floor and choke out a sob. “We left Tobias.”

      Ash moves to join me and as my body shakes with tears, he gathers me in his arms and pulls me to him. I curl into a ball against his chest as he encompasses me, stroking my hair.

      “I’m sorry,” says Jamie. “I tried, but he….”

      But Tobias chose to hold back Gabriella.

      I gulp in air as I look to where he kneels beside us, his distress radiating to me, and I reach out to take his hand. “You did what you could. You saved us, Jamie.”

      He moves closer and presses his lips on my cheek; I squeeze his hand, willing Jamie to know that I don’t blame him. We’re here. Me, Ash, Jamie, and a shallow breathing Andrei. We survived.

      But this isn’t over yet.
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      ANDREI

      

      I struggle to open my eyes and my limbs won't move. Groaning, I turn onto my side and try to get my bearings. I'm lying on a sofa in a room that uncomfortably reminds me of Ravenhold’s decor—broken plaster over grey stone. Is this Gabriella or Anastasia's house? I fucking hope not.

      How did I—?

      Images gather in my mind as memories roll towards me like a freight train.

      Shit. Mother dearest.

      My hand goes to my neck and I wince at the still-tender wound where my skin struggles to heal against her attack. She would’ve ripped my throat out, because that's her style when she murders—I've seen her—but something snapped her head back before she managed to pull out an artery.

      Tobias? Maeve?

      My eyes widen. Maeve.

      Fuck. Is she alive? The others?

      My legs are jelly when I stand and I support myself on the wall, struggling for breath. Blue veins are visible on the back of my hands and my pulse is sluggish. Well, she took a good bite then. I cough a laugh at myself and lean against the wall. A thick, dark blanket hangs haphazardly over the window to provide a curtain, but not enough to stop all light coming in.

      Great. Daytime. No way can I walk out of this room.

      My hair falls forward as I look down at the dark stains on my clothes, relieved there's no scent of witch blood. But my heart hammers with fear and frustration that I'm stuck here until the sun sets.

      Even if I'm not imprisoned, I may as well be.

      More from last night seeps in. I was apprehensive about walking away from Maeve with Tobias, but she was in earshot and we literally stepped around the corner, less than ten metres away before I almost walked into Gabriella. There wasn’t any time to speak or move—no possibility we could fight—because in that split-second Anastasia cast a spell that paralysed us in the moment.

      I’ve never heard Tobias swear as evocatively or as loudly as he did when she dodged away and gave a small wave.

      What confuses me the most is that the spell broke. We’d spent several minutes trying to figure out if and how vampires could break Blackwood magic with no success. Then the invisible barrier dropped and everything around became normal. Did Anastasia expect that? Plan?

      The metal doorknob moves, and I gather what energy I have to defend myself—which is pretty much zero, since standing takes everything I’ve got currently. I almost drop to the sofa with relief as Maeve steps into the room.

      Her eyes brighten and I'm overwhelmed as she rushes over and seals her mouth on mine. I stumble backwards and the wall touches my back, as Maeve kisses me until she steals the little breath I have left, as if we’ve been apart for weeks. My arms shake as I wrap them around her, and she holds my head, refusing to take her mouth from mine.

      I gently prise her fingers from my face and pull back. "Now I know how you feel," I say weakly. She purses her lips in confusion. "Pinning me against the wall and kissing me to death."

      Maeve's pale face brightens with a smile and she plants another kiss on my mouth. "You're okay," she whispers.

      "Define okay." I hold her soft cheeks and study her face. However bright she is, her eyes are rimmed with dark shadows and they're red from tears. "Are you?"

      She blinks and her beautiful eyes brim with more tears before she shakes her head.

      "Are you hurt?" I rest my head against the wall. "Fuck, I need to sit down."

      Pissed off with my weakness, I slide my back down until my arse lands on the floorboards.

      "Not badly." She lifts her hands where red slash marks on her palms and arm are becoming scabs.

      I take a deep breath as I see the blood that I’m trying to ignore the scent and sound of. "Why are you wearing Jamie's blazer?" I ask.

      She moistens her lips. "Everything else has my blood on and—"

      "And Tobias thinks I'll attack you?" I interrupt and make a derisive noise.

      Maeve's face crumples and she drops to the floor beside me. "Tobias." She gulps a breath. "He isn't with us."

      My pulse quickens. "Where's Tobias?" I ask the question, although I know the answer without Maeve telling me, or any need to read her mind. "No." I shake my head. "No, Maeve."

      Biting her lip hard, she nods.

      I flop backwards onto the floor and stare up at the ceiling, weakened more by her news. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Say nothing, then I can pretend it isn’t true.” Maeve’s voice cracks and she leans over me, her hair covering my face and she moves to kiss me again. "But you… You lost a lot of blood."

      "Yeah, I can tell." I lift my hand up. "No transfusions for me, huh?"

      Her soft body presses against my side as she lies beside me and entwines her leg with mine. "Witch blood could help."

      I prop myself up on my elbows. "No. Maeve."

      "I saw how much strength and energy I gave you that night. You don't have to take much, but—" Her gently fingers trace my lips and weaken me further.

      "I'm still buzzing from last time." Now wouldn't be the time to tell Maeve I think the lingering power in her witch blood saved me. What doesn’t help is Jamie's blazer slips when she leans forward again.

      I close my eyes and remind myself I’m exhausted. Maeve’s mouth touches mine again, teasing my lips open until her taste is too much to resist. The energy I have left rushes through me as I grip Maeve’s hair and kiss her as hard.

      I'm breathing heavier than usual, struggling for oxygen after the blood loss, and my need for self-preservation wants to takeover.

      Maeve fumbles with the button and unfastens the blazer, then takes one of my hands to hold it against her skin.

      "Fuck," I groan out. "Maeve. I know what you're doing."

      Her hair tickles my face as she shuffles upwards and the mark on her shoulder comes close to my mouth.

      "No. Maeve. You were attacked badly last night." I close my eyes. “Your blood won’t fix me, only make me high.”

      She moves to stare down at me. “Is that true?”

      “Yes.” No.

      “You’re lying, Andrei.”

      My willpower is as weak as my body. She may've washed away her blood and changed out of her clothes, but the scent lingers and my thirst is greater than I've ever experienced. However, much I protest to her, this is one situation where the hemia wouldn't override his lust for witch blood.

      The first time Maeve's blood touched my tongue, every nerve fired to life and into an immediate high like nothing I could ever imagine. This time, her blood touches my injured body, and the witch energy drives through pushing me back to life.

      Her breath speeds and she grips the back of my hair, but I sense she's nervous. Does she think I'll take more from her than the taste I had several nights ago? I press my lips against the tiny wound, able to seal skin as easily as I can break it, before drawing back.

      Maeve frowns at me. “No?”

      Head buzzing, I tip my head back and the musty smell in the room has intensified. My hearing has sharpened too, and I can faintly hear Ash and Jamie's voices somewhere in the building. I place my fingers across the broken skin and gaze up at her.

      "As soon as this is over, I'm locking myself in a room with you and not leaving until somebody drags me away."

      Smoothing hair from my face, Maeve kisses my forehead, leaving lips against my skin for several seconds. Withdrawing, she traces her fingers across the healing wound on my neck, and her expression darkens.

      "This isn't over until we’re sure that your mother died." She pauses. "She killed Tobias."

      Once I would've made a comment about her mood kill, but the ferocity in her eyes and voice tell me I’ve tapped into deep emotions. I don't think the blood only affects me.

      "If she's alive, I'll help you kill her," I whisper.

      She nods. “And if she’s alive, Tobias is too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      JAMIE

      

      Maeve stays with Andrei in the darkened room for the rest of the day and I hope she sleeps. The girl has been through hell and she needs to recover.

      But we're not out of danger yet.

      I carried the burner phone with me constantly since the witch attack, and now sit outside, under a tree, calling Amelia over and over. I’m immobilised by anxiety over what happens next; Ash deals with his stress by pacing around the estate, claiming he's searching for anybody who slips through.

      I don't need reminding that’s a possibility.

      I don’t want to consider another possibility: Amelia and Matt didn't survive the fight with the shifters. Each time Amelia doesn't answer, my stomach knots more and I have to focus on not vomiting.

      No.

      They're strong.

      Ash didn’t see what happened to them. He hasn’t told me much, apart from he killed Vince before instinctively going to Maeve.

      I didn’t ask for details; Vince died and that’s enough for me.

      They escaped. They’re okay. I repeat this to myself, gradually blanking away the doubt.

      Ash found me unconscious by the cavern entrance and dragged me out of sight until he managed to rouse me by repeatedly telling me Maeve is in danger. Did I hear Maeve’s voice too? Something else definitely pushed me towards consciousness.

      I opened my eyes and looked straight back into a dragon’s, convinced for a moment this was Vince. The moment I moved, Ash charged into the cavern. Seeing Ash partially shifted shocked but didn’t surprise me. He was incoherent and his anger had a hold on him—the dragon wanted revenge. Anastasia’s arrogant pride that she helped create the monster, Vincent, cost her life.

      I sat with my hands in my hair, desperately figuring out what to do to help my friends. I don’t have the magical or physical strength to take on powerful opponents, but I did still hold the dark magic we fight against and remembered the Blackwood spell text. The studious witch with an academic advantage because he has a photographic memory saves the day without claws, or teeth, or mind control. I laugh at myself. Go, Jamie.

      The spell.

      Will Maeve forgive me for taking her and leaving Tobias? I hesitated at the time, but the moment may've been our only window to escape. Ash couldn’t have pulled him from Gabriella, and neither could I. Gabriella almost killed me once; this time she could've finished the job personally.

      Tobias looked at me and nodded, so I did what we always promised—protected Maeve at all costs.

      I'm pulled away from the last night’s nightmare memories by the phone ringing, and I snatch it from the grass.

      "Amelia?"

      "Omigod, Jamie." Amelia's voice is thick. "Are you all safe?"

      "Yes. No. Most. Not Tobias," I stammer out. "You?"

      "Fine, but Jamie..." Her voice trails off. "So many people died. Sofia…"

      My mouth parches. "And the academy?"

      "There's damage, but not as much as Maeve's vision. The fire stayed local to Petrescu, although the movement from the ground cracked some of the academy walls. Everybody who escaped the shifter attack and went into the academy survived." She’s garbled but I keep up.

      "And Theodora?" I ask flatly. "The tunnels?"

      "Collapsed. Garrett found Theodora's body near the entrance, but the area is destroyed." She continues to speak quickly. "So much to say. Where are you? We're coming for you."

      "The Winterfall estate. How far are you?"

      "Good. Okay. Three hours maybe. We'll be there by nightfall." She pauses. "Is Maeve alright?"

      "Physically."

      “You said ‘not Tobias’.” Amelia's voice drops lower. "Tobias died, didn't he?"

      I can't speak.

      I don't know what to say.

      I protected Maeve's life, but dragged her to the future she didn’t want.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      ASH

      

      Nobody speaks for the whole three-hour journey, and the exhaustion and grief blankets us all. Matt drives with Amelia sitting beside him while I rest in the back with Maeve, and Alaric takes Andrei and Jamie in another car.

      The house we arrive at is unfamiliar and Jamie remarks it's different to the last. How big is Alaric’s network of places and people? Matt told me they’re worldwide—as big as Confederacy and Dominion?

      Who are these people?

      Each of us carries our own shock at events as we try to process them. Vince almost achieved what he wanted from me, but I controlled the shift enough to keep a part of myself. The dragon wasn’t as affected by events around and my focus stayed on destroying what harmed innocents, but when I close my eyes, I can still see the carnage.

      I killed.

      Twice.

      The worst part? I don’t care.

      Vince deserved the death he was denied and the thing I killed wasn’t him.

      Anastasia would be a threat to Maeve until she died, and I had my opportunity to seal her fate.

      Ash’s control over the dragon stopped me launching myself at Gabriella. I may’ve already ripped into two creatures’ hearts, but I’d need more than claws to end her life. Instead, Gabriella would’ve ended mine.

      Regardless, she died in that cavern.

      Along with Tobias.

      I can’t process this yet; I’m too focused on Maeve.

      There's a part of her missing despite her strength and determination to get through this. Her eyes hold a distant sadness and she's jumpy, as if something haunting her keeps approaching.

      We don't say his name in front of Maeve.

      I haven't found a chance to sit and talk with her today; of course Andrei's injuries would take over her attention. His precarious balance between life and death distracted her away from Tobias last night, but that won’t last now Andrei is recovering.

      And I don’t even want to think about the blood ‘thing’ between them. Yeah, I expected this eventually and I trust Andrei—mostly—but Maeve is vulnerable.

      I'm physically unscathed, relieved the scales that helped me have faded as time passes. But I'm growing closer to the day the time bomb inside unleashes—what control will I have then?

      Maeve explained to us what lives beneath the academy and her connection—the gateway and the magic seals; Theodora’s threat to her life in order to save her academy. I whispered my biggest fear to Jamie earlier and he nodded in agreement: is this ‘First’ still down there? Did anybody else know Theodora's plans for Maeve and the tunnel?

      If anybody else holds the secret about the First, they’ll know that secret doesn't exist anymore. Somebody will look for us.
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        * * *

      

      Alaric’s appearance always confuses me. He’s tall and broad for a witch and has a strong 'don't mess with me aura'. He’s gruff and practically drags us into the house once we all arrive. The glass conservatory he ushers us into could be from a show home with the wicker furniture and roman blinds, open with a view across the back garden stretching into the night.

      The large house is in the middle of an expensive estate where prestige cars park on driveways and the detached houses are surrounded by more space than most. Kids from these estates with their wealthy backgrounds would visit our pub. They always spent more than the less-affluent kids, so Dad tolerated their raucous behaviour.

      The other thing I know about estates like this is that the neighbours watch each other. The house may be tucked in a corner backing onto fields, but Alaric and his group are strange residents. I look away, not wanting to remember what I last saw in the dark. Maeve sits between Jamie and Andrei and I stand with my hands on her shoulders, trying to soothe away the tension.

      "Don’t worry, I own the house and once lived here, Ash," says Alaric. Bloody mind reading witches. "The neighbours know me and my strange 'goings-on'. They don't care as we keep ourselves private and don’t cause trouble."

      "Right." I nod but I'm still uncomfortable at his invasion.

      "We have spare clothes," says Amelia as she sits opposite and smiles. Matt brought us some clothes to the Winterfall place, which are fine for Jamie but the jeans didn’t fit me and the blue T-shirt is too tight. "You can change."

      "Not until we've spoken," says Alaric gruffly. "Sorry."

      Maeve's hands shake again, and she tucks them under her arms. She’s dressed in Amelia’s simple blue shirt and tight black jeans borrowed from the taller Izzy. Last night, Maeve freaked out about the amount of blood on her clothes. We found a tap with cold running water at the Winterfall house and scrubbed off what we could in silence, before handing her Jamie’s blazer to keep her blood away from Andrei.

      Maeve knelt by the sink and endured me washing blood from her hair with cold water and her hair returned to blonde as it dried.

      Her need overcame my dumb fear of blood.

      "Amelia told me a little when she called," Jamie says. He sits stiffly with his fists balled on his knees. “She wouldn’t tell me much in the car.”

      “Sorry,” she mumbles.

      "What else do you know?" he asks.

      Matt speaks. "More than a dozen kids died and some are missing—such as yourselves. The damage to the building revealed the tunnels and a body was found close to the entrance."

      Maeve's shoulders tense further.

      "Theodora," says Amelia softly.

      "And the others?" asks Jamie, avoiding names again.

      "Nobody has broken through the rubble in the cavern yet. Earth-attuned elemental witches are on their way to clear the site.” Matt pauses. “If anybody below Petrescu survived the rubble from the collapse, they wouldn’t survive the fire."

      “I failed,” says Maeve, voice as dull as her face. “People died.”

      “But without your vision, we would never know the plans to release the First.” Jamie strokes Maeve’s leg and she looks to him. “How many more people would’ve died?”

      “You can’t save everybody,” says Alaric and I glare at his nonchalance.

      "I won't believe my mother is dead until I see her body," says Andrei flatly.

      "Was Tobias with Gabriella when you left?"

      I tense at Alaric's blunt question and Jamie hugs Maeve closer as she chokes back a sob.

      "Could he have escaped?" asks Amelia.

      "The place was collapsing when Jamie performed the spell. He was holding Gabriella off us,” whispers Maeve. "She wanted to kill me, and Tobias saved my life. The curse succeeded."

      I'm no empath but I feel Maeve’s anguish as powerfully as if it were my own, and I ache to wrap her up and take her away from the horror, even if only for a few hours.

      "And the First?" Alaric presses. "Did she escape?"

      "No."

      "You know about the First?" asks Andrei in surprise. “Why didn’t you say?”

      "I know hidden history,” he retorts. “Her existence is steeped in myth, because how else could something as powerful exist but remain hidden?"

      "Obviously, she could," I mutter.

      "Theodora and her allies did the right thing keeping her locked up, albeit in a misguided way."

      “Misguided?” chokes out Jamie. “People died—and we don’t know how many!”

      “My blood triggered the fire and cavern collapse," says a pale Maeve. “I think Theodora knew that would happen.”

      “As did Anastasia. She tried to kill Gabriella and the rest of us by ensuring we’d all be there when the pit collapsed,” says Andrei. “That’s why her spell only delayed me and Tobias, I think. Anastasia was ready to use a spell to escape at the last minute.”

      “The situation with Anastasia intrigues me,” muses Alaric. “I did wonder how the Dominion and Blackwoods managed to reforge after their feud. Taking on Gabriella was ambitious, even for her.”

      Again, Amelia looks confused. “But how would Anastasia know?”

      “If the Blackwoods and Winterfalls sealed the pit, she’d know,” Alaric says and nods at Maeve. “She wanted to stop Gabriella releasing the First, not help her. Your vision was only half-right.”

      "Can the First still escape?" asks Amelia in a small voice.

      Alaric bites his lip and shakes his head. "We don't know whether the First escaped before the final destruction.”

      “We never saw anything,” says Maeve. “The presence grew but still felt distant.”

      Alaric rests against the wall and crosses his arms. “The magic surrounding this appears complex, as it should be, to restrain the creature."

      "Fuck." Andrei stands. "That thing could escape?"

      “Or already has,” I mutter.

      “We can’t rule this out, but unless the First finds strong blood, she'll stay weak.” Alaric nods at me. “If Tobias hadn’t stopped Gabriella throwing you into that pit, the world would face a bigger threat. If the First managed to escape before the fire took hold, she’d have strength from your blood.”

      We drop back into silence.

      "I'm a fugitive now, aren't I?" Maeve whispers. "Both Confederacy and Dominion want me."

      "They always did, Maeve," says Alaric. "At least we know why now."

      "Wow. Well that makes everything better," retorts Andrei.

      “The Dominion have suffered a setback now Anastasia and Nikolai are dead. Nobody could match Maeve, but the shifters aren’t the only army the Blackwoods are creating." Alaric gestures at Matt. “As we know.”

      “Gabriella won't give up," Jamie says.

      "She's probably dead," I say helpfully. "And now the Confederacy know, there'll be extra guards."

      Alaric snorts. "The academy is indefinitely closed. What else could the authorities do? The place will always hold the horror of what happened."

      "At least we beat the shifter army," says Matt.

      Alaric shakes his head. "Those shifters, yes. There'll be questions asked and more discord between the races, as the Dominion planned. I don't believe the trouble created by the massacre will fade, and neither will the manifesto planted in young shifters’ heads. That wasn’t magic—the witches encouraged something that already existed in their minds. Whatever elders decide, the young shifters will replace them soon."

      "Shit," I mutter.

      "You're something of a hero, Ash," says Matt with a wry smile.

      "What?" I rub my head.

      "You saved a lot of kids," says Amelia. "You've always been earmarked as a leader; now the shifter council will want you as an example of how they can beat the uprising."

      I tense. "No. No fucking way. I'll hide for the rest of my life rather than be dragged into shit again."

      Alaric scratches a brow but doesn't speak.

      “Andrei saved Yvette’s life,” says Maeve and we all look at him.

      “Wow.” I’m genuinely impressed. “The girl who tried to kill you?”

      He shrugs and stares at his shoes. “Nobody deserved to die.”

      “Apart from Vince,” I growl. “Amelia. Do you know if Clive survived?”

      “I don’t. There isn’t a full list of victims yet.”

      Alaric waves a hand at us. “Once somebody discovers your names aren’t on the list, the search for you becomes serious.”

      "Then what do we do now?" asks Maeve. "Hide?"

      "Until I fully gauge which Confederacy members are leading the investigation and their intentions towards you, yes." He finally sits in the spare wicker armchair. "I have people working on the inside as pen-pushers rather than soldiers. They can advise me."

      Soldiers. I tip my head at Amelia, who gives me an uncertain smile.

      "Where do we go? How long for?" Jamie asks. "How warded is this place?"

      "Honestly? You’re safest at the Winterfall estate, but that's hardly habitable and you're lucky the renovators never turned up this morning. We'll look at other options until we figure out what to do."

      "I want to go back there." Maeve's tone loses the meekness, replaced by determination. "I need to go back."

      "I agree with Alaric—the house is uninhabitable, Maeve," says Jamie, stroking her hair.

      "That's where he'll come." She sits forward, back suddenly straight.

      "Who?" asks Alaric.

      "Tobias."

      Fuck. I close my eyes. Is that why she’s distant? Because Maeve refuses to accept he died in the fire with Gabriella? If Amelia’s explanation is right, we could never find a body to give Maeve closure.

      But nobody challenges Maeve’s belief. She's too fragile and we can’t risk breaking her apart.

      "I need to go back," she repeats. "I'll wait for him."

      "Maeve." Amelia crosses and crouches down to take both her hands. "Tobias isn't coming back."

      "How do you know?" Maeve stands almost knocking Amelia over. "Nobody saw him die!"

      "And nobody has seen him or Gabriella," says Alaric flatly.

      "So? It's only been a day. They could be anywhere."

      Amelia stands and holds Maeve close. "How about you take a shower? You must be desperate for some hot water. We can talk about this later."

      She pulls away. "I know what you're doing, but I won't drop this. Alaric even says I'm safer there!"

      Again, nobody argues with Maeve, but is it fair of us to let her hold onto this delusion? I experienced the denial caused by grief when we thought Vince had died, and that denial helped me cope with the devastation before I accepted the harsh truth. I'll support Maeve in what she wants to do, even if nobody else does.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy

          

        

      

    

    
      MAEVE

      

      I step from the shower back into the luxurious bathroom where the white tiles gleam above the square sink and soft grey towels hang from silver rails. A world away from the single tap of cold water last night.

      Wrapping one towel around my head and another around my body, I glance at the pale girl in the mirror, but don’t want to look at her for long. She’s haunted and unrecognisable. Red marks on my arms and hands prompt a sudden reminder of yesterday and I slump onto the edge of the oval bath swallowing down tears.

      I’m unsure how long I sit, lost in my memories, picturing the last moments in the cavern over and over and creating scenarios where Tobias escaped. He threw Gabriella in the pit and ran out with vampire speed. That’s what happened. But as the water dries and my skin cools so does my hope.

      Somebody raps on the door and I jerk my head up.

      “Maeve?” Jamie’s voice, louder and urgent. “Are you listening?”

      I stand and tighten the towel before unlocking and opening the door. “What’s wrong? Has something happened?”

      An exhausted Jamie wearing unfamiliar clothes smiles with relief when I open the door. He bites his lip as he attempts not to look at where the towel barely reaches my knees. “Didn’t you hear me knock?”

      “No. Sorry.”

      “No, I’m sorry,” he whispers and his face pains.

      “What for? What did you do?”

      Jamie closes the door and sits on the edge of the bath, barely able to look at me. “Do you hate me for leaving Tobias?”

      My heart lurches. “Jamie. No.” I crouch down in front of him and place both hands on his knees. “No.”

      “But you’re in pieces,” he says hoarsely and lifts his eyes to mine.

      “Everybody is. If you’d hesitated, we’d all be dead.” My moisten my dry lips. “Yes, it hurts unimaginably that Tobias isn’t here, but we knew this might happen.”

      The words come robotically, as if saying them would convince me everything will be alright. I can’t tell Jamie that I left a piece of myself behind with Tobias; one that I’ll never find until he comes back to me.

      “I’d practiced the blood spell,” he admits. “I knew that might be our only way, but then Theodora—”

      I swallow. “I’ll never understand how she could be so blind to what was happening. Everything she did threatened the academy, instead of protecting it.”

      He shakes his head. “I think once she lost her grip on what was happening, she lost a grip on herself too.”

      “On reality,” I mutter. “The deaths. Why didn’t I stop them?”

      “Maeve. Again. You did what you could. You’re not a superhero who can save the world.” I dip my head and he lifts my chin to meet his eyes. “Anastasia and Gabriella are dead. Vince is dead. Yes, things are fucked up and the world remains dangerous, but you made a difference last night.”

      “We, Jamie.”

      My lips meet his and I tease a kiss from him. Jamie’s hand slides behind my neck as his lips move gently against mine. Our tender kiss becomes stronger and I push my hands into his hair, pulling Jamie close. His soft cotton shirt is warm against my cool skin, his embrace the comfort I need as I press myself closer.

      Jamie breaks away and moistens his lips. “Talk to me about something.”

      My brow tugs down. “What?”

      “There’s only a towel between you and my hands.” His mouth tips at one corner. “Distract me.”

      I laugh and kiss him again, amused the situation is a big deal after everything we’ve gone through. The towel slips from my head and I shake my damp hair at him. “Oh, Jamie. You’re funny.”

      He kneels on the floor beside me and untangles my hair with his fingers. “Are you okay? You didn’t answer the door.”

      Tears well and I swallow. “I was lost in thought, that’s all.”

      “I’ll go with you to the estate, Maeve. Whatever you need to heal.”

      I shake my head. “Don’t talk. Just kiss me. I don’t care about the towel.”

      “I do.”

      “Are you offering your distraction services again?” I ask with a small smile.

      Jamie’s tired mind doesn’t manage to block his thoughts the way he normally might, and I catch several strong images of us on the floor in the bathroom, with no towels involved.

      “The tiles are a bit cold for that,” I whisper and brush my lips on his.

      “That obvious, huh?”

      I tap the side of his head. “Perfectly.”

      “Damn,” he whispers against my lips.

      This time, when Jamie kisses me with a restraint opposite to the one I saw in his head, I love him even more. His touch is tender and comforting as he draws me away from some of the memories that overwhelmed me before he walked into the bathroom. I don’t know if this is because of the witchbond, or because he’s Jamie, but kissing him always feels like coming home and closing the door on the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy-One

          

        

      

    

    
      MAEVE

      

      I stand on the steps outside the Winterfall house entrance, the place I spend much of my days, and watch Ash walk along the driveway towards me.

      The guy is unmistakable, especially now he’s taller and more muscular than he was, but he’s still Ash. My rock—my mountainous guy who protects me and understands my situation in a way that’s strange for a guy who’s not a witch.

      Since we arrived several days ago, Ash, Andrei, and Jamie have barely left my side, almost as if they're guards who swap shifts. When he's not 'on watch', Jamie heads to the local town for supplies, often staying away for hours. He finds the situation here difficult and I swear he’s meeting Amelia and Matt to monitor if and when someone approaches. Ash left once, but I stay at the estate, never leaving my phone out of sight.

      Steve allows us to stay as long as we don't go into the house. If only he knew a vampire hides in the cellars. Okay, that 'allowing' and him not questioning our weird hanging around may've been encouraged by some mental magic on my part, but at least I'm here. We pretend to leave at sunset, but I refuse to set foot off the estate. Once, Steve returned and Ash spotted him walking up the driveway, sending us scattering and into the cellars. Was he checking up on us? I heard him walking above us in the house, but he left without going far.

      Ash reaches the house and holds me in a strong, silent hug. I tiptoe to kiss him and he responds gently, stroking my hair as he does. The sun shines on us, but we're not at the academy on the lawn; I've no daisies to make into chains—and he's not the Ash I knew. I see the physical change in him, but does he realise he feels different now too? He's quicker to challenge in an argument; more alert than ever to noise. The trauma of our night, or more?

      “Where did you go?” I ask as we sit.

      “Walked around the estate.”

      “Again?”

      He smiles. “Yeah.”

      Even though he doesn’t say anything, Ash wants to leave. He supports me but never wanted to come here. He never joined in Alaric’s insistence we’re safer if we’re somewhere nobody would expect us to be, because he knows I won’t leave.

      Not until I’ve no other choice.

      “I don’t mind if you want to stay with Matt and Amelia for a few days,” I say.

      He tips my chin and looks at me with earnest eyes. "I'll stay here, with you, as long as you want. We all will."

      "You're not sick of sleeping bags and no electricity?" I ask.

      “Steve is connecting up the west wing," he says and points at the white van with a local firm's name painted on the side. "The electricians are here today."

      "Oh!" I brighten. "That's awesome news."

      "Sure is." He hugs me closer and kisses the top of her head but he doesn’t sound convinced.

      "Thank you,” I whisper. “I worry I’m making life harder for the three of you."

      Ash moves to tip my chin and his eyes fill with concern. “We stick together, always. From now on, we’re unbreakable. When the time is right, that’s when we’ll leave.”

      Ash’s gentle kiss starts a familiar fluttering in my stomach, and I move my hands to run them over his broad back, pulling him closer. His mouth moves softly over mine, his love tender, but even the gentlest kiss from Ash snatches my breath. As I deepen the kiss, the possessive Ash takes over and he holds my head, parting my lips to slide his tongue into my mouth. I kiss Ash back, fall into him, allowing him to catch and protect my heart in the way his arms surround me with safety.
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        * * *

      

      ASH

      

      Maeve’s kiss still buzzes on my lips as she snuggles closer and wraps her arms around my waist. She gazes along the driveway. "You ask how I feel all the time, Ash. Tell me how you are. It's been three days and you've not mentioned how the shifting affected you."

      I squirm. "I didn't shift."

      "Partially," she reminds me. "You're different."

      "The night traumatised me, Maeve. I don’t like talking." I huff when her steady gaze remains on me. "The dragon’s closer to the surface, which isn’t surprising since I've only a couple of months before I'm of age." I take Maeve’s hand then trace my fingers across her healed palm. "I meant what I said. I don't want you to see me as the dragon."

      "Okay."

      But we both know that will happen one day, even though I can't choose to shift often thanks to what I shift into.

      I only saw Vince as a dragon once. I'd seen shifters before—Vince’s friends and family—and although we stood on a mountain in the dark, I could see enough to fill me with awe. I'd imagined a giant creature, as big as a street of houses, but Vince was only three times the size of a man. Only. That’s bloody big enough. His size gave me hope I could stay hidden and not end up at the wrong end of a hunter's gun barrel.

      "I think you'll be a pretty dragon," she teases. "The scales were gold this time."

      "Maybe I'll be multi-coloured." We share a smile but I hate this conversation.

      "About Anastasia," she begins.

      "I'm happy I killed her." I blurt the words. The hatred I felt for the woman couldn't be controlled in the state I was. I didn't think. I did what I had to, and I would again to protect Maeve.

      "I'm glad you didn't attack Gabriella."

      "She was next on the list, but I managed to restrain myself."

      "Ash. Gabriella would've killed you. Andrei barely survived and..." She trails off. "And she's more powerful than a single shifter, you know that. Gabriella won't die easily."

      "You think she might be alive?" I ask in horror.

      Maeve meets my eyes, unblinking. "If Tobias is alive, Gabriella could be."

      I can't have this conversation with Maeve. I've avoided saying anything, but this is day three and we've no contact from him. At one point, Maeve decided she'd go back to the academy in case he was trapped, and it took both me, Jamie, and a phone call from Amelia to persuade her to stay.

      In the end, Maeve agreed, because she didn't want to miss him coming to the estate.

      My heart fractured a little bit more.

      "I had a vision," she whispers. "I saw Tobias come here."

      "When?" I frown. "You never said anything."

      "Two nights ago."

      Night? She had a dream. "You saw Tobias on the estate?"

      "Yes. I saw him walking along the driveway towards me, in the type of vision where I experience the moment."

      A lump builds in my throat. I'd dream that Vince came back in the early days after he disappeared, and I'm angry at how unfair it is that the visions are clouding her judgement. Somebody created a cursed bond that's eating away at Maeve and their selfishness infuriates me. These Winterfalls weren’t the benevolent witches people say, but I daren’t voice that opinion. They didn’t think about Maeve; they cursed her life and destroyed two people.

      "You don't believe me, do you?" Maeve's eyes brim with tears. "That's exactly why I never said anything to the three of you."

      “I know that you trust your visions.” I smile, hoping the vague reply works.

      “But you don’t.” She stares ahead and retreats into the place she spends most of her time currently. One where she can forget the horror and hold onto a future where Tobias exists.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      MAEVE

      

      I know the guys think my vision was a dream. I'm aware they're only staying with me to watch and comfort me. The guys aren’t waiting for Tobias.

      Jamie and Andrei could hardly conceal their doubt when I told them, but I don’t need them to believe what I feel in my soul.

      Tobias is alive.

      I refuse to accept I’m in denial and the belief shines in my heart, allowing me to function.

      Jamie and Ash's chaperoning extends to night time too as the pair sleep either side of me, and I cuddle one while I lie spooned with the other. If I weren't fixated on the future I want, I'd spend more time with the guys who are present and patient with me. Andrei often grumbles there's no room for him, but he definitely wouldn't want to sleep.

      Since the night beneath the academy, things have shifted between us all.  Everything changed. We’re no longer kids from the academy; we’re survivors, forever bound by events. We’re still processing—Ash rarely speaks about his role and Jamie switches his focus to the future. The biggest issue that nobody mentions is the First. Did she escape? And if not, is a collapsed pit enough to hold back a primordial force? For now, we hold onto the theory that my blood triggered the fire designed to add an extra layer of ‘security’. I only hope this is true.

      In my vision, Tobias arrives at night, which means as soon as the guys fall asleep I sneak away, however tempted I am to stay.

      Propping myself on an elbow, I peer down at Ash. He’s lying with an arm above his head, mouth slightly parted as he breathes deeply in sleep. I turn to Jamie, whose grip on my waist loosened a few moments ago.

      Also asleep.

      Carefully, I peel myself away from the pair and sneak from the room. Where does Andrei go when we sleep? I half-expect to find him outside the cellar door on guard. I have my amusing suspicions—phone reception isn't great here; he could be in the attic trying desperately to find an internet connection.

      I climb the stone stairs and pad through the house, along the floors now stripped of the carpets, and to the broken-tiled hallway. Glancing back in case one of the guys notices me leave, I open the doors as slowly and quietly as I can.

      Rain replaced the sunshine from my time with Ash and pours from dark clouds obscuring the stars. I don't care, because there's rain in my vision of the night Tobias returns.

      The water soaks me the moment I step outside; the hoodie I borrowed from Amelia doesn't offer a lot of protection. I don't care. I will walk through the rain every single night until Tobias comes back to me.

      The last two nights, I wandered around until dawn, sheltering beneath a tree when the rain fell hardest, and my spirits grew heavier with each streak of colour in the dawn sky.

      Tonight is the same, and although this isn't winter rain, I'm still chilled. I check my phone as I do twenty times a night. 4:44 a.m. The rain turns to drizzle, so I start another walk to the gates and back. Once, I counted my steps and then I challenged myself to walking faster each time to pass the hours. I must be the fittest I've ever been.

      I stomp in puddles, watching the water roll off my black boots, and amuse myself by hopping from one to the other, before continuing my count. The rain soaks my hands, so I shove them in my pockets and switch focus from the puddles to the direction I’m walking.

      A male figure stands about a hundred metres away and my chest grows so tight I swear my heart stops. He's in the dark, the clouds obscuring any possible light from the moon, and I pick up my pace. This could be Andrei, Maeve, I tell myself. The two guys are a similar build and I never saw Andrei in the house.

      As my walk becomes a run, I move closer to the hooded figure, but I’m frustrated that I can't see his face. The guy doesn’t move to begin with, then walks forward before taking strides towards me.

      He lifts his hands and pushes down the hood.

      "Omigod!" I call and charge forward as soon as I see Tobias's face. I crash into him and in a heartbeat his arms are tightly around me. I grip him, face against his damp jacket but my body slackens.

      Please don't let me be in a vision.

      Tobias pulls back and wipes rain from my cheek, his cold fingers resting on my skin as he looks at me, and light flares across my shadowed world as his familiar energy flows. The rain flattens my hair, dripping down my nose as I meet his steady gaze.

      I don’t have a chance to speak before Tobias’s mouth meets mine, a raindrop from his nose touching mine as he does. His lips are cool and familiar, the softness becoming firm as I press mine on his in return, clutching him to me as if he might slip through my fingers as he does in my dream. His hand slides into my damp hair and he kisses me in a way that spins me from my nightmare and into the dream I’ve held onto.

      I'm surrounded by the strength and heat of the man who I swore I’d see again when everybody else doubted me. We kiss for what feels like forever, a single moment frozen in time that nobody can take from us. Nobody will take Tobias from me again.

      Night air hits my heating cheeks as I pull my mouth away, skin smarting from the rain and scruff on his face.

      "Why did you take so long?" I choke out as my tears mingle with the rain.

      Tobias laughs. "Hello to you, too. You're lucky I'm here at all, Maeve."

      "What happened? Where've you been?"

      "Looking for you." He slides hands beneath my jacket and I barely feel his cold fingers, only the heat between us burning my veins. "Thank you for waiting."

      "I'd wait forever, Tobias, but I knew I wouldn't need to. I always believed you were alive." I step back and hold his hands, arms outstretched so I can see him properly. "How did you escape? Are you hurt?"

      He closes his eyes and I recognise the spike of strange energy that always comes from him when he's about to say something he'd rather hide.

      "Tobias?" I whisper. "What happened?"

      He opens them again. "Gabriella saved my life."
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      MAEVE

      

      "Why would Gabriella do that?" asks Andrei.

      I sit on the floor wrapped in a towel, still in damp clothes, since I’m too eager to tell the others. I barely feel the cold; I'm still glowing inside and out from Tobias's presence. He's peeled off his jacket and sits in a wet T-shirt that stretches tight across his muscular torso, distracting after the kiss.

      Andrei barely speaks, and Ash is the first to break everybody's stunned response to Tobias’s arrival. I enthused "I told you so," then immediately felt like a stupid kid. My hand is firmly in Tobias's and for the first time, he doesn't pull away.

      "Good question," adds Jamie, and I catch the edge of suspicion to his tone. “Why would Gabriella help?”

      "Because I had the upper-hand but not much time." Tobias’s fingers tighten around mine. "If in those few moments I’d killed Gabriella, the cavern roof would've fallen and crushed us until the fire took hold and killed me too."

      "So you chose to save her life?" asks Ash.

      "No. She bargained. Gabriella knew the spell to open the way out of the tunnels through the Petrescu cellars, which is closer than the main entrance and reachable at our speed." He takes a shuddery breath. “Like you, Jamie, I had to make a split-second decision.”

      “She could’ve tricked you,” I whisper.

      “Then I’d be dead either way.”

      "This means Maeve is still in danger and the curse still stands," says Jamie in a flat voice. "Because you didn't die."

      "No. The curse refers to the night in the cavern," I protest. "It's over."

      "Curses don't work like that, Maeve," Jamie says. "They're attached to people, not events."

      "Tobias?" I look to him, but he's staring at his damp boots. "Do you agree?" Tobias gives a small shake of his head and chips away at my happiness that everything is over.

      "Which means Tobias still needs to protect you, and from Gabriella, right? You should've killed her, Tobias," exclaims Andrei.

      "And died?" I ask in horror.

      Andrei fixes his eyes on Tobias. "I'd die for you, Maeve."

      "Don't judge," say Tobias wearily. "Gabriella told me her plans and I knew Maeve would not be safe if I died. I can still protect her."

      "What plans?" asks Andrei sharply.

      "Gabriella lost her Blackwood allies, but they're not her only powerful associates. This doesn't end because she failed once." He pauses. "This doesn't end until Gabriella dies."

      Jamie mutters something and I shoot him a look. “The First is still down there?”

      He moistens his lips. “I can’t say for sure. The pit was still open when we ran.”

      “Fuck!” exclaims Andrei, smacking the back of his head on the wall.

      "I worried you wouldn't survive, Andrei," he remarks and gestures at him. "I'm happy that you're all safe. Are Amelia and Matt, too?"

      "Yeah." Andrei chews his lip.

      They're suspicious of me.

      I trust you.

      I move to place my hand on Tobias’s damp leg instead and I look to Jamie, willing him to drop the suspicion.

      Am I suspicious? No. But I need answers.
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        * * *

      

      I don't want Tobias out of my sight in case he disappears again. Ridiculous, I know, but after days obsessing about him, I can barely believe he's here. I wait outside the door to the room he's changing in, fighting against imagining him shirtless—and more. After ten minutes of shuffling from foot to foot, I become anxious and rap on the door.

      "Tobias?"

      He doesn't respond and, in a panic, I push on the handle and walk into the room. Tobias stands close to the window where the early morning sun shines onto this side of the house. Paint tins are stacked around with brushes and the sheet is still nailed to the window frame. He holds one of Andrei's T-shirts bunched in his hand and is naked to the waist. My heart stutters.

      "You're taking a while. Are you okay, Tobias?"

      He turns and his muscles flex as he pulls on the black tee, his hair mussed when his head appears through the neck. Right now, he's as pale as the guy whose clothes he borrows.

      "You know that I can't lie to you," he says softly.

      My heart rate picks up, but not from seeing him half-naked. "Oh god, no," I whisper. "What’s happened? I can't stand any more."

      His eyes widen. "No! No. Nothing. What I mean is, you would know if I tried to hide the truth."

      "I don’t doubt you at all." I close the gap between us. Scruff covers his face, and I reach out to touch his rough jaw. He’s not quite the Tobias I know in many ways.

      He touches my cheek in return, and we stand for a moment, unable to speak, but not needing to. "I didn’t bargain with Gabriella for my life—I know that’s what the others think. As soon as we reached the surface and ran from Petrescu, she caught me off guard and attacked me. I lost consciousness. When I came around, she'd gone."

      "She left you?" I ask with a frown. "Why didn't Gabriella kill you?"

      "I expect I'll find out," he says with a soft sadness.

      "Why didn't you come straight to us?"

      "Because I want people to think I died."

      "I don't think you'll be able to hide that forever,” I say with a small smile.

      "No, but I'm with you now. Exactly where I'm supposed to be." He steps closer and my heart flips to overdrive. This isn't the man I knew—there's no denial or rejection—as if the one I left in the cavern is hidden behind the rough guy in front of me. Tobias strokes my hair and in his eyes, I can see into the heart that Tobias once denied he has.

      "I love you, Maeve. I'm sorry I took so long to find you."

      "I'm sorry I left you," I whisper.

      He smiles. "From where I was lying, it looked like you had no choice. Interesting to see Jamie take control like that."

      "You underestimate him."

      He pauses. "Indeed."

      "Oh, no.” I warn. “There's no way on this earth that you'll ever invoke that man again. Professor Whitlock died, even though you survived."

      My breath hitches as he winds an arm around my waist and pulls me closer, his hips against mine. We can never stand in a room without the tension that comes from the curse and his effect. There's never been an escape from the lamia and pneuma energy that pull us together, but the physical distance took longer to close. A delicious shiver runs through me as his fingertips touch my lips.

      "Then my behaviour with you is no longer inappropriate."

      But not as inappropriate as we want.

      Tobias blinks as he catches my thoughts and drops his fingers, but I close the space between us before placing my lips on his. Have I forgotten how immediate the buzz is when our bodies meet, because the moment I do everything pours back into me? Each moment of need; the snatched time together; the love and care he has for me that threatens us both.

      I'm frightened he'll push me away when we both need this reconnection. Instead, his fingers slide behind my neck and he gently holds my head as he kisses me softly, but with a desire he's trying to block from showing.

      Desire stoked and fuelled by the lamia energy that calls out to and traps me, but one that I always welcome, I clutch his face and kiss him deeper. As I taste Tobias, I’m back to where we were on that last night together, every nerve in my body lit up by a consuming need to feel his skin against mine. Tobias draws away and strokes my cheek with his thumb.

      Here and now would never be the right time, even if things were different. I would give the world to live in one where he was simply the guy I loved and who loved me, and not part of a curse that hurts us both.

      I believe I can change this.

      I'm a Winterfall.

      There are others out there who knew my family. Three men—and one could be my father. These people know the magic and were complicit with the family in hiding me.

      Now, the supernatural world knows that I'm Maeve Winterfall.

      Nobody gets to hide anything from me anymore, and I will search for my history and take back the Winterfall magic. I'll find these men and they'll tell me everything they know.

      Who I am and what I can do.

      How to kill Gabriella and keep my friends safe.

      And how to break the curse that's destroying mine and Tobias’s lives.
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      ONE MONTH LATER

      

      MAEVE

      

      We remain at the Winterfall house and move into the newly renovated wing and Steve continues to come back and forth with his builders and I watch as the house rebuilds. I’m unsure what they all think of us, but mental magic prevents too many questions.

      I wish we were fully hidden, but some in the supernatural world know where we are. Few know the full story, and fewer still have spoken to us since the academy attack. I met with Confederacy along with the others. We all refuse to meet anybody alone—we’re a group. Tobias suspects Andrei’s grandfather stepped in and instructed Confederacy to take the pressure off us which I question in my mind but don’t ask. What more can we tell the authorities? They have most of the facts and the majority of their resources are focused on tracking down those behind the shifters’ atrocities.

      Vince may be dead, but the damage is done and the hidden cracks between shifters and the other two races have opened, creating fissures in the alliance as dangerous as the ones we faced in the cavern. Ash saw his parents once, who needed reassurance he’s safe, but he refuses to meet with the council alone. I doubt the pressure will leave any time soon; Clive and Remi died, leaving Ash as one of few older shifters who survived the attack. He’s also the only person who’ll become a dragon when he comes of age, adding more pressure for him to lead.

      But Ash’s focus is here.

      Us.

      Alaric hasn’t reported any sightings of Gabriella, and her last moments with Tobias are something else we avoid talking about. I’m a hundred percent sure nothing suspicious happened, and Tobias won’t tell us any more, apart from that my life is still threatened.

      That’s not news to me. My life always will be.

      We’re now concentrating on unravelling my carefully hidden past. The Blackwoods lost their younger purebloods and those left are ageing. The family’s focus must be the necromancy, and what that means for the world scares me.

      Now the Blackwoods are weakened, I’m the most potent witch in existence, and that places a greater target on my head than when Nikolai and Anastasia searched for me.

      Somebody will come.

      We will face more.

      But we’re not sitting back and waiting. I’ve a legacy to discover and a power to master.

      As I pass Jamie’s door, I spot light filtering beneath and sigh. Anybody would think he’s the hemia, the amount of time he spends awake at night. The finished area we live in has six bedrooms, designed for large groups to stay together and enjoy their time in the Lake District. We’re paying to stay, but as we don’t own the place I don’t know how long before we’re asked to move on.

      Steve restored the original features and replaced anything damaged with items salvaged from other old buildings. I hate that the place feels like home, because I won’t want to leave.

      I knock lightly on the door and when there’s no response, I walk in. Jamie sits at a desk, face lit by the glow of his laptop screen, and I sigh again.

      “Jamie. What are you doing?”

      He startles and then looks over. “Why aren’t you asleep?”

      “I’d like to ask you the same.”

      “An email arrived late today,” he begins.

      “And I’ve told you to stop looking at your laptop after eight!” I interrupt in exasperation. “You don’t sleep.”

      He chuckles. “Yes, mother.”

      Pouting, I walk over and shut the lid before standing between him and the desk, resting my back against the wood. “Ha ha.”

      “Is everybody else asleep?” he asks.

      “Tobias is walking with Andrei on the estate somewhere, but I think Ash is in his room. Why?”

      Jamie leans over to reach out for his laptop and I grab his hand. “Maeve. You want to see this.”

      “I’m sure it’ll wait until tomorrow.” I climb onto his lap and straddle him on the chair, ensuring the only thing he can see is me. “You promised we’d go out somewhere tomorrow. I don’t want to spend time with a tired, grumpy Jamie.”

      Holding his face, I kiss him. He slides his hands along my back then holds me by the waist. “Maeve. Listen.” He pulls his head away. “I’ve an email from Tomas Devlin.”

      “What?” I ask, immediately tensing. “When?”

      “Tonight.” He strokes my cheek. “I’m replying.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask, voice rising.

      “I was going to wait until the morning because I knew you wouldn’t sleep if I did. And that grip you have on my shoulders is hard.” He loosens my tense fingers.

      “Sorry.” I turn so I’m on his lap, facing the desk, and with one arm around my waist, he pulls the laptop towards us and opens the lid.

      “Tomas hasn’t revealed much, which I understand. He might be suspicious.”

      I lean in to read the text on screen. “Surely he knows about the academy and Winterfall witch.”

      “Yes, but Tomas hid himself for a reason.” Jamie kisses the back of my neck. “Don’t stress. He’s contacted us. That’s a start.”

      I bite my lips, eyes welling as my emotions take control. My aunt disappeared again, which means I’ve nothing else to hold onto. I was upset she’d abandoned me again, until Tobias suggested she may not have chosen to ‘disappear’ and my anger evaporated.

      Now I have a new link to my past.

      A story.

      Perhaps more.

      I read the message.

      Hi Jamie

      I heard you’re looking for Tomas Devlin in connection with your history assignment on the Winterfalls. That’s a cute story, but I’m aware who you are and that your academy isn’t functioning currently.

      I can’t help but chuckle at Jamie’s unoriginality.

      “Hey! At least I caught his attention!” Jamie protests and pokes me in the side.

      I’d like to know if Maeve Foster is with you and is safe. That’s the only reason for my contact, and I would appreciate a response. I don’t need to explain to you the reason I want to know, you’ve no doubt learned why from your work on the history assignment so far.

      I can practically hear Tomas chuckling too.

      As for any questions you may have, I’m unable to answer them at this time. I value my privacy. I do apologise and hope you understand.

      Best,

      Tomas.

      “He’s the only one of the three I’ve tracked down so far, Maeve. You know I’m trying.” He rests his chin on my shoulder. “Well, he tracked me down.”

      “We should be careful, Jamie. I don’t like that someone knows we’re looking for people. Who told Tomas?”

      “I’m not sure.” He shifts beneath me.“I promised you I’d find these men, Maeve.”

      My heart squeezes at his earnestness. “But not look for them twenty-four-seven, Jamie.”

      He traces a finger around my lips. “But you’re smiling, and you’ve light in your eyes. That’s why I do this.”

      I rest my forehead on his. “You have other ways to make me smile. How about trying that?”

      Although I hold onto our moment as I kiss Jamie, the words in the email run through my head. If I allow myself, I will spend all night thinking about the possibilities and maybe finding false hope.

      If we’ve found one of the men in the photograph, we could find them all. I glance at where the Winterfall book rests beside the laptop too. Not only can they fill in my history, but they could have the power to help me learn. To strengthen me against whatever I’ll face next. I’ve discovered who I am, and I saved lives at the academy, but I also learned that I’m weaker than I should be. Lives were lost too and, until I find and stop those responsible,  this isn’t over.

      And until I truly become Maeve Winterfall, I can’t stop them.

      I’ll never be able to find another Winterfall to guide me, but I could find the next best thing.

      My father.
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        Maeve’s story continues in Winterfall Magic.

      

      

      
        
        I felt there was more story to tell as Maeve discovers her past and the group move forward after the events at the end of Term Six.

      

      

      
        
        Preorder Winterfall Magic here

      

      

      
        
        The book has a very long preorder. The book WILL publish earlier. I have two delayed books and I need to write those first as I’ve promised readers I’ll finish them. As life has thrown me curveballs recently, I like to build in extra time.

      

      

      
        
        Have you read Ravenhold: Witch Born?

      

      

      This reform academy book looks at the darker side of their society and is more adult than the Nightworld Academy books. The characters are completely different but two have been mentioned in the Nightworld Academy books.

      
        
        Download Ravenhold: Witch Born here

      

      

      
        
        Read on for a sample!

      

        

      
        And don’t forget about Matt and Amelia’s story in Blackwood Magic

        Download Blackwood Magic here

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        RAVENHOLD: WITCH BORN SAMPLE

      

        

      
        CHAPTER ONE

      

      

      Parents frighten their kids into submission with stories about Ravenhold. Rumours and folk tales fill the supernatural world: Ravenhold, a castle on a distant Scottish island surrounded by an impassable sea and ruled over by the half-human, half-beast mids.  

      Good kids go to Nightworld academies; bad kids go to Ravenhold supernatural reform academy. The worst stories claim the juvenile offenders are subject to trials where they fight to the death or are pulled apart and tortured by mids.  

      I have a friend—one of few—who told me a family friend returned from Ravenhold and that half the stories are bullshit.  

      Only half?

      The ruling Confederacy authorities want the supernatural world to believe there's no coming back from the island; they encourage the stories but keep the truth a secret. But the question remains: are students reformed, or are they too dangerous to release?

      I'm about to discover if the rumours are true.

      As the island comes into view, so does Ravenhold reform academy. The grey building juts from the rocks in the centre and matches the gothic reputation the place has. Several turrets push into the stormy sky the building silhouettes against.

      Everything is grey and lost in the bleak surroundings.

      Seasickness threatens as the boat bounces across the North Sea, but my stomach already churns with anxiety.  I moisten my dry lips, and my stomach twists into knots at the reality facing me. I hoped this wouldn't happen; that my family would intervene before things reached this stage.

      Wrong.

      The speedboat carrying me to my unknown future hits the rocky beach, and the silent, muscular guy who brought me here climbs out to moor the boat. Gruffly, he tells me to get out and tugs my arm when I'm too slow.

      I catch my long, dark hair as the wind whips it across my face and push the strands away before they blind me.

      A hulking figure in dark clothes steps from the shadows and looms over me. He has squashed features; his flat nose almost non-existent. Scales shine in places on his arms, but don't completely cover the skin. My heart leaps with fear as one rumour is proved true—this is a 'mid’, a shifter stuck between his two forms and unable to transform back to human. They're ostracised by their race, too dangerous and too conspicuous. Mids stay in this form for life and remain hidden.

      Perfect for guarding magical juvenile delinquents.

      "Eloise. Come with me," he commands in a booming voice.    

      Leaving the man and boat, I slog my way up the sandy path behind the mid, squinting through the dark as the burning torches skewered into the ground barely light the way. I expected the Scottish island to be cold, but not this severe. The wind burns my skin raw, and my hands are frozen to the point I can't feel the rucksack I grip onto.

      The mid guy doesn't address me again until we're close to the academy building. "You're a witch, but you're different."

      His gravelly voice states a fact without questioning the situation.

      "I am."

      "Thought you were a vamp at first. But I can hear your heartbeat." He lifts his head and wrinkles his half-nose. "Smell you."

      Gross. Some would take the vamp comment as a compliment since the race is known for their rare beauty and flawlessness, but I hate them.

      The mid appraises me and his tongue slides across his bottom lip like a slug. My long dark hair and delicate features likely made him think I'm a vampire, along with my height and slenderness. I'm wearing skinny jeans and two jumpers beneath a thick jacket in an attempt to keep warm, but they're not working.

      "You be careful, looking like you do. You'll attract attention. Guys like a good-looking girl."

      I tense. "If anybody touches me, I'll tear his dick off. A spell would be too kind."

      He laughs, a rasping sound. "The harmless-looking ones are always the most dangerous."

      I tip my chin. I've spent the last two years wishing I could tear a certain witch's dick off to stop it ever coming near me—my unwanted fiancé, Ivan. We were rarely alone unsupervised, but in snatched moments, he'd grab me and whisper perverse things in my ear.

      Once, he held me down and tried to rape me. At that point, he realised he was playing with fire—literally, because I conjured a flame that was close to singeing his pathetic appendage long before he assaulted me.

      I earned a black eye for that; he was too quick for me to block the shocking blow. My family, and his, never commented on my screaming and the injury.

      But my family never gave a crap about anything but their success in creating me. I spent my childhood dragged around the covens forced to perform every school of magic. 'Look at Eloise, the clever elemental witch who can control minds too'.  

      I have a rare ability to wield both elemental magic and spirit magic, but I have a third skill that's rarer still.

      One that's landed me with an unknown future in a living hell.

      
        
        CHAPTER TWO

      

      

      

      The walk to the building continues in silence, and I'm out of breath when we reach the crest of the hill. The sea batters the rocks below, a constant reminder to all inmates about the power the water holds. Water repulses vamps; they could never cross the sea if they attempted to leave the island.

      The long swim to the Scottish mainland in ice waters would cause hypothermia and death for most others. If the stronger elemental witches bonded together, they could probably create a bridge of ice to cut a path through the sea. Unfortunately for them, that's impossible, because Ravenhold neutralises their magic.

      This means the shifters have no chance either, even those with aquatic forms. Powerful magic surrounds the small island, and nobody can set foot on or leave without permission, or until rehabilitated.

      I'm resigned to my fate, but why hasn't anybody given me a timescale for rehabilitation, or how I’m judged as safe to release. Is anybody? The stone walls hold the irredeemable inside. These 'students' were unable to control the destructive or violent behaviour that places them here, or didn't care if they did.

      I swallow down my nerves as I stare at the open doors to the building. I can't discount the rumours. Will I leave here or die at Ravenhold?

      Two other mids stand either side of the doorway at the top of the stone stairs and watch with a bored air as the basilisk mid leads me inside.  

      The chequered black and white tiled floor is fractured, and the painted walls are cracked in places revealing grey stone beneath, as if the island is trying to consume the building that's a scar on its back.

      A chandelier hangs above me at an unusual angle, half-connected to the ceiling, and the teardrop glass is jagged but missing in places. I sidestep in case the thing lands on my head.  

      A squat man sits at a table tucked beneath the large staircase. More security? To my right, stairs lead upwards, and an ornate stair rail also covered in chipped white paint leads to a small balcony where people could slip through the gaps in the balustrade.

      Ahead there are two closed doors, opposite the entrance.

      The dread that's followed me from London to Edinburgh, and then in a blacked-out van further north and onto the boat, threatens to freeze me in place, but I push on. How many people here have killed, and do deaths occur inside the walls? The constant questions about death churn over and over with every step I take—ironic, as death is what brought me here. 

      Once I'm shown my room, I can drop my facade and allow out the terrified girl I am. I need to belong where I never will.

      A tall man dressed in black jeans and a loose blue shirt leans against the wall and watches me walk in. A chain hangs from his belt and into a bulging pocket. Keys? His brown hair is close-cropped, and he's young-looking, but his features scream 'vamp'.  

      He sizes me up, head cocked, and the scrutiny sends a shiver through. He isn't checking me out—he's sizing me up for danger.

      Pulling himself from the wall, the man takes a step towards me. "I'm, Luca and—"

      A yell interrupts him, and I spin around. A guy launches himself from the rails at the top of the stairs and lands on his feet with feline effortlessness, one palm on the floor in front of him as he looks up.

      A second man charges down the stairs two at a time. "Get back here," he snarls.

      The guy who jumped pulls himself upright and to full height. He's dressed in scruffy blue jeans that hug his long legs and sit low on his hips. His black shirt is torn and hangs open. I take an appreciative look at the sculpted muscle on display, from his toned pecs down to the hard abs. This guy may be lean, but his body is powerful.

      He catches sight of me, and I stare back into eyes the colour of the sea. This guy’s beauty was created to break hearts—or rip them out. The guy grazes his teeth across his bottom lip as he slowly rakes a gaze from my feet to my face, and I shiver as if he's touching me.

      He could mesmerise with a glance, but despite the perfection in his features, I don't sense a lamia vampire.

      The guy's mouth pulls up at one corner as he senses my breathless reaction to him—one he's undoubtedly used to from girls. My breathlessness is from the walk up the hill. Mostly.

      "Get your arse back upstairs. Now." The guard's heavy footsteps cross the floor, and I blink at the size of him. He must be seven feet tall, at least, and his arms twice as thick as a normal man. I can barely see a neck beneath his small head and squashed face. If someone who looked like him yelled at me, I'd do what he said in a heartbeat—in case he stopped mine.

      The guy breaks away from our mutual appreciation and dodges the guard as he reaches him. He grins and ducks behind the guard, who spins around. The arrogant guy dances out of his way, his torn shirt slipping from one shoulder as he does.

      "Stand still," snarls the guard.

      "If you keep your filthy hands off me." The inmate's voice is cultured English, reminding me of my mother's friends who live in the Home Counties. There's an edge to the honeyed tone, as if he can charm you then devour you in the blink of a mesmeric eye.

      He lifts a hand to push stray brown hair from his face and takes another sly look at me.

      "Don't touch him, Jurgen," says a voice behind.  

      I'd forgotten there were others with us. Luca moves to stand by my side, and the guard who accompanied me from the boat move to my other as if I have a protective detail.

      The guy in the torn shirt gestures at himself. "Zeke ripped my fucking shirt. Do you know how much this cost me?"

      "You punched him in the face."

      The guy shrugs. "He should've kept his mouth shut."

      "You've been warned. Hurt anybody else, and you're in solitary," warns Luca.

      The guy lifts his head and looks down his nose at Luca. "I'm sure Zeke will retract his complaint against me. You know he always does."

      He moves closer to me and bites his lip again as he looks down. My empath skills are more potent than many witches, and I immediately pick up the danger and darkness that cloud this guy's aura. Now he's closer, my attraction to him fades. I can almost smell the evil.

      I shift away from him, and he cocks his head, lips pursing. "Does my reputation precede me?"

      "What?"

      "You're nervous." He leans in and whispers, "Have you heard the stories?"

      I splutter. "I'm not nervous. I don't know or care who you are."

      Luca tugs me to one side, and the arrogant guy's face lights up. He points at me. "You'll be fun. I like fun."

      The half-human man grabs his arm. "Get back to your room."

      "If you ask nicely," says the guy snidely. "Besides, I haven't introduced myself to Ravenhold’s newest and most charming guest."

      "Just get back up the fucking stairs, Dorian," snaps Luca, "before I lose my patience and you lose your privileges."

      The hallway I stand in lurches to one side and my stomach turns over as I stare at the guy I've dreamed about meeting.  

      The one I want to hurt until he suffers the way my family did.

      "Are you Dorian Blackwood?" I ask hoarsely.

      He smiles, eyes glittering. "The Dorian Blackwood. Welcome to Ravenhold. I do hope you enjoy your stay."

      
        
        CHAPTER THREE

      

      

      Does Dorian know who I am? Because I damn well know who he is.

      Dorian Blackwood killed my uncle. I never thought I'd meet the murderous arsehole, but I'll make him pay. I laugh at my furious side—I'm a strong witch, but can I take on the famous hybrid?

      Okay, I may not be able to kill Dorian, but I can hurt him. He's incarcerated, which means the so-called unstoppable guy must have a weakness.

      Dazed by my impromptu welcome by Dorian Blackwood, I robotically follow instructions from the pig-faced guy at the table. I don't think he's a mid, just unfortunate-looking. I hand over my phone and allow him to go through my belongings and look for contraband.

      Occasional shouts and laughter echo along a hallway upstairs. Adult voices mingled with teens; anger mixed with amusement. Trepidation builds in my churning stomach. How long will they keep me here? My crime surely can't be as severe as those around me. I used illegal magic, yes, but I never hurt anybody.  

      The bespectacled guy shoves my rucksack back across the table towards me and makes a note on a form. I stare at the pile of random items as he places them in a plastic bag. How is a wooden emery board contraband? Surely sharp nails would be worse than neat ones?

      "Will I get my things back when I leave?" I ask him.

      He gives a small shake of his head and continues to write on the form, a pitying smile on his face.

      I look away with a sigh, and the guy who accompanied me from the boat reappears from wherever he took Dorian. A girl accompanies him, partially hidden behind as she follows him downstairs.

      “Oriana, this is Eloise. Eloise, your roommate.”

      She moves past him and stands at the bottom of the stairs, arms folded around herself. Her bright blue hair and piercings instantly scare me, and she wears a scruffy black tank top and short, tight skirt with heavy boots. I've not dealt with many people outside of witch society, and this girl looks like somebody I'd rather avoid.

      Oriana’s hair partially covers her face and is shaved up one side. A dragon tattoo spreads from her neck along a slender shoulder before delving beneath her loose black tank top.

      "I hope you're less trouble than my last roomie," she says in a voice with an Eastern European lilt, and her emphasis on 'roomie' is mocking.

      "Eloise will be one of our more cooperative residents," says Luca with a smile. "Won't you?"

      I return the smile at his veiled threat and nod in agreement. Oriana steps forward and studies me. "Are you a witch?"

      "She is, yes."

      I side glance Luca, annoyed at him speaking on my behalf again.  

      "Cool. That'll help you gain favour with Dorian and Zeke."

      "What?" I ask, disgusted by her undertones.

      She smirks then gestures at my bag. "Are you coming with me? I can show you the awesomeness of your new home."

      I haul the rucksack from the floor. "Is that it?" I ask Luca. "The end of my 'processing'."

      "For now. In the morning you'll meet Francesca and Angus, who are the two heads of the academy." He pauses. "You'll want to be well-rested before your meeting."

      Omigod. What will they do to me?  

      Oriana huffs. "Come on. I'm busy."

      Luca wanders over to pick up the form from the guy with glasses, takes a cursory glance, and hands it back to him.

      "Welcome to Ravenhold. I'll see you in the morning."

      He strides away, and the white door at the end of the hallway bangs closed as he walks through.

      Oriana scratches a pierced eyebrow and turns. "Don't look frightened."

      "I'm not."

      "Liar."  

      At least her smile is friendly even if her appearance isn't. "You're lucky you're rooming with me. I'm nice."

      I follow Oriana upstairs, and she pauses to gesture either side of her where the narrow hallway decorated with flaking cream-coloured paint stretches to separate staircases.

      "Down that way to the classrooms; straight on to dorm rooms." She jabs a finger upwards. "The younger kids live up there."

      "There are young kids here?" I ask. "How old? I thought this place was for teens."

      "Youngest is twelve. Almost a teen. The staff keep a closer eye on them until they're sixteen. They're kept safe."

      Safe.

      Two guys rest against a wall outside a room with an open door, and one pulls on his bottom lip as he watches me pass. His bronze eyes unnerve me, and the black outlining them reminds me of a tiger's.  

      He's lithe, like Dorian, and as tall, with messy blond hair. Black lines ink his bare arms, and for a moment, I imagine them as stripes. His feline appearance and markings leave no doubt in my mind—he's a shifter.  

      The second guy matches him in build, and I shiver at the thought all the guys in this place have unhidden power in their bodies. He's pale with striking blue eyes, rimmed the same way, but I can't see if his arms are tattooed.  

      The blond guy runs his tongue across his teeth and stops his tongue on one of his longer than average canines.

      "Evening, sweetheart." His voice purrs seductively but triggers hairs on the back of my neck as he studies every inch of me.  

      The second guy jerks his chin at my roommate. "Are you joining us later, Oriana?"

      "I don't think so," she scoffs. "I'm busy."  

      "You should stick with your own," replies the blond. "You're safer that way. We can protect you."

      She gives a tight smile. "I don't need your protection."

      He rests his head against the wall and looks down his nose. "But some students need reminding to keep their hands off shifter goods."

      "Piss off," she retorts. "I'm nobody's goods."

      I back against the opposite wall, hoping if I do, this removes me from whatever conversation they're having.

      "I heard Dorian kicking off before," she says. "What happened, Zeke?"

      He shrugs. "Dorian badmouthed me in art class. The dickhead needs to keep out of my business."

      "Art class?" I blurt.

      Zeke turns his head. "Haven't you had your orientation meeting yet, new girl?"

      "She arrived too late," replies Oriana.

      Why is everybody speaking for me since I arrived?

      "Not too late for Dorian's orientation," says the dark-haired guy with a chuckle. "She's a witch, right?"

      The prickle on my neck intensifies at the undertone to his words. What does Dorian do to witches?

      "If Dorian caused trouble, he's locked in his room tonight," retorts Oriana. "If you were involved, I'd hide before someone locks you up for the night too."

      Zeke barks out a laugh. "I don't hide from anybody."

      "Aren't you going to introduce us?" interrupts Zeke's friend.

      My chest tightens. I'd hoped they'd overlooked me.

      "Eloise. This is Zeke.” She points at the striped guy. “And Kai." Oriana nudges me in the side as I stare at the two shifters.  

      "Eloise." Zeke speaks my name slowly as if caressing the word. "I look forward to discovering everything about you."

      Oriana mutters something then looks at me. "Let's go."

      I gratefully move away from the pair, and as I pass an open doorway, I spot a group of kids lounging on sofas with torn cushions or sitting on top of tables chatting.  

      Thankfully, nobody notices me.

      Against my better judgement, Zeke snatched my attention. I'm not a fan of shifters, and my parents were racist against them, but there's no denying many are stunning.

      "So, that's Zeke," says Oriana. "Shifter top dog. I mean, not literally since he's a tiger shifter, but he's allowed to keep the shifters under control."

      "Allowed?"

      "By Dorian," she replies as if I'm stupid. "There're two worlds here. One run by guards, one run by him."

      We turn a corner and head along another hallway in need of painting, although someone already adorned the flaking walls with a mural featuring a starry night scene. If this picture was designed to brighten the place, the attempt failed —graffitied names are scrawled throughout the painting.

      Oriana pulls a set of keys from her pocket.

      "I don't have a key yet. How will I get in and out?"

      Oriana unlocks the door. "Francesca will give you one tomorrow. You're lucky— a year ago we had no way to lock ourselves in. Since she arrived a few months back, things have softened a little. Angus is old school and doesn’t like sharing his position of academy head with Francesca. Don't upset him. He’s ex-military and the Confederacy's right-hand man; Francesca has a holistic approach to rehabilitation that he hates."

      "Art class?"

      "Amongst other things. Just treat her classes as a chance to snooze." She kicks open the door. "They try to hide their dislike for each other, but neither are good actors."

      The room we walk into is as unappealing as the rest of the academy —bare walls and a window covered by a thin black curtain. The metal-framed beds are pushed up against a wall either side with a small space in between.

      I can say goodbye to privacy.

      One bed is stripped of linen but has a pillow and blankets folded at one end. The springs creak as I sit on the mattress and take in the depressing surrounding.

      "Bathrooms are along the hallways. Shared." I widen my eyes, and she laughs. "Don't worry; they're not unisex. No guys in the girls' showers. Well, usually."

      My stomach turns over for the umpteenth time. Communal showers. Tiny rooms with bars on the windows and beds close enough we're almost sleeping together.

      "Is everybody's room like this?" I ask.

      "Yeah. Pretty much. Some of the bigger shifters get the attic rooms and Dorian's on his own."

      "Lucky," I mutter.

      "Lucky for the people who are saved from rooming with him, yes." She chuckles. "Sharing with Dorian is a threatened punishment as great as solitary confinement. Greater."

      "I can imagine. He has a reputation."

      "Oh, yeah." She snorts. "King of the halls. A lot of kids here are dangerous, but he's immoral with it. Doesn't give a shit about anybody or anything."  

      I could add that I know more about Dorian, but can I trust Oriana? The disgust on her face shows she doesn't like him, but I don't want my words passed on to anybody. I need to keep my head down and mouth shut.

      "Don't worry about Kai's comment—Dorian has a seductive effect on witches. He can be persuasive, but he's not a rapist."

      "Witches can't let vampires close in that way, anyway. They could die."

      "That way?" She frowns. "Oh! Fuck them, you mean? Outside rules don't apply here.”

      I fight embarrassment at her crude word and my naivety. “Eloise, pay attention to the Ravenhold rules, or you could add years to your stay here."

      I ask the question I'm scared to know the answer to. "How long have you been at Ravenhold?"

      Oriana holds out a hand and counts on her fingers. "Almost three years. Since I was sixteen."

      I could ask why she's here, but again, ‘head down and mouth shut’. I'll find out soon enough.

      Oriana remains standing as I unzip my bag and stare inside. I want to sleep, but I don't feel safe without casting a ward on the door. "Can I try a spell?"

      She stares at me and my dumb question. "Uh. The island's wards will suck the spell power from you. If you're powerful, that'll take a few days, but I'd advise against using magic. You don't want to be locked in solitary for a few days until they're sure you're neutralised."

      "Right." I eye the floor in front of the closed door.  

      "You want to ward the room, don't you? Go ahead tonight, but once you have your key, I wouldn't take the risk."

      Oriana reaches for the door handle, and I tense. "Are you leaving?"

      "I have things to do. I won't disturb you when I come back. Or are you a light sleeper?"

      "Not normally".

      Oriana leaves, and I kneel on the floor to use my index finger to trace a pattern on the cracked tiles close to the door. The runic symbols glow, and a blue light spreads between them until they interlock.

      Sinking back on my heels, I take calming breaths.

      I'll need more than wards to keep myself safe here.
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