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      MAEVE

      

      My mother had four consorts.

      So why are there only three men with her in the photograph?

      I sit at the kitchen table and pore over the leather-bound Winterfall history book; something I do every day. This is the only link I have to my family, unless I find one of the men in the picture. Each day, I scour the text and photos for clues about my father and absorb every detail about the life denied to me.

      The guys tell me there’s nothing in the men’s features that match mine, but the photographs aren’t close-ups. If I meet them, will I see something in their faces—the shape of their nose, their lips, something to match me? I have the Winterfall eyes and hair—will I resemble my mother more as I get older? I’m unsure how I’d cope with that.

      Tobias walks into the room and I hastily close the book and tuck it under the table and onto my lap. The late afternoon autumn sun catches his reddened cheeks and he wears the coat from the day he returned. Each time I see him walking along the driveway towards the house, the same relief floods through me and I’m reminded how lucky we all are to be together and safe.

      For now. Nobody knows where Gabriella is, and the Blackwoods have rebuilt their wards and they’re too great a threat to anybody who comes near them. Does anybody apart from us and Gabriella know all the events from that day? If we’re lucky, the Blackwood and Dominion accords broke after Anastasia’s death.

      Tobias cradles my head in one hand and softly places his cool lips on mine, distracting me as he takes the book from my lap. I pull my head back and frown as he places the book on the table.

      “That was sneaky,” I say.

      “And you don’t need to be.” He stands with one palm on the book. “I know how much studying the history helps you. Please don’t hide from me, Maeve.”

      “I’m not.” I place my hand over his. “But you don’t need a daily reminder about the Winterfalls.”

      He blinks at me and pulls his hand away. “I already have a daily reminder.”

      My heart sinks, because I know he doesn’t mean the book. Standing, I touch his face and he takes a sharp breath as the energy from my fingertips meets his. “Me?”

      His eyes are sad even though he smiles as he gently prises my fingers away. “Yes, but I don’t mind.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      The familiar ache for Tobias’s kiss and touch begins, intensified by the emotions sparking our energy. He takes my hand and kisses the palm and my skin goosebumps. “I accept what is and what can’t be.”

      “I don’t.”

      He gives me a despairing look. “Please, Maeve. This doesn’t help us.”

      “I told you. I’ll find the men in the book and they’ll help me break the curse.” I pause as he sighs. “What?”

      “I don’t want the conversation again, Maeve.”

      My jaw clenches as I fight against discussing my obsession—I truly believe one of these men holds the answer to Tobias’s curse. They all must know I exist if Tomas does, and were complicit in hiding me from everybody, including myself. I’m as cursed as Tobias, and these men owe me for what they all did.

      “I’m frightened you’ll leave,” I whisper and look at the floor. “That you won’t want to live like this.”

      He tips my chin with his thumb and forefinger and his eyes hold mine so I can’t look away. “That’s ridiculous. You know I can’t.”

      “Because of the—” I pause. Curse. He doesn’t want to hear the word.

      “No, Maeve. Because I love you.” He kisses me gently, and I smell the smoke from the autumn fires that clings to his clothes as I wrap my arms around his neck.

      How can a man like Tobias accept a life tied to somebody he can’t have a full relationship with? I tried once to have the conversation about the night we almost crossed that line, but he shut me down. Did I sense frustration or anger as he did? Maybe both.

      “Have you heard from Andrei?” he asks as he draws away.

      “Not today, but when I spoke to him yesterday, Andrei thought he’d return home tonight.”

      Home. The Winterfall house technically is my home, but these guys are what makes this the place where I want to live. Steve’s confusion over why we’re still here lasts longer each time he visits, and I worry that the mental magic we use is slipping. But Steve always walks away accepting his long-term guests.

      “I’d like to know what Andrei’s grandfather wants from him. We’ve told our story to those who need to know, which means Oskar already knows all the details. Why did Andrei go to him?” asks Tobias.

      “Because he was summoned,” I reply. “The more time Andrei spends away from his family while Gabriella is missing, the more suspicious people are.”

      “Poor kid.” I snort at his reply. “What?”

      “Don’t let Andrei hear you calling him a kid. He’s twenty-one.”

      “Yes. A significant age.” Tobias runs his tongue along his top teeth and looks around. “Do you want me to make something to eat?”

      I narrow my eyes at Tobias. Is he making an unsubtle way to refer to Andrei’s upcoming changes—no longer eating as he moves towards full hemia existence?

      “No, I am not, Maeve. I’m hungry.”

      “Oh, mind reading now?” I say and arch a brow. “I thought we’d agreed to keep out of each other’s heads.” Before he can reply, I rest my arms on Tobias’s shoulders and place my lips on his, urging him into a kiss that goes further than his chaste one earlier. He makes a soft noise as we give in to the magic that hums between us as he delves his tongue into my mouth. The tingling energy builds, and I grip him closer before tentatively pushing at the corners of his mind.

      Tobias breaks away with a laugh. “Good luck. You don’t get to see what’s in there.”

      I lick the taste of him off my lips and Tobias’s dark eyes watch. “The same as mine. Frustration, Tobias.”

      Somebody clears their throat nearby and I look over Tobias’s shoulder to Jamie, who stands in the kitchen with his laptop under an arm. As if he saw nothing, Jamie places the laptop on the table and flips the lid.

      “I heard from Tomas again. He’s agreed to meet us.”

      I practically shove Tobias out of the way and turn the laptop to face me, rapidly scanning the email onscreen to absorb the words.

      The email is brief: a phone number. Nothing more.

      “Your email to him worked, Maeve,” Jamie says.

      We both sit, side by side, with Tobias behind me, and I fight back tears. Jamie contacted Tomas before, and he replied but refused to meet us shortly after the fire. He’s spent almost two months searching for the other men in the photograph and found nothing. Has Tomas relented?

      Did my email touch a nerve? Writing the words to Tomas twisted pain in my heart as I poured out all the trouble and confusion that filled my life, at the loss of the family I never knew, and the threat to my life I never asked for. Tobias asked that I didn’t mention him to Tomas, which I respected because that’s a whole other matter. Quietly, we all know the reason—if Tomas knew we associated with Tobias, he may not want to meet us.

      “Is this his phone number?” I ask. “Do you know for sure?”

      “I thought you could call,” he says with a smile. “This is all about you. I’m just the messenger.”

      Heart thumping, I look for my phone in the kitchen, but I’ve left it elsewhere. Desperate to call as soon as I can, I race from room to room trying to remember when I last used the phone.

      As I walk out of the small lounge area growing more frustrated, I almost bump into Jamie, who holds out my phone. “Try to stay calm, Maeve.”

      “Calm?” I snatch the phone, but he’s right. I take a shuddery breath and call the number, able to hear my heart in my ears along with the ringing. Jamie watches me expectantly, but Tobias hangs back with a small frown.

      Nobody answers and the voice requesting I leave a message is the generic one from the phone company. “It’s Maeve,” I stammer. “Can you call?”

      I swipe the screen in disappointment but before I can speak to the others the ringtone sounds and I almost drop the phone.

      “Hello?”

      “Maeve. Tomas. Are you well?” I clutch the phone harder. The man’s rich voice has an Eastern European edge—slight but there.

      “Hello,” I croak. “Yes.”

      “You and your friends are very persistent.” I can hear the smile. “But I should expect tenacity from you, Maeve.”

      “Will you meet me?” I blurt.

      There’s a long pause, and I pray he hasn’t ended the call. "If I said ‘yes’, who would you bring with you?”

      “My friends—Jamie and Ash and Andrei and—”

      “No.” He interrupts. “I mean, who is watching you currently that may follow? Is Gabriella still attempting to retrieve her son?”

      I rub my eyebrow, bemused at his strange words. “We haven’t seen or heard anything from the Blackwoods or Gabriella in two months.”

      “You must understand my concern, Maeve. I too have hidden for many years and understand some of your difficulties, but I do not wish to attract those I avoid.”

      “You will see me?” Desperation edges into my voice. “I can’t come alone. We promised to stick together after the academy fire.”

      “You are a formidable group with some interesting members.” I eye Tobias as Tomas speaks. “I will text you my address. Perhaps I should take a risk rather than live the rest of my life in hiding.”

      “Who are you hiding from?” I ask. There’s a long pause. “Hello? Are you there?”

      “The people who orchestrated the Winterfalls’ deaths, and the man who obeyed and killed the family. Both would like my secrets.”

      “Oh.”

      “Is he with you still?”

      “Who?”

      “Tobias Whitlock, Maeve.” This time, I’m responsible for the long pause. “Pointless question. Of course, he is. The man can’t walk away now, can he?”

      “Maeve?” asks Jamie. “Are you okay?”

      My palm perspires around the phone and Jamie stares at where my hand shakes. I nod at him then return to my conversation. “Yes. He is, and he would need to come too.”

      “I agree. If the creature can take on Gabriella Tepes and save your life, he can do so again if necessary.” He pauses. “When you receive the message with my address, make arrangements and contact me when you have a date and time you’ll arrive.”

      I cringe at him calling Tobias a ‘creature’. “Are you far?”

      “Close enough. We’ll speak again soon. Give my regards to Tobias.”  He ends the call before I can say goodbye, then look at Jamie’s expectant face. “He’s texting—” The alert interrupts me, and the promised address appears on screen. “Tomas lives in Manchester.”

      “He sent his address?” asks Jamie in surprise. “Wow.”

      Tobias hasn’t spoken and when I look up, I see why. He’s no longer with us.
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      JAMIE

      

      Maeve’s smile doesn’t leave as she chatters excitedly about what she’ll talk to Tomas about and searches his address online. She even goes as far as looking at the street view, unable to wait a moment longer to absorb every detail about his life.

      I’m happy for her, but concerned.

      The door to the house closes and she frowns and walks to the lounge window. “Where’s Tobias going?”

      I shrug. “Who knows? One of his long ‘walks’?”

      She sighs at my suspicion, then takes the laptop. “Did we bother you earlier, when you saw us in the kitchen? I get the feeling we did.”

      “Kissing? That doesn’t bother me, but I still find the situation weird. I totally understand how you feel about each other, but don’t forget he was my professor for a year before you arrived. And you did kinda have a student/teacher thing going before you knew who he was.”

      She laughs. “That’s not the most forbidden part of our relationship.”

      I turn away from her joking and bite my tongue, because I don’t want to interrupt her happy mood with my opinions about her and Tobias. After days watching Maeve fade as she lost hope in finding anybody to help, her new radiance fills me with the same happiness.

      I’m not lying. I understand and see how genuine Tobias’s feelings for Maeve are, and hers for him, but I can’t shake my worry that this bond is only the curse. Maeve believes there’s a way to break this and I hope we find an answer, because she’s as cursed as Tobias.

      Also, however hard I try, I struggle with my suspicion. Why would Gabriella allow Tobias to live when she has the chance to kill him? Where does he go when he spends hours away from the house?

      “Does Tobias have any vodka?” Maeve asks.

      I pull myself from my thoughts. “Why?”

      She grins. “Celebration!”

      “You don’t drink,” I say cautiously.

      “I do sometimes,” she protests, “especially now I’ve discovered something I like.”

      “Vodka mixers aren’t as strong as straight vodka, Maeve.”

      “Sheesh!” She thrusts the laptop at me and tiptoes to reach into the cupboard where Tobias keeps his alcohol. Since we’ve lived together, the five of us have spent evenings with beers and other drinks, but not often. Amelia and Matt visited a couple of weeks ago and rather than discuss the outside world, we played board games. Apart from Andrei, who behaved like such ‘stupid activities’ were beneath him, which I fully expected.

      There’s always spare alcohol, because Ash enjoys a beer in the evening, and Tobias sits up alone drinking some nights.

      “Come on.” She bumps the fridge closed with her backside as she holds out the vodka and a bottle of Coke she retrieved. “Grab some glasses.”

      I relent and find some, then follow Maeve as she hops up the stairs. We reach her room, where she eagerly pours us generous drinks and then sits on the floor. Taking the glass she holds out to me, I sit beside her.

      Maeve sips then bites her lip, eyes shining. “Should we pack? When can we go to Tomas?”

      “Uh. Not tonight.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “When Ash and Andrei are back,” I say.

      She grins. “Tomorrow.”

      Maeve places her drink down and throws her arms around my neck before planting a kiss on my mouth. “You’re amazing. Thank you.”

      I’m not great with compliments and give Maeve a half-smile, happy with the closeness. “What for?”

      “Jamie!” She shakes her head. “You’ve spent a lot of spare time helping me find Tomas and the others.”

      “Yeah, but I only found one guy.” I’m frustrated that my research and enquiries to find the others followed paths that led to dead ends.

      “One person is all we need. Tomas can tell us about the others; maybe he’ll help find them.”

      I rub her cheek with the back of my hand, marvelling at how soft her skin is and all but burying my face into her hair to breathe her sweet scent. “I hope so. I want you to find answers and peace.”

      Her expression softens and Maeve looks at me in the way I crave, the one when we’re alone together and the witch bond shines through. “I love you,” she says.

      My heart swells at her words and I run my index finger across her lips. “And you know I love you. I’ll do anything to see that smile.”

      She takes my hand and kisses my fingers. “I’m always safe and happy with you.”

      Maeve means I’m uncomplicated. There’s no curse. No blood lust. No fear that a primal side could takeover. She’s safe with me, compared to the other guys, and sometimes I think that’s what stops us taking the last step.

      Maeve enjoys danger with her passion. I’m too ‘safe’. I could never be that to her.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks and ruffles my hair.

      “Just thinking.”

      “Always thinking...” She rolls her eyes in mock exaggeration then drinks again. “Put some music on. What should we do?”

      Oh hell, don’t ask me that question.
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        * * *

      

      Scrabble isn’t what I had in mind, but Maeve appears to think that’s my idea of fun. We stay on the floor with the board between us. As Maeve finishes her third drink and I’m clearly winning, she loses interest.

      “Rork.” She places the tiles on the board then grins at me.

      “Not a word.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Then what does rork mean?” I narrow my eyes at her—this is Maeve’s third made-up word and her explanations amuse me.

      Maeve blows air into her cheeks and kneels up. “I can’t remember the definition.”

      “Convenient.” I pull out my phone. “Should I check a dictionary?”

      “Hmm.” She leans over, curling her hand around the back of my neck, and kisses me, almost tipping forward as she does. She’s gentle as she teases my mouth with her tongue and tastes of alcohol and Maeve, both intoxicating.

      As she pulls her mouth away, her taste remains on my lips and I ache because that isn’t enough. She brushes hair from my face and shuffles forward. “Are you drunk enough, Jamie?”

      I frown. “For what?”

      Maeve chuckles. “Me to seduce you.”

      “Ah. Not necessary. Just say the word.” I take a drink and look at the glass. “This tastes stronger than the last. You are trying to get me drunk.”

      With another laugh, Maeve moves forward and places her hand on my chest, lips back on mine. I catch myself from falling by putting my hands behind my back, palms on the floor.

      This kiss is filled with more passion, like the ones I’ll only share with Maeve when I’m sure nobody is around. Maeve and I have our ‘human’ dates, although I swear I’ve seen the others following us. That pisses me off, but I don’t say anything. Sure, I understand they worry about us alone, but I’m not that bloody weak. I can protect Maeve.

      As she climbs onto my lap, Maeve succeeds in sending me backwards onto the floor. She props herself up with an arm either side of my head and I hold her hair away from her face.

      “Are you drunk?”

      “No. Fuzzy.” She sighs. “Jamie. What’s the issue? Why do you hold back from me?”

      I wrinkle my nose. “Ah. I understand now. This isn’t an attempt to get me drunk to ‘seduce’ me, but to get me to talk.”

      “Yes. So, tell me: why?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Crap answer, Jamie.”

      “Because I’m not like them,” I admit.

      “You don’t find me attractive?”

      “Ugh. Maeve.” I wrap my arms around her waist and tip her over so she’s the one on her back and I’m looking down at her instead. “That’s ridiculous.”

      She gives a half-smile. “I know. You can’t hide the effect I have on you sometimes.”

      I poke her in the stomach with a finger and she laughs. “You want the truth?” Maeve nods. “Because I like that I’m nothing like the other guys.”

      “And?”

      “And that’s it.”

      Maeve huffs and slides her hands beneath my T-shirt. “I’m beginning to think you’re saving yourself for somebody else, Jamie.”

      The tickling touch across my abs immediately distracts me and her eyes darken as she looks up at me.

      “I’m not. We’re witches and bonded, but you’re bloody powerful. Strong female witches have consorts; you can have all the guys you want.”

      “I want you. Does that make me selfish?” She continues to play her fingers across my skin and drags them along my back. I shiver at the sensation. “Or are you hoping things will end between me and the other guys?”

      I let out a laugh and rub my nose against hers. “Like that would ever happen, and I hope you never do. We’re family now. All of us.”

      “Even Tobias?”

      “Yes.” I inhale and push my hands beneath her T-shirt, heart speeding as I slide them along her side towards her breasts. “I wanted the right time for us, Maeve.”

      “Now?” She moistens her lips. “You have no idea how much I want that closeness with you, Jamie.”

      “Do you know how I felt the first time I saw you?” I ask her and she shakes her head. “You looked into my eyes and saw the guy who’d die. I looked into yours and saw the girl I immediately wanted with every part of me.”

      “The witch bond?”

      I continue my exploration across her skin and her cheeks grow pinker with each touch. “That and you're beautiful, Maeve.” She smiles and her eyes light up. “Then I saw how you felt about Ash and backed off, even though I wanted you so damn much. I became confused because things were hot and cold between us.” I sigh. “And then Andrei.”

      “I was confused too,” she murmurs. “I didn’t understand why you were all okay with me dating more than one of you.”

      “Yeah. I saw. You struggled with everything—discovering who you are, the feelings you have for us all, and I didn’t want to add to your confusion.” I stroke hair from her face. “Then Tobias blew everything apart. I saw the pain and the hurt and watched you struggle. I decided to back off, because you didn’t need another complication.”

      “You’re not a complication, Jamie. I want the same with you, even though you’re different. I love those differences.” She tugs at my T-shirt again and I help her pull it over my head. “To be honest, I thought you wanted us to be exclusive and couldn’t be just a...”

      “A consort?” I chuckle and push her shirt upwards far enough to place my lips on her belly. “You’ve seen that doesn’t matter to witches.”

      She sighs softly as I continue to plant small kisses across her skin, moving higher as if mapping her body with my mouth. I want to know every part of Maeve; to show her that she’s wrong about my attraction to her. Maeve’s hands thread into my hair and my heart beats harder as her breathing speeds.

      “And that’s the only reason?” she asks. “Because you thought I had enough to deal with and decided I didn’t want you in the way you wanted me?”

      “Hmm.” I rest my cheek against her fragrant skin and close my eyes to savour the moment with her. “Mostly.”

      “Jamie,” she says hoarsely. “Don’t hold back from me anymore.”

      I lift my face to where she looks down at me, cheeks pinker. “Don’t hold back?”

      She nods and I flick open the button fastening her jeans. Maeve takes a ragged breath. “You want to know the main reason I held back?” I continue and unzip her jeans before hooking my fingers into the belt loops.

      “Yes.” She sounds distracted and lifts her hips to allow me to tug the denim down. I pull the jeans from one leg and press my lips against her belly again, inhaling to force myself to pause.

      “Because I don’t think I’d compare to a vampire and a shifter, and especially not a guy you’re bound to by a curse.” I rest my chin on her and look up. “Witches are naturally driven towards vampires, and Ash... well, he’s a different league to me.”

      She props herself up and looks down in surprise. “You didn’t think you were good enough? Did you think I make comparative notes or something?”

      I smile at her offended expression. “No. I’m not the first guy in the world to doubt a beautiful girl could be interested in him.”

      “Well, I am, and you damn well know it!” she says with a pout. “I didn’t push this issue because I thought you weren’t interested in sex.”

      Sex.

      The word is finally spoken to match the direction we’re headed in. “Are you serious? Do you know how difficult it was to stop in the cottage that day?”

      “Yes. And I love you because you did stop. I was a mess.”

      “Exactly.” I slide back along her body, loving how her naked skin feels against mine.

      “I’m not a mess now, Jamie. And no, I’m not drunk. Just... happy and maybe brave enough to push this conversation with you.” She moves her hand between us and flicks the button on my jeans too. I tense. “Only fair, Jamie. You took mine off.”

      “You helped!”

      There’s no longer any doubt which way we’re stepping this evening and I’m sick and tired of trying to be the Jamie I thought she needed rather than the one she wants.

      And I want Maeve so bad it fucking hurts.

      Cupping Maeve’s chin with my fingers, I tip her face and place my lips on hers. I try to hold onto the loosening control, but when Maeve urges me into a kiss, I know I’m gone. My body wins, and I kiss her hard, parting Maeve's lips with mine and pushing my tongue into her mouth. She tastes as amazing as every time, and this time I promise myself I won't back down. I’ll let Maeve guide me to what she wants.

      Maeve makes a small noise as she welcomes my deeper kiss and winds her fingers into my hair to pull my face closer. Her sweetness has a power over me as strongly as the witch bond holding us in this life together. Why have I held back? Maeve’s fingers and lips are warm, familiar, and the most natural feeling in the world.

      Over and over, I’ve fantasised about running my hands along her leg, upwards to explore her and feel that gorgeous ass beneath my palm—now this is reality as I run my fingers along her thigh. Maeve stops kissing and looks at me as she slides her hands along my chest.

      "You’re an amazing person, Jamie." She kisses me softly again and leaves more intoxication on my lips. "I love you.”

      I don't have a chance to respond as her mouth meets mine, this time insistent and yielding. Words aren't needed, and neither is the witch bond as the buzzing energy grows between our mouths and skin. I slide my hand under Maeve’s ass, and she arches towards me, breath coming in short bursts against my cheek.

      "Don’t push me away this time, Jamie," she murmurs, nails digging into my shoulders.

      "No. I don't need to pretend."

      "Pretend what?" Maeve turns her head and our noses bump.

      "Pretend you're not inside my head every minute of every day." I swallow. "Pretend that I don't crave you so fucking bad it consumes me."

      I pull down the edge of her bra and bow my head to close my mouth around her nipple, flicking with my tongue and closing my teeth around. Maeve makes a soft sound that pulls me further from the old Jamie; I’m lost to everything but the building need to possess Maeve, even if it's only for a short time. I’m wound tight and tell myself to slow down, but her breathy responses wash that away and leave hunger in its wake.

      Maeve parts her legs and this is the permission I needed to finally let go. The thought of Maeve wet and hot hardens me further, every muscle in my body tight with desire, and the passion in her kisses drives me on. I skim the cotton fabric with my fingers, and she takes my hand and presses them against her.

      I push her panties to one side. Fuck, she’s wet. I can barely breathe, my cock throbbing against her belly, and I move against her, wanting so much more than I should take. The kisses grow harder, consuming, and as I explore her mouth, I dip a finger inside her. She moves against me and I take a shuddery breath when she tightens around my fingers, my head clouded with the image of replacing my fingers with my cock.

      As if reading my mind, Maeve slides her hand into my briefs and strokes me, the touch maddeningly gentle, and I'm so fucking turned on I swear this isn't going to end well. My sex-focused brain dizzies my thoughts, but I stop and rest my head on her shoulder, taking deep breaths. "Protection," I half pant, as I rub against her. "Crap."

      Maeve breathes out a laugh. “I’m guessing you don’t mean runes.”

      Her words break the moment and pull me back to what’s really happening here. I’m with Maeve, the girl I love, who’s happy and relaxed with me. As she looks into my eyes and strokes hair from my face, I see clearly how much she wants this. How much closer this will bring us.

      “I have that covered,” she says and lifts her head to kiss me. “I don’t take risks. Don’t stop.”

      Eyes on each other’s the whole time, we take off the few remaining clothes we wear. My blood courses red hot as I nudge Maeve’s legs apart with my knees again and settle myself between her. Lacing my fingers through hers, I hold Maeve’s hands on either side of her head and look down. She smiles. “Yes, Jamie.”

      “You’re beautiful,” I whisper and push into her as slowly as I can manage, almost undone by the tight heat as I grasp onto the control there’s no way I’ll keep. I pull out again, and she makes a low noise in her throat, shaking beneath my grip.

      Maeve’s peaked nipples brush my skin, and she wraps her legs around me. I try to keep calm and slow, but it's not going to happen. I can’t hold back even if I want to, as everything that exists in the normal world falls away. Now there’s only Maeve. Us. Skin on fucking beautiful skin. Nothing else matters.

      Maeve’s legs grip me tighter, her hands now fisted in my hair and tugging me as I move. Her hips buck against mine in a rhythm to match, the pressure and heat growing as her movements become more urgent. Our heavy breathing synchronises; there’s no way this is lasting long but I’m holding out until she comes first. The noises she makes that turn me the fuck on get louder and I push harder as they do, reaching between her legs to rub her sensitive nub.

      Maeve clutches onto my back, tightening around me, grasping to hold on as she falls into pieces beneath my hands, burying her face in my shoulder to muffle the noise. I can’t hold back, as the way she arches towards me breathless, murmuring my name drives me closer. More than ready, I let go of the barely held control and push into Maeve hard and fast one last time, groaning through my own release. I sink down and hold Maeve tight, whispering that I love her, wishing I could stay like this forever.

      Maeve shifts and gazes up at me and her flushed face is filled with the love and happiness I’ve dreamt of for months. I’m kicking myself for holding back and doubting myself; I’ve never felt as good physically or mentally in my life. Matt once told me I was a ‘stupid fucker’ not to explore how amazing the sex is between bonded witches, and I’m finally hit by how dumb I’ve been.

      Andrei and Tobias hold their own power over Maeve, which intensifies their physical and emotional tie. But we have a bond—one where she’s saved my life and I’ve saved hers. Our connection will always go above and beyond any that exists between un-bonded witches.

      I’m more than good enough for Maeve—we’re perfect together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      ANDREI

      

      Maeve texted me while I slept, and I woke to the news about Tomas. As usual, I’m stuck inside until the sun fucks off. I’d wanted to return to the estate last night, but my father insisted I stay with him one more night, and complains he rarely sees me. I made a pointed comment that I had nothing more to tell him about Mother Dearest or the incident at the academy. I’ve no interest in that shitstorm—I just want a quiet life with Maeve and the others.

      Ha. Ha. That’s as big a dream as becoming a daywalker.

      I leave my father’s place as soon as the sun drops behind the hills, again annoyed that I’m driven to the Winterfall house by my father’s staff. With a grumpy ‘thanks’ after a five-hour trip, I head into the brightly lit house.

      The east wing belongs to the five of us as long as we can fool Steve into letting us stay. Maeve feels guilty about the mind tricks, but we pay him rent, so what’s the problem?

      Maeve, who bounds down the hallway and launches herself at me, legs around my waist and arms on my shoulders. “I missed you!”

      I drop my rucksack to the floor and hold the girl I’ve ached for over the last few days. Our ‘I missed you’ kisses are never brief or chaste and only when I catch sight of Ash from the corner of my eye do I stop and put her down.

      “Jeez, you two. How many days?” he asks with a laugh.

      “Almost a week,” says Maeve and pouts.

      Ash tips his chin at me. “All good, mate?”

      “Yeah. I think they’ll leave me alone now. My grandfather must be an idiot if he thinks I’m unaware one of the house ‘guests’ poked around inside my mind.”

      “I hope you kept them out!” exclaims Maeve.

      I flick her nose. “I’m only weak against you.” In every way. “How about you, Ash? That’s the third time you’ve headed home. What’s happening?”

      He shrugs. “I try to keep out of the politics. My mum has struggled with the truth about Vincent and the council have called in all the shifters, including Dad. She’s alone a lot; she needs me.”

      “Called them in?” asks Maeve.

      Ash lowers his voice. “Vincent kicked off the situation the Dominion want—and they’re pissed off by the Confederacy’s reaction.”

      I bite my lip. Despite the fact mind control was used on the shifter kids, most ended up in Ravenhold. deemed ‘too dangerous’. There’s fear they could be manipulated again. My grandfather doesn’t realise that shoving disgruntled shifters together in a place close to anarchy isn’t smart.

      Neither is the extra resentment this causes between shifters and the other races.

      “We’re headed to Tomas’s tomorrow,” says Maeve to me as the conversation drops into territory we’d rather keep out of.

      “Daytime?” I ask through narrowed eyes.

      “Something as important as this? No! We wait for night—for you.” She takes my bag. “Come on.”

      My mouth drops open as she walks along the hallway towards the attic stairs—the attic the vampire lives in, who Steve knows nothing about. My bedroom. Ash chuckles. “Looks like she really missed you.”

      “No!” she calls back. “It’s late. I’ve waited up for Andrei and I’m tired.”

      The stairs creak as Maeve heads up them. Ash chuckles. “Maeve got Jamie drunk the other night.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I smirk back. “Did she get what she wanted out of him?”

      “I heard that!” comes Jamie’s voice from the kitchen.

      “Hey, Jamie!” I call.

      He appears in the doorway holding a glass of water rather than his laptop for once. “You’re back. Good.”

      “Aww, did you miss me?” I walk over and pat his cheek, but he scowls. “I won’t ask what you got up to with Maeve when you were drunk.”

      “I wasn’t drunk,” he says. “We had a couple of drinks and played Scrabble.”

      Ash snorts a laugh. “‘Played Scrabble’,” he says and makes inverted commas with his fingers. “Did you win, Jamie?”

      “Guys. Shut the fuck up. You’re being disrespectful to Maeve,” he replies.

      I pull a face at him. “Is the Professor here?”

      “Out walking. Again,” says Ash. “And don’t call Tobias that near him or Maeve.”

      I scratch my cheek. “Well. I’d better get to bed. I’m tired.”

      “Sure, Andrei. Because hemia vamps always sleep in the middle of the night,” says Jamie.

      “You heard Maeve. She’s waited for me.” I smile to myself and wander along the carpeted hallway towards the stairs.

      “Enjoy the Scrabble,” calls Ash, and he winces when Jamie punches him in the arm.

      Oh man, I hope she was lying to us and she isn’t tired.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      MAEVE

      

      Where did I expect a witch in hiding to live?

      Not a converted warehouse apartment in the centre of an English city. Since joining this world, I’ve imagined all witches on family estates living in mansions, but forget society is filled with supernatural creatures who blend with humans as they go about their everyday lives.

      Tobias parks the car in the narrow laneway between the two large buildings and I rest against the side as I stare at the large door at the front of the apartments. My heart gallops until I’m on the verge of hyperventilating, and Jamie slips his hand into mine.

      “Can we get a bigger car?” grumbles Andrei as he steps into the dark night.

      I laugh. Five of us in Tobias’s car is a squeeze, but touring the country isn’t on the agenda.

      “Ask your dad for one?” Ash suggests. “He has plenty of cash.”

      Andrei huffs. “I don’t like asking him for anything. You know that.”

      I don’t fully understand Andrei’s relationship with the rest of his family, apart from that his grandfather assigned Tobias to watch over him and helped free Andrei from Ravenhold. Was he responsible for freeing Tobias, too?

      The blood-born hemia kids are unusual since hemia vamps don’t often reproduce apart from creating others in the ‘traditional’ vampire way, which is frowned on. Achieving a blood born, such as Andrei and the other hemia at the academy, lends a special status, but Andrei hates that.

      Andrei recently admitted to me he’s worried that his blood-born status isn’t clear cut, and since he discovered his mother’s connection to the Blackwoods, is paranoid their magic was used. Confused, I spoke to Tobias in confidence, who told me more about Dorian Blackwood, the hybrid a couple of years older than us. Andrei doesn’t match Dorian for power or personality, and there’s no hint of Blackwood energy around him.

      But Tobias won’t rule out that Gabriella ‘assisted’ the blood-born process for both Andrei and his sister.

      I don’t voice this to Andrei; I don’t want to add to his worries.

      We hang back and look at each other—who’ll approach the building first? Eventually Jamie tugs me across the damp road to an intercom against the wall to the left of the door.

      A few moments after I buzz the correct apartment, a voice crackles. “Maeve?”

      “Yes. Hi,” I croak out.

      Something clicks inside the door and Ash strides over to push it open. We step into a slate-tiled hallway with a cage-style elevator to the left that comfortably fits us all inside. The clunk and clang of the lift unsettles me, as does the open shaft where I can see the mechanism above and below the metal floor as we head up.

      On the third floor, a man stands in an open doorway opposite where the elevator ends. Ash yanks open the grilled door and I almost forget to step out before the elevator groans to move again.

      Tomas matches the man from the photo that I’ve stared at every day, although I forgot to picture him as twenty years older. He never appeared in later photographs of my mother up until the year she died—was he hidden like I was?

      His dark-brown hair holds the same style, neatly cut but with a spiked fringe. Tomas looks young for his age; fit too with the same lithe figure as in the photograph. The serious eyes that stared back from the page look at me in the same way now. He flicks a look between us as we group together in the small space opposite his apartment. They linger on Tobias for a moment before he looks at me and finally smiles. I’d imagined myself running to him and hugging, but Tomas doesn’t have the open vibe I’d hoped for.

      “Hello, Maeve,” he says and opens the door wider. “I didn’t expect the whole entourage, but never mind. I can accommodate guests.”

      We follow him into a large open plan space where the old warehouse orange brick and black metal beams contrast with an expensive-looking modern kitchen and equally expensive-looking furniture. An open mezzanine floor above looks down over the living area and small windows line one of the walls.

      Tomas walks over to the kitchen and pulls open the fridge. “What do you drink? Juice? Tea? Beer?”

      Despite his casual nature and appearance, there’s an unease around him. “I don’t mind,” I say. “Whatever.”

      The awkwardness continues until we’re all sitting around a repurposed table with matching industrial-style black metal and wood chairs. Tobias and Andrei decline a drink; I drink juice with Jamie; and Ash predictably and enthusiastically takes a beer.

      “I feel a little awkward speaking to you all together,” Tomas says and drinks the red wine he poured himself.  As he gestures at us, I notice a small ring on his left index finger, silver with a milky blue stone similar to Astrid’s pendant in the picture. “Although I’m intrigued by this. You’re all survivors from the academy attack, yes?”

      “We are,” says Jamie, and he folds his arms onto the table.

      “And which one of you is Maeve’s... what do you call yourselves? Boyfriend? Although that seems an odd word to apply to a non-human.”

      I take a deep breath. I’ve never spoken these words before. “They all are.”

      He breaks into a smile again. “Like your mother, although her choices were a little more conservative.”

      “Do you know where the other men are?” I blurt.

      He gazes at me steadily. “I do, but I can’t tell you where. If they want to see you, that is their decision. I’m sure I can answer most of your questions.”

      “Which one of you is my father?”

      “Maeve!” Jamie shakes his head at me. I’d promised to work up to the big questions, but I can’t. I’ve obsessed over and dreamed about this.

      He doesn’t respond and turns his eyes to Tobias. “Tobias. It’s been a while. How are you?”

      Andrei’s eyes widen and he glances at me. They know each other?

      Tobias chews his lip but doesn’t respond.

      “Enjoying life with the curse?” Tomas sips again and despite his light tone, there’s menace beneath.

      “Tobias protects me,” I interrupt.

      “He has no choice. You appear surprised that I know him.” He licks wine from his lips. “I introduced him to the Winterfalls.”

      “Oh.” His words knock the breath from me. Tobias never said.

      “A difficult task for me to complete, but part of the plan.” He sighs. “Listen to me, talking about myself already. Maeve, tell me more about yourself. Are you well?”

      “You put me through hell,” I reply. “I need answers.”

      This time Ash looks at me in alarm. I’m ignoring their warnings that if I’m too forthright I could upset Tomas and he might decide not to speak to me.

      “I understand Maria explained everything. I’ve little to add. The decision to remove you did not involve me and was purely a Winterfall action.” His face hardens. “I wanted Astrid to come with us, but she refused to leave the family even though she knew the risk she took. Astrid waited for death.”

      Tobias stands. “I should not have come tonight.”

      “Why not? Your duty is to Maeve. You no longer matter to me.”

      I straighten. “Tobias matters to me.”

      Tomas sighs and shakes his head. “I’m sorry that the curse affects you in this way too. I imagine life is difficult.”

      “Difficult?” I choke out. “Difficult?”

      “Maeve,” Tobias says quietly, and Andrei glances between us.

      “Will you all stop ‘Maeve’-ing me?” I snap. “Tomas owes me.”

      Tomas stands too as the conflict at the edge of our visit seeps in. “Perhaps meeting wasn’t a good idea.”

      Tears spring to my eyes. “No! I won’t leave until you answer my questions.” Tomas frowns and I temper my tone. “If you don’t want to answer everything, you don’t have to, but at least tell me something.”

      Tomas drinks with his eyes fixed on mine. “I will, but I don’t want all of you to listen. There are things I’d prefer to keep between the two of us.”

      “Secrets?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      “We’re not leaving Maeve alone,” says Ash brusquely.

      “You don’t need to.” Tomas gestures around him. “Watch TV. Have a drink. We won’t leave this room.”

      “You call us if you need,” says Jamie, and he scowls when Tomas laughs.

      “Jamie. She’ll be in full view,” he replies.

      I chew on my lip and look to Tobias. He’s struggling not to walk away, his mind tumbling with emotions and thoughts.

      I’ll ask him about the curse. He can help us.

      Closing his eyes at my projected words, Tobias turns away. “I’ll have a drink.”

      Ash watches as he walks to the kitchen and picks up the wine bottle.  “You’re driving, Tobias.”

      “And now you are.” Tobias pours a generous glass then sips. “We’ll need to leave in three hours to get back before sunrise.”

      Andrei’s face hardens. “Is there anywhere I can stay in here?”

      “Nothing UV-blocking in my home. I don’t favour vampires.” Tomas cocks his head at Tobias, who gulps down the wine.

      “Three hours isn’t long enough!” I protest.

      “You’re welcome to stay longer, Maeve.” He smiles. “Although I doubt they’d all leave, only those who need to.”

      Andrei shoves his chair back and stands before walking over to the sumptuous sofa. He grabs the TV remote and flops down, grumbling to himself.
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      MAEVE

      

      Tomas relaxes—a little—once the others move from the table, and I understand why. I felt like I was at a meeting too, and my barrage of questions must’ve felt like an interview. He remains distant, though, body language closed as he keeps his glass of wine close and arms tucked into his body.

      “I spoke to Xavier and Nathaniel and mentioned the situation. They agreed I could see you, if I didn’t divulge their whereabouts.”

      My heart hurts but I nod.

      “I can attempt to answer your questions, but can I be blunt?” He sips his drink. “I don’t want this to be a regular thing. Yes, I knew your mother and can answer questions, but I don’t know everything. We’re not familiar with each other, and she’s the only connection we have.”

      I moisten my dry lips and fight down the rising hurt. I’ve asked him once but... “You’re not my father?” I ask.

      “No. I am sure of this. Your mother and I were close but not as... ah, passionate as the others.” He smiles and I slide my eyes to Jamie, who’s picking at the edge of his jacket rather than watching the action movie Ash found to watch. “Besides, I was away from Astrid the month she conceived.”

      “Okay,” I whisper.

      “Did you want me to be your father?” he asks with a frown.

      “I don’t care. I just want to know.” I’m surprised when my voice cracks and Tomas’s expression shows genuine concern for the first time.

      He slumps back in his chair. “When you were born, we were all your father. We cherished you and Astrid as a family for those few short months. I know that you must hate me for what happened, but the decision wasn’t easy.”

      “You gave me away.”

      I jerk in surprise as he reaches out and touches my hand. His fingers are soft and warm, and magic hums around him. “The decision also wasn’t ours. We considered hiding once we discovered Adeline’s plans. We already lived away from the family—that’s how nobody outside the Winterfalls knew about your birth. There was... an incident, and after that, Maria took you. Maeve, we couldn’t risk you dying too.”

      “Because the Winterfall line would end,” I mumble.

      His fingers tighten over mine. “No. Because we loved you and knew that every Winterfall in the house that night would die.”

      I fight looking over to Tobias, who Tomas has his back turned to. “Yes, I knew Tobias. At first, I didn’t suspect he had ill intent, but over the weeks his aura blackened.”

      “All four of you were back with Astrid?”

      “No. Only me. The others couldn’t accept what happened and argued with Adeline; she saw them as a liability and thought they may take you again."

      “But why?” I ask. “If they knew this would happen, why didn’t the family stop him?”

      He fixes his shining eyes on mine. “Him? Tobias?”

      I clench my teeth. “Yes. Tobias.”

      “I’m not the person to ask that question.”

      “Then who, Tomas?” He shakes his head. “You mean the dead know?”

      Jamie’s head snaps around as my voice rises and I smile weakly at him.

      “Maeve,” he says softly. “We can’t change what happened. I don’t know what I could say or do to help you now. I can tell you stories about Astrid and how much she loved you. Don’t blame her or us. Adeline took you from us.”

      “And put a curse on me!” I retort.

      “On Tobias—to keep you safe.”

      I take a sharp breath. “Bullshit. To keep Winterfall magic safe. And what do you think would happen when we met? Don’t you understand what the strength of our bond would do?”

      For a long moment, Tomas doesn’t speak. He drains his glass and sets it down. “There’s no bond, Maeve. A curse, yes, but the bond should only go one way—you shouldn’t be affected by Tobias in this way.”

      “But I am,” I whisper. “His curse is killing a part of me.”

      “But why?” He frowns. “You have others around who love you and deserve you. Let Tobias fulfil his role and then—”

      “For the rest of my life?” I half-shout and this time all the guys twist round to face me. “If Tobias doesn’t kill me, he’ll be with me my whole life and we can never fully love each other!”

      “Maeve.” His voice lowers in warning. “I did not create this curse. I can’t be held responsible.”

      I swipe away an escaping tear and stare over his shoulder with my lips pressed together.

      “What answers did you expect me to give you, Maeve? Now you understand my reticence in meeting up.”

      “How can I break the curse?” I snap the words and as I do, I shove at the corners of his mind. Does he think I’m a weak emotional girl or does he see I’m a Winterfall? A barrier slams up and I wince at the sharp pain behind my eyes.

      “I know you’re powerful, Maeve, but I see a vulnerable girl. You’ve survived terrible things and for that I’m sorry, but I can’t help you.” He pats my hand. “I can speak to Nathaniel and Xavier and request they speak to you too, but none of us can change anything—past or future.”

      I drag my hand away. “I don’t believe you, Tomas, otherwise you wouldn’t block me out. Nathaniel is a Willowbrook—like my aunt. He’s future-sighted too.”

      “I’m not. My school is elemental.”

      “Ask him to see me!” I urge. “Please.”

      Tomas sinks back. “I can ask again, but the decision is ultimately his.”

      The TV plays quietly at the opposite end of the room and my chest stays tight as the anxiety winds further around me. “Who’s the fourth?”

      Tomas shakes his head. “I don’t understand.”

      “Yes, you do. My aunt told me Astrid had four consorts. Only three of you are shown or mentioned.” I study him for his reaction—hidden or visible. Nothing.

      “Again, if he wants to reveal himself, he can.” He looks the other way. “But if you do find him, I’d advise you not to take Tobias Whitlock with you.”

      “Tobias finds it hard to stay away from me. The curse, remember?” I say semi-sarcastically.

      Tomas looks at me, sour-faced. “His presence is what prevented our decision to meet you. I did not expect you to bring him.”

      “He wanted to come with me. They all did, because we’re in this together.”

      “I understand, but I don’t. I believe he should leave as soon as possible.”

      “I don’t think he’ll leave without me,” I say.

      Tomas closes his eyes for a moment and his hand shakes as he pours wine. This closed-off man can’t hide himself totally. “Let me tell you about Astrid,” he says gently, as if this would solve everything.

      I waver between listening or crossing to the others for comfort. I’ve immersed myself in the Winterfall history book, desperate to fill the gaps, but whose past is in the stories I listen to? Astrid and these men are part of a fairytale that I strive to connect with my reality.

      I wish I knew how my story ends.
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      MAEVE

      

      Tomas’s stories fill up time and as the night wanes, Ash leaves with a reluctant Andrei and the promise he’ll return for us in the morning. I’m half-inclined to leave too, but this could be my only chance to speak to this man. Tomas may not want me to return following my outbursts and demands.

      Jamie doesn’t leave—he refuses to leave the three of us alone, wary what Tomas may do. In reality, he’s wary what I might do if I’m upset. If Jamie remains, there’s someone outside of the vicious circle that surrounds the three of us. Tomas offers us his spare bedrooms, but begrudgingly, because I sense he wants us all to leave.

      I can’t sleep, despite Jamie’s arms surrounding me as he holds me to him. He falls asleep impressively quickly while thoughts whirl through my head. Wriggling away, I turn and stroke hair from Jamie’s eyes and my heart swells as I watch him sleep. We’ve a greater unity; not only due to the sex but because the distance he kept on many levels closed that night. He’s itching to talk to Tomas too and I hope that the witch agrees. After all, Jamie is the one who searched for and found him. He’s the witch in our group and the events are part of his history too.

      I can’t stay inside any longer. I’m tight-chested and suffocated by the news that I didn’t want—Tomas isn’t my father and he can’t break the curse. There’s a balcony connected to Tomas’s apartment which overlooks the city skyline where the white and orange lights dominate the sky and hide the stars. If I step outside, the cool and calm night could soothe me.

      As I walk back through to the open plan living area, I spot Tobias in the kitchen, pouring a glass of water from the large tap. He’s barely spoken to me today, from the journey until now, and we pause and look at each other.

      His thoughts are dull as if he has a mental block against himself, not me.

      “You should sleep, Maeve,” he says.

      “I’m not tired,” I whisper in case I disturb the others. “Will you talk to me?”

      He nods and leaves the glass on the kitchen counter before crossing to me, and I gasp as the air is squeezed from me in a tight hug. My head squashes against his hard chest and I wrap my arms around his waist.

      The energy that immediately buzzes at our touch blows away the mental exhaustion. Tobias’s lips rest on my hair and I can feel his warm breath as my emotions calm. The pneuma in Tobias feeds in the way that shocked me when I first heard this could happen. If only my body could settle the way my brain does, because as always, the lamia awakens my attraction to Tobias.

      I take a sharp breath.

      Why can’t we be normal?

      But are any of us?

      I draw back and he strokes my hair. “Better?”

      Kiss me.

      The words enter my head even though I didn’t want to broadcast them to him. “Sorry,” I say in a thick voice.

      He shakes his head and tips my chin to place his lips softly on mine, and the tears I’ve held back through my conversations with Tomas threaten to spill. “I wish I hadn’t come here.”

      “What? Why?” he asks quietly. “Did Tomas not tell you anything helpful?”

      “He told me stories about him and Astrid, mentioned the other guys, but that’s all this is—stories. I can’t connect. I thought if Tomas is my father, I might be able to, but he’s no nearer to me than my aunt.” I pause. “And Tomas can’t help with the... other thing.”

      Tobias continues to stroke my hair. “We can find the other men. Jamie won’t rest until we do. You might connect with them better—discover who your father is.”

      “True.” He avoids answering my hint about the ‘other thing’ and I want to tell him I don’t care if I never find the truth about my father, if I can make things right between me and Tobias.

      “Sit down. I’ll bring you some water,” he says and gestures at the long sofa that Jamie snoozed on before I persuaded him to go to bed.

      I wander over to the long window instead, which looks out over the other old buildings towards the modern cityscape. How many supernaturals live out there? I’ve been cloistered at the academy in a microcosm of this hidden other world. What is my place now?

      Tobias sits on the sofa and looks up at me as he holds out a glass of water. I spot another reason for his clouded thoughts—the wine he drank. He rests back on the sofa and places his feet on the table while sipping his water.

      “I said, sit down. You’ll find tomorrow harder if you don’t sleep,” he says with an edge of command to his tone.

      “It’s already three a.m. I’m too hyped up to rest.”

      He pats the seat beside him. “Come on. I’ll cuddle the energy out of you.”

      I can’t help but laugh at his weird words and join him on the sofa. Tucking my legs under myself, I mould my body against his. We’ve discovered staying completely disconnected physically makes the situation worse. The pent-up energy between the two of us goes far beyond that of normal people attracted to each other and we can’t allow that to build. Only cuddling for the rest of our lives isn’t something I want, but if that’s how our relationship is destined to be, then I’ll accept that.

      I snuggle into his chest and he strokes my upper arm with his thumb as I listen to his heart. A sudden memory of events at the academy sneaks in and I shift to rest my head on his shoulder instead, away from the steady beat.

      “I’m sorry you didn’t get the answers you wanted,” he murmurs.

      “So am I. Thank you for coming with me, although that wasn’t the best idea.”

      He chuckles. “I can’t allow you to visit a stranger on your own. That would break the cursed guardian rule.”

      “That’s not funny,” I whisper.

      “I have to laugh about this sometimes.” Tobias presses his lips to my cheek.

      I twist to press myself closer, desperate for as much comfort as he can give before the need builds in us both. We’ve never shared the same intimacy as the night before the academy fire, and I avoid any intimate touch, as he does.

      Tobias’s steady breathing and pneuma energy sends me into a sleep that’s eluded me since the moment Jamie told me he’d found Tomas.
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      TOBIAS

      

      If I could leave, I would. Despite what I tell Maeve, if I’d had the choice to stay away, I would’ve.

      But that’s impossible. My words weren’t a joke.

      I wander into the bedroom Tomas indicated I could sleep in and grab a large blanket before returning to Maeve. As I cover her, my heart fills with sorrow and love; the two emotions that constantly battle when I’m with her. I’ve tried to absorb some of the stress she’s suffered recently, but I struggled today. After her conversation with Tomas, the amount of anguish filling her soul overwhelmed me too.

      Tomas Devlin can hate me all he likes, but I refuse to let him punish Maeve.

      I head towards the kitchen and see the sliding doors at the opposite end of the room are open. A figure stands on the balcony, face turned to the sky, hands in pockets.

      The breeze blows the thin curtains as I step through. “If you are a sensible man, do not approach me, Tobias Whitlock.”

      Ignoring his growled words, I remain still. “I want your help.”

      “You come here and believe I would help you?” Tomas snaps his head around to look at me with the same contempt as every other time today. The hatred flows from this man towards me; I take a risk approaching him, but I’m annoyed he refuses to give Maeve the answers she needs.

      “I am not asking you to help me,” I say softly. “I am asking you to help Maeve.”

      Tomas turns to me. “I agreed to see her. Is that not enough?”

      “No. That is not enough. Help Maeve. Give her some fucking answer, Tomas.” I promised I’d keep my cool, but I’ve just spent an hour holding Maeve and soothing away the pain this man inadvertently subjected her to.

      Tomas slowly walks over until he’s far enough into my personal space that his hatred almost chokes me. “I never wanted to see your face again.”

      I never knew who Tomas was when we met at a party six years ago, but we had similar interests—live fast and loose, choose pleasure over everything. Once, I asked him if anything happened in his past, because even when drunk or high, he never lost the sadness shadowing his mind. He refused to tell me.

      A month later, after introducing me to the Winterfall family as I’d planned, he disappeared. I presumed his debauched life caught up with him somewhere along the line. The man he is now couldn’t be further away from the one I knew back then—apart from the sadness that now encompasses him.

      The day I saw him in the photograph with Astrid, I knew our friendship wasn’t a coincidence, and I’ve secretly wanted to meet him as much as Maeve has. I also understand why he and the others are hidden. The layers of secrets and lies are greater than any of us understand, and one person suffers more than all of us.

      Maeve.

      This is the closest we’ve stood since the time before the massacre, and I ready protection against what magic he’ll throw at me. “Maeve deserves more,” I say quietly.

      “She is alive and protected.”

      “Maeve deserves happiness, not a life where she needs to watch her back all the time. The Winterfall family took her away to protect their magic, not her, and she’s spent a life struggling to cope. What the fuck were your intentions?”

      “Maeve will master her magic.”

      “On her own?” I retort. “Where are the grimoires? Those who can teach her? Surely you protected the books from the fire.”

      “Your fire?” sneers Tomas.

      Maeve’s anguish still runs through my body, interfering with the control, and frustration bursts through. “The one the Winterfalls could’ve stopped! This never needed to happen!”

      Tomas drops his gaze to the floor. “The events needed to occur.”

      “A massacre?” I choke out. “Astrid’s death ‘needed to occur?’ What the fuck are you saying?”

      In the dim light I see Tomas’s jaw set hard and I’m suddenly struck by his role in this. Is he partly responsible for the deaths? “I don’t have the grimoire. Nor do I know who Maeve’s biological father is. I don’t have anything that can help her.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      Tomas turns his back and walks a few paces towards the edge of the balcony. I don’t hear his next words before he turns. He holds one hand above the other, cupped the way witches hold their witchlight.

      But this is more than strands of light; the energy crackles and builds. Tomas opens his hands and dips his fingers inside, as if pulling a strand from a ball of tangled wool. As he does, the energy moves to spark around his fingers as fire would in elemental spells. The light breeze gusts and blows my hair forward and the air becomes sticky.

      “Do you often use spells where humans might see?” I ask.

      Tomas steps back to me, his eyes now shining with sparks of light to match the energy in his hands.

      “Nobody will see.”

      “The sudden localised storm when you strike me with lightning?” I lift my eyes to where a low grey cloud forms above us. “I’ve seen you use this magic before, Tomas.”

      The magic shimmers in the air around him, the charged air feeding the growing ball. “I can’t kill you, but I can cause you pain.”

      I shake my head. “I am in more pain than you could inflict, and I understand yours.”

      Tomas lifts his fingers and the white magic balls in his palm. “You could never understand the pain from losing the person you loved.”

      “But I carry the pain that I’ll never truly have the one I love.”

      He sneers. “Don’t bullshit me. You’re controlled by a curse.”

      “I am, but the love I hold for Maeve is more than a driven need to protect or consume her. Everything about her consumes me.”

      “Yes. The curse,” he continues, focusing on the growing energy ball.

      “Unlike you and the Winterfalls, I see Maeve as more than a witch with a legacy. I see a strong girl who fights for herself and those she loves—the human Maeve she once lived as. I do not believe a curse could infuse her into my soul in this way. I’m physically and mentally controlled by Adeline’s curse, but my heart is my own.”

      “How moving,” he snaps. “And what a fucking lie. You have no idea how to love.”

      The cloud above fills with white light and the tiny sparks that move around like tiny worms launch into the sky. My eyes widen as they begin to form into something I’ve seen before, but only as fire and ice—a serpent-like familiar. The creature is as small as a songbird, shining and pulsing as it flits around Tomas’s head.

      “I understand your grief, Tomas. I have stopped apologising to people for my actions as my words are hollow and would never fill the chasm I left.” I eye the growing creature. “You may scorn my words as lies, but please help Maeve. She did not ask for this.”

      “Your presence hurts her,” he says softly and lifts fingers for the dragon to brush against. “Your existence causes her pain. That must stop.”

      “Are you threatening me?”

      The hairs on my arms lift as the static energy begins to hum. “No. I can’t kill you; you have a task to fulfil. Maeve’s life will be in danger again if I did.”

      “And that’s what’s wrong!” I shout as my temper breaks through.

      “That your life is reduced to a guardian?”

      “No! That the girl I love will spend her life in fear and pain, waiting and wondering who will try to hurt her next. You are all as corrupt as the Blackwoods.”

      Agony explodes through my chest as the serpent’s tail flays me at close range. I struggle to breathe as my heart speeds unnaturally fast. Tomas’s dark face is lit up by the energy driving through his body, taken from the natural world around and channelled into the creature that’s attached to my chest.

      “Tomas,” I gasp out and try to pull at the creature compressing my heart. Shockwaves run along my arms and I drop to my knees as my body wracks with sharp pain.

      “I hope that on the day you die that you’ll suffer. If Gabriella tears you apart, I hope she does so slowly. I’ve had years of agony, thanks to you.”

      I place my palms on the ground and struggle to hold myself up on weakening arms, convinced my heart will stop. This witch is more powerful than I imagined—he caught me by surprise and without a chance to summon a response before I became too weak.

      “Do what you like. Just fucking help Maeve!” I groan out.

      “Stop!” Maeve’s furious shout joins the magic in the air, and Tomas’s eyes widen as the magic on his hands disappears and the air stills.

      “What the fuck?” he asks.

      I suck in a breath as the lightning dragon shrinks until dissipated, but I’m too weak to move.

      And so is Tomas, who now holds his palms on either side of his head. “Don’t, Maeve! Get out!”

      Maeve strides over and shoves Tomas in the chest. “Get out of your head?” she asks. “Oh dear, can’t you move?”

      “Maeve,” I cough out. “Stop. Leave this.”

      “How does it feel to have your life in somebody else’s hands, Tomas?”

      Shit. I’ve seen this Maeve before—the night Yvette threatened Andrei’s life. There’s something within her I’ve sensed since the day Nikolai Blackwood died; the darkness Anastasia wanted to encourage.

      A part of Maeve that she can’t yet control.

      “You could help me, and you won’t!” she screams at him as he stares back, unmoving.

      “And this is the way to get my help?” he asks weakly.

      “You’re hurting someone I love!” she shouts. “You’re hurting me!”

      “Why is all the blame landing at my feet? I didn’t make these decisions! I didn’t act alone.”

      “You are now! Look at Tobias and what you’re doing to him!”

      “Maeve. I’m okay. Calm down.” I struggle to my feet and manage to fold my arms around Maeve, but the dark magic overwhelms my already weak body and I collapse with her in my arms. Instead of fighting back, she slackens and cries out.

      The sound isn’t anger, or pain, but the cry of someone who’s soul is on fire and heart burning. Her grief is insurmountable, eclipsing the anger and dragging her from the vengeance that seethed through her moments ago. Whispering soothing words, I cling to Maeve and encompass her with my mind and body. I’m suddenly struck that Tomas’s hatred for me isn’t entirely my fault. I believed that I’m the monster who created the situation.

      But I’m not.

      None of this ever needed to happen.

      Maeve curls her body into mine and my skin dampens where her tears fall against my neck. I could scream too, at Tomas, at fate, at whoever the fuck did this to us.

      I lift my eyes to his as he watches; he’s no longer controlled by anger but at the reality confronting him.

      “Help Maeve. All of you. You’re killing her.”
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      ASH

      

      The disastrous trip to meet Tomas sends Maeve into a spiral. For a week, she refuses to spend time alone with anybody yet walks around with a bright smile as if nothing is wrong. She doesn’t touch the history book nor is the name Winterfall mentioned.

      She cuts dead any talk of the academy, vampires, or magic. And she stops asking about my future and constant visits to my parents—something I’m relieved about, considering the date that’s approaching.

      She sleeps alone.

      Tobias retreats closer to being Professor Whitlock and he tells me her barriers are up and he can’t penetrate them. Is he hiding himself too?

      Then he disappears for two days and Maeve never mentions him.

      This needs to stop.

      I walk from the house in search of Jamie. He’s the only person Maeve spends time with and only on visits to the local town. Once-over, she’d spend hours in the museum. Now she never visits, spending time wandering around shops and never buying anything.

      At least she allows one of us to take care of her.

      I don’t need to search far, as Jamie is sitting around the side of the house on one of the metal benches positioned to capture the best views of the scenery. A lake glistens in the distance below the rare sun, in front of the fells like a picture postcard.

      Jamie startles when he hears my footsteps on the gravel, but his tired face relaxes when I reach him.

      “Maeve wouldn’t be happy if she knew you were searching again.” I point at the laptop on his knees.

      “She gave up, but I won’t,” he says. “I promised Maeve that I’d find her father.”

      “And if they all respond like Tomas?”

      Jamie looks at me. “In that case, I did everything I could. Maeve saved my life and we’ve a witch bond. It’s killing me to see her like this.”

      “What exactly happened at Tomas’s?” I ask.

      Jamie closes the laptop and sets it on the floor beneath the bench.

      “I slept through most of it. Tomas attacked Tobias and Maeve lost her shit.”

      “Yeah, I know that but what exactly happened?”

      He shrugs. “I wish I knew.”

      Huffing, I rest back against the bench and knock my boots’ toes together. “Do you think she’ll settle down?”

      “Dunno. I don’t blame Maeve for switching off; I wish I could. How she is currently reminds me of the day she discovered who she was. I had to stop Maeve leaving that day and she calmed, but this is lasting longer.”

      “You don’t think she’ll leave, do you?” I straighten and look back at the house.

      “Everybody’s watching Maeve. I don’t think she’ll be able to.” He gestures at me. “Have you told her about next month? That might give her something to focus on.”

      I tense and run a hand through my hair. “I don’t want Maeve involved.”

      “Ash. Your birthday is a big event. She should be with you.”

      “I might not go.”

      Jamie shifts around to face me. “Ash! You can’t snub your traditions. Especially not after...” He trails off.

      “After Vincent?” I ask pointedly. “Do you know how much shit they’re giving me for that? I bloody killed him; I didn’t help the bastard!”

      “Things are tense.”

      I stand and give a harsh laugh. “Tense? Put it this way, I’m being asked to choose sides.”

      Following my latest visit to the council buildings and yet another ‘chat’ about events leading up to the academy massacre, unsubtle hints were dropped that I step up and swear my allegiance to the shifters by agreeing to join their council once I’m of age. I don’t think they’re doing this as a gesture to the Confederacy leaders but as a warning. Once they’re sure I’m a dragon shifter, I’ve no bloody chance.

      “Are they asking you to leave us?” he asks.

      I nod. “But that won’t happen. I want out of all this bullshit. I won’t take part in any initiations.”

      Jamie bites his lip and looks at his feet. The truth? We’ll never be out of this bullshit, but at least I can step back from the shifters.

      Or am I deluding myself? Nobody knows for sure that I’m a dragon. I keep that hidden, but once I fully shift, I’ll be in their sights.

      “Did Vincent really do that much damage?” asks Jamie. “Everybody knows Dominion orchestrated the situation.”

      “Vince played on existing discontent. The younger shifters are anti-Confederacy and what you saw at the academy is just the tip of the iceberg. More shifters go to Ravenhold than any other race, and a bigger percentage move on to Nighthold. There’s always been the undercurrent that we’re beneath witches and vampires. You know that.”

      Jamie continues to stare at his shoes. He can’t deny what I’m saying: shifters hold less high-up positions and there’s prejudice running through our supernatural society.

      “How many shifters do your family know or invite to your home?” I ask and he side glances me. “I’m not saying your family are prejudiced, I’m trying to show you that high-ranking witch families and shifters don’t mix.”

      “This isn’t just the witches’ fault,” he says cautiously.

      “I’m not saying that either.” I shake my head. “I don’t want to talk to you about this bullshit. Like I said, I don’t want to be involved. My life is here. With you guys.”

      Jamie smiles but he can’t hide his worry. My position on the edge of vampire and witch society helps Maeve, as she can escape that side of her life when she’s with me. I once hated my ignorance about spells and vampires, but now I love that this gives me a neutral position when Maeve discusses issues.

      The problem is, how long can I stay neutral?

      “Okay. Don’t tell Maeve about the initiation that’s coming up until you’ve made your decision, but at least tell her it’s your birthday next week.”

      I grunt. “No. And I’ve made my decision about the initiation. Weren’t you listening?”

      Jamie drops into silence and I frown. He sighs and his eyes meet mine, filled with more worry. “We said no more secrets, Ash.”

      “Not telling Maeve about my birthday isn’t a secret. That’s a choice.”

      “I don’t understand why.” Jamie leans down and picks up his laptop. “You always party on your birthday. Hell, do you remember your eighteenth?”

      I half-smile at the memory. “Not really.”

      “Ash,” says Jamie with a sigh. “This is your twenty-first.”

      “Maybe I don’t have anything to celebrate,” I retort.

      I live my life like an adult human already, given freedom by my parents to live here, with the promise I keep in touch. But I’m not a human, I’m a shifter.

      I don’t have freedom. I’m expected to conform.
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      MAEVE

      

      I tried to walk away once before, and Jamie stopped me.

      The academy no longer exists, and I fulfilled what my visions showed me—or as far as I could. Lives were lost, but many more could’ve died if it weren’t for my predictions or magic.

      I’ve no interest in a witch legacy thrust on me by birth. Why subject myself to more unhappiness as I search for something always out of my grasp? I’ll never find my father and learn the truth, which leaves an aching chasm that I can’t fill, however much I chase in circles.

      I have my new family; the guys who love me and the bonded group we’ve become. But underneath, the old Maeve can’t accept the situation. Bonded to a witch. Obsessed by a vampire. In love with a guy who can soon shift into a dragon.

      And Tobias. The curse.

      I’m drowning underneath everything I’ve had to deal with over the last few months.

      I can’t do this right now.

      I’m a witch who’s central to the world I’m dragged into, but I’m also Maeve Foster. I had almost twenty years as her and less than one as Maeve Winterfall.

      I want to go home. Not forever but long enough to find some of myself. I haven’t had any visions recently, but the terrifying dark magic hit me when I saw Tomas attack Tobias. What if that part of me in the shadows steps forward and takes over?

      No. I need to walk away from the stress, the unhappiness—and the anger that lies too close to the surface.

      Alone.

      But when I walk into the kitchen with my bulging rucksack, I get the response I expected. Ash and Jamie are eating and chatting about football—why can’t that be the only type of conversation my guys have? How their favourite team are doing, not whether anybody has seen the leader of the group who want to kill us.

      Don’t think about Gabriella. Don’t prompt the anger at how she treats Andrei. The worry she has the First and will bring us all down.

      Their conversation cuts dead as both stare at me.

      “Maeve?” asks Jamie and points at my bag. “What’s this?”

      “My rucksack.”

      His lips purse. “Ha ha. Where are you going?”

      “To see Amelia.”

      Technically, this is true, as I’ve communicated with her the last two days and arranged to meet up with her in Wales, where her group base themselves currently. I’ve asked her to meet me at the train station late this afternoon, confident I can persuade the guys that I’m unlikely to face Dominion forces on a commuter train. And if I do, I can protect myself.

      I haven’t communicated with my parents in case Andrei or Tobias pick up on my thoughts. I’ve managed to block the two guys out recently, but this involved keeping away totally, even though I crave the comfort and high I get from them. Well, from Andrei. I sense their hurt and worry but I can’t continue as I am.

      I’m going to my parents' home. My home.

      “What does Tobias think about you going away?” asks Ash as he sets down the sandwich he’s eating.

      “He’s fine with me visiting Amelia,” I lie. “Call him if you don’t believe me.”

      My mouth dries as I call their bluff and perspiration breaks out as Jamie picks up his phone. With a sigh, he places it back on the table. “I probably won’t be able to contact him anyway.”

      That’s what I hoped—why I arranged to leave on the day Tobias spends away scouting the area.

      I drag my phone from my pocket. “Here. Read the messages from Amelia.”

      I’m pissed off by Ash’s mistrust when he takes the phone from me, but at least the arrangements are there, onscreen. He nods at Jamie.

      “I think this is a good thing,” says Ash. “Some time with Amelia might help your state of mind.”

      Rubbing my lips together, I nod. “We can do girl stuff that I can’t with you.”

      “Like what?”

      “Are you worried I’ll tell her all our sordid secrets?” I say with a laugh.

      “No.” Jamie stands. “I’m taking you to the station though. I’m not letting you out of my sight until you step on that train.”

      “Yeah.” Ash pushes his plate away and stands too. “I’ll drive you.”

      “I wouldn’t expect any different,” I say with a chuckle.
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        * * *

      

      I stand on the platform with the pair flanking me as if I’m a Hollywood star with security detail. My rucksack lies between Ash’s feet and his muscular arms are crossed, face stern, giving him a true bodyguard look. With each minute that passes as we wait for the train, my nerves grow.

      The train bound for Amelia’s station arrives late, by which time I sweating because I’m fighting blurting out the truth as guilt begins to eat away my resolve. My logic continues to fight with my emotions, and I remember the time my visions disturbed me enough for my parents to consult a psychiatrist.

      I wasn’t ‘in my right mind’.

      Now I’m definitely not.

      Air rushes through the station and pulls my hair from my face like a sudden gust of wind, followed by the metallic clunk before the train glides into view. As the passing carriages slow, I turn to Jamie and give him a huge hug, pressing my lips to his and holding them there for a few moments. He looks at me in surprise as I step back after the most physical contact we’ve had in a week.

      Ash picks up my rucksack and pouts. “I’d better get a kiss too.”

      As I wind my arms around his neck, our mouths meet and Ash holds me with his spare arm. He guides me towards the open carriage door, and I step inside. Ash hands me the rucksack as if it weighs no more than a handbag, but my arms sink as I take hold.

      Before he walks away, Ash sneaks another quick kiss.

      “Call us as soon as you get to Amelia’s,” says Jamie loudly.

      I force a smile and turn away, stow my rucksack, then take my seat. A girl with long, chestnut brown hair sits beside me and as we pull away from the platform, she leans forward to watch my guys waving.

      “Lucky girl,” she says. “Where did you find guys like that?”

      “I was at school with them,” I reply and pull my phone from a pocket.

      “Hmm. I went to the wrong school.” She chuckles.

      A book opens on my phone screen, but I look at her for a moment. “Believe me, you wouldn’t want to go to the school I did.”

      “Oh? Was it one of those weird ones where everybody calls their teachers by their first name? I always thought that would be better than the local high school.”

      The girl’s aura doesn’t contain anything supernatural and there’s nothing but curiosity in her eyes. Is my life so screwed up that I’m suspicious of every person I don’t know who speaks to me?

      “Boarding school.” I attempt to end the conversation by focusing on my phone.

      “Co-ed? Guys like that on tap. Still don’t see the problem.”

      Her tone is teasing, and I give her a small smile. “School sucks wherever you go.”

      I’m reminded of Andrei’s behaviour as I continue to use the phone as an excuse not to talk. The journey to the next station takes ten minutes and I’m relieved to stand and move away from the girl who unwittingly reminds me of everything I’m running from.

      I grip the back of a seat as the train lurches to a halt, retrieve my rucksack, and step onto the platform.

      I’ve ten minutes until the next train leaves for my hometown.
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      MAEVE

      

      I expected excitement and a sense of homecoming, as the bus pulls into the street I lived in my whole life. Instead, I’m filled with guilt at lying to the guys who spend their life protecting me. I’m a heartbeat away from stepping back onto the bus and heading straight back home, but the decision is made for me as the bus doors swing shut.

      Home.

      To use Andrei’s language: my head is fucked.

      Totally and utterly fucked for me to do something like this.

      The moment I reach my house and greet my parents, I’ll call the guys. Apologise. Promise to return tomorrow.

      My stomach ties in knots as I walk past the familiar surroundings that now seem alien. I feel alien, because however much I deny the truth, I’m not the girl who left in September.

      Something isn’t right. The first thing that unsettles me is the lawn to the left of the driveway. My dad mows this often enough that the grass never seems to grow. Today, the grass is an inch high. The next worrying sight is the leaves strewn across the pathway and as far as the front porch.

      Omigod.

      No.

      My hands tremble as I push the key in the lock, relieved when it still fits and that I walk into a house which looks exactly as mine.

      But without any life. I wander from room to room, breathing out the stress when there’re no signs of a struggle or—god forbid—blood. The fridge is empty and there’s no unopened post piled on the floor by the letterbox.

      This was planned.

      I check on top of my parents' wardrobe and sink onto the neatly made bed in relief when it’s missing. Shortly after the academy fire, Tobias told me my parents had ‘gone away’ for their safety—no doubt with some mental magic influence. Did he mean permanently? My heart speeds. That was two months ago. Why haven’t they returned?

      My bedroom looks no different, from my favourite fluffy blue blanket to the perfume and jewellery I left on the dresser. Having hauled my rucksack upstairs, I perch on the chair by the desk piled with my old schoolbooks and debate who to text first.

      If I message Jamie and Ash they’ll freak out and rush down here, even if I promise to return in the morning. No way will I text Tobias—he’d haul me away from here and I’m currently too fragile for his effect on me.

      Andrei. Hopefully he won’t get the message until late, when he wakes, and if he calls me, I can persuade him not to tell the others.

      Look at me and all my plans; but I’m missing one key element.

      Amelia.

      I’m due to arrive at the station in two hours and she’ll contact the guys straightaway when I don’t step off the train.

      Again, what the hell was I thinking? Because now I’m here, my soul is emptier than when I left.

      Attempts to call my parents fail—disconnected number. The Confederacy really have gone all out to protect them, which I should be grateful for.

      I take a deep breath and text Amelia.

      < hey, I changed my mind I’m staying with the guys >

      She replies five minutes later.

      <aw was excited to see you :( you okay? >

      <maybe next week we can all come? >

      < yes, you okay?>

      <fine. will call tomorrow>

      <love you xx>

      <love you too xx>

      Tears well. I do love her, because she’s the sister I never had and the only female friend in my new world.

      I swallow my nerves and prepare to text Andrei.

      <Don’t be mad, I decided to visit my parents but they’re not here. I’ll be back tomorrow. I’m safe. sorry I lied to the guys. love you xx>

      Fuck. I lie back on the bed and stare at the ceiling, focusing on the familiar crack close to the window.

      Andrei will call me—guaranteed. And he’s guaranteed to lose his shit.

      Despite the sick feeling from my decision, my stomach growls.

      There’s no food in the house. I vote pizza delivery.
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        * * *

      

      Somebody knocks on the door just five minutes after I ordered, and suspicion rises. I put the chain across the door to peep out, goodness knows why, as that’s pointless against any supernatural attack.

      Rebecca, my neighbour. She peers at me. “Maeve?”

      “Hang on.” Freeing the door from the chain, I open wide and step outside. The middle-aged woman is dressed in black pants and a zipped jacket—gym gear.

      “I didn’t know you were coming home. Are your parents due back?”

      “Uh. No. I’m checking up on the house for them. Do you know where they went?”

      Rebecca tugs her sculpted brows together. “A trip to the States, I think. A long one! I’ve kept an eye on the place as promised. That’s why I called around—I thought someone broke in.”

      “No, only me,” I say with a false smile. “I’d invite you in, but I’ve no milk.”

      The English Ritual of Politeness—make a cup of tea.

      “Are you staying long?” she asks.

      “Just tonight. I wanted to collect some things. I’m staying with some friends while my parents are away.”

      “Your new school didn’t work out?” she asks in surprise.

      “Not really. I’ll let you know when I leave, if that’s alright? Tessa might come over later.” Hell, I’m becoming an expert liar. “I ordered pizza for us—I haven’t seen her for a while.” Maybe I should invite Gina too?

      Rebecca laughs. “No wild parties, Maeve! I promised I’d watch the house.”

      “No chance.” I grip the edge of the door, eager to end the encounter. “Nice to see you again, Rebecca.”

      Once-over, I would’ve continued bland conversation about how her kids are, if her job is going well, and the new car parked on the driveway, but I’m not in the mood. She’s wary of me since my screaming fits as a teen when the visions frightened me.

      Not today. She’s fishing.

      After Rebecca leaves, I wait for pizza and Andrei’s angry call. The pizza arrives, but his call doesn’t.
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      Will simple protection runes work? If Gabriella decides to pay me a visit, probably not. If someone lower down the Dominion chain does, hopefully. As I place the warm pizza box on the hallway table, I look at the floor. I’m unsure how I’ll explain to my parents why I drew all over the cream hallway carpet, so I fetch and use a pink lipstick. At least I’ll be able to mop the ones by the kitchen door entry.

      My parents may not ever come back, so why worry about ruining their impractical coloured carpet?

      Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine drawing magic runes in my house.

      I sit beside the lipstick shapes, resting my back against the painted wall, as I eat the ham and mushroom pizza. The family photographs on the wall catch my eye. A year ago, I struggled with side effects of new medication that I clearly didn’t need, and I don’t recognise the dull-eyed girl in her school portrait.

      Why haven’t I experienced a vision since the academy’s destruction? Have I fulfilled my purpose and I’m free? I snort aloud at that thought.

      I’ve one eye on my phone expecting a message or call at any moment, but nothing. Three hours since sundown and no response from Andrei. The first thing he does when he wakes is check his phone—is he staying calm and accepting I can look after myself? Seems unlikely.

      I’m half-inclined to check the cupboards for something alcoholic to drink but don’t want to dull my senses. After watching comedy re-runs on TV, I head to bed wishing I hadn’t made such a stupid decision.

      I’m in the bathroom brushing my teeth, pretending I’m just an average girl headed to bed after a quiet night in, when somebody knocks on the door. I quickly rinse my mouth and cautiously walk downstairs. Maybe Rebecca checking up on me again? If this were a supernatural visitor, they wouldn’t knock.

      I’m turning the key in the lock when I sense that this person isn’t human—I can detect his aura through the wood and pick up his angry thoughts.

      Oh, hell.

      I open the door. “Hi, Andrei.”

      “What the fuck, Maeve?” he half-shouts.

      “If you’re going to yell at me, you’d better come in before everybody hears you,” I retort.

      He steps in and glowers at me before closing the door and resting against it. “Runes?” he asks, looking down. “You’d need more than that if my mother followed you.”

      “Nobody followed me,” I retort. “Apart from you. Why are you here?”

      He blinks at me. “Why am I here? You’re bloody lucky I didn’t tell Ash and Jamie.”

      “You didn’t?” I smile hesitantly. “Thank you.”

      “Only because they would’ve slowed me down.” He steps forward and looks down at me, his eyes glittering beneath his fringe. Andrei’s dressed in black from his boots to his hoodie, reminding me of the early days where we’d ‘accidentally’ spend time with each other but denied our feelings. I haven’t stood this close to Andrei in days and if he weren’t radiating fury, I’d hug him.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you, Maeve?” he continues.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’m sick of tiptoeing around you like the other guys do. I get it, you’re upset that things didn’t go well with Tomas, but stop acting like that’s the end of the world.”

      His words instantly dive deep inside and spike my anger. “What?”

      “You. Avoiding me. Us. You can’t ignore everybody, and you can’t pretend you’re Maeve Foster again by coming home.”

      “I’m not.” I’ve seen Andrei at this level of pissed off before, but never towards me. “Stop talking to me like this! I’m struggling at the moment. That’s why I decided to take a break.”

      “We’re all struggling, Maeve,” he snaps. “Life is shit. It’s hard—for all of us. That’s why we support each other. Keep each other safe. Dumb choices like this make things harder.” He waves a hand around him.

      My eyes fill with tears and I turn away, swiping at my face before Andrei sees. He’s right and my guilt grows. “I told you in the message that I’d be back tomorrow.”

      “What if tomorrow was too late?” he asks, and his voice rises. “Please tell me why you do such fucking stupid things.”

      I whirl around. “Excuse me? Do you want me to throw you out of the house?”

      He steps forward and looms over me, breathing hard. “Yeah? Good luck with that.”

      “You’re going to take me on?” I snap back. “Do you want me to show you exactly why I’m safe? I can defend myself!”

      Andrei’s fury shocks me, almost as much as his eyes. They’ve blackened further than large pupils could do, and I shiver at his darkening aura.

      “Don’t try that hemia crap with me,” I retort. “Lay one finger on me and you’ll regret it.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Open your mouth.”

      “What?” Andrei blinks at me and the darkness retreats slightly.

      I cross my arms. “Open your mouth, Andrei.”

      Brow tugged, he parts his lips and runs his tongue along his teeth. I try to push down more shock at how sharp they are. His canines were always sharper than human, but these are more serrated. “Shit.”

      I jerk my chin up. “So, if I piss you off, you’ll attack me?”

      “No!” Andrei wipes a hand across his mouth and takes a shuddery breath. “I don’t know what the fuck happened.”

      “Should I be scared of you?” I retort, hiding the fact I am.

      “You just said, I couldn’t take you on.”

      Neither of us move as the emotion builds between us. I’m a hypocrite because the darkness assaults me when I grow angry and emotional. Have I really upset Andrei to the point I've triggered his darkness too?

      I need to walk away. “I’m going to bed. Stay or go, but if you stay, talk to me in the morning when you’re calmer.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      ANDREI

      

      Every second since I read Maeve’s message, and with every minute travelling here, my fear and anger knotted together into a tight ball. Maeve opened the door and even though I saw she’s safe, that ball rolled from me.

      This week, I lost Maeve. Everything we had slipped through my fingers as I tried to hold on. I’ve no fucking clue what she’s going through because I’m not her, but I do know she can’t cope with any of this alone.

      Reacting with frustration and anger isn’t the best way to deal with the situation, but I can’t think straight half the time I’m around Maeve. Even as I look at her now, she tears me apart. Maeve still has no clue about the power she holds over me. Every time her soft lips meet mine, each time the taste and scent of her runs through me, Maeve grips my soul harder. I no longer crave Maeve; I need her. She understands me. Believes in my good. Stands by me. Oh, yeah, and puts up with my crap.

      I lost my shit when I read her text, and the idea someone could get to Maeve and I could lose her completely took over—and look what the fuck it did to me.

      The hemia Andrei, who fed on humans before Maeve arrived, never took over my body and mind unless I called to that part of myself. I’ve expected the blood lust to grow as my normal appetite falls away, but I didn’t expect anger to trigger me as readily as a shifter’s might. This happened once before—the night Anastasia took Maeve, when I almost hurt Jamie with this darker side of me.

      Is this unconscious transformation my need to defend Maeve, or more? Because my obsession over her blood grows daily, and now she’s walking away afraid that I’ve changed.

      “Maeve.” I seize her arm. “I’m sorry. I love you and this is fucking killing me.”

      I spin Maeve around and seize her face in both hands. She stumbles as I claim her mouth, and she immediately responds, gripping my head in return and not holding back. We don't pause as each touch and kiss pulls us back to the place that we lost. A place we can be together, away from all the insanity surrounding us.

      I grip Maeve's hair and pull her head back, and her pulse races against my lips as I move them across her neck. Maeve's body is soft and yielding, and I hold my mouth against her pulse point, silently proving to her that the Andrei she saw moments ago isn’t the one touching her now. But I can smell the sweet blood as her skin heats, and the passion from my anger remains and drives me towards losing control.

      I move my mouth back to Maeve's and roughly part her lips with my tongue to kiss her with the frustration and lust that’s gripped me for a week. She tears her face away and as she gasps for breath, I press Maeve against the wall. "Do you know how fucking hard this last week has been?" I reach out to stroke her cheek with the back of my cool hand.

      She looks back, eyes dark and cheeks flushed. "Yes."

      “I felt useless, because I wanted to fix you. To make you smile and blow away the dark cloud following you. Not just the sex. Everything. I’m lost without you.”

      I’m desperate to touch Maeve’s skin and slide my hands around to hold her ass. She smiles back at me, cheeks flushed, then grasps me around the neck. My mouth closes over hers; our kiss grows fevered as we tangle tongues. She arches towards me and I slide my hands beneath her pyjama top, loving that she’s naked underneath as I swipe a thumb across her hardening nipple. She makes a soft noise and when I push up her top there’s no protest; instead she pauses to pull the item over her head.

      I don’t have a chance to get my hands on her again as she tugs at the zip on my hoodie. I free my arms and as soon as the jacket hits the floor, Maeve drags my T-shirt off. She runs featherlight fingers across my pecs to my hard abs and downwards to my waistband.

      We pause and I rest my head against hers, our hot breath mingling, before I hold her head for a gentler kiss. She sinks into me and splays her hands across my back as her lips move against mine.

      “I love you, Andrei,” she says as she moves to kiss my cheek. “I’m sorry.”

      I lick the taste of her toothpaste from my lips. “Usually, I’m the one who tastes of mint.”

      With a laugh, Maeve presses herself harder against me and her nipples brushing against my chest sends more lust charging through me. I bury my face into Maeve’s neck and inhale the scent that I want covering me.

      “Are you sniffing me?” she whispers, and I can hear the smile in her voice.

      “You smell delicious, as always.” I dip my tongue into the hollow of her neck.

      “Once over, those words would’ve frightened me.” Maeve’s hands thread into my hair and I tip my head back to look at her.

      “I’d never hurt you,” I say hoarsely. “Ever.”

      “I know,” she whispers and nudges my nose with hers.

      She’s wearing loose pyjama shorts and as I lift Maeve, I dip my hands beneath the cotton and dig my fingers into her smooth ass. Maeve tightens her legs around my waist, and I push myself close, my cock straining against my jeans when I realise she’s naked beneath her shorts too.

      I bend my head to slide my tongue against her breasts and as I close my mouth over her peaked nipple and swirl my tongue, a sound escapes Maeve’s lips. One which wipes the last civilized part of me away, and I roughly yank her thin shorts to one side, before slipping my hand between her legs. My fingers slide against her slick heat and I hiss.

      “Fuck.” I groan and push a finger inside her, placing my lips next to her ear and enjoying the slight hitch in her breath. Maeve’s hands slide into my hair again, and the grip tightens as I hold my palm against her, moving my fingers and listening to the short, sharp breaths she takes.

      Maeve moves her fingers between us, and I shift my hips. She brushes her fingers against my hard length as our mouths meet again, and when she deftly undoes my fly and curls a hand around my cock, I almost drop her.

      “Fuck, Maeve.”

      She chuckles at my strained voice. “I guess you’re not pissed off with me anymore.”

      “Uh. No,” I say hoarsely.

      One arm around her waist, I push down her shorts with a hand, then shuffle out of my jeans and briefs. Heart thundering in my ears, I hitch Maeve higher and my cock presses against her soft centre. Maeve’s breath rushes out, her eyes dark and lips swollen, the pink creeping along her neck to her chest as she smiles at me.

      Maeve drives me insane on so many fucking levels and the mental picture behind her smile undoes me—I don’t hold back once I see what she wants. As she wraps her legs around my waist, I grab Maeve's ass and push hard into her. She’s tight and hot and so fucking wet, and I drive into her again and again, seeking the high only Maeve can give me.

      Her fingers grip my shoulders, nails painful against my skin, and her lips meet mine. She could be weightless in my arms, because in moments like these, we’re part of each other, and not just physically. I fucking live for times like this, urging Maeve on as she matches my movements with hers, gripping my shoulders tighter, as if she never wants to let go.

      I never expected tonight to explode into hard, intense, and fucking amazing sex.

      As Maeve tips her head back, she exposes herself to me again and I hold my breath, quickly ducking my head to gently nip her collarbone. Still gripping one shoulder, Maeve runs her other hand into my hair and caresses the nape.

      “I trust you,” she whispers.

      My breath hitches as my face remains pressed against her shoulder. She never mentions the blood or ever asks me outright, but these are our words. Her permission.

      Her skin breaks beneath my teeth and I’m pulled into a different place. We’re not only Andrei and Maeve; at this point we’re hemia and witch and the world is nothing but pleasure. Maeve’s blood bursts across my tongue as I lap her neck. I’d never take enough to hurt her—I don’t need to, because the slightest drop pulls me to a high greater than any amount of Lix. The girl I love is indescribable, her scent magnified a thousand times as her taste drags me into the precarious place where the hemia could take over.

      The first time I tasted Maeve’s blood, I understood why there’s the unspoken rule that hemia should never taste the blood of witches, especially in sex. That night, Maeve already held my heart in her hands and my love for her transcends the hunger, otherwise I would’ve lost control.

      I rock against her as the twin pleasure of her wrapped around my cock and her blood absorbed into my veins sends me spiralling towards the euphoria we share. Maeve holds my head against her, breaths turning to soft moans as I pick up my urgency. She spurs me on with her movement, murmuring words I can't hear and growing louder, until she shouts out my name and clenches around me. I’m shocked by the rush taking over as I bury myself into Maeve and come hard. She rests her head against the wall as she struggles for breath as she continues to pulse around me.

      This girl fucking kills me.

      I seal the wound on Maeve’s neck with my lips before I kiss her again. She relaxes into my arms, body melting into mine, and my heart thumps against hers as I rest my hand against the wall and continue to kiss her.

      “Now, I’m glad you came here tonight,” she whispers, still in my arms.

      “The town isn’t that far away from home. I had to.”

      Home. I never imagined calling anywhere home.

      “I can’t go back to the Winterfall house with you tonight, Andrei. That will look suspicious.” She lowers her eyes. “I’m embarrassed I ran. I don’t want anybody to know—can you imagine how Tobias would react?”

      I rest my forehead against hers. “And I can’t go back in the daytime, can I? Looks like we’re stuck here for a day.” I give a small smile. “How are we ever going to deal with the boredom?”

      Maeve bites her lip. “I’m sure we can find something to do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      MAEVE

      

      After our day together, we arrive back at the Winterfall house before midnight and Andrei keeps his word. One conversation between the guys and Amelia would blow apart my lies, but she doesn’t contact us often.

      “You caught a late train,” comments Jamie as I walk into the lounge room. “I wish you hadn’t travelled at night.”

      Andrei passes and flops into the armchair. “That’s why I met her.”

      I smile hesitantly at Jamie, who purses his lips as he considers the situation. “What’s going on? You’re not telling me something.”

      Crap. I place myself on Jamie’s lap and smooth his hair. “I feel better after my break. I’m sorry for my shitty behaviour this last week.”

      Despite my kissing him, Jamie’s suspicion doesn’t drop. “You didn’t go to Amelia.” I tense and glance at Andrei who shakes his head. If he didn’t tell Jamie then who did? “You snuck off together, didn’t you?”

      Andrei’s eyes meet mine. “I spent a night with Maeve, alone.”

      Jamie scowls and picks up the mug from the table. “I’m not sure whether to be annoyed you lied and snuck off or glad this helped you.”

      “You saw me after I discovered I was a Winterfall; sometimes I don’t cope.”

      “I know, but don’t push us all out,” Jamie replies and kisses my forehead.

      “Let’s move on,” I say. “Andrei reminded me how hard life is for all of us, not just me, and that we need to stick together. I’ve been selfish. I won’t go off alone again.”

      His fingers dig into my thigh. “You said you were with Andrei.”

      “That’s what she means,” says Andrei. “We didn’t tell you. Sorry.”

      I tense when Jamie pushes my hair to one side and my skin prickles as if he’s touching my neck. Without a word, he pushes my hair back into place.

      He’s looking for bite marks.

      The front door slams closed and heavy footsteps stomp along the tiled hallway. Somebody bashes open the door in the kitchen and a minute later Ash arrives in the room with a packet of crisps, already open, and shoves a handful in his mouth.

      “You could never make a subtle entrance, could you?” I laugh.

      He walks over and plants a salty kiss on my mouth. “You didn’t stay at Amelia’s long.”

      I shift on Jamie’s lap, but he says nothing.

      “Ash has some news,” Andrei puts in before the conversation continues in the direction I don’t want.

      “What news?” Ash offers the crisps to Andrei, who shakes his head.

      “Your birthday next week,” he continues.

      The bag crushes in Ash’s hands. “Thanks, mate.”

      I sit forward. “Ash! You never said.”

      “We’ve more important things to deal with,” he retorts.

      “More important than your twenty-first?” I ask. He’s genuinely pissed off, glaring at Andrei, who pulls an apologetic face, although he’s clearly not sorry. “We need to celebrate.”

      “Don’t want to.” Ash sits in the spare armchair and continues to devour the family-sized packet of crisps.

      “But—” I begin

      “Leave it, Maeve,” he snaps.

      “But you are going home to see your parents?” asks Jamie.

      “I’ve told them that I’m celebrating with friends and we’re going away somewhere.”

      “Ash! After everything your parents went through this year,” Jamie replies. “That’s unkind.”

      “I’ll visit them the day before. I don’t want a party at the pub amongst shifters who’ll try to persuade me to join their stupid crusade.” He tosses the packet onto the table and licks salt from his large fingers. “Because they will. And I can guarantee the council will be there too.”

      “You’ll celebrate with us, surely,” I say. I’m hurt he hid this from me, but I’m a hypocrite considering what I hid from him.

      “No cards. No gifts.” He gives a half smile. “Some beers would be good.”

      “That would make your birthday just a normal night,” says Andrei.

      He nods. “Exactly.”
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        * * *

      

      ASH

      

      Maeve doesn’t leave the subject alone, but she doesn’t understand the significance. Once I turn twenty-one, I’m expected to step up to my chosen adult role and I don’t want to face the one chosen for me.

      I’m in my room, changing, when Maeve appears. She knocks but never pauses before walking in, and even though I’m facing away I know that she’s in the room. My senses become more attuned to Maeve’s scent and sound as the days pass and my shifter side grows.

      Her small hand touches my back, fingers playing lightly across the scales. The blue patch grew after the night at the academy. Vince succeeded in triggering me, but not enough to trap me as a mid, which I think he wanted. Maeve doesn’t mention the scales, because she knows how sensitive I am about the subject. I don’t like her touching the patches because the scales are much more sensitive than my skin.

      Her arms circle my waist and she places her hands on my abs, her soft cheek against my back. Recently, the physical desire for Maeve intensified, and the self-control I pride myself in slips when she’s in my bed. I haven’t hurt her, but sometimes if we haven’t touched for a while, I lose the tenderness I want to show Maeve. I become blinded by chasing the high my shifter feeds on.

      I won’t admit this, but I’m terrified what a dragon shifter form means for my future self. I tell people my decision to turn away from the shifters is purely political, but if I give myself over to what they want, then I give myself over to something powerful and uncontrollable.

      “Sorry that I’ve been distant,” she whispers, and her soft lips brush my skin.

      Peeling her hands from me, I turn and lift Maeve to a height our faces meet and hold her against me with her feet above the floor. That’s another issue—Maeve feels smaller and more delicate than a few weeks ago. Did the shift the night at the academy cause the same changes to me as when Clive and Remi shifted—not a mid, but not myself?

      Maeve’s fingertips brush the hairs at my nape and a tingle spreads through me as her lips meet mine. Her kiss grows urgent, tongue teasing my lips apart, and the passion I’ve missed for the last few days spills out as I clutch her to me and kiss her hard.

      “You’d better stop before I throw you on the bed.” My hands drop to her gorgeous ass as she slides down my body back to the floor

      Maeve smiles, pink-cheeked. “I want to speak to you.”

      I groan. “No. No lecturing, Maeve.”

      She tips her head. “I wouldn’t.”

      With a shake of my head, I turn away to find a clean T-shirt. Her arms wrap around my waist, hands over my abs again, and her fingertips close to my waist. Her warm mouth touches my back and she lays butterfly kisses along my back before drawing her tongue along my spine. I shiver as she triggers more than the hairs on my neck. As she unfastens my belt buckle, I catch her hand. “Maeve.”

      “Ash?”

      Her hand dives forward and I groan as she brushes my thickening cock through my jeans. “I’m trying to dress.” How ridiculous does this sounds as an excuse?

      “Huh. Can’t I undress you?”

      Whoa. I make a guttural noise as she nips my back and lightly drags her nails across my stomach. “Why the sudden need, Maeve?”

      Maeve’s hands slip down again, this time flicking open the button.

      “Fuck, Maeve.” I turn to take her face in both hands and mash my lips onto hers. She parts them eagerly, allowing my tongue to explore her mouth. Maeve presses herself into me and I hug her soft body to mine. She gasps as I sink backwards on the bed with my arms still around her waist. Pushing herself up either side, she manages to sit and straddle me.

      The red on her cheeks spreads along her neck and into the shirt that she’s unbuttoning. I shift beneath her and she arches a brow.

      “Tell me, Ash.” She unfastens a button. “What are we doing on your birthday?”

      My lust-addled mind struggles to catch up. “What?”

      “I think you should call your parents and arrange to see them.” Another button and the glimpse of her lace bra.

      “Yeah,” I breathe out and reach forward, but she slaps my hand away. “I am. Day before.”

      “Ash.” She pauses and pouts at me.

      A thought strikes and I bark a laugh. “Are you trying to seduce me into having a party?”

      Her eyes glint and she returns to unbuttoning her shirt. “No.”

      “But you realise that if you’re naked and ask me for something I’ll say yes, because I lose the ability to think?” I huff and push open her unbuttoned shirt. “Don’t you?”

      Maeve leans forward and her hair tickles my face as she runs her tongue along my lips, one hand on my chest. “You’ll regret not celebrating. Jamie told me how important this is.”

      I fist her hair and pull her in for a deep kiss, pushing her mouth open and sweeping my tongue inside. She makes the noise I love, and I grip her harder until she breaks away with a gasp.

      “Have fun. Party. Drink beer until you fall over.” She smiles as her breathing shallows. “Be Ash. Do what he wants.”

      “Uh huh?” I flip Maeve over and rest my hips against hers, feeling her soft skin beneath my fingers as I stroke her belly. “What I want?”

      Maeve rolls her eyes at me. “I mean, don’t let what’s happened change you. We can’t change what we are, but we shouldn’t stop living.”

      I rest my forehead against hers. “I worry about you, Maeve.”

      “I worry about you too,” she murmurs. “That’s why I’m using all my powers of persuasion to make you celebrate your birthday.”

      “I’m not complaining,” I say and kiss her nose.

      “Ash. Please talk to me if you need to. Don’t deal with the pressure alone. If you ever need me somewhere in order to support you, I will. Without hesitation.”

      I move my fingers across her lips. How can I tell Maeve that the more she’s involved the harder the situation is? The shit Vince gave me about Maeve continues amongst other shifters. Ash, their future hope, under the control of a witch who treats him like an amusement. But they know nothing, and I refuse to involve myself in more division. I stand for fairness and unity and I always have. Nothing will change that cornerstone of my life.

      But she’s right. Why should I avoid things I want to do, just because I’m worried about opinions from people who don’t matter?

      “I guess a party would be good,” I say and sigh. “And I can ask my parents not to invite anybody I don’t want to see.”

      She smiles and pokes my nose. “Exactly. We’ll be with you. Who else do you need?”

      I catch her hand and kiss the palm. “Good. Now that’s dealt with, can we stop talking?”
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      MAEVE

      

      Tobias has reservations about Ash’s party, but—as Ash puts it—he always has reservations. Andrei doesn’t want to go, and uses the excuse there’s a possibility he’ll be exposed to sunlight if he stays in a normal house. I almost open my mouth to say that never bothered him at my house, but I can’t say anything.

      The real reason he’s avoiding the party is the same as Jamie’s, and why I worry too. Last time I attended a party full of shifters, they didn’t hide their prejudice. Clive and Remi’s absence will be noted, too, and add more fuel to the fire because their deaths will be discussed. Ash assures us his dad will keep everybody under control, but how’s that possible? Witches are responsible and witches are attending.

      Andrei gets his wish and stays. Tobias, naturally, comes with us.

      I last visited Ash’s parents’ pub when we pursued the hunters who attacked Ash on Halloween. I’ll never forget this first time I experienced Ash’s shifter side, as I witnessed not only the physical differences but the unleashed anger. This isn’t the only memory of my last visit. That night, Tobias first used his pneuma magic on me to blank my mind, something I’ve never fully accepted, because the truth is, he could do so again. Tobias proved I’m weaker than he is, or am I stronger now?

      Fortunately, the pub isn’t large enough to accommodate more than a couple of dozen guests, and even then, we’re cramped. There’s only three bedrooms too; his parents presume I’m with Ash and I awkwardly take my overnight bag into his room. Jamie and Tobias take the spare room with two single beds and nobody comments their thoughts about sleeping arrangements.

      What should I wear to a shifter birthday party? I don’t want to stand out any more than I will, especially as I won’t know anybody outside my circle. I asked Ash if Matt and Amelia were coming and he clammed up. I hope they do, because Ash rarely sees his best friend. I’d love to see Amelia again, but if she does come, I’ll need to keep her away from Tobias. Jamie and Ash believe I changed my mind and snuck off with Andrei.

      I choose a simple blue dress with a tiny white flower pattern which stops just above my knees. The dress is tighter across the top, scoop necked but not too low, cinched at the waist but with the skirt flowing rather than clinging. Understated but pretty. As I apply make-up, I remember Amelia fussing over me when we readied ourselves for the Winter Ball, as my life continued its descent into craziness.

      The night I almost kissed Tobias, the man who held more secrets than I ever imagined—the time I thought Tobias’s biggest lie was his age.

      Somebody raps lightly on the door and Ash steps in. He’s wearing smarter jeans than usual, but that’s as formal as Ash gets. His blue shirt matches mine in colour and fits him perfectly. The tops he usually wears are looser, but this one with a top button unfastened reminds me how much broader Ash’s chest became recently.

      “You plaited your hair,” he says and purses his lips as he looks at the long braid hanging down my back. “That’s different.”

      “Thanks, Ash, and you look great too,” I reply and give a pointed look.

      “No. Sorry. You look beautiful.” He hastily takes my arms and outstretches them as he looks down. “But you look beautiful to me in anything you wear.”

      “You’re a sweetheart,” I say and run my fingers down his smoothly shaven face.

      As Ash pulls a face at the word, I turn to rummage in my bag to find the small gift I bought him. “Happy birthday,” I say and hold out the silver-wrapped box.

      He pouts. “I said no gifts.”

      “And you said no party, but you’re having one.” I give a sly smile at the shared memory of my persuasion techniques.

      “Jeez, will you ever listen to me?” he gives a wry smile and takes the gift. Ash’s attempt to carefully open the gift fails as his large fingers rip into the paper. I watch with excitement and nerves as he opens the small black box and lifts out the leather necklace.

      His face softens as he examines the interlocking rough silver circles with our names etched in black. “I love this,” he says and grins.

      “And I love you and will always. Never forget that.” I tiptoe to kiss him softly. “Okay?”

      I help him fasten the necklace as he looks at the circles with shining eyes as they slip below his shirt. “I love you too. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Now, let’s go find you a beer.” I pat the front of his crisp shirt.

      “In a minute.” Ash’s hand slides around to my ass and he leans in to tease my lips apart with his tongue.

      “Tastes like you already had a beer,” I murmur as I pull away from the kiss and lick the taste of him from my lips. “Someone will look for you, birthday boy. I don’t want anybody walking in on us.”

      Ash huffs. “Fine. Later?”

      I nod. “If you behave.”

      His grin grows as he opens the door again, grabbing me for a quick kiss as I pass by. “If anybody is rude to you, let me know.”

      “If anybody spoils your night, I’ll hex them,” I joke.

      His brow tugs down and I shove him. “Come on. Enjoy yourself. That’s an order.”
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        * * *

      

      Ash’s face drops when he steps into the pub lounge. Silver and gold balloons adorn the walls alongside a giant 21st birthday banner. Two balloons shaped in a gold "2" and a "1" are tied to the edge of the bar beside a crate of Ash’s favourite beer.

      “I hope you have a birthday cake too,” I tease.

      Ash pulls a face, too busy scouting the room. Jamie and Tobias sit at a small round table towards the back of the pub, ignored by the gathered shifters. I recognise some from the academy and smile but avoid talking to them. We all witnessed horrors that night— things that shouldn’t be discussed at a party. Ash’s parents stand together with a couple I don’t recognise. In fact, I don’t recognise many people at all.

      Ash’s mum is dwarfed by the male shifters around her. I remember his mum as petite and slender, but the woman in the wrap-around brown dress is thinner than the last time I saw her. Despite her attempt at brightness, there’s sadness hovering around, and she grips Ash’s dad’s hand. He reminds me more of Vincent than Ash—the bulky man’s jawline and eyes are the same, whereas Ash’s brown eyes and full lips match his mother more.

      I’m all for bolting over to join Jamie and Tobias, but Ash takes my hand and squashes my fingers as he leads me to the bar. Vince’s friends I met at Ash’s last party are notably absent—did they die?

      He pulls a bottle from the crate beside the balloons. I shake my head when he offers me one. “I’ll get you a Coke,” he says. “Or do you want something stronger?”

      “Coke is fine.” I really want a drink to calm my nerves, but also want to keep fully alert.

      “I knew my parents would invite a load of people I don’t know,” he grumbles and cracks the lid from the beer. “And I’m pissed off he’s here.”

      “Who?” I follow his line of vision.

      A guy around Tobias’s age rests one shoulder against a wall, beneath the brass horse shoes, beer bottle in hand. He’s attractive, with a sharp jawline and large brown eyes, as tall and broad as most of the men here, including the two flanking him. As he drinks, a large ring on his middle finger glints. As if sensing my scrutiny, the guy turns to me and the look he gives lifts hairs on my arms.

      I shift position so Ash blocks my view. “Who is he?”

      “Dad’s old pack.” He swigs from his bottle. “They’re old school and maintain a hierarchy. Rafe is the alpha.”

      “Alpha?” I blurt. “I didn’t know shifters had wolf packs.”

      “Not many exist anymore. Shifters and humans mix more as the years pass and some even marry, so the packs are fading. Clive was from an old school pack and him attending an academy was unusual. I bet his parents had to fight for the pack leaders to allow him.”

      “And your parents?” I look to them.

      “Dad wasn’t high up in his pack. That’s why he left—he wanted a human life. He had to renounce his connection to the pack to marry outside the central shifter society.” Ash sighs. “Wolf shifters are complicated.”

      “More complicated than dragons?” I ask and nudge him. Ash scowls. “Sorry.”

      “We’re genetic throwbacks. Everything is complicated.” His eyes widen as he looks over my shoulder. “Shit,” Ash mutters.

      My scalp tingles as somebody approaches behind me.

      “Ash. Happy birthday, dude.” The man’s voice has a gravelly tone that adds a menace I’m unsure he intends.

      “Thanks.”

      Ash’s hand goes to mine as I turn to face Rafe. Now he’s closer, the disdain in his dark brown eyes scares me more. They’re almost amber, but his dilated pupils obscure the colour.

      “I didn’t see you at the council meeting last week. Did something stop you?” He asks, not taking his eyes from me.

      “I’m not getting involved, and I’m surprised you are.”

      Rafe finally looks away from me. “I’m keeping an eye on things. Too many from the pack societies end up in Ravenhold and Nighthold. This needs addressing.”

      Ash sighs. “I’m not interested in politics and councils.”

      “But they’re interested in you.”

      I shift from foot to foot, uncomfortable in Rafe’s presence, then glance to where Jamie and Tobias sit. Tobias watches me steadily with his forearms resting on the table.

      What’s happening?

      I shake my head at his mental question then touch Ash’s arm. “Excuse me,” I say and walk over to join my friends.

      Jamie watches as I pull out a stool and sit opposite them both. “Is Ash having fun?”

      “He will after a few drinks,” I say. Tobias doesn’t speak as he continues to study Rafe. “Do you know him?” I ask.

      “I know the shifter guy who killed Rafe’s brother.”

      “What?” Jamie looks anxiously between Tobias and the alpha. “Were you involved?”

      Tobias flashes Jamie a look then lowers his voice. “No. The guy who killed Rafe’s brother was in Ravenhold when I was there. Ethan never spoke to anybody, but I heard the stories.”

      “Is he still there?” asks Jamie.

      “I don’t exactly keep in contact with anybody from the place.” Tobias’s face sours further. “I heard he escaped when Dorian Blackwood did.”

      “Death follows you everywhere,” comments Jamie and drinks. “Must suck.”

      I widen my eyes and look at the two empty glasses on the table. “How many have you had, Jamie?”

      “He’s drinking vodka,” says Tobias. “Not smart. I’ve heard what happens when Jamie drinks too much vodka.”

      Immediately, my cheeks heat and Jamie closely inspects the table.

      “At the club?” asks Tobias with a confused frown. “The night Jamie got wasted and started a fight?”

      “Oh!” I exclaim.

      “Some advice. Watch what you say when you’re around shifters tonight, Maeve,” he continues.

      “Yes, Professor Whitlock.”

      I wait for an angry retort but he merely sighs and looks the other way.

      Two people attempt to walk into the pub and push their way past the group blocking the entrance. “Omigod!” Jamie’s stool falls to the carpeted floor as he abruptly stands.

      My heart skips. Matt and Amelia hesitate in the doorway, his arm firmly around her shoulders. Each time I see Amelia, she’s changed a little more. Instead of the small, nervous girl I knew at the academy, she holds herself taller with more confidence. Well, as tall as she can. She’s dressed in a short purple and black chequered dress with a small black cardigan, but even in heels, she’s tiny compared to Matt. As Amelia looks around, Matt surveys the guests with a stony face.

      A grin transforms Matt’s face when he spots Ash. He leaves Amelia standing and approaches the bar, where the pair greet each other raucously enough to attract the attention of everybody.

      “Amelia!” calls out Jamie and beckons her over.

      Her face brightens as she weaves through two groups, careful not to knock into them. Jamie snatches hold of Amelia and hugs tightly until she wriggles from his grasp. I stand too and hold my friend close, surprised that tears well in my eyes. I haven’t spent time with Amelia since shortly after the academy fire and seeing her again sends memories flooding through.

      Amelia holds me by the shoulders. “You’re looking good, Elsa.”

      “Elsa?”

      She tugs my plait. “Frozen.”

      “Ha. You’re the ice-attuned witch!”

      Tobias watches in bemusement and Jamie chuckles. “Drink, Amelia?” he asks.

      “Sure. The usual.”

      As Jamie disappears to join Ash and Matt, I sit down, and Amelia takes the stool beside me. “How often did you drink together to have a ‘usual’?” I ask.

      “Special occasions.” She pouts then chuckles.

      I sip the Coke then nudge her. “I never knew you were such a party girl.”

      “How are you, Amelia?” asks Tobias.

      “Yeah. Good.” The strain between her and Tobias remains, despite everything. I expected Jamie to struggle the most with the truth about the Winterfalls’ deaths, but Amelia is less forgiving as I’d expect. “I’m glad I came tonight. It’s weeks since I saw you, Maeve.”

      I freeze with the glass at my mouth then clear my throat and set my drink back on the table. Shit. Tobias’s eyes narrow. We told Tobias about my unplanned ‘trip to Amelia’s’, which annoyed him; he’ll lose his shit over a downright lie.

      “Are you planning on visiting us in Wales before we leave?” Amelia lowers her voice, oblivious to the growing tension at the table. “We’re headed to Germany next month.”

      “Weeks since you saw Maeve?” asks Tobias.

      “What’s in Germany?” I hastily interrupt.

      “Dominion connections that Alaric wants to look into.” She cranes her neck to where Matt talks and laughs with Ash. “I’ve never visited Germany. I’m excited!”

      “You’re different,” I say and smile at her. “I love the confident Amelia.”

      “Matt helps. Not only our witch bond, but he gives me confidence in my magic. I don’t feel like a failure anymore.”

      “You were never a failure, Amelia,” Tobias says.

      “In your class, Professor Whitlock?” she asks sweetly. “You must be unemployed now. Do the Confederacy have any other tasks to help clear your conscience?”

      “Amelia!” I exclaim. Forgiveness obviously won’t come from her soon.

      Jamie returns with two glasses held between his fingers, which he sets down on the table. He smirks. “Ash’s mum made him a birthday cake. I can’t wait to see his face when everybody sings ‘Happy Birthday’.”

      “Oh, no...” I can’t help laughing at the thought even though I know Ash won’t find the singing funny.

      “Yeah. Huge. Big ‘21’ iced in the middle. Candles. The works.”

      “As long as she didn’t make a dragon-shaped one.” Amelia places a hand over her mouth. “Sorry. Was that bad taste?”

      Tobias attempts to push into my head, but I block him, perspiring as his aura darkens. “Maeve. Could I speak to you outside please?” he asks tersely.

      Amelia snaps her head between us. “What’s happened?”

      “Nothing. I need a private word with Maeve.”

      “But Amelia just got here!” I protest.

      “We can have the conversation here, if you like,” he continues.

      I blink. “Fine. Five minutes.”

      Five minutes that could end up with more conflict than I’d like.
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      MAEVE

      

      Bodies block the doorway as more shifters arrive, and I’m forced to squeeze through them as I reluctantly follow Tobias outside. I’ve avoided the scrutiny I expected and extra guests help me blend into the background slightly, although most here know who I am. I’m glad, because I want Ash to enjoy his birthday and forget about the connections to witches and how that threatens him.

      What life would Ash face if he hadn’t met me? Or if his brother hadn’t become a literal puppet for the Dominion?

      I step onto the quiet street and shiver as the cool air hits my bare arms. Tobias marches to the edge of the building and stops at the corner, where an alleyway leads around to the pub’s yard. Bracing myself, I approach the furious guy.

      “What the fuck, Maeve?” he snaps. “You lied! Where the hell did you go? Do you know how dangerous your actions were?”

      “I’m fine. Nothing happened.”

      “You stupid girl!” His words knock me backwards. “When will you understand the danger you’re in?”

      “Don’t speak to me like this!” I retort.

      “I’m supposed to go with you everywhere.” He jabs a finger into his chest. “I was annoyed you snuck off to Amelia’s, but this is fucking worse! Where did you go?”

      I clench my jaw, seconds away from replying that I won’t tell him, but realise how childish that would sound. “Home. Moorland.”

      “But your parents aren’t there.”

      “How do you know?” I ask and narrow my eyes.

      He ignores me. “You stayed alone in a place connected to your human family? You’re even stupider than I thought.”

      “Andrei came,” I blurt. “And if you insult me one more time, I’m walking back into that pub and not speaking to you until you apologise.”

      Tobias straightens and takes a shaky breath. “That’s fucking worse! She’s looking for you, Maeve, and the pair of you were alone together!”

      “Who?” I ask the question that I don’t need to.

      “Gabriella. She’s on the move. Confederacy tracked her to locations several times, but she’s always gone before they arrive. Somebody tips them off.” He rubs a hand across his mouth.

      “How do you know all this?”

      “I’m kept informed. I still work for the Confederacy—that was the deal to get me out of Ravenhold, remember?” My mouth parts. “Don’t worry, I’m selective over what I tell them.”

      “And what you tell us?”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Nothing.” As our exchange becomes charged, the energy between us builds and I struggle to calm down.  “I don’t like arguing, Tobias. The emotion doesn’t help with the... other thing.”

      Subtly, Tobias shifts further away from me. “Yes. I’d shake sense into you, but I haven’t touched you for a long time and—”

      “A week?”

      He takes a ragged breath. “Exactly. A long time.”

      Our eyes meet as we lapse into silence and I shiver as the magic trickles through my veins. We don’t fight as often since we moved to the Winterfall estate, and sometimes I’m sure he backs down to avoid creating something like this. I could reach out, touch him, connect…

      Tobias shakes his head and the atmosphere subtly stills.

      “Don’t be mad with Andrei,” I say quietly. “We didn’t plan to go away together; he came to find me and stayed.”

      The calmness drops away again. “You went alone?”

      Shit. “Sort of. But nothing happened, Tobias.”

      “Nothing happened this time.”

      I jerk at a thought. “If Gabriella is looking for us, is Andrei safe, alone at the house?”

      “Yes. She can’t get by the Winterfall wards. If she could, Gabriella would’ve paid a visit by now.” He rubs his head. “I’m hoping the number of shifters here keeps her followers away tonight. Gabriella would be stupid to attack.”

      “Maeve!” I turn my head at Andrei’s voice but the only people behind are four shifter guys who huddle together, smoking. “Maeve!”

      “Maeve?” asks Tobias and I turn back to him.

      “I can hear Andrei. He must’ve changed his mind.”

      “Andrei was adamant he didn’t want to come,” says Tobias.

      The street sways and I reach out to touch the cool bricks. I swear there wasn’t anything alcoholic mixed into my Coke.

      The whining begins in my ears, like tinnitus but louder.

      Familiar.

      Unwanted.

      “No,” I breathe out. “Not now.” A band of pain wraps around my head and pulls tight as the world retreats. I look to Tobias, but he’s out of reach like I’m looking the wrong way down a telescope. “Stop it happening. Please.”

      But I know he can’t.

      Nobody can stop the blackness hitting my mind.

      The shadows clear and I’m standing in an unfamiliar house, one with gold picture frames and red carpets, the décor as overpowering as the thick floral scent. I’m reminded of the dreams where I ran through the Blackwood house, but this isn’t where I am.

      The black flock pattern on the white wallpaper feels soft and real beneath my hands as I guide myself along on unsteady legs. I reach the end of the hallway where there’s an open doorway, and I’m unable to stop myself from stepping through. The world swirls with colour as if somebody took a paintbrush and wiped through the picture, and when the scene clears, I’m in a small, burgundy painted room with Gabriella standing opposite me.

      “Hello, Maeve.”

      I attempt to step backwards but I can’t move, and she cocks her head as she looks at me. This woman always dresses as if she’s attending an important function, impeccable from her sleek black hair to perfect nails and make-up.

      “Are you having a vision?” she asks.

      Fear floods my veins. Nobody in my visions ever asked me this.

      “Or is this real and the party a vision?” Her red-stained lips spread into a smile. “What’s wrong? Don’t you like me in your head?”

      I struggle to speak but no words come out. Gabriella places an index finger to her lips. “Can you hear that?”

      As soon as the words are out, the rhythmic beat begins. Slow, dull, but here.

      The heartbeat.

      “The man who’s standing over you—how do you know he wants to change? Why won’t he discuss a solution to your curse?” I blink and spin around, but Tobias isn’t with me. Gabriella chuckles and taps the side of her head. “Maybe Tobias is waiting for the other curse to wear off—the magic the Confederacy used to bury his true self.”

      You’re lying, I cry out, but the words are in my head.

      “And my beautiful, wicked boy.” She places a hand against her heart with a false smile. “He fools you that he has control. Look, he’s here.”

      Gabriella steps aside and Andrei lounges back in an armchair, one ankle crossed over his knee. At first, I don’t recognise him because his hair is cut short and he’s wearing a dark suit with the jacket open and black shirt partially unbuttoned.

      “Maeve.” He says my name laconically as he looks at me the way he did when we first met.

      A heartbeat thuds louder as our eyes meet, but this isn’t mine. His? Gabriella’s?

      Andrei. But the words won’t come.

      “If Andrei had to make the choice, would he choose your life or his?”

      None of this is real, I whisper in my head and close my eyes in my vision. But the scene won’t leave me. Instead, Gabriella walks forward. I stare back into the eyes that match Andrei’s and inhale the scent I remember from the Blackwood house.

      You planted this in my mind.

      Her perfectly shaped brow arches. “Listen to the First. Can you hear her heart beating?”

      She’s with you.

      “She walks amongst us, Maeve. Why don’t you find her? Wherever could she be?” Gabriella chuckles. “I do love a puzzle, don’t you?”

      Stiffly, I manage to turn my face away. “Stop messing with my head!” I manage to scream out. “You can’t touch me!”

      I’m suddenly aware of the hard surface beneath my back and a male voice yelling close by. I open my eyes. One of the shifters who was smoking now has his hand around Tobias’s neck as he holds him against the wall.

      “No,” I croak out. “Leave Tobias alone.”

      Stay calm. His words enter my mind and I sense he’s more frightened by how I might react than the possibility the shifter could hurt him.

      I push myself upwards on shaking arms. I wouldn’t have the energy to do anything.

      “Get Ash. This arsehole assaulted his girlfriend,” snarls the guy holding Tobias.

      “No. He didn’t.” Another guy crouches down and helps me stand but I stumble as my head pounds. “I feel sick, Tobias.”

      “Please, let me go,” he says calmly to the pony-tailed shifter breathing heavily in his face. “Maeve collapsed. She has a health condition and I was assisting her.”

      The shifter looks around at the guy supporting me and he frowns. Before he can speak, Ash pushes through the gathered crowd.

      “Maeve?” Immediately, he takes me from the shifter holding my arm and hugs me to him. “What happened?”

      “These gentlemen believe I assaulted Maeve. She collapsed and she was delirious,” says Tobias. “I explained she has a condition that causes this.”

      Ash blinks at me. “You had a vision?”

      I moisten my lips and shake my head.

      The shifter looks between us. “I wanna know. Why are you with a witch, Ash?”

      “Everybody knows I’m with a witch,” he retorts.

      A rumbling laugh comes from behind. “The witch who’s playing him. Collecting her guys and making you run in circles around her. The situation humiliates you, Ash.”

      Rafe.

      I’d retort but he scares me and I’m too weak for conflict this soon after a vision, and my brain won’t process what’s happening. Ash’s face flushes in anger but he doesn’t look around at the alpha behind him.

      “Tobias. Help me with Maeve. Take her inside and we’ll talk about this.”

      I groan. I don’t want to talk about this.
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        * * *

      

      “Please don’t all cram into this room with me,” I say to my gathered friends as I sit on Ash’s bed.

      He’s beside me, arm around my shoulders since I refuse his encouragement to lie down. Tobias stands in the window, hands in pockets as he attempts to delve into my mind. I shake my head at him, and he gives a sharp nod before looking away.

      Amelia gives me a quick kiss on the forehead and pulls Jamie from the room. “Give her breathing space. Come on, talk to Matt. We can’t stay long.”

      “You should go back to the party, Ash,” says Tobias.

      “Uh. No. I’m staying with Maeve. Something happened before the vision or you wouldn’t be outside. Why were you?”

      I shake my head. “I needed some air. Jamie was talking to Amelia and Matt and you were busy. I asked Tobias to come with me.”

      “Because you sensed something out there?” Ash asks sharply. “Gabriella? Vamps?”

      “Not at all,” says Tobias evenly. “The only worrying situation tonight is how some of the guests address you.”

      “Rafe? I don’t give a shit. He has no authority over me.”

      “Still, this is a worry.”

      Ash scowls. “We’re here to talk to Maeve about what happened.” He places a large palm on my forehead. “You still feel clammy. You should rest.”

      I force a smile. “I’m fine. A headache, that’s all.”

      “Do you want to tell us what you saw?” asks Tobias softly.

      “No. I’m not sure what I saw and if I think about it, I feel worse.”

      “A death?” asks Ash.

      “No. Not even close. But I did hear the heartbeat again.”

      Tobias pulls away from the window. “What? Can you hear it now?”

      “No. Gabriella was there messing with my mind. Can we speak about this later?”

      “Nobody else?” he asks.

      “No,” I say.

      Tobias opens his mouth, no doubt to cross-check my words, but his phone sounds to distract him. He pulls the phone from his jeans pocket and stares for a moment before placing it back. “Who’s that?”

      “Andrei checking in.”

      I need to talk to you.

      I stiffen at Tobias’s mental words. Why?

      “Ash. Perhaps I should take Maeve back to the Winterfall house. I agree she needs to rest, and a loud party won’t help.”

      An hour’s drive. This can’t be good.

      Ash drags a hand over the top of his head. “Do you want me to come with you?”

      “No. Stay. Enjoy. There must be people here you want to spend time with. Friends you haven’t seen for a while,” I say.

      The house? What’s happened to Andrei?

      Don’t worry. He’s fine.

      Ash chews on his lip, oblivious to mine and Tobias’s conversation. “I dunno...”

      I shift around to Ash and place a hand on his chest as I press my lips to his. “I’m not the most welcome person here, am I? And what if I pass out again? I agree with Tobias; I should go home.”

      “Do you think you will?” he asks in alarm. “You could rest here?”

      “No, but I like the idea of sleeping in my bed tonight.”

      “Not mine?” he pouts.

      I chuckle and poke him in the ribs. “Resting. Save your plans for another day.”

      Tobias sighs and I’m unsure if that’s due to our conversation or the delay.

      After another kiss, a reluctant, grumbling Ash leaves the room.

      The second the door closes, my smile drops, and I look to Tobias. “Why do we need to leave?”

      He passes his phone to me, and I read the message.

      <Two guys here. They came to speak to Maeve. I think I recognise one. Witches. Not threatening me. She should come back.>

      “Omigod,” I breathe out. “Do you think Andrei’s okay?”

      “If these men walked onto the estate without Andrei opening the gates to let them in, they’re not a threat.” Tobias tucks his phone away and pulls out his car keys. “The wards would keep out anybody with ill intent, but they should not have come.”

      Not wanting any more drama, we sneak through the kitchen towards the back door, leaving Ash to explain to the others. Ash’s huge, blue and white birthday cake takes pride of place on the counter and my stomach drops. I wanted to celebrate with him, but I’ve already caused one scene.

      Returning home makes more sense—Andrei is alone with two strangers.
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      The two men sit at the long dining table facing away from me. Both are tall, one with close-cropped, almost black hair and the other has lighter brown, neatly cut, but longer.

      I guess who these men are but don’t say anything to Tobias on our drive home in case I’m wrong. He’s thinking the same thing—I know.

      The black-haired guy turns and rests his elbow over the back of his chair. He looks me up and down with his deep blue eyes before sucking in a breath. “Unmistakably Maeve,” he says.

      The second guy turns too, and his green eyes widen. Both continue to stare at me as if I’m an apparition and I nervously rub my cheek. They’re dressed casually and wearing dark outdoor jackets and walking boots, as if they’re hiking tourists who dropped by. Both wear a ring on their little finger, similar to Tomas’s, but theirs are plain silver and ‘v’shaped.

      “I’m Xav—this is Nate,” says the first.

      “Xavier and Nathaniel?” I ask in a whisper. “From the photograph?”

      Xav nods at Nate. “I told you the family would share the photos. Not helpful.”

      “They’re in a history book,” I explain.

      Nate makes a derisive noise. “Wow. Thanks, Winterfalls. It’s pretty damn hard to keep hidden when your face is published everywhere.”

      “Not everywhere,” I say. “One book.”

      “I asked the witches who they are and why they’re here, but they refused to tell me,” gripes Andrei.

      Nate purses his lips. “Yes, we’re two of the men you’re searching for, Maeve. Tomas informed us that you visited him and that the meeting didn’t go well.”

      I cast my eyes down. “Yes.”

      “Understandably, Maeve became emotional. When she does, her darker magic often triggers,” says Tobias.

      Both men behave as if he didn’t speak.

      “I’ve looked for you, and Tomas refused to tell me where you were. Why come here and in the middle of the night?” I ask.

      “Well.” Xav crosses his arms. “The whole ‘in hiding’ thing means we don’t get out much.” Nate snorts again. “And when we do, we prefer to keep a low profile.”

      “What changed your mind?” I ask.

      They glance at each other. “Somebody attacked Tomas. You were followed. No way did we want your little detective group tracking us down and leading people to our door,” says Xav.

      “Omigod,” I whisper. “Is Tomas okay?”

      Nate nods. “He’s powerful and well-protected. Pissed off that he’s had to move on—he was quite comfy in his job at the law firm.”

      “You’ve come to talk to Maeve?” asks Andrei. I detect his suspicion, but I’ve no doubt they’re telling the truth.

      “No. We’ve come to take her.”

      I don’t know who moves the fastest at Xav’s words—Tobias or Andrei. I’m immediately blocked from view and elbow my way to stand between them. “Take me where?”

      “To talk to Alexei.”

      “Who?” asks Tobias. “I don’t know the name.”

      “Few people do,” says Nate.

      My pulse speeds. A fourth man. “Did he know Astrid?”

      “He knew her very well.” Xav smiles. “He now has a great hatred for the Winterfalls.”

      “For Maeve?” Tobias grips my hand. “You expect her to go with you to this man if he hates the Winterfalls?”

      “You misunderstand me,” says Xav softly. “His attitude is one we all share, but Nate and I dealt with the situation and moved on somewhat. Alexei can’t and won’t.”

      “The situation?” asks Andrei.

      His face shadows and the light-heartedness he’s shown disappears. “The Winterfalls allowed the woman we loved to die and took away what was most precious to us.”

      The emotion from both men rises like a wave and unleashes, knocking through the careful magic barrier I’d built since I walked into the room. “Do you mean me?”

      “Yes, Maeve. I mean you.”

      “And Alexei?” I whisper. “Is he part of you? Will he see me?”

      Nate and Xav glance at each other. “Yes. But without him. There is no way on this Earth or any other that Alexei would stand in the same room as Tobias Whitlock. He has agreed to meet Maeve and speak with her, but only if this man stays away.”

      “No.” Tobias’s answer is swift and emphatic. “Maeve does not go with strangers, without me.”

      Finally, Xav turns to look at Tobias. The disgust shakes through his body as he regards the man who murdered the woman he loved. “This is not your decision, Whitlock.”

      “I’ll go,” puts in Andrei.

      Nate shakes his head. “No, Andrei. Your mother is watching every move you make and waiting for the time to act. Again, we don’t want unwelcome visitors.”

      “Gabriella never touched me when we were at Maeve’s parents’ house,” he retorts then clamps his mouth shut as he glances at Tobias.

      “Yes, that was rather stupid of you both,” says Nate.

      “This is one thing we agree on,” says Tobias. “But is she not as foolish to go with you?”

      “What about the witch who lives here, Xav?” asks Nate. “Would Alexei allow him?”

      “The Greenwood witch? Perhaps.”

      “He’s not strong enough to protect Maeve, Tobias,” protests Andrei.

      “Andrei!” I retort. “Jamie is more powerful than you understand—especially with me.”

      Nate rolls his eyes. “This witch sounds like Tomas. Let me guess, Jamie is studious and has an inferiority complex.”

      Xav nudges him. “Unfair. Nobody’s perfect, even if you like to think you are.”

      “I’d take you down like that,” he says with a laugh and clicks his fingers. “You know I can.”

      “If you got into my head, which you can’t unless I allow you.”

      “Twenty years with you? I know what’s in your head, Xav.”

      I look between them in bewilderment as they argue like a married couple.

      “Personally, I’d like to meet Jamie,” Xav says. “Where is he?”

      I prepare to tell them, but Nate inclines his head towards the door. “In the middle of the shifter shitstorm that’s about to blow up.”

      “What?” I stare at Nate. “Do you mean Ash’s party?”

      “Testosterone central? Yeah. I’d check on your witch friends.” He nods at Andrei’s phone on the table.

      Tobias steps forward. “Why didn’t you tell Andrei there’ll be trouble at Ash’s, before he contacted me?”

      “One thing I’ve learned about future sight,” says Nate, “is that interfering in the course of future events causes more harm than good. Let this play out.”

      “Wow,” I snap. “You put my friends’ lives in danger!”

      “Maeve. I often don’t like what I see in the future, but I don’t interfere anymore. Whatever I change creates a new future that I can’t see.” I flinch as he places his hands on my cheeks. “Your success in changing events is admirable but misguided.”

      “Are you suggesting she should’ve let Jamie die?” retorts Andrei.

      Nate drops his grip on my face and shakes his head. “No. I saw the outcome of Gabriella and Anastasia’s attack on the academy, but Maeve changed the ending. Now, the future moves in a new direction that no witch can predict. Will the world be any safer?”

      My body buzzes with confusion and shock at Nate’s twist on my life and magic. He doesn’t speak in anger, only disappointment.

      “You want to understand Winterfall magic and the legacy left in your hands? Then you need to come with us.” He pulls out a chair and sits back at the table. “We’ll wait until the morning. You have tonight to decide.”

      I stare at him in bewilderment. “Tobias. We need to go back to Ash.”

      “You’ll be too late to do anything.” As he planned. “Don’t worry, they’ll return later.” Nate gives a tight smile. “I promise.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      JAMIE

      

      I’m lost in catching up with Matt and Amelia, otherwise I might’ve headed away with Tobias and Maeve. I rarely see the pair and Ash wanted one of us to stay at his party, so I agree. I’m surprised to hear Tobias doesn’t appear concerned, but strangers arriving in the middle of the night at a house nobody can approach concerns me. I have to trust that Tobias knows what he’s doing.

      The shifters ignore the three of us and we ignore them. I’m only here because tonight is important to Ash, despite his complaining. He relaxed after a couple of beers, as usual, but there’s tension. Some shifters here exude self-importance, and not only the older ones who I swear are from their council. Apart from kids at the academy, I’ve had little contact with wolf shifters—perhaps my family is part of the prejudice problem—and I find Rafe both rude and intimidating.

      But despite Rafe’s superior attitude around Ash, there’s a slight uncertainty in his demeanour around him. Because Ash is a dragon? Wolf shifters have avoided places on the council because they don’t like anybody outside their packs interfering or imposing rules. I overheard one shifter mention a new ‘sub-council’ for shifters only, and my stomach leadened.

      More infighting for the Dominion to take delight in.

      I glance at Ash, who’s waylaid by his parents on the way back from the bar.

      Matt clicks his fingers beneath my nose. “Wake up, Jamie, or have you had too many drinks?”

      I blink out of my thoughts. “Do you think Maeve is okay? Should I have gone with them?”

      “I’m sure she’s fine.” Amelia twists a glass around on the table in front of her. “I wish we’d had more time to chat, though.”

      “We can catch up again soon. We can visit,” I reply.

      The conversation halts as each of us waits for the other to mention Maeve’s deception, but speaking about her like that feels wrong. Division doesn’t help anybody.

      Before we arrived, we knew the risk that somebody could try to reach Maeve, or any of us, here but decided to support Ash. We need to strike a balance between living life and never doing anything because we’re permanently hidden. Matt and Amelia chat about the past, but any conversations about our time together at the academy stops. Those stories bring reminders about the new reality we and the supernatural world found ourselves in. Chatting about each other’s lives includes many topics we’re unsure we should mention in a room full of strangers, especially shifters and their acute hearing.

      “How’s the magic going?” I ask Matt. “Do you have the fire serpent under control yet?”

      Amelia smiles and pats his hand. “My familiar keeps his in check.”

      I laugh at her. “You literally cool this guy’s hot head.”

      “Well, his serpent’s, anyway.” She nudges Matt and he leans across the table to kiss her. I never thought I’d see Matt with his attention focused on one girl—in public he’d always check out other girls around, whoever he was with. Not with Amelia. His shining eyes are only for her.

      “Do you summon them often?” I ask the pair. Familiars are unusual, and bonded witches with bonded familiars almost unheard of.

      “In practice. We need to strengthen the familiars in case we face more situations like...” Amelia pulls a face. “The academy.”

      “Alaric is lucky to have your help,” I comment.

      Matt’s eyes widen. “Shush. We were told not to mention his name.”

      “If anybody here knows your situation, they’d know you’re with him.”

      Amelia sighs. “You know how Alaric is about his privacy.”

      “Hmm.” I pick up my almost-empty glass and look around the room. Some balloons already fell from the wall and drunk shifters pass them around, some inhaling the helium and amusing each other with squeaky voices. The longer I sit here, the more penned in by shifters I feel. And since Maeve’s incident outside, their awareness of the witches in the corner intensified.

      “Two weird things,” I comment. “There aren’t any girls here—or any witches or vamps, apart from us.”

      “And I don’t think we were welcome,” says Matt. “We almost stayed away.”

      “I’m glad Ash shows he won’t be messed with,” puts in Amelia.

      “Do you know who the older guy is talking to Ash and his parents?”

      “Local friends?” Matt suggests.

      “No. Look at how some of the shifters respond to them. They’re more respectful.”

      Amelia sighs. “If they’re from the council, I hope they haven’t come to hassle Ash on his birthday.”

      The shifter looks around at me. He isn’t as imposing as Rafe, but the grey-haired man with unusual grey eyes has the authority of an elder. His manner screams importance, but he’s sour-faced, and I sense that’s due to the witches polluting his atmosphere.

      “Are you staying in town tonight?” I ask Matt.

      “A hotel on the outskirts. We’re leaving early tomorrow.” Amelia looks over her shoulder as Ash’s mum disappears through the door leading from the pub lounge to the living area. “But we’re staying here at least until the birthday cake. I asked Ash’s mum if I could bring the cake out when she’s ready.”

      “Yeah, you’d better light the candles and not Matt; we don’t want the pub burning down.”

      Matt pulls a face. “Not funny, Jamie.”

      Amelia stands. “Make sure Ash stays distracted when you see us bring out the cake.”

      Amelia is more excited about the cake than I bet Ash will be, and as we wait for her to re-emerge from the kitchen, I relax into chatting to Matt about the ‘old days’ as kids before we attended the academy. I hate that these days this is the most we have in common that we can actually talk about, although I have to field questions about myself and Maeve.

      “Where’s Amelia?” Matt asks, no longer paying attention to my memories of his exploits at school. “How long does it take to fetch a cake?”

      His brow creases and he stands. The shifters he’s forced to push through as he heads to the kitchen shove him back, and as I follow, I hear dark words about why ‘fucking witches’ are at a shifter’s twenty-first.

      The kitchen door is closed and when he pulls the handle, the door won’t push open. “Amelia?” he calls.

      No response.

      “Why’s the door locked?” he calls.

      “It’s a secret.” The muffled male voice comes from close to the door on the other side. Is the guy blocking us from opening?

      “What secret? Open the door!” snaps Matt. “Amelia?”

      The door cracks open but not enough for us to walk through. A long-haired shifter with dirty blonde hair pulled into a ponytail smirks at us. “Ash’s cake is a secret.”

      “Amelia?” I call too, as Matt pushes against the door to open it further.

      The shifter steps back just as Matt shoves the door hard with a shoulder, which sends him careening to the floor.

      Matt swears and sits up, then scrambles to his feet as shifters laugh at him.

      The kitchen barely fits the four shifters, us, and Amelia.

      Amelia, who’s standing with her back to the kitchen counter with a cake beside her, the candles partially lit. Rafe stands over Amelia, and whatever happened before we arrived has her pale and shaking.

      “Step back, arsehole,” snaps Matt.

      Rafe turns and I tense as I see the long cake knife in his hand. “I’m helping Amelia with the cake.”

      “Which doesn’t need cutting yet,” I retort.

      “And Sam is lighting the candles,” he adds.

      A second shifter, as tall and heavily built as Rafe stands the other side, the pair caging Amelia in. He clicks on the lighter and studies the flame before smiling at Matt.

      “Amelia?” asks Matt.

      She shakes her head. “I’m fine.”

      As Amelia’s voice wavers, the flame on the shifter’s lighter flares. “Step back from Amelia,” Matt says coldly.

      “Aren’t witches the cutest?” Rafe pokes Amelia on the nose and she recoils. “Is little Amelia a good witch or bad witch? Oh. Stupid question." His voice drops low. "There’s no such thing as a good witch.”

      The flame grows, but Matt doesn’t move. Yet. “Matt,” I whisper. “Keep calm.”

      Rafe leans forwards, into Amelia’s face. “You were at the academy the night my friends died, witch. Did you kill a shifter?”

      Her eyes grow wider, pupils larger with fear as she glances to us for help. In the chaos, people of all races died, but only the shifters attacked. Everybody else fought back in self-defence.

      And I don’t know if Amelia killed.

      “Did you?” he growls, and goosebumps raise on my arms at the menace exuding from him. “And your witchy friends. Did they kill innocent shifters?”

      “Innocent?” I blurt. “The shifters ripped people apart!”

      “Under a witch’s influence. They’d never have attacked otherwise—whatever the hell Vincent was controlled their minds.” He tips his chin. “Witches are responsible for every single shifter death that night.”

      “Now isn’t the time,” I say. “And Amelia isn’t the person to bring your concerns to.”

      Rafe turns to me and his eyes glow an amber only found in the most powerful wolf shifters. “‘My concerns’?” he mocks. “I think you need to leave, witch. This room and the party.”

      Amelia makes to move, and he points the knife at her, not close enough to touch but near enough to threaten. “Answer my question.”

      “I--I don’t know,” she whispers. “There were bodies everywhere.”

      “I don’t like that answer. Do you like that answer, Sam?” asks Rafe, his glittering eyes focused on Amelia.

      The pony-tailed shifter shakes his head. “Sure don’t.”

      I hold my hands up, palms out. “Let’s calm the situation. You’ve had a few drinks.”

      “Yeah, doesn’t look good that you’re bullying a girl half your size,” says Matt.

      “See, that’s the other thing about witches. They don’t defend their mates. You’re too scared to come closer.” Rafe taunts him further by twirling the cake knife in his hand before pointing at Amelia again.

      “Fuck you!” I cringe as Matt snaps and the flame from the lighter launches upwards and almost reaches the cupboards beside him.

      “Matt!” me and Amelia call in unison.

      “Step the fuck back from Amelia!” Matt yells, but Rafe’s mocking laugh infuriates him further. “You’re gonna regret this, you shifter arsehole.”

      No.

      Fuck no.

      Matt lifts a hand and gestures in the air, guiding the growing flame like a snake charmer.

      “Ooh. Pretty,” says Rafe. “Hey, Sam. Go grab the others so they can see Matt’s cute spell.”

      Amelia desperately looks around the room and I follow her gaze. A bottle of water sits on the bench amongst the wine and beer, and she bites her lip. The top fires off and hits one of the gathered shifters in the head, before the water spurts upwards.

      “Hey. Don’t interfere.” Rafe snatches her arm as she begins to lift her hand and the water sinks to the counter before she can command it.

      “Get off me!” she snaps.

      The fire above Sam morphs into exactly what I worried—Matt’s serpent’s glowing eyes appear in the flames. I run my hands down my face. How can I stop this? I’m not elemental attuned.

      “Matt!” I step in front and try to meet his eyes, but he looks above me at his familiar.

      “Don’t try mental magic on me. This shifter gets what’s coming,” he snaps back as the serpent grows longer and wends through the air, long tail swishing.

      “Matt!” calls out Amelia.

      “‘Matt, help me, baby’,” mocks Rafe, moistening his lips. “C’mon, witchy boy. Burn me.”

      The serpent pauses above Rafe’s head and I take a shaky breath. Matt stopped. He has control.

      Amelia struggles to get her arm away from Rafe, who cocks his head and smooths a hand across her hair until he’s touching her face. His eyes drop to her breasts. “Is she like the other witch? Does she fuck shifters too?” He moistens his lips. “Do you share her, Matt?”

      Beside me, Matt begins to tremble in fury and the serpent’s tail lashes, the ember eyes growing and glowing brighter.

      “Fuck you,” snarls Amelia and the water from the bottle shoots upwards and becomes an ice lance arcing towards Rafe.

      Rafe squashes her face between his palms. “I wouldn’t dirty myself by fucking your cu--” His words are cut short by his yell as the serpent spirals into the air before bearing down on him. The fiery tail whips his face, leaving a red welt across his skin.

      Sam steps back as the creature grows to over a metre long.

      “Anybody else?” shouts Matt. “I’ll take on the fucking lot of you.”

      The shifters watch in silence with crossed arms, and Rafe doesn’t cry out to them to help. Instead, he tips his head back and laughs, but I can barely see his face as the serpent circles him like firestorm.

      “Again, the witches attack the shifters,” Rafe calls.

      The kitchen door slams open and Ash pauses before running to seize Matt’s arm. “Stop this!”

      “You’re a crazy, traitorous bastard, Ashley Greenwood,” shouts out Rafe. “Inviting witches where they’re not wanted. Look at what they do. How they disrespect us.”

      “What did you do?” Ash shouts back, eyes on Amelia.

      Amelia breaks free from the half-blinded Rafe and launches herself at Matt, knocking him backwards so that he sprawls across the table. The cake squashes beneath his back and Sam shouts a laugh.

      “They even ruined your cake, dude. Ruined your whole fucking night,” he calls out.

      “Stop this!” screams out Ash and holds the side of his head. “Stop, all of you, before my pub sets alight. Matt!”

      Amelia holds Matt down by the chest, eyes fixed on his, whispering something to him over and over, but his familiar continues the attack.

      “Fuck!” I recoil as Ash walks towards the fire serpent and snatches the creature by the throat. Blue scales cover the back of Ash’s hands, spreading beneath his sleeve, and black claws appear at his fingertips. The fire serpent writhes in his hand and Ash roars at a volume the whole village would hear, not only those in the pub.

      I heard that roar once before, beneath the academy, and I swear over and over as the stunned onlookers watch Ash’s partial transformation to dragon. The serpent dissipates in his uninjured hands and Ash moves to loom over Rafe.

      “Do not come into my home and disrespect my friends. Know your fucking place, wolf,” he snarls, his voice deeper and darker than usual.

      I cringe as I wait for retaliation, for Rafe to start a shift too, but instead a smile spreads across his singed face. “Fuck off, Ash.”

      Ash roars again and I’m frozen in shock as he grabs Rafe by the throat and lifts him so his feet dangle above the tiled floor. The room fills with silent anticipation at Ash’s next move, and before I can break out of my stupor, Ash throws Rafe against the counter that holds the glasses and bottles. He flails his arms as he hits the counter and glass smashes as he knocks them to the floor. Growling in return, he grabs a broken bottle and stands.

      “What’s happening?” A gruff voice breaks the stand-off as the older man from the party stands in the doorway, face livid.

      “Proving witches can’t be trusted.” Rafe wrinkles his nose at his burned shirt collar. “And proof that our dear friend Ash is definitely a dragon. This changes everything, doesn’t it, Lewis?” he says to the older man in the doorway.

      Ash turns his head and his reptilian eyes are more almond in his scale-smattered face. “What have you done, Matt?” he asks. “What the fuck have you done?”
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      MAEVE

      

      I’m on tenterhooks as I wait for Jamie or Ash to return my call, unable to accept Nate’s reassurance that my friends won’t get hurt and nobody will die.

      But will anybody else get hurt?

      Nate and Xav stay in the kitchen, as comfortable as the people who live here. We sit in the lounge room—or, Andrei and Tobias do. Matt and Amelia don’t return my calls either and by midnight, I pace around until Tobias tells me to sit before he becomes dizzy. I don’t appreciate the joke, nor do I tell him if I could drive, I’d go back to Ash’s.

      Finally, the call comes through and Tobias is through the door to his car in less than a minute, calling back reassurances that Nate was correct. None of my friends are hurt, but there’s trouble.

      As soon as the car headlights beam up the driveway a couple of hours later, I rush to wait on the steps outside with Andrei by my side. The car barely stops before a door flings open and Ash emerges, his head and face obscured by a hoodie. Ash passes me at a speed that would impress a vampire but this unimpresses me. He doesn’t stop and I stare in bewilderment as Ash charges up the stairs two at time. A bedroom door slams closed.

      My mouth parches not because he ignored me, but because I saw scales on his hands. Jamie slowly approaches and his strained aura is also clear on his face. I hold my arms out to hug him and he squeezes me tight.

      “What happened?” I whisper as I look back to him.

      “Matt had a fight with shifters and almost set fire to one. Ash interfered and now everybody knows for sure he’s a dragon.”

      Tobias steps beside Jamie, face serious. “The pressure is on for Ash now.”

      “I know Matt is volatile, but Amelia calms him...omigod are her and Matt okay?” I pull out my phone but there’s no message from her. “Did the shifter attack Matt too?”

      Jamie eyes me warily and whatever he tells me won’t be the full story. “They’re fine. The shifters don’t like witches and thought Amelia may’ve killed one at the academy.”

      I bite my lip. “Oh.”

      “The pair left when Ash lost his shit, because all focus switched to him.”

      “And nobody followed?”

      He shakes his head. “There was an ulterior motive behind aggravating witches. Matt and Amelia performed their role since Ash started shifting.”

      “This is concerning,” says Tobias. “Ash may need our help and support.” I look up to the ceiling, where Ash is in his room above. “Not now, Maeve. He wants to be alone.”

      I open my mouth to protest, but didn’t I do the same thing days ago?

      Jamie looks to the lit kitchen window. “Tobias told me about our visitors. He also said they knew the incident would happen. Why the hell didn’t they stop it?”

      I link my arm through his. “You’d better meet them.”

      “You’re one of the only people they want to meet,” says Tobias with a wry smile.

      Side-glancing Tobias, Jamie hangs back slightly and says beneath his breath, “I’m surprised the witches didn’t attack Tobias. You know they’re powerful, right?”

      “They also know that’s pointless,” I reply as I step back into the warmth of the house. “I’d intervene.”

      Only Jamie comes with me to the kitchen and he walks over to the fridge to pour juice into a glass. As he drinks, his hand shakes. Jamie definitely hasn’t told me the whole story if he’s still shaken up.

      “Hello, Jamie,” says Xav, standing to hold out a hand.

      Jamie looks down and his brow creases. “I’ve looked for you for months.”

      “And here we are,” says Nate.

      He sets the glass down. “Why did you let tonight happen? Do you understand the trouble Matt caused?”

      I cringe at the alcohol loosening his tongue.

      “I explained to Maeve,” says Nate. “I don’t interfere. I saw what this did to my cousin.”

      Nathaniel Willowbrook. “You’re my aunt’s cousin?”

      “Yes. That’s how we were all involved. Marie dated Corin Winterfall, until she took you and had to exile herself from the family. I’m sure she told you that.”

      “She did, but I never made the connection. This is why you’re future-sighted.”

      He smiles. “Yes. Now, Jamie, will you come with us and Maeve?”

      Jamie sets down the glass. “Tobias mentioned this. He isn’t happy for Maeve to go alone with you.”

      “Which is why you’re coming.” Xav grins. “She can bring her security blanket.”

      “Xav...” warns Nate.

      “Look, you’re a witch and that will help Alexei deal with Maeve’s visit. He’d try to kill Tobias on sight,” says Xav “He isn’t a vamp or shifter fan, either.”

      “This whole prejudice is what causes so many problems,” I put in.

      “Maeve. You have to understand that the four of us are on the edge. Alexei is reclusive and extra paranoid.”

      “What do you want to do, Jamie?” I ask.

      “Uh. Obviously, I’ll come. Someone has to go with you. Not tonight. I’m bloody exhausted.”

      “Sure thing. Spare room?” asks Xav.

      “No,” I reply. “But we have two sofas.”

      “Fine by me. I’m damn tired too. We had a long journey.” Nate stands. “Do you have a blanket?”

      I’m unsure what Jamie and the two guys talk about—or if they even speak at all—while I fetch two spare blankets from the linen cupboard. Jamie rubs his cheek and looks back over his shoulder as we leave them in the lounge room.

      “Tell me everything that happened at Ash’s party, Jamie. I’m worried about Ash.”

      “It was a shit show, Maeve. Guess which shifter Matt attacked? That Rafe guy—the alpha who’s up and coming in the council. An elder from the shifter council saw everything. He wants Ash to meet with them next week.”

      I’m unsure what to say, half wanting to go to Ash and see if he’s okay, but Jamie supports Tobias’s advice, and I decide to leave speaking to Ash until the morning. Jamie is freaked out too, and I follow him to his room because I want every detail.
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      I can’t sleep and wake before dawn, but too late to catch Andrei as he’s already retreated to his room. Passing the lounge room, I peek inside at the two witches sprawled across the sofas beneath their matching blue blankets. What will happen today? Where will they take me?

      The same question repeated in my mind all night—the one I daren’t ask after Tomas’s response. Is one of them my father? Do they know?

      I look exactly like a Winterfall. How could she or any of them know?

      “Good morning, Maeve.”

      I sense Tobias before he speaks, and I turn away from the lounge room to face him. He reaches out and tucks a strand of hair behind my ear and sends a shiver across my face as he brushes my cheek.

      “You’re awake early,” he says.

      “Can’t sleep.” I glance behind me at the sleeping pair. “I need to go with them, Tobias.”

      The anxiety I expected clouds his aura, but I sense something more.

      Defeat.

      Tobias won’t try to come with me. “I know. These men won’t hurt you, and as long as one of us accompanies you, I’m happy.”

      “Happy?”

      A muscle ticks in his jaw. “No. I’m not. But I accept the situation.”

      “I’m surprised, Tobias. I expected more resistance.”

      For a moment, he’s silent as he pulls on his lip and looks at me in the way that flips my stomach. “Xavier and Nathaniel have answers and this other man—Alexei—does too. If I refuse to let you go, the three may refuse to help you.”

      I half-smile. “You do know that I’d go whether you ‘allowed’ me or not?”

      “Yes, Maeve,” he says with a hint of exasperation. “That’s another reason I’m not interfering.”

      “You knew Tomas. Do you know Nate and Xav too?”

      “No, but they certainly know about me.” He looks away as he says the next words. “Do you think you can convince these men to tell you?”

      “Tell me what?”

      “How to break the curse.” He half-whispers the words and my heart speeds. Tobias’s refusal to accept it’s possible to breaking the curse drives a wedge between us, and now he asks this? “Maeve. This is fucking killing me. All curses can be broken, even if some are more complicated than others.”

      “You never believed that,” I whisper.

      “Because I didn’t hold hope anyone would want to, or if they did, that the solution is hidden or impossible.”

      “But hope is what gets us all through, Tobias.”

      His eyes soften and he traces a finger across my lips. “Yes. If I believed there’s a solution but knew nothing could ever happen, I’d struggle. I wanted to accept there’s no answer. I wanted to make you accept.”

      “I would never,” I say firmly.

      He smiles. “Which is obvious.”

      “I love you, Tobias.”

      The building energy grows, and I want to believe too—I want to believe that the craziness that comes from the physical bond that tortures us both isn’t only a curse.

      “And I love you. Utterly and completely.” Tobias draws me to him and kisses my forehead. “And that love does not come from a curse.”

      My face presses into his neck and I want him to place his mouth on my lips, not my forehead, but even the days he touches me are enough. They have to be.

      “You’re a mess, Maeve,” he says and pulls me closer.

      The emotional maelstrom rushing through me ebbs as he kisses my forehead again. The first day in Mental Magic, I freaked out at the idea something could feed on my emotions, but there’s no malice in Tobias absorbing my mental energy. He’d do the same for students without touching—to him, the pneuma power isn’t for his needs, but to help others.

      “You’re buried in my soul, Maeve. That’s the real curse. They decided to torture me into unhappiness.” He draws away and strokes my cheek. “I can accept that unhappiness for myself, but I cannot and will not ever accept how this affects you. That’s why I’m willing to believe we can change this.”

      Tears push into my eyes. “Is it bad that I hate the people who did this to me?”

      “No, but please make these men understand how cursed you are. Force them to help you.”

      I give a smile. “I’ll be forthright, you know me.”

      “They’ll learn that Maeve Foster is as formidable as Maeve Winterfall.” Tobias wipes an escaping tear with his thumb.

      I can’t hold back and brush my mouth against his, heart aching that he might reject me. Tobias holds my face and kisses me with a gentleness that wraps around and soothes the ache. His mouth is familiar, but not familiar enough as I stand beneath his hands and urge him towards a deeper kiss.

      Tobias pulls away and places fingers on my lips. “Adeline cursed me to fall in love with Maeve Winterfall, but she never considered that I’d love Maeve Foster.”

      “Or that I’d love you.” I tiptoe and kiss his nose, trying to ignore the gnawing ache for him. “I’ll make breakfast. Spend some time with you before I go.”

      As I turn away, Tobias grips my fingers and I squeeze them back.

      I don’t want to let you go. Ever.

      I hear the words but before I can reply, something distracts me. Xav stands in the lounge doorway. “Breakfast sounds like a great idea!”

      But something lies behind his ordinary words and friendly, morning smile—if he heard me mention breakfast, what else did Xavier hear?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      MAEVE

      

      The witches are in a hurry to leave after breakfast and I barely get a chance to see Ash. He’s buried beneath blankets on his bed and I can’t rouse him. As he turns towards me, half-asleep, fading blue scales look like freckles on his face. I leave him with a kiss and promise that I’ll be back soon.

      What does this mean for Ash? He’s been worried about his future for months, and Jamie’s frightening story about his actions at the pub may have sealed a new fate for him. I vow to help in whatever way I can as I remember Andrei’s words the night at my parents: I’m not the only one dealing with stressful, uncontrollable situations.

      Does my desire to find answers override the instinct to stay within my circle?

      Yes, but something deep inside recognises these men. I was taken from my family at a few months old, so I’d never remember them, but we’re witches. I hold a part of Astrid who loved these men and, when they look at me, I know they see that part of her. I could never love them, but I still want to be in their lives as much as I want the answers I demand.

      Even without Jamie, I’d feel safe with them.

      The further we drive along the tracks winding around the Scottish landscape, the more travel sick I become. Some of that sickness comes from apprehension, particularly since Nate and Xav won’t tell us exactly where we’re headed. The landscape flattens as we reach a high point that looks down on a valley where the river runs through the rocks.

      The expensive Land Rover drives along a lane flanked by yellow gorse then halts beside sparsely grassed open space. I exchange a confused look with Jamie as Xav parks the vehicle on the edge of the mountain.

      Nate climbs from the front passenger seat and Xav follows.

      I undo my seatbelt. Were we sensible in coming without the others?

      “Do you think they’re about to attack us?” Jamie whispers as he hesitates.

      “I’m prepared. They’re strong but not as strong as I am—or as we are together.”

      “If you’re sure.”

      I lean across and press my lips to his. “I’m sure.”

      Xav stands with his arms crossed as he watches us climb from the car and the wind immediately whips my hair forward and into my face.

      “Here.” He throws the car key fob at Jamie, who almost misses catching it. “You can leave whenever you want.”

      “You have to understand why we’re nervous,” I say and eye Nate, who paces up and down close by, examining the ground strewn with stones.

      “Yeah, but you could easily take us on, Maeve.” He looks to Jamie. “You searched for us and alerted us to Maeve’s location, Jamie. If we wanted to find her without you, we could’ve. Easily.”

      “And you would’ve had to get through Tobias and the rest of us first,” Jamie says.

      Nate chuckles from nearby and I don’t understand the amusement.

      “What are we doing here?” I ask. “Traditionally, accompanying strangers into isolated countryside leads to death and injury.”

      Nate’s laugh comes again. “You remind me of someone.”

      I drop into silence as my heart twinges.

      “Maeve.” Xav’s voice is softer as he sees my expression change. “We’ve brought you to the place we promised.”

      Jamie shakes his long fringe from his face. “What? Alexei is a wild man who roams the Highlands?”

      “Wild, perhaps, but he prefers his home comforts.” Nate crouches down and runs his fingers across stones grouped in the dirt. “Xav. Here.”

      Xav wanders to Nate, and Jamie grips the keys to the Land Rover. “Be careful if you do drive away,” he calls back. “We hired the car and I don’t want to lose my deposit.”

      “These guys are weird,” says Jamie in hushed tones.

      I wait for Xav’s response to that too, but he’s crouched beside Nate as they examine the ground. Nate picks up a handful of the grey stones and arranges them in a diamond shape, while Xav pulls a metal object from his thick jacket pocket. He drops the metal into the centre and the pair link fingers.

      The space in front of them shimmers as if now reflected on moving water, and I become dizzy as I watch the surroundings change.

      A two-storey stone building the size of a small farmhouse has replaced the nearby tree copse. Nothing else has changed, as if somebody picked up the grey house and planted it in the landscape.

      “What…” I begin.

      “Impressive,” says Jamie. “Rare.”

      “What did they do?” I ask as Nate strides towards the dark blue front door.

      “They broke a glamour spell,” Jamie replies.

      “Glamour spells are easier to break than to create,” says Xav as he follows Nate. “Come on. Let’s see how receptive Alexei feels today.”

      “He knows we’re coming, right?” I ask.

      “Did Alexei create the glamour?” Jamie continues to stare at the house with his mouth parted.

      “Yeah. He’s evidently practiced the spell too,” remarks Nate. “I couldn’t detect him at all.”

      “He hasn’t much else to do stuck up here on his own,” says Xav. “Come on.”

      I grip Jamie’s hand as we follow the two witches to the front of the house. Dark curtains cover the small windows either side of the door, which are parallel to the two above, giving the home a symmetry.

      Nate takes hold of the brass door knocker and raps.

      “Hello?” calls a cautious voice.

      “Why is he confused? Who else does he think this is?” mutters Nate. “Lex! Open the door.”

      There’s no sound inside the house until a bolt slides and the door opens. A man stands on the slate floor, feet bare, blue denim jeans frayed at the bottom. Black streaks his partially unbuttoned, light-blue shirt and when he rubs an arm across his forehead, I spot the same on his fingers.

      He’s tall with a build similar to Jamie’s but his hair is long, almost black, and pulled back from his face into a ponytail. His eyes meet mine and my chest tightens—I’ve seen a man with irises this colour once before, but Alexei doesn’t possess the darker aura that the other has. Had.

      “Fucking hell,” he says in a refined accent.

      “You charming bastard,” Nate retorts and pushes his way past him. “Is that any way to speak to our daughter?”

      Our daughter.

      Xav inclines his head to indicate I should follow, but the longer this man stares into my eyes, the further I see into a soul edged with something familiar.

      “You’re a Blackwood,” I say hoarsely and begin to back up. “Jamie. They brought us to a Blackwood.”

      The Land Rover doors click behind as Jamie unlocks them.

      “Don’t touch me,” I warn as my defensive magic begins to curl around my body. “Let us go, or I’ll take you all on!”

      Jamie’s energy flows into me through his fingers and I ready myself to retaliate. How was I so stupid?

      “Hey. Maeve. It’s okay.” Xav reaches out to touch me and I instinctively flash a protection spell at him, so his hand burns when he touches. Xav swears and shakes his hand.

      “Don’t touch me!” I yell.

      “I always told you she was yours, Lex,” he grumbles and pushes past the immobile witch into a room.

      “Are you a Blackwood?” I demand.

      Alexei wipes a hand across his mouth, says nothing, and turns away.
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      Do we walk inside or run?

      I look at Jamie in desperation. “Jamie?”

      His lips purse and he doesn’t move. “Do you sense anything?” he asks quietly.

      “Only that Alexei is Blackwood.”

      “No. Can you feel ill intent? Dark magic inside the house?” He holds the door frame and peers around the doorway. “No runes.”

      “I don’t sense anything, but...” I swallow. The last time I faced a Blackwood, we stood together, all of us. Here, me and Jamie are outnumbered.

      I’m ripped in two by indecision—stay and speak to the men I’ve obsessed over for months, or walk away and possibly never see them again.

      Cautiously, I step inside.

      I’m unpleasantly reminded of the past when the house smells strangely like Sofia’s room at the academy—an overpowering mix of floral and heavier spices. The dark blue walls in the hallway shrink the house as I follow the witches to a lounge room. A fire blazes inside an old, tiled fireplace that dominates the space, and artwork covers the walls; a mixture of landscapes and portraits in different sizes. Alexei sits in an armchair, still staring at me. I glance at his little finger, but he doesn’t wear a ring like the other men.

      Nate gestures to a small two-seater sofa. “Sit.”

      I attempt to perch on the cushions but instead I’m half-swallowed as the badly worn sofa gives beneath my weight. Jamie sits beside me, close enough that we’re touching, while Nate and Xav rest on the floor.

      “Try to keep calm this time,” Jamie says quietly.

      I take a ragged breath. Calm. Otherwise, I’ll ruin any chance these men might help, the way I pushed away Tomas with my temper. But how can I stay calm with a Blackwood in the room? One who continues to stare at me as if I’m a ghost.

      “Will you answer my question?” I ask Alexei as gently as I can manage.

      He breaks his staring and blinks several times. “You look like Astrid.”

      “She’s my mother,” I reply.

      “They never knew her when she was your age. I did.” His accent resembles Nikolai’s, but his voice is quieter and edged with melancholy.

      I frown and look at Nate. “When did you meet her?”

      “Two years before your birth. She was several years older than you and looked a little different.”

      “Not much, though,” puts in Xav.

      These men are the same age as my parents, but there’s an agelessness to their barely-lined faces and demeanour, as if they are stuck in time the way I am.

      “How’ve you been, Lex?” asks Nate and pats his leg.

      “On my own, which I prefer,” he says pointedly.

      Please stop staring at me.

      Alexei looks away.

      “You agreed we could bring Maeve,” says Nate.

      “Yes.”

      I shift. “Please answer me, Alexei.”

      “And if I tell you I am Blackwood, what then?” he asks.

      “I... I don’t know. I’m trying to piece together my past. Figure out my present. That’s all.”

      “But you see Nikolai when you look at me,” he says softly.

      “No. He’s younger than you.” I bite my lip. Was younger.

      Does he know about Nikolai’s death?

      “I do, Maeve.” He gives a wry smile. “This pair told me. I don’t tend to follow outside events.”

      Mind reader.

      “Because you’re a hermit,” says Nate. “You don’t need to hide, now others know Maeve exists and where she is.”

      “Are you a Blackwood?” interrupts Jamie in exasperation. “Why are you avoiding the question?”

      “I am a Blackwood, yes.”

      No. The truth I wanted to hear slams into me, and I gulp in air as my breathing quickens. Jamie grips my hand and I focus on his touch to stop myself falling into a fresh abyss. This man could be my father.

      “Nikolai’s father is my cousin, but I haven’t seen him for years,” he continues. “I’ve never met the guy—he was born after I left the family.”

      My hands tremble and I sit on them. “Why would Astrid... with a Blackwood? Did the Winterfalls know?”

      “Adeline didn’t. Astrid didn’t know I was a Blackwood at first, and she was as happy as you are now when she learned the truth.” He smiles at the memory. “I’ve no connection with the family who raised me anymore.”

      “But you’ve Blackwood magic energy.”

      “As have you—and Jamie. I sense this.”

      “Jamie used a pendant and the magic influenced him,” I stammer. “We’re bonded. He saved me from a spell when he wore the pendant and some Blackwood magic entered me.”

      Nate bursts into laughter. “Who told you that? I think there’s a different reason you’ve their energy.”

      “How else could I contain Blackwood magic...” I trail off.

      No. Omifuckingod, no. Spots dance before my eyes as the shock hits harder, and I grip Jamie’s hand tighter, convinced I’ll pass out. But this isn’t a vision; this is much worse.

      “Did you know?” I ask hoarsely, looking between them all. Alexei’s face has drained of colour too, and his staring is now more intense than earlier.

      “Not until a few minutes ago,” says Xav.

      “Know what?” asks Jamie.

      The trembling spreads through my body. This is where the darkness comes from—what created the Maeve who Anastasia and Gabriella wanted to shape and strengthen.

      “Alexei’s my biological father,” I say barely audibly. “I think.”

      Jamie sucks in a breath and places his other hand over mine. “Who your father is doesn’t change anything, Maeve. You’re not a Blackwood. You’re a Winterfall.”

      “Part Blackwood, part Winterfall.” Nate pulls an impressed face. “Funny, because Maeve screamed at you the most, Lex.”

      “She was a baby! She screamed at everybody,” he retorts.

      My head reels further. “You all knew me as a baby?”

      “Yeah. For a couple of months. Lex tried to take you away when he found out what Adeline planned to do.” Xav glances at Nate. “We thought about helping him, but Astrid was terrified someone would discover and that we’d put Maeve in danger.”

      “The Winterfalls took our daughter,” says Alexei and his face shadows. “The day I gave her back to Astrid is the last day I saw you. Any of you.”

      “You tried to take me from my aunt?” I ask and look between them.

      “No. This happened before Marie took you. We had no choice, Maeve. The elders in high-ranked witch families make the decisions and everybody follows.”

      Alexei makes a derisive noise and stands. “I follow nobody. If you’d let me, I would’ve taken her. At least I could’ve taught Maeve who she is!”

      “And would her life be any easier exiled with you?” asks Nate. “No.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t. I can’t imagine a Blackwood raising me,” I blurt.

      Alexei’s eyes widen and hurt flickers across his features before he strides from the room.

      I cringe as the door slams. “Sorry. I didn’t mean... I haven’t had good experiences with Blackwood witches. I’m trying to catch up... You’re sure he’s my father?”

      Nate bites his lip and looks at Xav. “We suspected but could never be sure.”

      “Right. Unplanned,” I mumble.

      “Again, we’re unsure.” Xav says and presses his mouth together.

      “Your Winterfall side overrides the Blackwood, Maeve. Genetically, you look identical to any other in that family, and I’m sure this spreads through your magic too. Lex isn’t a typical Blackwood. I promise,” says Nate.

      His words shove the reality harder into my mind. I slam a hand over my mouth and my voice cracks as I turn my tear-filled eyes to Jamie. He cups my face and strokes my cheek with his thumb, eyes filled with concern.

      We’ve been in a situation like this before—news that flips my world and tears away reality. I’m all for throwing myself into Jamie’s arms and asking to leave, but I refuse to show weakness in front of these men. I no longer understand the truth behind my existence or their plans for me.

      “I think Maeve needs some air,” Jamie says as my breathing quickens. “Maeve?”

      The room blurs behind my tears and I try to summon a picture of my real father—the man who raised me. Loved me. Taught me to be a good person. But his image won’t come, only the face of the man with Blackwood eyes who walked out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      I stand outside the house with Jamie, my arms wrapped around myself as the wind smarts my skin.

      Jamie catches strands of hair and pushes them from my face. “I don’t know what to say, Maeve.”

      “Oh, well. At least I’m just a Blackwood and not a weird hybrid witch-vampire thing,” I say lightly. “Or I hope not.”

      He’s not convinced by my tone—how could he be? Jamie easily senses everything from me. “Alexei doesn’t feel like a Blackwood. There’s that,” he offers.

      I shake my head. “No. But because he’s my father, I’ve Blackwood darkness inside. We knew this from past events, but never imagined my parentage is the reason why.”

      “I did think magic transferring from me and the pendant seemed odd,” he admits. “I never absorbed the same dark energy and I wore the thing for weeks. I presumed the darker magic was something Anastasia did to you.”

      “No. She only wanted to encourage the evil.” I blow air into my cheeks. “Do you think she knew?”

      “Probably not. Come here. You’re shivering.” Jamie removes his jacket and drapes it over my shoulders, but nothing helps until he draws me to him and cocoons me in his warmth and love. “What do you want to do? Leave?”

      “No way. They’ve answers.” I tip my head to meet his concerned eyes. “Discovering my biological father is the tip of what I want to know.” My throat thickens as the emotions that I can’t untangle threaten to takeover again. I have what I wanted. But do I?

      Jamie’s mouth touches mine and although he kisses me softly, Jamie holds me tighter as if trying to squeeze the confusion from me. Drawing away, he holds my head and kisses my forehead then glances at the building. “They’re all your father, Maeve. Astrid and her guys were all family, just as we are. I mean, if you ever got—” He pauses. “There’s a lot of similarities.”

      My heart skips at what he didn’t say. If I got pregnant.

      “Astrid loved somebody with a dark background. We don’t know what he did, but—”

      “But I love somebody with a dark background too?” I interrupt. He nods. “And that’s another reason I’m here.”

      I turn my eyes skyward, where the grey clouds rush across the sky and hide the sun. If I don’t leave this place with answers, I’ll come back again. And again, until I understand everything about where I’m from and where I’ll go.

      That’s if I haven’t changed the future too much and altered my own.
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      Allowing Maeve to leave with Jamie and the witches tore into me and I can’t focus on anything but what could be happening to her. How much is this due to the curse urging me to accompany and protect her, and how much is that fear driven by love?

      The love is what allowed me to watch her drive away with the two witches and Jamie.

      And fear? Possibly. I haven’t heard the name Alexei before, but since my facing Tomas led to a bad situation, facing three wouldn’t end well.

      Maeve’s darker shadows worry me. She hasn’t manifested strong magic since the day at the academy, but the night at Tomas’s showed how close to the surface this still is, especially when prompted by emotions and anger. I’m aware she practices controlling her Winterfall magic with Jamie, but since the day I saw my past, I haven’t let her control me again.

      I have another reason to stay: the conversation I need to have with Andrei.

      Ash remains surly since the events at the party and he decides to spend the day alone, after grilling me over where Maeve went and if she’s safe. I’m worried for him but I’ve nothing to do with shifter elders, or any contacts that could help out.

      He’s facing another trip to the council and understand why he’s worried. Ordinarily, he’d be in trouble for his action.

      I’m never entirely comfortable inside the Winterfall house, even though I spent minimal time here before the night that fucked up so many lives. There’re Winterfall touches from Steve’s restoration project, including the designer he employed to recreate the colours used throughout the home—the blues that match Maeve’s eyes and the cornflowers and white theme that runs through everything Winterfall.

      At times, the reminders are too much because I left part of the old Tobias here and I don’t want him to find me again. I worry each time I kiss Maeve that I drag him close to the surface, but if I’ve no physical contact with her at all, everything intensifies to an unbearable level.

      Not that anything is bearable while we live under this curse.

      On days I’m haunted by the ghosts of Winterfalls in my mind, I leave the estate. I’ve heard the others comment on my walks and I’ve challenged Jamie before on his suspicions, but the truth is I can’t stay inside alone with myself and wandering thoughts.

      I take walks around the local area and lose myself amongst the tourists who are drawn to the honeypot area. I prefer to take myself further out onto the fells above the lakes that most find difficult to climb. The natural ruggedness of the crags contrasts the green slopes lower down, and the higher I am, the greater the view of the stunning lakes and pretty towns. I understand the inspiration for poets and painters, even though I’ve no creativity around me.

      Occasionally I wander the streets in the town closest to the house and amuse myself watching the humans and their lives. As a child, I never spent much time around them, and even when I became a man my interest stayed focused on witches and vampires. Perhaps that’s why I struggled with Maeve at first.

      No. That’s not the reason why, as I know.

      Dusk falls and I’m reluctant to return to the house if Maeve’s not there. I’m already wracked with worry every time she enters my mind; if I stay away, I’m not reminded of her absence every moment.

      A small gift shop in the town near the biggest lake sells everything from tea towels and postcards to toy sheep and candles. I think of Maeve as I take hold of one of the candles in silver tins. Maybe it’s a witch thing, but she adores candles and fills the house with different shapes, sizes and scents. Even though I place the tin back on the shelf, the heady floral scent won’t leave my nostrils. The ground lurches beneath my feet, and I steady myself on the wall beside the metal shelving and glance around. Everybody else in here is upright, apart from the nearby small girl with blonde hair who’s lying on the floor screaming.

      Wrinkling my nose, I turn back to read the candle’s label: sandalwood and jasmine—hardly strong spell ingredients. My vision blurs a moment as something slams against my brain, and I gasp in a breath. An elderly woman examining the rack of postcards beside me peers over her glasses before edging away.

      Unease trips down my spine. Magic. Who’s here?

      I’m in the middle of a busy shop—if somebody wanted to attack me, surely they’d choose a moment I’m sitting alone on the fells?

      Another customer reaches around me to pick up one of the metal tins. I’m on the verge of apologising for blocking the shelves when a scent stronger than any around engulfs me.

      I look up as the woman holds a candle out to me in her slender hand. “I think Maeve would like this one. The candle smells like the beautiful roses in the Winterfall gardens.”

      Gabriella, dressed in an elegant, long black coat cinched at the waist and her glossy hair pulled into a ponytail. This accentuates her sharp features and flawless skin, a beauty that’s poisoned by her malicious aura.

      The candle remains between her slender fingers. “Why are you here?” I ask.

      She purses her full lips. “I’m visiting. Such a wonderful location.” The child beside us continues yelling and she rubs her temples. “Ugh. I could never stand crying children. Andrei was terrible—always screaming, however much I held him.”

      “Nothing changes, then,” I say.

      She makes a ‘ha ha’ face. “I’ve seen him in the town near your house. I mean, Maeve’s house. How is she?”

      “Excuse me,” I say and step by Gabriella.

      “Do stay and talk,” she says and blocks my way.

      “No. Thank you.”

      Gabriella rolls her eyes and approaches the mother whose child continues to fill the cramped shop with screams. “Doesn’t that child’s behaviour become tiresome?”

      The surprise in the woman’s eyes changes in a heartbeat as Gabriella captures her mind. “Yes. But what can you do?” she asks with a light laugh.

      Gabriella bites her lip and looks at the blonde-haired girl on the floor. “You could kill her.” The woman blinks. “I’m sure you could have another one. Seems like your kind constantly procreate.”

      “Pardon?” she asks as the mind control slips a little.

      “Offspring. The world is full of them. One less won’t matter.” Gabriella slides her eyes to mine.

      “Gabriella,” I growl. “Stop.”

      She snatches my sleeve and pulls me towards her. “This is Tobias Whitlock. Do remember his name. He’s a strange man and I heard he took a child from this establishment.”

      “What?” I snap. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      The woman glares at me for my language.

      “Did you know they found your child by the lake?” she asks sweetly.

      “No. My child is—” She looks down. “Where is she? Lily?”

      The child lies on the floor pouting up at her mother. “She’s there,” I say, and Gabriella smiles slyly.

      “Omigod! Where did she go? Lily!” The woman calls out.

      “No, she’s here,” I insist.

      “Stop. You saw this man take your child,” whispers Gabriella. “In five minutes, you’ll realise and scream for her.”

      The woman blinks and nods.

      “What the fuck are you—” I look down to the child.

      The girl has gone.

      As has Gabriella.

      Fuck.

      The woman now examines candles and sniffs them, oblivious to her missing daughter.

      Without a word, I rush after the vampire. If she snatched a screaming child, Gabriella would need to shut the girl up. My stomach lurches. What the hell is she doing, and why?

      The steep streets crowd with people and I struggle to sense Gabriella through the human auras.

      Would she really hurt a child and try to pin this on me?

      I detect her, faintly, and rush down towards the lake, cursing that I can’t use vampire speed without drawing attention. Gabriella sits on a bench with the child on her knee, the little girl gazing up at her.

      Also under fucking mind control.

      “Gabriella. Give her to me,” I demand.

      “Isn’t she pretty?” The vampire pats Lily on the head. “I hope that nasty man didn’t hurt you, sweetheart.”

      “What the fuck are you doing?” I ask again. “Abducting a human child? That’s low, even for you.”

      “Don’t humans annoy you, Tobias?” she asks and strokes the girl's hair. “How did the Purge happen when they’re so damn weak?”

      “Because there’re more of them than us. Give me the girl or take her back to her mother.”

      “But we could change that.” She cocks her head and looks at the blotchy-faced girl. “Do you think Maeve looked like this once? Where is she, by the way? Who did I see her leave with?”

      My mouth dries. “Friends of Jamie’s family.”

      “Oh, come now, Tobias. We both know that’s a lie.” She shifts the girl on her knee. “I like this child. I have pets, you know?”

      “What?” I ask sharply.

      “Human pets. Usually they volunteer, but maybe I’ll take this one today.”

      Volunteers. She moistens her lips and confirms my sick fear. “No. Give her to me.”

      “I do think that’s a bad idea, Tobias. Her mother will see the man abducting her daughter.” She smiles, showing snow-white teeth and hidden fangs.

      “What do I need to do for you to let her go and walk away.” Five minutes. “Gabriella?”

      She shifts the girl’s weight on her lap. “Why have you avoided me, after we agreed to stay in touch?”

      “I didn’t agree to anything,” I retort.

      “Oh, but you did,” she says sweetly. “You agreed not to kill me that night—or in the future.”

      “I could change my mind if you start abducting human children!” I snap back.

      “Tobias, Tobias.” She sighs. “We both know that you wouldn’t kill me, and the reason why.”

      Is one person’s life worth allowing Gabriella to live? I have to protect this woman and that kills me.

      “I’ve kept Confederacy away from you,” I say. “That’s enough. I won’t do any more.”

      She tips her head. “Take me to Andrei.”

      “What?”

      She sighs. “Tobias, you’re rather vacant today. I would like to visit my son.”

      “No. Why would I protect you to save him and then open the door to let you into his life?”

      “Umm. Because if I have to find him myself, I’ll take all of Maeve’s lovers.” She glances at the clock on the small tower close by. “I’m leaving you all alone currently because I’m intrigued by Maeve’s movements, but I really do need Andrei.”

      How long did I expect Gabriella to wait before calling in the favour that I don’t intend to keep?

      “How would you like to come with me, sweetheart?” Gabriella purrs at the girl. “You’re such a pretty little thing.”

      I balk at the situation I’m trapped in. Of course, I’m aware that our kind attack humans and knew Gabriella would be amongst those. But taking a child? This is a sickening low that I’ve no doubt she’d drag herself down to.

      “Take the child back to her mother and I’ll meet you at the edge of the estate,” I say.
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      The black leather-bound book on the table draws me in from the moment Alexei places it there. Nothing on the spine or cover indicates what the book is, but I know.

      I run my fingers across the leather and something inside sparks to life; a buried need to absorb what’s inside as if I could through my hands.

      “This is Winterfall,” I say. “How?”

      “Astrid gave that to Tomas shortly before her birthday. We decided Alexei should keep the book since nobody knew his connection to Astrid.”

      “A Romeo and Juliet romance,” I murmur and look to the dark-haired man.

      “Romeo and Juliet isn’t a romance,” he replies curtly.

      “Uh. Sorry.” My cheeks warm as I gently open the book.

      “I’m afraid many spells in there are Old Norse,” says Nate almost apologetically. “Some recent ones are readable.” He leans across and flicks through the pages to the last quarter of the book.

      “Which one is the curse?” I say and look up.

      My out of the blue question silences the room and I immediately reach out with my mind and try to detect a thought that would help me. Nate arches a brow and Xav chuckles. “Nice try, Maeve.”

      I thin my lips. “You hid a baby girl. Was the plan that I one day restart the Winterfall line? Was that Adeline’s intention?” Nate looks at Jamie. “Omigod! You want me to have babies with Jamie?”

      What does Jamie think? Because he suppresses his response with a quiet noise in his throat.

      “The Winterfalls believed you’d one day have children with another witch. Yes,” says Xav. “If you had more than one witch consort like Astrid, that would help too.”

      “I don’t believe this!” I breathe out. “Not only do you take me from my family, but as a broodmare for the Winterfalls.”

      “Maeve. That’s not what you are,” says Nate. “The decision would be yours, and nobody expects you to have children unless you want to.”

      I sink onto a chair. Every interaction I have with these men brings to light more information that I don’t want. A thought creeps into my mind and I close the book. “Correct. I don’t want kids at my age. One day I will, but with somebody who wants to father them.” I moisten my lips. “But there’s something I need from you. If you refuse, then I’ll never have a child with anybody.”

      My mouth dries as I take in the mood around me. Confusion. Irritation. Shock—and the greatest shock from Jamie. Smiling, I touch his face. “No pressure if I do decide.”

      “What do you need?” asks Xav. “We don’t have much from the Winterfall house—humans salvaged most of that.”

      “You have Astrid’s pendant, Lex.” Nate gestures at him then looks at me. “Is that what you want?”

      I widen my eyes. “Yes. Please.”

      “Ah. Simple.” Xav nods at him.

      “Now?” Alexei retorts. When Xav doesn’t reply, Alexei sighs and reaches behind his neck. He unfastens a brown leather cord and pulls something from beneath his shirt.

      I take a sharp breath. The moonstone pendant from the photograph. The stone is warm from Alexei’s skin and when I curl my fingers around, that warmth grows. I don’t see anything in the way Jamie would when he touches objects, but I sense the same magic as from the runes. “Thank you.”

      Alexei stares at my hand as if he might try to snatch his necklace back. “S’okay.”

      “Nobody expects you to have babies. This isn’t Victorian times,” says Xav with a smile. “I think there was more a presumption that you would one day.”

      “Exactly. I’m glad you have what you wanted.” He points at the pendant. “And anything else you want or need, just ask,” adds Nate.

      “No. I didn’t mean the pendant. Something else.” I keep my grip on the stone. “But thank you, Alexei. This means a lot.”

      “What do you need?” asks Xav gently.

      Apprehension runs through me and perspiration breaks out across my back because I’m scared that I won’t like the answer. “I need you to break the curse on Tobias.”

      Alexei straightens and his anger explodes through the small room. “You’re fucking kidding me!” he half-shouts and I flinch. “You judge me as Blackwood, but want that murderous bastard free from what he deserves?”

      “Shouting at Maeve won’t help,” says Jamie tersely.

      “You don’t understand!” I reply as loudly as Alexei. “I’m cursed too—by all of this. You tried to take me from the life the Winterfalls planned for me, because you didn’t think what Adeline planned was fair. This isn’t fair. I love Tobias.”

      “You’re twenty years old. You have no concept of love. This is infatuation,” Alexei snaps back.

      “No, it isn’t!” I stand, but deep inside I know I’m wasting my time. Tobias killed the woman they loved; why would they help free him from similar pain?

      “I don’t think how Maeve feels is only infatuation,” says Xav softly. “And how Tobias feels about her is more than the curse. I saw them together. How Tobias looked at Maeve. They love each other.”

      A lump forms in my throat as I look between the other men. Nate looks at his feet, hands in pockets, and Alexei’s face remains dark with disgust.

      “Everybody I love suffered because of that man,” snarls Alexei.

      “And Maeve suffered—still suffers.” Jamie interrupts. “I’m bonded to her and the pain she goes through over and over tears through my heart and into my soul.” My chest tightens and tears fill my eyes as Jamie takes my hand. “You’re fucking cruel. All of you.”

      I take a sharp intake of breath as the atmosphere around us thickens. Alexei crosses towards him and I squeeze Jamie’s fingers as he stands almost nose to nose with him. “And I was bonded to Astrid. What happened to her obliterated my heart and broke my soul.”

      “Please.” What’s the point in holding back anymore? “If you know how to break the curse, help me. Don’t make me hate the Winterfalls and turn my back on the legacy you planned.”

      The door slams as Alexei walks away again, and a second one bangs when he leaves the building. With a shaking hand, I pull the envelope and card from my back pocket, now creased from folding and unfolding.

      “Marie gave me this with the runes that I used below the academy. Astrid wrote the words.”

      My stomach churns as I watch Xav and Nate read the letter and card before Nate tucks them back into the envelope. He dips his head and says something that only Xav can hear.

      “Do you understand the spell Astrid wrote?” I ask.

      “No, but Alexei will.” Nate lifts his eyes to mine. “Maeve, I’m sorry. Even if I wanted to, now I’ve seen the truth, we can’t do anything without Alexei.”

      “But the curse can be broken?” I ask. “That’s possible?”

      “Yes,” says Xav. “But breaking the curse is a bad idea for you, and for everybody.”

      “How?” I demand. “Because Tobias can’t protect me anymore? He still will!”

      “If we break the tie between you, he may not, Maeve.”

      “Then I have others to protect me! And I’m a Winterfall—I can protect myself.”

      “The way the Winterfalls protected themselves against Tobias?” I jerk my head around at Alexei lurking in the doorway. “The man is filled with evil. The Confederacy believe they ‘fixed’ him, but that blackness runs through Tobias’s soul like a coal seam through rock. If you break the curse that caused his heart to beat with something more than dark intent, you’ll pull that love from inside him and he’ll kill again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      TOBIAS

      

      Trees line the lane that leads from the road to the Winterfall estate, some bare now the leaves are strewn on the floor but densely packed, branches touching as the trees hold each other. Steve recently restored the lane and removed the potholes that fill with water on rainy days. How long do we have before people in Steve’s world throw too much doubt on his actions and he asks us to leave?

      I’m unsure if Ash or Andrei are outside, so I wait further from the lane than I’d like. The gates are still in view, gleaming in the autumn sun but barely hiding the building behind. My heart thrums louder with each minute I wait. Did I do the right thing in allowing Gabriella to walk away with the child?

      I have to believe that child was a toy—a pawn to draw me to her.

      I don’t hear Gabriella approach, nor do I see her figure until she appears beside me, almost as unexpected as when she stood beside me in the souvenir store. She stands several feet away close to a tree trunk and watches me keenly.

      Something stabs at the corner of my mind and I arch a brow at her. “You can’t hurt my mind, Gabriella.”

      “Your mind?” She laughs. “Your mind isn’t your own, you poor, cursed boy.”

      I bristle at her condescension and focus on her mind instead, ready to fight back. But there’s something different. Not a barrier against attack but a strength in her aura that pains me to touch.

      “Tsk, tsk.” Gabriella steps forward and places fingertips on my chest. “No attacking me.”

      “I’d deny I intended to, but I’d be lying,” I retort.

      I’ve stood close to Gabriella in the past, had her hands on me and her mind attacking mine, but there’s a difference. Her pale skin is more luminous than I remember and the steel band around her mind wraps around her body too, the force radiating towards me.

      She pushes her tongue against one of her sharp canines. “I’ve noticed you don’t spend your alone time outside the estate at night. Is that because of me?”

      I stand my ground as she edges closer, biding my time as I inspect this woman for her weakness. “I’m not scared of you, Gabriella.”

      Her cloying scent coils around as she moves closer, practically pressing herself to me. “I can’t decide if your avoidance of me is due to our new bond or due to something else.”

      “We don’t have a bond,” I growl, refusing to move.

      “I saved you from death,” she says, and her cool fingers touch my cheek. “I allowed you back to your precious Maeve.”

      “Only because you wanted me back with Andrei,” I say. Her touch disgusts me but I refuse to show a reaction.

      Gabriella’s hand begins to move towards the back of my neck, and I react violently, blasting magic at her that sends her staggering backwards. She holds the side of her head in both hands, eyes sparking into anger.

      “What’s wrong, Tobias? Did I hit a nerve?” She tips her chin and the same pain in my head as in the souvenir shop spikes behind my eyes. My teeth stand on edge like toothache. “Like that nerve?”

      Dipping my head, I take a deep breath and wipe my mind blank. Gabriella won’t have anything to hold onto if she digs her mental claws inside. A moment later, I sense her breath on me again. “Fight me, Tobias. That’s why you agreed to meet me. I’m not stupid—you’ve no intention to take me to my son.”

      I look up. “You’d meet me one on one when I almost beat you last time?”

      She sneers. “You have no backup either.” Her breath brushes my mouth as she leans forward. “And I’m stronger now, Tobias. Can you guess why?”

      Then I sense it. Her heart beats slowly and the blood sounds thick in her veins. Gabriella is tall but slight, her vampiric strength would give her the edge over most, but last time we met head-to-head, she was weaker than me. This time her aura suffocates me as readily as if she held her hand over my mouth and nose. Her gleaming eyes meet mine and she smiles, revealing her sharper teeth. “I have a new friend and she’s much more useful than Anastasia. We met at the academy.”

      “The First,” I say in disbelief. “What is she? What did you do?”

      “I told you,” she whispers and trails her fingers across my face. “I have bigger ambitions than taking over a tiny part of the world. With her blood and the right people by my side, I’ll take on the whole world.”

      I scoff. “The human world? Then you’ll die from your narcissistic stupidity.”

      Her eyes narrow. “You talk to me about stupidity? You had everything at your fingertips, and you let them break you.”

      “Walk away now or I’ll hurt you,” I say.

      “Really? I tell you that I’ve taken the First’s blood and you threaten me?” Gabriella moves towards me again. “What did they do to you at Ravenhold? Neuter you like a dog? You have potential still, Tobias, and if I could help break the curse, I would.”

      Her words feed my growing anger towards her—and worry what this means. “How would that benefit you?”

      “They’ve locked away the man you should be. I’d like to work with the man who returns if somebody unlocks that cage.” The First’s blood moves through her veins and Gabriella no longer feels the same. This isn’t the woman I took on underneath the academy.

      I could protest that he doesn’t exist; that he never will again, but she’s hit another nerve. Adeline’s curse took hold the moment she died and ended the life of the man who massacred her family. I know he’s still in here, that the Confederacy added an extra layer to keep him subdued, but what if the curse is what holds him back?

      “I’m not taking you to Andrei,” I say stiffly.

      “Don’t change the subject.” Gabriella’s hand shoots out and I deftly sidestep as she reaches for my neck. Her laughter peals around us and a second later I’m on the ground beside a fallen branch. “I could’ve impaled you on that. I could break your neck now. Drag your immortal backside away with me. You can’t match me, Tobias.”

      I lash out with my mind and force her away from me. She trips backwards over rocks as my mental energy throws her against the tree, and I stand. Momentarily, shock flickers across her face before she blurs to appear face to face with me again.

      “I can match you,” I say. “Physically and mentally. So, back the fuck off.”

      When she laughs at me, I push more magic forwards and Gabriella scrambles backwards again as I force her to walk away.

      But something is different. Last time I could throw her like a doll, this time I’m draining magic at a rate faster than I should. She smirks at me. “How long for? How long before I kill who I need and take what I need? Maeve told you about her vision.” My hold drops in surprise. “Maeve didn’t tell you? Oh my, do you have trust issues?”

      Why did Maeve downplay what she saw that night?

      Her taunting finally succeeds in triggering the anger she wants, and she gasps out as her back hits the trunk. I stride over. “I should kill you while I have the fucking chance!”

      Not one ounce of worry crosses her features as she tips her chin. “You’ll never kill me, Tobias. Maeve would never forgive you.”

      My brain hurts but not from any retaliation by Gabriella, but from the impossible decision I’ll face. What the hell did Maeve see in her vision? I falter and Gabriella seizes her chance to throw me across the copse.

      “She weakens you,” Gabriella half-spits as she stands over me. “You’re a pathetic lapdog. Break your curse. Let him out and bring me Andrei.”

      I scramble to my feet and seize her around the neck. My chokehold has no effect and she merely looks at me in disdain. “The Tobias Whitlock who killed the Winterfalls is the only one who would ever stop me, and the problem is, that Tobias wouldn’t want to.” She laughs at my darkened fury. “I guess it’s a lose/lose situation for you and your cursed lover.”

      My skin breaks as she scratches her nails across the back of my hand, and I drop my hold to step back. “Take your mind games and fuck off, Gabriella.”

      With an exaggerated sigh, Gabriella picks leaves from her hair and brushes dirt from her coat. “Give my regards to Maeve. Do tell her we’ll catch up soon.”

      I step forward with a growl but the leaves on the ground rustle as her figure blurs into the oncoming night.

      There’s no truth in anything she says.

      Apart from one thing: I can’t kill Gabriella, because Maeve would never forgive me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      MAEVE

      

      Jamie sleeps in the double bed beside me as I sit with my knees hugged to my chest. Pale light from the full moon shines across the quiet countryside outside and through the window into Alexei’s spare bedroom. Nights this bright make me think of Andrei and how the dark never seems as oppressive when the moonlight is this strong.

      I glance down at my phone screen where the messages I’ve exchanged with Andrei still show. Not wanting to disturb Jamie’s sleep, I texted instead of calling the others, and worried when Tobias didn’t reply. He arrived home while I was texting Andrei and passed on the message he’ll be in touch.

      Andrei asked a question I couldn’t answer: how long will I stay? Apart from the need to work on Alexei regarding the curse, I want to hear more stories—about their life with Astrid and what happened to me as a baby. I also need to know if I’ve a way to control my magic. If Alexei is responsible for my Blackwood energy, he has to help me keep out the darkness.

      What is his story? He’s Nikolai’s uncle but estranged. Little exists in books about the Blackwoods and I’ve only had the misfortune of meeting a few. The others trust Alexei—were part of a family with him—so he can’t have the same motivations as his birth family. But what of his magic? Can he control such heavy darkness?

      I want to know his secrets.

      The phone buzzes but with a call, not a message.

      Tobias.

      I can’t wake Jamie, so I cancel the call.

      <Maeve please speak to me> immediately appears on screen.

      My heart beats faster at Tobias’s message and I look to Jamie again.

      <It’s important>

      <okay will call>

      I climb from the bed and pull on my jeans and jacket.

      The house is quiet, and I creep along the hallway between the bedrooms, pausing and tensing when the rough floorboards squeak. Not wanting to disturb anybody else, I unbolt the front door and step outside. The runes glow as I walk through and I stiffen in case they affect me, but these are here for intruders.

      Sliding down the wall outside, I bump my backside onto the pavers between the door and window and call Tobias.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask quietly when he answers.

      “I saw Gabriella.”

      My stomach lurches at his flat words. “Where? At the house?”

      “No. In town. She’s watching us, and she’s looking for Andrei.”

      I suck in a breath. “Gabriella has watched us for weeks. She won’t find him. We’ll see her coming. Did you tell Andrei?”

      “Yes, and he’s his usual self about the situation—blasé.” Tobias pauses. “The day we escaped the academy, she told me if Andrei doesn’t agree to go to her, that she’ll kill him.”

      His words punch the air from my lungs. “She can’t. I won’t let her. And why the fuck are you only telling me this now?”

      “Gabriella knows that you won’t let her. This is a way to lure you and why I believe that she’ll try to take Andrei.”

      “No,” I say firmly. “She won’t. I’ll kill her or you will!” Over the phone, I can’t detect Tobias’s thoughts or emotions and anger flares. “You’re telling me this now so I can’t read you,” I snap.

      “I can’t kill her, Maeve,” he says flatly.

      “Unable to or won’t?” I breathe out. “Is that the deal you made for her to allow you to live?”

      “No! I—”

      Someone speaks in the background and I hear a door close. Andrei’s voice, but too muffled to hear the words.

      “It’s Maeve,” Tobias says.

      Andrei speaks again and I bite my lip. I didn’t call Andrei because I told him I couldn’t talk and now I’m on the phone to Tobias.

      “I suppose you can’t tell me more because Andrei’s there?” I say, half in defeat and half in annoyance.

      “Exactly, but I’ll see you tomorrow. We can talk then.”

      “I might not come back tomorrow, Tobias.”

      “I know. I’ll see you tomorrow.” He pauses. “How are you? Have you found any answers?”

      “My father is a Blackwood,” I blurt. I never told Andrei or Ash in my texts; I wanted to see them face to face.  “The witches know how to break the curse, but they won’t.”

      With each second Tobias doesn’t speak, my stomach grows sicker. “Which of them is a Blackwood?” he says coldly.

      My fingers tremble around the phone. “Alexei. I—”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow, Maeve. This is untenable,” he interrupts, his voice steel.

      “Tobias. I—” The call cuts dead. “Love you,” I mutter.

      I’m left with a new unease. Tobias can kill Gabriella—why won’t he?

      I’m too riled by the conversation to return to bed; I won’t sleep as Gabriella and Andrei engulf my thoughts. Instead, I wander around the building perimeter, still marvelling at how Alexei could glamour something this large. A figure sits on the floor beside a tree a few hundred metres from the property. My first instinct is to run back into the house, but under the bright moon I can clearly see who this is.

      Alexei.

      As I approach, I see runestones on the ground in front of him and he’s completely still with his hands on his crossed legs. Alexei doesn’t look up when I reach him, remaining still with his eyes closed.

      Is he meditating? Would a Blackwood do that?

      I hover beside him, unsure if I should wait to speak to him or leave. Decision made; I place myself on the springy heather a few metres away.

      Alexei snaps his eyes open and jerks his head around to look at me. “Why are you here?” he asks with soft confusion.

      I don’t have an answer, as I sit alone with the man whose blood and magic runs through my veins. “I couldn’t sleep. I’m trying to process a lot.”

      Without speaking, Alexei reaches out and takes my hands. The sudden jolt of magic screams through my body and my vision shadows. “What are you doing?” I manage to rasp out.

      The feeling somebody slammed my brain against my skull blackens the world around and I begin to sink backwards. Alexei’s grip on my fingers tightens and he keeps me upright as I’m torn away from reality.

      But this isn’t a vision.

      Alexei is in my head and his memories project across my mind’s eye.

      I’m at a party filled with teenagers, standing on a table and conjuring shadows that wend their way through the room with glowing eyes. Music blares and drunk kids shout encouragement. The world wobbles—I’m drunk too—and then, across the room, I see myself through this person’s eyes.

      “Astrid!” A girl beside her shoves a red cup into her hand and I immediately fight the vision, but I can’t escape.

      I move closer and she watches me nervously. The girl introduces me as Alexei.

      I barely grasp that I’m him before the world spins and I’m kissing her beneath the stars, never wanting to let her go.

      The scene shifts. I’m in a house and the younger Nate and Xav are with him. I see Astrid again, slightly older but she won’t look at him or speak to him. An aching creates a hole in my chest.

      Images fly through my mind, as if somebody pressed fast forward to find their favourite scene. I catch glimpses of a building similar to the Nightworld academy, but there’re humans around. Bars. Dancing. Witches. All the while, shadows hover at the edges as if waiting to engulf us all. I argue with Astrid, over and over, and the shadow creature I saw begins to follow me through the images.

      I see Astrid cry over a body but that blanks immediately.

      There’s a baby, swaddled tight in my arms, and the aching consumes me as I hold the child tight, kissing and singing to her.

      Still, I fight the visions; it’s unfair of Alexei to force me to experience his life. His pain.

      Suddenly, I’m hidden in the trees outside the Winterfall house, where cars fill the driveway. Music and laughter fly through the open windows. A man climbs from the car alongside another and the lights above the entrance catch his face. His hair is longer, but this person is unmistakably Tobias. I fight against Alexei’s touch; I can’t do this. “No. No, Alexei. Stop!”

      The vision darkens and I breathe relief that he’s stopping, but Alexei grabs the chance to seize my mind again. This time, Astrid Winterfall is the person in his arms. Her pale blue silk dress is soaked in blood from a tear in her throat and I retch. Her pinned blonde hair has fallen to the side and touches her face and I yank at the pendant around her neck until the necklace breaks. She isn’t conscious, her eyes closed, and I scream as I sense death.

      Is this my scream or his? Alexei’s pain is beyond anything I’ve experienced, a grief that transcends everything and grips me, body, heart, and soul.

      I’m sure that my scream echoes around the lonely countryside, but when I lurch back to reality, my face is pressed against Alexei’s chest. He has one hand on the back of my head, the other in the small of my back. I breathe in the same mix of scents that permeates the house; something I’ll now forever associate with him.

      Alexei’s heart beats rapidly and his breaths come in shallow bursts as he shakes too. My arms are trapped between us, but I can’t push him away. I’d imagined hugging the man who fathered me, once I learned who he is, but not like this.

      “Why did you do that to me?” I ask, voice muffled against his shirt, as the images refuse to leave. “That’s cruel.”

      “I wanted you to see my life with her,” he says and moves to hold me away from him by the shoulders. “That’s what happened to Astrid.”

      “I know,” I say in a trembling voice. “I saw.”

      His eyes glisten and the shadows cast by the moonlight in the trees sharpen his features, “Then you know why I’ll never agree to break Tobias’s curse. Don’t ask me again.”

      Tears choke me but there’s no point protesting. Will time change his mind, because that’s the only hope I have left? Struggling from his grasp, I stand.

      “The others kept away from the Winterfalls. Why were you at the house that night?”

      “I wasn’t supposed to be.” He looks down and picks at the heather beside him. “But I’m glad I was.”

      “To see that?” I retch again at the memory I experienced.

      His eyes remain focused on the ground. “I can help with the other curse.”

      “There’s another curse?” I drag hair from my face. “Does this ever end?”

      He chuckles and I clench my teeth. “This curse involves you indirectly. There’s another reason the Blackwoods once hid and is part of the reason they’ve returned.”

      “Because they think they can beat both the Dominion and Confederacy. I know—Gabriella shouldn’t trust them.”

      “Yes. Which means the Blackwoods need to remove obstacles to their power—encourage the shifters to break the accords, and also solve their vampire problem.” Alexei stands too. “The family who think I’m dead have a secret as big as mine. The Blackwoods know how to kill the few vampires who could never be destroyed by fire or the sun, such as Gabriella Tepes. The Blackwoods want absolute control and that’s their plan.”

      “I don’t understand,” I say.

      “Perhaps the correct explanation is that Blackwood magic can remove vampire immortality.” I stare at him. “The vampire you love is hemia and the hemia nightwalking state is a curse. They’re immortal unless killed by fire or sun.”

      I swallow. “I know.”

      “I can change that.”

      “Immortality?” I moisten my lips. “You could take away Andrei’s hemia nature?”

      He laughs. “No. Fire could still kill him, but I can ah... cure his nightwalker status.”

      “I’m sorry?” The words won’t register but I flash back to the vision I had. “You mean Andrei could walk in the daytime? Live a normal life?”

      “Maeve, he’d never be ‘normal’, but he’d be closer to human. If you wish, I’ll speak to him and explain, but he’d be much weaker.”

      “Why would you help Andrei?” I ask.

      He reaches out as if he’s about to touch my face but drops his hand. “Because you love him, and I want to prove I care for you.” Alexei runs his tongue along his top teeth. “And this would piss off Gabriella—she’d lose him and his capabilities she wants to encourage.”

      In the middle of the night, outside a strange house, with a person I barely know, I experience yet another ‘tell Maeve something mind-blowing’. But this time I’m uplifted, not broken—Andrei could be a full part of my life. An impossibility that’s suddenly achievable and would change everything.

      “That’s your secret?” I ask.

      Alexei looks at me steadily. “No. That isn’t my secret.”

      I open my mouth to ask what his secret is, but he stands and walks away with a quiet ‘good night’. I sense this man has layers as thick as Tobias’s, and that he never has—and possibly never will—allow somebody to peel them away.

      Alexei already brought me into his memories. Would he allow me to see more?
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      TOBIAS

      

      The magic hits me the moment the house comes into view—the steering wheel moves, and the car turns 180 degrees.

      Fuck. Nice try, witch.

      I fight back and attempt to turn around to my route towards the building. A witch who could glamour something that large could definitely control a mind from this distance.

      But not mine. I draw a cloak around my thoughts and block out the magic assaulting me. Maeve is the only person who’s ever managed to control my actions and that’s because I allowed her. I’m impressed that this witch can half-manage to.

      The car heads towards the house again, and I swear as I’m influenced to swerve to one side. A tree heads towards me, and I slam the breaks on. My spat with Gabriella drew too much energy from me, otherwise I’d show this witch who he’s dealing with.

      “Hurt me and Maeve will lose her magic shit,” I murmur. “And I know you can hear me.”

      Fuck off back to where you came from.

      Interesting. He can project his thoughts this far too.

      I sigh. Tomas was a walkover compared to this guy, but what else would I expect from a Blackwood?

      No.

      Somebody else knows I’m close and I reach out to her. Maeve.

      Instantly, I pick up that Maeve’s not much happier than the Blackwood. Tobias, what the hell are you doing?

      Sorting shit out.

      Causing more problems! replies her voice in my mind.

      The distraction gives Alexei an opening and the car swings around again. Again, I slam on the brakes then climb from the car seconds later.

      Of course, the witch throws up a barrier. I smack into the solid, invisible wall and it takes all my physical energy to stop falling backwards to the ground.

      A man storms from the house with Maeve close behind. There’s a few hundred metres between us and I watch as they approach.

      “I said, get the fuck away from here!” yells the man.

      His resemblance to Nikolai arrests me—yes, he’s twenty years older, but the Blackwood genes run through his appearance. I’d hoped that Maeve was wrong, or that he lied, but clearly not.

      I stand my ground and brace myself for his next move; this will be more than a lightning storm.

      The spell hits me square in the chest and rips into my heart. I fall forward onto my hands and knees, but there’s something worse behind the crushing pain. My heart races, skips a beat—then stops. Fighting the oncoming darkness, I focus on breaking the magic Alexei channels into me. He can’t keep my heart from beating with one hit. Can he?

      Maeve screams at him to stop and I fall forward onto my face as my heart jolts back to life.

      Shit. This witch means business.

      Taking time to gather my defences, I attempt to stand. This takes two attempts before I finally stagger upright. The blurred surroundings sharpen, and three other men have joined Maeve and Alexei: Nathaniel, Xavier, and Jamie. They’re attempting to approach him but a new barrier around the guy keeps them all away.

      All of them, apart from the woman standing beside him.

      I rub my eyes. Maeve disappeared and is replaced by woman in her mid-twenties with blonde hair. She’s wearing a blue cocktail dress, and the silk frames her body, reaching to her ankles. The dress’s scooped neck reveals a moonstone pendant, and my aching chest tightens again.

      No.

      “Look at her, you bastard!” shouts Alexei as I turn my head away.

      He’s glamoured Maeve.

      A whining noise screams into my head and I hold the sides as his magic assaults me again.

      “Once more, fucking look at her!”

      The pain in my head spreads to my watering eyes and the pressure builds behind my temples. I swipe at my face and look down. These aren’t tears of pain. Blood stains my fingers.

      For the first time in my life, I genuinely believe I could die.

      The woman beside Alexei breaks free and runs towards me, calling my name. I step back in horror as the blood pours from her neck and soaks into the blue, running down her neck and into her dress. The woman’s hands are pale and covered in death and when she reaches out, I recoil from her touch.

      Astrid.

      “I’m not leaving!” I shout out and close my eyes.

      “Stop this, Alexei,” calls Maeve.

      “Fuck you!” Alexei shouts and the Blackwood magic fizzing through me abruptly retreats.

      Maeve’s familiar energy and arms surround me, and I wrap her in mine as the block between us shatters. I’m aching in every cell, my chest feels crushed, and the image of the bleeding woman fills my mind.

      “How badly did he hurt you?” Maeve says, eyes wide in horror as she touches the blood on my face.

      “I’ll be fine,” I say as I struggle to breathe.

      “You’re bloody mad, coming here,” calls out Nathaniel.

      “I don’t care. Do your worst.” I rest my chin on Maeve’s head and hold her tighter. One of the hardest parts of the fucking curse is experiencing Maeve’s emotional pain. Not because I’m hurt too, but because the suffering overwhelms her soul. This girl has a resilience I never expected, but she’s come close to breaking many times.

      I look to Xavier and Nathaniel. “You talk to me. We deal with all this shit. Today. For Maeve’s sake.”
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        * * *

      

      I’ve no hope of entering the house; Alexei’s runes create a painful barrier exclusively for me.

      Maeve and Jamie stand outside with me, while the other two witches head inside to speak to Alexei.

      “I doubt they’ll diffuse this situation,” says Jamie. “Why didn’t you keep away? You promised to.”

      “That was before I discovered who Alexei is. If Maeve’s father is a Blackwood, this makes her darker magic more prevalent.” I wince as I breathe in. Did the guy crack my ribs? “I need to know how strong he is and to confirm that he’s a Blackwood.”

      “Why would he lie?” asks Maeve. “And you’ve now experienced how strong!”

      “Which is why I’m staying, Maeve.” I stroke her hair, but she catches my hand and scowls as she pulls my fingers away.

      Last night, as with any we’re apart, filled me with hollowness. The time that I forced myself to stay away until safe to return to Maeve, that hollow feeling grew unbearable after only a couple of days. I can’t cope with that pain again.

      Maeve’s scowl disappears as she catches my emotions too, her face softening as she places a palm on my chest. “I felt your heart stop.”

      I swallow. “How? You weren’t near me.”

      She moistens her lips and lowers her voice. “Mine skipped for a second and you disappeared for a moment. Everything inside you that connects us blackened.”

      “He stopped your heart?” asks Jamie with hushed horror. “Tobias, you need to leave. Alexei hasn’t accepted what happened. I honestly believe he’ll do worse.”

      “I don’t expect him to accept—or any of them. I’m here for Maeve, not myself.”

      “Really?” Jamie looks to the open door. “I think you’re here to ask for forgiveness.”

      Wow. I don’t know whether to laugh or retort, so I shake my head instead. “I don’t want nor expect forgiveness. They would never listen to me—about anything.”

      “They wouldn’t listen to me, either,” says Jamie. “There’s some extra weird stuff Maeve needs to speak to you about.”

      Maeve huffs loudly as I frown at her. “Later. Nothing urgent. You know we’ll have to leave now? That annoys me, Tobias, because I wanted to stay longer.”

      “Why would I come here to leave again straightaway?” I ask.

      Nate reappears in the doorway and rubs his nose as he looks at me. “Alexei won’t let you inside. Come round the back and you can tell me why you were stupid enough to come here.”

      “Will he kill Tobias?” asks Maeve.

      I sigh at her. “He can try, but he won’t.”

      “Why? Because you’d kill him first?” asks Nate coolly.

      “No. He can’t.”

      “You have a lot of optimism for somebody facing a Blackwood,” he retorts.

      The words spring to my mind but I stop them passing my lips: ‘I faced a houseful of Winterfalls and won’. A spike of shock comes from Maeve, and I close my eyes. Maybe they’re right and this was a bad idea.

      “I’ll take whatever Alexei has to throw at me, if this will help him.” I take Maeve’s hand. “You can all attack me if you want, but your daughter will interfere.”

      Nate’s cheeks redden, but he doesn’t respond.

      I’m still aching from Alexei’s attack as I walk around the back of the building with Nate. Xav stands with his arms crossed, waiting. I steel myself—they might’ve lured me around here to attack too.

      “What are your plans for Maeve?” They blink at my forthright question. “Now she’s back in the world, will you teach her how to control the Blackwood energy and hone the Winterfall magic? Or is this not possible with the grey magic her mix creates?”

      “Alexei can teach her control,” says Nate. “We also have the Winterfall grimoire for her, but none of us are Winterfall. If she wants us in her life, we can support Maeve, but not teach her.”

      “Well, that’s fucking useless,” I say in exasperation.

      “Excuse me?” growls Xav.

      “I won’t work with Alexei,” she says quietly. “He’s the one refusing to break the curse.”

      “Maeve.” I turn to her. “He’s important. Nobody else can teach you to deal with the dark.”

      “He hates you. How can a man filled with hatred teach me self-control?” she says.

      I rub my aching head. “Why have you suddenly revealed yourselves after all these years?”

      Nate steps forward. “We understand how fucked up this whole situation is. We explained to Maeve that we argued against Adeline’s decision. After the massacre, we thought it was safe to find Maeve, but then Gabriella and the Blackwoods began to search for the Winterfall witch. Everything we’ve done since Adeline exiled us from Maeve was to keep her safe.”

      “Tomas and Alexei want to stay out of the new situation, understandably, but we’re prepared to help you however we can,” says Xav.

      “Nate is future-sighted, are you?” Maeve asks him.

      “No. My skills are similar to Jamie’s—telemancy, amongst other things.”

      “And what Blackwood magic does Alexei know?” I ask. “How much blood magic is he capable of? I need to know his story—why he’s estranged from his family, or if he isn’t estranged, why—”

      “You really know how to make things worse for yourself, Whitlock,” growls a voice from the kitchen doorway. “You stand outside my house and accuse me of being a Blackwood spy?”

      Fuck. I prepare for his next attack, but his darkening blue eyes look at me rather than through me. “No. I’m merely curious about your origins.”

      He jerks his chin and looks to Xav. “Have you noticed how ‘proper’ his words are?” Then he cocks his head at me. “What are your origins? A vampire hybrid of the three kinds. How did that happen?”

      I squeeze my fingers into fists. “Accidentally.”

      “Care to elaborate?”

      “No.”

      I’ve never told my childhood story, nobody asked, and I kept quiet while everybody focused on Maeve and the future. There’s little to tell that they don’t know. Despite my parents' attempts to rein in their powerful child, he walked into the shadows and the darkness swallowed him.

      Alexei steps from the doorway and approaches me, the hatred darkening his aura, his mind filled with the energy that I’ve not come across since Nikolai. “Maeve is the only reason you’re still alive. If she weren’t here, I’d tear you apart magically and physically until you suffered and died. Then I’d start all over again.”

      “Fuck,” puts in Jamie. “You’re a necromancer.”

      Alexei’s eyes remain trained on me. “Blackwoods and some Thornbrooks have the skill. I hear one of my relatives screwed around with the shifter kid’s brother, Vincent.”

      “I think we should leave, Tobias,” says Maeve in a flat voice. “I believe that Alexei would do that to you.”

      “I’d block him,” says Nate.

      “Tobias best hadn’t spend time alone near me, then.” Alexei flicks his tongue against his teeth.

      “Maeve’s right. We should leave,” says Jamie.

      A sudden shadow clouds Maeve’s thoughts and she blinks as she pushes away the intrusive magic. Shit. She wouldn’t attack Alexei, surely? “I agree. We need to leave.”

      “You’ve found your answers, Maeve. They’re not what you want, but that was always the risk.” Jamie walks over and holds Maeve’s cheeks with both hands before pressing his lips to hers and I feel her anguish in my heart. “They’re not your family.”

      “I know,” she says, voice thick with tears.

      “I said we’d help,” says Xav. “Maeve. We will.”

      “How?” she whispers. “You can’t change my past and what was done to me. You can’t properly teach me Winterfall magic. I have my answers, and now I’ll accept them and move on.”

      “You won’t see us again?” Alexei steps away from me and looks at her in alarm.

      Maeve makes a derisive sound. “You want to kill someone I love. Your hatred consumes you, Alexei. How could you teach me control over the darkness whispering to me when you have none yourself?”

      The cloud Alexei stands beneath shifts from anger to hurt. Can Maeve sense this?

      “I want to forget that you’re my father,” she says. “You’ve failed me in the past and you refuse to help me change a future that’s eating me up.”

      “I told you, I can help with...” Alexei begins, but Maeve’s eyes widen, and she shakes her head. “The other thing. Why don’t you want your friends to know?”

      “Because I need to speak to Andrei first,” she says quietly.

      What promises has this man made?

      Maeve walks to Nate and takes his hands. “Thank you for finding me and trying to help.” She steps backwards before he can hug her.

      Xav chews a nail and nods as she moves to him. “I’m sorry,” he says softly. “For everything.”

      She doesn’t look back at Alexei or say a word, but her emotions scream out at me. Maeve doesn’t want to walk away.

      But she does.
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      ASH

      

      The day I realised I’m destined to become a dragon shifter, control over my life slipped out of my hands. Nobody outside my circle knows I’m dragon, but most presume because Vince was, and I took him down. Only another dragon could do that. Few saw what happened at the academy when I partially shifted to take on Vince, but how long did I expect to hide what I am? No shifter can, because eventually the animal will emerge, fed by primal instincts. Fear and anger. Desire.

      I’ve no chance I’ll suppress the dragon inside much longer—and I can’t fight the reason I’m wanted by the council.

      I’d hoped to hide for longer than this, but thanks to my birthday party disaster, time’s up.

      At first, I was furious with Matt, but once I’d calmed down the pieces slotted into place. I didn’t invite Rafe to the party and when I questioned my parents, they thought I had. Which means they didn’t invite him either. Council officials don’t often attend ordinary shifters' birthdays, either. They fucking planned this.

      Ashley Greendale.

      Under the spotlight.

      Loses control and gives the council the proof they need.

      The council sends somebody to the Winterfall house as Tobias prepares to leave to see Maeve. He’s in one of his weird moods, he probably doesn’t like somebody else having control. I understand he’s worried about Maeve, but everything can’t be his way all the time. I checked earlier how he’s coping and where he went yesterday, and he told me for ‘head clearing’. The guy spends half his time away from the estate ‘head clearing’ and no prizes for guessing why.

      I expected the council’s arrival, partly surprised they took a day to arrive. They don’t haul me out of the house like a criminal, but semi-politely ask me to climb into a waiting car. All confederacy council members, whichever race, own the sleek black Audis and BMWs which occasionally visited the academy. Their arrival always brought bad news.

      This Audi brings bad news for me.

      The guy and the driver collecting me say little and don’t speak to Tobias.

      I expected to be hauled up in front of the council, but that’s not where we’re going. The closest Confederacy member owns a hotel in the city—a shifter who’s known for flaunting wealth and spending time with the influential humans who he lavishes some of that wealth on. Exactly the polar opposite to my family and many shifters.

      The car pulls up in the covered parking area outside the wide entry and a guy meets me. Guests in the shining lobby watch me walk through alongside the bulky shifter and I can see them jump to conclusions—he’s hauling me in front of the manager for a misdemeanour. Why else am I dressed down with no luggage? I’m a kid who’s unlikely to afford a stay at this place.

      I grit my teeth and return their stares, and when we step into the middle of the three elevators, nobody walks in with us.

      The security guard—or whatever he is—never introduced himself and he’ll know who I am, so we stay silent as the elevator glides quietly upwards. The numbers tick higher and we reach the top floor where the elevator opens onto a long hallway with plush blue and gold carpets. At the end of the hallway, dark wood double doors open into a room. I expected a row of Confederacy members along a table, or maybe surrounding one like a business meeting.

      Instead, I step into an expensive hotel suite. The central room I walk into has a panoramic view across the cityscape and men lounge on white leather sofas with drinks in their hands.

      As the door closes behind me, a man with grey hair and emerald eyes stands and places down the glass. “Ashley!”

      “Uh. Hey,” I reply. He’s greeting me like an old friend, but I’ve never seen him before. I was hauled in front of the council along with the others after the academy attacks, but none of these men were there.

      “I’m Declan and these are my two favourite companions.” He says in a velvet voice as he gestures around him. “Paulo and Rafe.”

      Rafe. He sits beside the man with slicked-back dark hair and stands out as the only one of the three not wearing a suit. I hate that we’re dressed similarly, as if we’re similar people too.

      “Sit, sit. Would you like a drink? Sienna, bring Ashley a drink,” he continues. I turn my head. They have a maid? Two maids? The identical-looking young women in tiny red dresses with sleek dark hair take a good look at me. They give a smile I would’ve appreciated months ago, but not now.

      “Um.” It’s two p.m.? “I’m good. Thanks.”

      The man pulls an unimpressed face and sits back down. He crosses his ankle over his knee and drinks as he scrutinises me. The others remain silent.

      “So. Ashley. I hear you caused some trouble. You claimed you wanted nothing to do with leadership, yet you attack an alpha.” He’s matter of fact and punctuates his sentence with a sip from his glass.

      Rafe smiles slyly and points at a healing welt on his cheek. “Luckily no lasting damage, but I wear my scars with pride.”

      “That isn’t what happened,” I say, ignoring him. “Rafe threatened my friend—a girl.”

      “A witch,” mutters Paulo. “And the other—a close companion—attacked Rafe too.”

      “I stopped the attack!”

      “And your dragon has a temper.” Declan gives a tight smile. Shit. I chew on my bottom lip, increasingly feeling like I’m hauled up in front of a professor at school. “Which is another issue. You denied to us that you are a dragon.”

      “I wasn’t 100% sure,” I say.

      Paulo snorts derisively.

      “We need strong shifters, Ashley, and even more so going forward.” He leans forward and sets his glass on the table. “Like Rafe, you were born to a role and you must fulfil that.”

      All eyes burn into me and perspiration breaks out across my back. “I was offered a place as a shifter representative to the council, but I believe I’m too young and inexperienced.”

      “The Confederacy council?” Declan shakes his head. “No. Our new council as we move forward.”

      I straighten. “You’re breaking from the Confederacy?”

      “Breaking?” He sneers. “Our relationship is already broken. The treatment of the surviving shifters from the academy ended that. No witches or vampires were reprimanded for their role in the deaths. Some of our brightest and best are now in Ravenhold.”

      “The other students were defending themselves against the shifters!” I protest.

      “Told you. He’s not loyal,” says Paulo gruffly. “He’s living with witches and vampires.”

      I ignore him. “What are you planning to do?”

      “We’ll police our own and no longer allow others to treat us like second class citizens in our world,” Declan says tersely.

      “Do you know how much this sounds like Vincent?” I retort. “And he was created by witches to cause exactly this! You’re playing into Dominion hands.”

      Declan glares at my impertinence. “We no longer care what witches and vampires do, unless their behaviour harms shifters or our society. That is why we need to build our strength and lead our race back out of the shadows.” He lifts his glass and nods at the girl, who fetches a whiskey bottle and pours a generous serve. “Are you sure you don’t want a drink?”

      “No. Do you mean expose yourself to humans?” I press.

      “We don’t need to.” He watches as the girl pours the other men drinks too. “But we are severing our bond. We want dragons to lead our new council—to prove to those who doubt our actions that we still have powerful shifters who match their strongest witches and vampires.”

      “Honestly, I’m not the right person for that role,” I say. “But thanks for the offer.”

      Laughter peals from Paulo. “We’re not offering, Ashley.”

      “You can’t force me!” I say.

      Rafe chuckles and Declan sighs. “Do you know how your parents’ pub remains open and semi-profitable?” I blink at him. “With my assistance. One of the larger breweries wanted to buy them out and we allowed the pub to remain in the family.”

      “We?”

      He examines his glass. “The vampires and witches think we skulk about in the background—that we’re all like Rafe.” He gives a tight smile. “No offence.” Rafe nods curtly. “We have money. Investors. Control. For instance, I own this place.”

      “The shifters' pack mentality is well-honed,” adds Paulo. “Only now, we’ve branched out somewhat.”

      Pack mentality? I shake my head.

      “Ash. We have control of large parts of the cities. We don’t fight against each other.”

      “Much,” puts in Rafe.

      “Yes.” Declan’s tone grows irritated. “Which is why I—we—need Rafe and his wolf society closely involved. The wolf shifters have a particularly strong pack mentality. They’re a great help to our operations.”

      My eyes widen. “Gangs?”

      “Oh, I prefer ‘team’.” He waves a hand. “Our main concern is breaking away from the control the Confederacy attempt to have over shifters. They want to take our money. Our future. They don’t understand the power and riches we have.”

      “They want us held down by the neck beneath their boots,” says Paulo. “We’re not low-lives. We’re smart—smarter—and we want out.”

      I wipe a hand across my face. “A war?”

      Declan wrinkles his nose. “That’s the Confederacy’s decision. They can let us go quietly or…” He indicates me. “We show them our strength.”

      “You’re not thinking straight,” I protest. “The Dominion are smarter.”

      I stagger back as Declan flies to his feet and meets me nose to nose, hand on my chest. “We will deal with the Dominion.” His nostrils flare, eyes shifting to a reptilian and yellow, and I take a sharp breath. “Correct, Ashley. I’m a dragon too. Look at my power. My wealth.” He jerks his chin at the girls and waves a hand around himself. “My possessions. You deny what you are, but in here you’re a dragon and your desires are the same as mine.”

      Claws appear on the fingers against my chest and I swallow. This shit is worse than I thought. What the hell do I say? I believed they brought me here to punish me for my attack on Rafe, not threaten my life.

      He trails a claw down my cheek with his other hand and his strange eyes narrow. “Walk away from the witch humiliating you. Become a man, Ash, not a plaything.”

      If I protest that I’m not interested, those claws could break my skin. Maybe worse. “I’m too weak to help you.”

      “You’re a liar.” He draws back his arm and slams his fist into my face. I reel, as much with the surprise as at the sharp pain across my nose and cheeks. Before I have a chance to respond, he throws another punch, uppercutting me until I sprawl backwards and land on the sofa. I touch my face and stare at the blood as Declan steps forward, looking down at me. “You learn your fucking place, Ashley. You do as I say, just like Rafe’s little pack kids do what he says.”

      Blood smears the white leather as I push myself upwards, head spinning. The dragon stirs as the anger and fear meld and flood my mind. But Declan grins; he’s as thrilled that he’s triggered me as Rafe was at the pub. My breath comes as snorts and if I had a mirror, I’d know my eyes have changed—the swirling red mist that heralds the dragon fills my mind and I fight to stay in the moment.

      Something hits me from behind and I’m sent sprawling forward onto my hands and knees as Paulo attacks. He kicks my arms and I fall face down onto the carpet which scratches my injured cheek.

      The mist thickens and I scramble to cling onto my human mind. “You can’t bully me into this,” I gasp out.

      A rough hand yanks at my arm and turns me over. Declan stands over and I choke as his shiny black shoe presses into my neck. Black scales smatter his cheeks and his eyes glow “Yes. I can. I’ll teach you how to use your rage. I’m your fucking alpha and you will do what I say. I will control you.”

      “No, you won’t,” I roar back as the creature I deny flies into me. But I can’t fight Declan’s strength.

      Not yet.

      “Until you’re strong enough, I will.” His scale-covered cheek creases as he smiles. “Then you’ll have to kill me and take my place.” I wince as he leans down and pats my cheek. “Then you’re well and truly bound to your role.”

      Withdrawing his foot from my neck, Declan straightens his jacket sleeves with fingers that are smooth with manicured nails again. He jerks his head at the girls, who are silent and open-mouthed nearby.

      “Attend to him. And clean up the mess. Paulo—with me.” Declan steps over my body and a moment later I hear a door swing closed.

      My face throbs and my head pounds as I focus on moving to get the fuck away. A pair of dirty Converse appear in front of me. “I hope you feel better soon, Ash. You have work to do.”

      Rafe walks by and I hear the door click a second time.

      What the fuck is happening?
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      ANDREI

      

      I wake to a message sent this afternoon—Maeve and the others returned from the witches’ place sooner than I expected and are back at the house by the time I re-join the world. I’m happy but also concerned, because after months searching for these men, Maeve wouldn’t leave so soon. Not unless there was trouble.

      I bet I can guess the reason.

      Tobias.

      I argued with him about his decision to go to Scotland, but the guy can be such a superior arsehole sometimes. His role as ‘Andrei Tepes’s watcher’ is over, so Tobias pisses me off when he behaves as if he still calls the shots. He proceeded to remind me that he is still watching me, and casually dropped into conversation that he’d seen Gabriella in a nearby town. That succeeded in silencing me for a minute filled with glaring. I told him I don’t give a shit and she’ll never get her hands on me.

      Tobias’s uncertainty scares me, but I’m not living my life under her shadow.

      This nightwalker finally re-joins their world and I walk into a subdued atmosphere in the lounge. Tobias sits in an armchair holding a large glass of whiskey and distant look, and Maeve rests her head in Jamie’s lap as they sit on the sofa and both scroll through their phones.

      Silent.

      Not even a show on TV.

      “Good trip, huh?” I ask.

      Maeve sits and reaches out to kiss me as I shift her legs to sit beside her and Jamie. “Eye opening, as usual.”

      “How are you, Tobias?” I ask.

      He drinks from his glass and licks his lips. “I’m fine, thank you, Andrei.”

      “Uh huh.” Nobody speaks again and I rest back and cross my arms. “Any more details? Or have you discussed everything before I got here, as usual?”

      I try not to sound snarky but fail. Mostly, because I am.

      “No, Andrei, we haven’t.” Maeve shifts to cuddle up to me.

      “Care to tell me what happened?” I ask.

      “Alexei attacked Tobias and tried to kill him. He’s a Blackwood,” she says flatly.

      I snap my head back. “Tobias is a Blackwood? What?”

      “No.” She looks exasperated. “Alexei.”

      “Whoa.” I touch her face. “Are you okay? Was this a setup? Tobias?”

      Tobias shakes his head and drinks.

      “No setup. He’s genuinely one of Astrid’s lovers.” Her voice cracks. “Alexei is my father, Andrei. I’m half Blackwood.”

      Information fucking overload.

      Alexei attacked Tobias? Understandable. Tried to kill him? Shit.

      But Maeve is half Blackwood?

      That’s a mindfuck.

      Sure, I’ve seen Maeve lose her shit, like the day Yvette almost turned me into a vampire barbecue, but I didn’t realise how rooted in Maeve’s psyche the darkness is. If Alexei has the strength to injure Tobias, and Maeve has that power, plus pure Winterfall, then she’s beyond anything we imagined.

      “I don’t know what to say,” I admit.

      Maeve shakes her head. “Say nothing.”

      Fine by me, because I’d say the wrong shit or ask stupid questions anyway. Honestly, I’m just trying not to freak out and make the situation worse. This changes fucking everything.

      But mostly I worry that Maeve might drop into the same funk as after their visit to Tomas, and I hope somebody can help her deal with this. Like Jamie, who can use the right words. Maybe they already spoke and their ‘witch thing’ helped. I don’t know, but despite her drawn, pale face, she’s present in the room.

      I look to the miserable-faced Tobias. Hell, I thought I was king of brooding until I met this guy. At least I’ve no longer any doubt that Maeve can take down Tobias, if he did overstep the mark and attack her.

      Each time I see them kiss, I’m uneasy. Not jealous but worried whether this is a long-game by the Tobias Whitlock who murders. He could use his pneuma side to draw her in and then indulge his lamia and hemia. Tobias once bluntly told me they’d tried sex and couldn’t, but didn’t elaborate. Man, I’m glad I don’t have that curse.

      “Where’s Ash?” I continue.

      “Confederacy wanted to speak to him about events at the pub,” says Tobias.

      “He called earlier. He’s at his parents until tomorrow evening.”

      “How much shit did he get into for attacking the wolf guy?” I ask.

      I don’t miss Maeve’s mouth turn down. “I don’t know. He didn’t want to talk. Do you think he’s upset with me for going with the witches?”

      “Ash is under pressure, Maeve,” says Tobias.

      “I should be there for him,” she murmurs. “I’m too focused on myself.”

      Jamie rubs her leg. “Ash won’t think that. If anything, he’ll be happy you’re not fussing. You know how he is.”

      Maeve doesn’t look convinced and Tobias bites his lip. He knows more about Confederacy dealings. What’s happening with the shifters?

      “I don’t know, Andrei,” he says coolly and arches a brow.

      Fucking mind reader. We lapse into another bloody silence. Hell, maybe we should start discussing the weather if nobody’s talking about the important shit. Like, what the fuck do we do next?

      “Andrei.” Maeve stands and holds out a hand. I take her soft hand and allow her to tug me to my feet. “I need to talk to you about something different.”

      Uh oh. “Fuck.”

      Jamie chuckles beneath his breath and continues to study his phone, and Maeve laughs too. “You’re funny. I’m not upset with you. Or is there something you need to tell me?”

      “I don’t think so,” I say cautiously; I’m pretty sure I’ve not done anything stupid.

      I’ll admit I’m disappointed when Maeve leads me from the house into the cool evening, instead of upstairs, and I wince as she elbows me in the ribs. “Sometimes you don’t cloak your thoughts well, Andrei.”

      “Oops.” I slide a hand round to her ass and squeeze, which she slaps away with a pout. “Where are we going?”

      “Somewhere I like to go when I want to be alone.”

      “Where?” I ask in alarm, thinking about Tobias’s ‘alone’ times. “Didn’t Tobias tell you about Gabriella? I’m not going off the estate with you at night.”

      “No. Come on.”

      We wander through the tall trees that surround the driveway, our feet crunching through the early autumn leaf falls as we head to the rear of the house. There’re gardens back here; I’ve wandered by a couple of times, but the neatly tended hedgerows and garden beds filled with roses never interest me.

      Why would they? I can’t appreciate their colour.

      There’s a summer house I’ve also avoided, the white-painted wooden building positioned for the best outlook over one of the lakes in the valley below. The glass-panelled doors are folded open and inside there’s a bench seat covered in thick cushions.

      I stand in the doorway and shove my hands into my pockets as Maeve sits. The moon bathes the ground with the blue light that’s my sunshine, and tiny white solar lights are strung along the edge of the roof—pretty, but not very effective. Maeve conjures a witchlight.

      “I still can’t believe I can do this,” she says as she stares at the white ball in her palm.

      “Everything that you can do and that’s what surprises you?” I ask.

      With a smile, Maeve closes her other hand over to extinguish the light and flicks on a small lantern on the side table. “Much easier. Will you sit down?”

      I eye her as she pats the thick cushions. “If I’m not in trouble, this must be shit to do with Gabriella. What did the witches tell you?”

      She shakes her head and pats the seat again. Still apprehensive, I sit beside her.

      “This place is amazing in the daytime.” Maeve gestures at the darkened landscape. I’m sure the lake view is awesome, but as there’re no lights in the valley apart from the town, I can only see the shape of the fells against the skyline.

      “Yeah,” I mutter, annoyed by the reminder that I can’t bloody sit with her in the day. “Tell me what the witches said.”

      “They don’t know any more about Gabriella than most. The men aren’t involved in our world events.”

      “Yet,” I interrupt.

      “They don’t want to be.” Maeve moistens her lips and blurts, “The witches could break Tobias’s curse, but won’t.”

      I straighten. “That’s a bit shit of them.”

      She sighs. “It was a ‘bit shit’ of Tobias to kill the woman they loved.”

      “I was half-joking, Maeve.” I take her hand and place it on my knee, squeezing. “Sorry. That sucks.” As she frowns, I cringe. See, always with the wrong words.

      “I’ll never stop hoping he’ll change his mind.”

      “He?”

      She looks at me. “I think Alexei holds the key, but he’ll never agree.”

      I snort. “He’s a Blackwood. They’re not known for their friendly, co-operative nature.”

      Maeve abruptly stands and walks to the doorway a few steps away.

      Andrei? Mouth. Shut. “Again, I’m sorry. It must be hard discovering he’s your father.”

      “My life is one surprise after another. I should learn to expect more secrets when I meet people.” She remains still and stares out over the gardens.

      “Do you want to talk about anything?” I offer.

      Maeve looks over her shoulder and splutters a laugh. “No offence, but you never know what to say.”

      “Hey. I can’t help that. I can hug you better, though? I’ve wanted to since I saw you in the lounge with the others.” I stand to move behind her, and I slide my hands around Maeve’s waist and rest my chin on her shoulder, inhaling her mix of sweetness and temptation as I place my lips against the hollow of her neck.

      “If you could walk in the daytime, would you?” she asks quietly.

      “Uh. You know I bloody would. But I don’t want to talk about that because it’s depressing.” I tighten my arms around her waist. “I missed you. I worried.”

      Untangling herself from my arms, Maeve turns back to me. I can’t figure out the look on her face—apprehension? “Something is wrong,” I say.

      “Alexei told me he could break the hemia curse.”

      “There is no hemia curse.”

      “The nightwalker curse.” Immediately, my heart jerks. “Alexei told me he can break yours and that you can walk in the daytime.”

      My fingers tremble against her face. “Why would he say that? There’s no ‘cure’, otherwise someone would’ve broken the curse by now.”

      She shakes her head. “This is a Blackwood thing—they’ve magic that can alter vampires; I don’t fully understand, but it means trouble for Gabriella.”

      I straighten. “Yeah? Shit for her, fucking awesome for me.” My arse bumps onto the cushions as I drop down. “If this is true, Maeve... Like, seriously, every fucking dream I’ve had come true.”

      “But there’s a catch.” Maeve moves to stand between my legs and strokes my hair from my face. “This would weaken your other vampire abilities.”

      “As long as it stops the blood feeding.” I bite my lip. “I’m so fucking close to that state now, Maeve, and I’m worried how I’ll change.”

      “I’ve noticed you barely eat. Are you…?” She bites her lip. “Getting blood from somewhere?”

      The hunger I’m denying shoves in a reminder. At the academy, they bred cattle for hemia. Here? Nothing. I haven’t broached the subject with Tobias because I’m pretending the gnawing appetite isn’t here yet. But I’m taking a risk—which is another reason I stay locked on the estate. Would temptation overcome my control?

      “When you’re full hemia, you gain immortality too. Is that what you mean?” She runs her fingers across my cheeks. “The subject you avoid?”

      “Yes. Would the curse stop that?”

      “You’d still need blood, Andrei. The nightwalking only affects a small part of you. I think. Alexei wasn’t entirely clear.”

      I sigh. “But the immortality?”

      “I don’t remember, I was in shock when he was explaining. Maybe? But you’d definitely be weaker—human weak.”

      “I guess I’ll join a gym, then,” I say with a smile and put my hands on her waist. But my mind races. I can’t believe I’m having this conversation. Please, please let this be possible. “How? Fucking when?”

      “I don’t know. I kind of argued with Alexei and said I didn’t want to see him again.” She grimaces.

      “Kind of?”

      “What he did to Tobias upset me.”

      “He could soften the blow by helping me?” I suggest and grip her waist.

      “Ha! That’s what he said. One curse removal is better than none.” She looks away.

      “But one never would be, would it?” She shakes her head. “Maybe Alexei will change his mind.”

      “I’ve seen into his mind, Andrei. He’s a mass of black and red—anger and pain. It’s horrible.” Her throat bobs. “He’ll never forgive Tobias and help. Alexei saw Astrid die.”

      “Fuck.” I elongate the word. If I saw Maeve die, I’d swear lifelong vengeance on whichever murderous bastard killed her, too. “Okay. There’s no chance then.”

      “No.” She rests her forehead on mine. “I haven’t told anybody else about your situation.”

      “Not even Tobias?” I arch a brow.

      “No. I wanted to speak to you first.”

      I tangle her soft hair around my fingers. “As if I’d say no.”

      “We don’t know what this involves.” Maeve’s lips brush my forehead and I tip my head back, eager to touch her lips with mine.

      “Whatever it takes, I don’t care. Any amount of pain would be worth a lifetime in the sun with you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      MAEVE

      

      After the heart-rending events from the last day, sharing Andrei’s hope and excitement that something will work out pulls me out of the downward spin I might fall into again. I need to trust that Alexei will do what he’s promised and at least one of my guys will be whole. That won’t take away the aching need to persuade Alexei to help break Tobias’s curse, but it’s a start.

      I bend my head to kiss Andrei, who reaches to slowly undo my shirt buttons. Each time a finger brushes my skin, a familiar desire surges. He gives a half-smile when I end the kiss and arch a brow at him, but don’t stop him when he pushes the shirt from my shoulders. In a well-practiced move, he unhooks and removes my bra.

      I sigh at him and climb on his knee to straddle him. “It’s a little cold to sit half-naked in a summer house, Andrei.”

      “I’ll keep you warm,” he says, circling my waist with his thumbs. His mouth moves to my breasts and he flicks his tongue across my nipple. “I missed you, Maeve.”

      Heat pools in my belly and I push my fingers into his long hair, and hold his face against me, relishing his mouth against me. Andrei’s kisses roughen; as he sucks and tugs at my nipples, I moan as I push myself against his face, desperate for more.

      “That isn’t a good idea,” I gasp out as his fingers go to unbutton my jeans. “What if somebody else decides to come out here?”

      He tips his head back and smirks. “Then they’ll get a different view to usual.”

      “Andrei!”

      With a chuckle, he grabs his T-shirt and pulls it over his head, before pulling my head down to thrust his tongue into my mouth. I grip his hair again as the heat between my legs grows. For somebody suggesting this is a bad idea, I’m not proving my point.

      “You want to keep going?” he asks, his eyes darkening and voice hoarser as his fingers move to brush between my legs through the rough denim.

      Will someone look for us? I doubt that, but if we’re gone too long… I need a release from the stress. “Yes. Be quick.”

      “Aww, that spoils half the fun.” Andrei lifts me to stand and tugs at my jeans.

      The cool air hits me as we pull off the rest of my clothes—together, naked in the summer house, both worries me and turns me on. This was supposed to be a talk about Andrei’s future, not an opportunity for a quickie.

      Andrei pulls me back onto his lap, facing him, and his cock slides against my wet heat. “You make me so fucking hard without even touching me,” he says as he pulls my head back by the hair and nips my neck. I whimper at the sensation, keeping my face upwards as he drags his mouth across my neck and shoulders, nipping harder by the second.

      “Don’t bite,” I murmur.

      “Sure.” He shifts me backwards and I gasp out as slides his fingers inside me. “Is this okay?” he whispers. “Because I think you missed me too.”

      “Yes.” I grip his shoulders, breath speeding, and sensation shivers through every part of my body as he skilfully strokes.

      “I love how quickly you’re wet for me,” Andrei says, and I moan as he pulls his fingers from me and sucks one into his mouth before lifting me and pressing his cock where his fingers were. Gripping my hips, he slowly lowers me onto his thick length; I dig my fingers into his skin as he stretches and fills me, desperate to move with him and chase our high, but as I attempt to slide back up, he holds me steady.

      “Not yet.”

      “Andrei…” I attempt to move again but his fingers bite into my hips.

      “Stay there.”

      He holds and watches me with hooded eyes, enjoying my frustrated rocking against him. Teasingly, he lifts me upwards agonisingly slowly, before pushing me back down onto him. Hard. I gasp and try to move my hips, but he remains still.

      “Andrei!” I gasp and sink my teeth into his shoulder.

      “No biting,” he teases and circles his thumb against my clit.

      “No teasing!” I protest. “Or I’m leaving.”

      His eyes shine with lust and for a moment I think he believes I would, but there’s no way I want this to stop. “Wouldn’t leaving be more frustrating?” He digs his hands into my backside and pulls me upwards, lowering me again so slowly I want to scream at him.

      “I said quick,” I complain.

      “And I said that spoils the fun.”

      I slap his hands off me to take away his control and hold him by the shoulders as I move against him. With a grin, Andrei guides my hips as I ride him. Fast isn’t Andrei’s style, but we move against each other chasing our own releases, and as my body slides against his, I’m pushed closer and closer to the stars. The sudden, blinding explosion in my head bursts through my veins and I sink against him, wave after wave of bliss engulfing me.

      Andrei curls one arm around my waist and tips me onto the cushions, seizing my wrists in one hand to hold them together over my head. “Quick?” he grunts out and slams himself hard into me. I shudder and widen my legs as Andrei thrusts harder and faster until I gasp out another orgasm.

      “Fuck!” Andrei slides a hand beneath my ass and lifts me, continuing his relentless movements, the growl in his throat growing until he shouts out and his teeth close around my shoulder. I smile up at him, wrists still trapped in his hand, filled with more satisfaction that I do this to him.

      “You bit me,” I pout.

      “That wasn’t a proper bite. There’s no blood.” Andrei gazes down at my breasts then drags my head toward him. He kisses my face. “I will never get tired of the incredibleness of fucking you.”

      I shiver against the air cooling against my perspiring skin and sit. Andrei leans down and takes my jacket from the floor to wrap around my shoulders.

      “When you can walk in the sun, what would you do first?” I ask and swipe my thumb over his lips.

      He pulls it into my mouth, and lightly bites. “I’ll bring you here and next time, we’ll do this in the daytime. Slower.” I shiver at his fingers trailing down my back. “I want to see the sunlight on your body. To see who you are when we’re not hidden in the dark.”

      My heart surges and I rest my forehead on his. We both smile, remembering our early times. “We’ll never need to hide in the dark again, Andrei.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      MAEVE

      

      I shrug my black jacket on and join Jamie outside the house. Overnight, rain returned, and I avoid puddles as we walk along the driveway towards the estate’s gates.

      “Are they all here?” I ask.

      “I’m not sure. Nate sent me the message.”

      Following yesterday’s blow up, I didn’t expect to see any of the men anytime soon, and less than twenty-four hours later they’re back. Is this good or bad news?

      The Land Rover is parked beneath the trees outside the gate and Nate rests against the side with his arms crossed. He straightens and his expression brightens when he sees us.

      “Sorry for the unexpected visit—again,” he calls out.

      There’s little security around the property that could stop humans—no CCTV or locking gates; Steve aims to install some once the house becomes available for rent. Humans don’t bother us and the Winterfall estate has its own security against those who do, with runes and spells woven through the grounds.

      “You could’ve driven in,” says Jamie.

      “Me and Xav, yeah but we couldn’t leave him out here.” Nate steps away from the car and my heart thuds harder when I look through the window and meet Alexei’s eyes. “Winterfall magic would stop him, hurt him, or both.”

      I frown. “Alexei visited the house in the past.”

      Nate looks confused. “No. Alexei never came near the place. Nobody knew about Astrid and him.”

      “But—” I pause. Is this Alexei’s secret he alluded to?

      Two car doors open and close as Xav and Alexei climb out. I’m unsure what type of family reunion this is and keep my distance. I’m uncomfortable with hugging and kissing them, and if I embraced the others but not Alexei, I’d aggravate the situation between us all.

      “I’m inside the estate and I’m Blackwood,” I say pointedly.

      Xav shakes his head. “I don’t think you count.”

      “Can you let me onto the grounds or not?” asks Alexei.

      “Have you come to hurt Tobias?” I reply.

      “No.”

      “Threaten him?”

      He sighs. “No. I’ve spoken to somebody else about the situation and I’d like to chat to Tobias.”

      Nate chuckles. “‘Chat’.”

      “Only if I’m with the two of you,” I say sharply. “If I trust you and let you onto the estate, don’t betray that trust.”

      Alexei doesn’t respond. The thick black and red shadows I sensed around him yesterday still exist, but they’re less dense.

      “Lex won’t do anything, or he’ll answer to me,” says Xav, and he claps him on the shoulder.

      Alexei shakes his head but says nothing.

      “Maeve?” asks Jamie.

      Do I invite him over the threshold like a vampire in the stories? I rub my nose and step back. “Okay.”

      Hands deep in his pockets, Alexei walks towards the gates. As he reaches me, he pauses. “The wards only hit those with ill intent. You didn’t need to allow me to walk in here—I wanted to ask your permission before I did.”

      Then how did Tobias step onto the property that day?

      “That is a good question.” Alexei arches a brow as he replies to the thought he caught from me.
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        * * *

      

      Tobias stands on the steps, beneath the cornice carved with the Winterfall crest, in front of the open doors. I hurry past Alexei to ensure I reach Tobias first and take his hand.

      He smiles. “I saw him in your mind, Maeve. You’re worried. What did Alexei say?”

      “That he’s willing to help.”

      Tobias’s expression changes to something I rarely see on him. Hope. Alexei reaches him and I inch closer to Tobias as the men regard each other silently before Alexei looks past him and into the building.

      “Do you live in the whole house?”

      “No. Steve—the owner—divided the property into the two wings ready for holiday rentals,” I say.

      “And he lets you stay here indefinitely?” Alexei looks confused for a moment and then laughs. “Oh. Did you ‘magic’ the poor guy?”

      Nate and Xav join him and both wander inside as if they’re regular visitors.

      “Yes, because Maeve wanted to stay here, in case you looked for her,” says Jamie.

      “And Maeve is safest on the estate,” Tobias adds. He steps to one side to allow Alexei to pass. “Thank you for meeting me without stopping my heart this time.”

      Alexei almost smiles at him as he walks into the house.

      “Andrei will be happy to see you tonight, Alexei,” I say as I follow. “He has something to discuss with you.”

      “Andrei? Why?” asks Tobias.

      “I’ll let him explain.” Andrei would be really pissed off if I spoke to Tobias without him, and I quickly snap closed my thoughts. Tobias’s lips purse. “Nothing bad, I promise.”

      Alexei pauses at the place the house wings lead in either direction and gazes around him. “The human guy did a great job recreating the place,” he remarks.

      “I don’t understand,” says Nate. “You never came here.”

      “Which side do you live?” he asks me, ignoring Nate.

      “East wing.” I point and he nods.

      “We need to go into the west wing. I have things to show you.” With a tight smile, he strides away.

      “Is Alexei really going to help us?” I whisper to Xav, who shrugs at me.

      “With Alexei, you can never be sure,” says Nate. “But he came. That’s a start.”

      My mind snaps in the opposite direction as the elation fades. If Alexei gave me false hope, that’s worse than continuing to say ‘no’.

      “He’s had a sudden change in attitude,” comments Jamie. “Why?”

      “Again. Alexei. Who knows?” Xav begins to follow.

      “Maeve and Tobias only,” Alexei calls back.

      “But this needs all of us,” says Nate.

      “I need to show Tobias and Maeve something first. I told you.”

      The hallway leads to the large formal room where the main gatherings took place. I’ve studied the pictures in the book enough to envisage the furniture and the paintings on the wall—the chaise lounge that Astrid sat on with the men around her, young and vibrant before the photos of her alone with a dull sadness in her eyes.

      The men were never allowed back after my aunt took me. Only Tomas in later years, in his role to look for Tobias. Why?

      Silently, Alexei moves through the building until we reach the wide stairway leading upwards from a small hall. The wing smells of fresh paint rather than the damp and musty odour the first time I walked through here. In this wing, there’re no furnishings to give the place a finished touch. This half of the Winterfall house remains a shell, albeit a cleaner and tidier one.

      “Did you go upstairs that night, Tobias?” asks Alexei.

      “No,” he replies stiffly. “Everybody gathered in the formal room for the celebrations.”

      Alexei is already halfway up the uncarpeted steps before I place my hand on the silver metal stair rail to follow. This wing definitely isn’t ready for guests, because there’re no beds in the rooms we pass, or curtains in the dirty windows. Along a freshly painted hallway, Alexei pauses at the threshold of a room to the left. We catch up and I peer inside.

      This room contains furniture—stacked dining chairs, a couple of dressers and nightstands, presumably stored from other places.  A large, antique silver-framed mirror is attached to one tall dresser and partially covered by a sheet that’s splattered with cream-coloured paint. Although the walls are freshly painted, the wooden floors aren’t yet sanded, and a mould-stained blue rug covers part of the room.

      Alexei sucks in a breath and walks to a window opposite the door. “Astrid enjoyed the lake views.”

      Tobias’s whole body tenses and I take his hand between both of mine.

      Alexei turns. “This was her room.” He looks from place to place as if he can still see the furniture—her possessions.

      A restored fireplace is set into the wall to our left, tiled in white with tiny blue flowers; an emblem that appears throughout the Winterfalls’ lives. The black grate gleams and a paintbrush rests on the mantle. Alexei takes the object between his thumb and forefinger as if it disgusts him and tosses it through the doorway.

      “Astrid knew she’d die, of course. We all knew, but just not when. I’ll never forgive anybody involved.” He stares down at the fireplace. “Why did the Winterfalls refuse to change the future and instead allowed everybody to die? They were capable, surely.”

      I wrap my arms around myself and glance at a pale-faced Tobias.

      Alexei smiles at me, a rare sight that takes him a step away from how he physically reminds me of Nikolai. “I was the one who stole you, Maeve. Nobody in the family knew about me, so that was easy. Of course, those bastards found me and took you back to Astrid, ready for your aunt.” He looks away again. “I didn’t speak to the other three again; not until you re-entered the world and Nate contacted and nagged me until I agreed to see you. Astrid couldn’t meet me because the family watched every move she made.”

      As he continues to stare at the fireplace, the sadness in his aura grows, the darkness now pain and not anger.

      He takes a deep breath. “Each year, when the family gathered for Adeline’s birthday, I came too and waited outside. Fourteen of those years, I walked away relieved. The fifteenth killed a part of me I’ll never get back.”

      I swallow down the tears because Tobias didn’t only kill Astrid, but he killed this man’s soul. Tobias’s growing anguish matches Alexei’s and his despair chokes him.

      “There is nothing I can say to change what happened, Alexei. But please believe that I suffer for what I did.”

      Alexei sneers at him. “I don’t believe or trust you, Tobias Whitlock.”

      Tobias remains unflinching. “I repeatedly tell you and your friends that I accept the curse for myself, but not the effect the situation has on Maeve. If you want to save Maeve from the future the Winterfalls forced on her, the way you did twenty years ago, listen to and help her. Put Maeve above yourself.”

      “Would you kill her?” Alexei asks bluntly. “Hypothetically speaking.”

      “Never.”

      “What if the need to take Maeve, consume, and kill her isn’t the curse but what you really desire?”

      “I don’t,” he replies icily. “If I killed Maeve, I’d kill a part of myself. She consumes me.”

      “But you’d risk that, Maeve?” he asks me. “What if you break the curse but lose Tobias?”

      “That won’t happen.” My heart skips a beat when Alexei doesn’t reply. “Would it?”

      “Curses are complicated and this one is strong. The influence on Tobias is almost as strong as necromancy.” He gives a thin-lipped smile. “He’s under tight control.”

      “You think I’ll become that man again?” asks Tobias stiffly. “That’s impossible. You don’t understand how the guilt has eaten him, how the emotions he once fought now rule me. The man who killed is dead.”

      “Could you kill him, Maeve?” Alexei asks, refusing to look at Tobias.

      “What? No! Don’t you understand what’s between us? What we have together—want.”

      “Yes, or I wouldn’t be here.” He rubs an index finger along his lips “I can never let go of my hatred for this man, Maeve. Nor can I fully accept a monster such as Tobias Whitlock could be held in check forever. I will agree to breaking the curse, but on one condition—if Tobias returns to his original state, you kill him, Maeve.” I gape at him. “No question. You insist we break the curse; you clean up if there are consequences.”

      “She will.” Tobias’s firm words come without hesitation. “I don’t want that man in this world.”

      “Tobias. No.” My body floods with adrenaline. I’m midway between shock and fear—shock that the man who vehemently refused to help now agrees, and a fear that Alexei could be right: the curse might be what holds Tobias in check.

      “I could kill the people you love.” His throat bobs. “Kill you.”

      “That won’t happen,” I repeat. “You’re not him, Tobias.”

      “Listen to me, Maeve. He could. I know Adeline, and she chose this curse for a reason: torture an emotionless creature with ones so strong they’re unbearable. Use that to protect her great-granddaughter.”

      “No,” I interrupt. “That’s wrong. She wanted to protect her legacy. We’re pawns in something none of us fully understand.”

      My voice cracks and I grip onto Tobias’s hand. The energy that builds and passes between us; the intense emotional and physical need—would that end with the curse broken?

      Alexei looks at where our hands are linked; at Tobias stroking my cheek and looking to me with a shared agony.

      But there’s hope. For the first time since we met, there’s hope we can snatch a new future.

      “You can choose to keep things as they are or take the risk.” Alexei looks back to the fireplace. “Truth be told, this doubt over the outcome is part of the reason I’m agreeing. There’s no secret that I want Tobias dead.”

      “If breaking the curse works, you’re not to touch him!” I retort. “Promise me that.”

      “No, Maeve. If he harms my daughter, I will kill him. Repeatedly.” The Blackwood is with him again—the blackened energy and barely checked power that lies behind his eyes. A magic that could erupt at any moment.

      The necromancer prepared to use his powers to control and torture the man I love.

      Alexei crouches down and runs his fingers along the fireplace tiles until he comes across a loose one which he prises away. He reaches inside a hole he creates with his fingers, and I watch in anticipation as he pulls out a bundle of cream-coloured envelopes. They’re creased and his eyes glaze, mind drifting away somewhere else, before he tucks them inside his jacket.

      “Are they Winterfall spells?” I ask.

      “No. Memories,” he says softly before reaching into the space again.

      This time, Alexei pulls out a small black pouch that’s tied together. Carefully, he unties the thin black ribbon and tips the contents into his palm: something that looks like knotted cotton in two colours.

      He pokes at the cotton. “Luckily you were born with enough hair, Maeve.”

      “Pardon?”

      He holds up the small item that’s woven into a circle. “Yours and Tobias’s hair.” Involuntarily, I touch the side of my head and Tobias’s brow tugs. Alexei chuckles. “You and Tomas had some drunken moments. Getting your hair wasn’t hard.”

      “And that’s the solution?” he asks.

      “Burn this. Runes. Incantations. The usual.”

      I tip my head. “That sounds too simple.”

      “The magic needed is the key,” he replies, and I grimace at his condescension. “Astrid gifted you the spell.”

      I blink. “The spell is to break the curse? But I can’t read the text.”

      “Partially. When you showed me the card, I was surprised Astrid gave the spell to you. I would’ve destroyed it.”

      “I lost the runes she gave me,” I say hoarsely. “Does that mean the spell will fail?”

      “No. They were for the academy. You used them for the right purpose.”

      I turn to the door, heart beating faster. The answer is in my reach. “The card is in my room. I can get that now.”

      Tobias remains still and I pick up two things from him: hope and mistrust.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      MAEVE

      

      We return to the east wing and I retrieve the envelope containing the card. My hands shake as I read the words again:

      
        
        Maeve,

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

        Your runes will protect you if your heart is clear.

      

      

      
        
        What does she mean my heart is clear? And I don’t have any runes.

      

      

      I return downstairs where Alexei stands outside the house speaking to Xav and Nate; I can’t see their faces, but I hope they’re agreeing to help. Jamie stands beside me and watches too.

      “Where’s Tobias?” I ask.

      “The usual place.” He points at the estate, “Clearing his head.”

      My stomach clenches. What if he left because he doesn’t want to do this? “Oh.”

      Jamie turns and strokes my cheek. “He’ll be back. There’s no way he’d miss the chance to break the curse.” I bite my lip. “Or not?”

      I tell Jamie what happened in Astrid’s room and when I reach the part about Tobias changing, his eyes cloud. “I’ve always worried breaking the curse would do that,” he admits. “Do you honestly think you could kill him?”

      “Please don’t tell me not to do this, Jamie.” I swallow.

      “And what if he doesn’t protect you as intensely once the curse breaks?” he continues.

      “Do you need a curse to protect Maeve, Jamie?” says Tobias.

      I look up to where he stands in the open doorway, cheeks reddened from his walk, something I always find odd for a vampire. His hands are pushed deep into his hoodie pockets and black boots covered in dirt.

      “I will always protect Maeve because I love her,” he says simply. “As do you.”

      Jamie meets his eyes and the tension between them that faded recently returns. “I hope so.”

      Tobias steps to one side as the three witches enter the hallway and we crowd together, each unsure what to do next. With a trembling hand, I hold the card out to Alexei, who wipes his thumb across the words.

      “You have the pendant, Maeve,” he says and nods at me.

      As I unfasten the leather to hand over, Xav pulls the ring from his little finger and hands it to Alexei.

      Nate removes his ring too and drops it into Alexei’s open palm. “Do you have Tomas’s?” he asks.

      Nate nods and takes his wallet from his back pocket. He pulls out the ring and places it beside the others.

      “Right. Astrid’s room.”

      I shiver at the thought. “Why?”

      “Ask Jamie,” he replies curtly.

      “Magic from objects,” says Jamie. “That’s mine and Xav’s strength.”

      “You’ll help?” I ask.

      “I’ll protect you.”

      I glance up at the rooms above us. “Shouldn’t we wait until tonight, for Andrei?”

      “No. He has no role,” retorts Alexei.

      Wow. “I know, but—” I trail off when he glares. I don’t want this window of opportunity to shut.

      “And you need to stay out of the magic,” he says sternly to Jamie.

      “I’ll watch.”

      For a moment I think Alexei will say no, but Xav interrupts. “I think an onlooker will help, Lex.”

      He makes a humph sound and wanders back towards the west wing.
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        * * *

      

      I’m bewildered, as if I’m in another world again, unable to believe we’ve reached this point. “Please step off the rug,” Alexei says, and I look down at the woven blue and white beneath me.

      Alexei pulls back the rug and reveals a small circle of runes around half a metre across.

      “What the fuck?” asks Xav. “Astrid let you draw that in here?”

      “Protection. She should’ve run up here when he started the slaughter.” Alexei kneels on the polished floorboards the black runes are painted on and sets the pendant down.

      “Astrid hated this magic, Lex. Why would she let you?” Nate looks at Xav. “What’s happening?”

      “I said, protection,” he snaps.

      The three rings lock together, two either side of the slimmer one with the moonstone set band, and he places the new ring beside the pendant.

      “What will happen?” I ask. “Will this hurt Tobias?”

      When Alexei shrugs, my chest flutters with anxiety.

      “Lex. You never said the curse involved Blackwood magic. How the hell did you manage to plant runes in the Winterfall place for fifteen years?”

      He purses his lips. “I didn’t. Astrid drew them but only after Tomas met Tobias.”

      “But this is a Winterfall curse, not Blackwood.” Xav jabs a finger at the rings.

      “Yes. That Astrid wanted the opportunity to break.”

      “How did you know?” I ask. “When did Astrid give you the items?”

      He points at the fireplace. “She asked us to divide the jewellery up so the decision would be agreement from all of us.”

      Tobias crosses his arms around himself as he watches warily. “Why would Astrid leave the opportunity?”

      “She’s future-sighted,” says Nate softly. “Astrid saw you.”

      “What?” I breathe out.

      “Astrid never explained exactly what, but presumably the pair of you.” Alexei says stiffly.

      Tobias pales as he continues to eye the runic circle and I catch his thought.

      She wanted to help the man who kills her.

      “No. Help her daughter,” retorts Alexei and narrows his eyes at Tobias.

      “Astrid was a victim of her family’s treatment her whole life. She didn’t want Maeve’s future completely out of her hands,” adds Nate.

      “Do I need to do something?” I ask. “What?”

      “No.” Alexei sits back on his heels. “This is all him.” He pulls the knotted hair from his pocket and sets it beside the pendant.

      Nate murmurs something to Xav, who nods, and my unease grows as they watch Alexei warily.

      “Do you know the spell he’s using?” I ask them.

      “No.”

      Alexei shakes out the card and stares at the words. Then he places it on the floor beside the circle. “Stand by the dresser, Tobias.” He nods at me. “Let go of his hand.”

      Jamie catches my arm and I move backwards towards the doorway, slowly pulling my fingers from Tobias’s. I look over to the dresser and the mirror partially covered by the sheet and imagine Astrid combing her hair. I don’t believe in ghosts, but is she present?

      As Tobias moves in front, I try to reach into his mind, but he slams the door shut.

      Alexei’s words are barely audible as he begins the spell, and as the runes begin to illuminate, Nate stiffens. “Lex.”

      Ignoring him, he continues, and the moonstones on the ring and pendant begin to glow too. I’m fixated on what’s happening, looking between Tobias and the circle, sick with apprehension.

      “Fuck, no. Lex!” blurts out Nate.

      I snap my head back to the circle where a faint dark wisp begins to spiral upwards. Alexei watches, unblinking as the shadow snakes above his head, similar to Tomas’s lightning serpent.

      “Xav. Mirror,” urges Nate and shoves him before lurching to Alexei. “Lex, stop this.”

      Something about his stance reminds me of the Alexei who sat on the heather outside the house in Scotland, eyes closed, palms on knees. He holds out an arm and the shadows coil around his arms like ropes.

      Bile pushes upwards. I’ve seen this before— Nikolai summoned these shadows on the night he died.

      “That’s Blackwood magic,” I call out. “Why would—”

      “Xav. Cover the mirror.” Nate rushes at Alexei who flicks his wrist, eyes still closed. Nate groans and seizes both sides of his head. “Lex. Please.”

      As Xav barrels towards the mirror and grabs the edge of the stained dust sheet, the glass blackens. Before he has a chance to cover the mirror, shadows pours from the glass like a backdraught of grey flame.

      “Shit!” Jamie snatches my hand and grabs the door handle. The room fills with a choking grey and Tobias disappears from view as the shadows descend on him.

      “What’s happening?” I shout out.

      The shadow covering Tobias thickens and I hear a thud as he falls to the floor.

      Omigod. No.

      “Are you killing him?” I half-shriek, pulling my hand from Jamie’s and trying to move over. But the smoke-like shadow around my feet continuing to pour from the mirror feels like thick sludge. “Stop it, Alexei!” I scream out.

      Shadows whip around the room like ropes and seize Xav and Nate around the waist, and they disappear behind the fog. I continue to choke on the magic surrounding me, and with each lungful of shadow, I’m pulled back from the world.

      “You promised Astrid you’d never use this magic again!” yells Xav. “Do you think she’d be happy with what you’re doing?”

      The words spilling from Alexei’s mouth now sound ethereal within the mist, and my heart wrenches when I hear Tobias choking. “Stop it!” I scream again.

      “You can have him,” snarls out Alexei, “but he’ll be mine too.”

      “What do you mean?” I swipe at the shadows around me, desperately trying to push a space to see through to Tobias.

      “He’s a necromancer,” says Jamie hoarsely.
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      Fuck. No. No way. “You don’t do this!” My screamed words push through the shadows as if I blew them to one side, and I see Tobias on his knees, the grey funnelled like web coiled around his body. Blood trickles from his eyes and ears as he chokes on the magic forced into his mouth.

      I scream again in desperate anger and despair, and the shadows in the room rush towards me. I tense, waiting for them to engulf me too, but instead they snake around my arms the way they did Alexei.

      The Blackwood shadows came to me and as they touch my skin, my body fires with a dark energy to fuel my anger.

      Taking a deep breath, I focus on Alexei and slam my mental magic against his head. He stutters and his spell words falter as I barge my way into his mind. I’m inside a mind blackened and withered, eyes that can’t see through the heavy darkness that surrounds his soul. The power inside this guy is beyond anything I’ve experienced, as his Blackwood energy gorges on his grief. The hatred. The fury. The pain. He isn’t in control—the magic controls him.

      I gasp out as I’m flung out of his mind, before I get the chance to silence him any further. The card lies on the floor beside Alexei and I reach down to snatch hold. “Is Astrid here?” I whisper to Jamie. “Her presence?”

      He’s frozen in shock, pressed against the door with shadows wound around his ankles, and holds out a trembling hand to point at the circle. “Her pendant.”

      “Move!” I shout at the shadows and they part for me as I throw myself forward, then snatch the glowing pendant from the floor. Gripping the pendant and staring at Alexei, I read the words on the card.

      He attempts to yell out and I order the shadows to fill his mouth and silence him.

      Then I stand and turn to Tobias, speaking the foreign words in a weak voice that grows stronger with each one I utter. The shadows around him clear and I reach out to Tobias with my mind. With my heart. With every trace of magic contained in my body and soul, I will the darkness squeezing the life from him to leave. As I reach Tobias and touch his back, he gasps for breath.

      The darkness unfurls from his heart and I blink as his eyes widen and they stream from his mouth as my words eject them.

      He attempts to push himself up and as soon as he does, I spin around to Alexei.

      The pendant grows warmer in my hand. Is this what allowed me to speak the language for the spell? The way the runes did at the academy?

      Alexei backs away as the dark tendrils circle me, under my control and command.

      “Maeve. Stop channelling Blackwood magic,” calls out Jamie as he tries to take my arm. “You’re not Blackwood.”

      “I am.” Alexei flies backwards across the room and lands on his back as I scream at him. “I’m part of you, Alexei, but I’m not the one choked by a darkness that blackened my soul.”

      “He has to go.” Alexei climbs to his feet and snatches the card back from me then tears the spell in two. He reaches out for the pendant, and I curl my hand into a fist.

      Alexei pulls at my fingers—then stops. The shadows around us fade and something lighter fills my mind. The pendant heats and I gasp as something clutches at my heart. I look at Alexei, our hands still together, and his shadows begin to fade. What’s behind his eyes?

      “Astrid never wanted this,” says Nate in a croaky voice.

      “To break the curse?” I ask.

      “No. For Alexei to lose himself to darkness.”

      “If she gave you the means to break the curse, do it,” says Xav. “We agreed. You can walk away afterwards, Lex.”

      Still, he remains silent and I place my other hand over his to keep him in place.

      I catch a sudden glimpse of the room from his mind, filled with furniture and decorated in bright blues and oranges. I see Astrid and she’s holding his hands the way I am now, and she speaks to him.

      I’ve heard these words before, and her soft voice delves into a hazy memory where this woman’s face smiles down at me.

      Astrid’s words. “Mun þú mik, man ek þik. Unn þú mér, ann ek þér,” I whisper to Alexei.

      Alexei’s darkened eyes clear and his mouth drops open. He pulls his hand from between mine and turns his eyes to the ceiling, filling with tears.

      “What’s happening?” asks Nate.

      I blink away tears too. “What do the words mean?”

      “‘Remember me, I remember you. Love me, I love you,’” Alexei says quietly to the ceiling. “Astrid could always fight my shadows. She’s in you. She doesn’t want me to harm Tobias.”

      I take a shaky breath in relief. I stopped the man who tried to take me from the fate I never escaped, whose thirst for dark revenge grew over the years and brought him to this point.

      “Astrid was never free,” he says, and he looks at me with glistening eyes. “She suffered every day of her fucking life because of that damn family.”

      “Her need to stop Maeve suffering too overrides everything, Lex,” says Xav. “I always told you she’d want the curse broken. She loved her daughter—we all loved Maeve.”

      I touch Alexei’s face. “I think she wanted me to say the words. Remember me, I remember you. Love me, I love you. Because I think I do remember you and your love.”

      His arms crush me to him, and he presses his lips hard against the top of my head. “I’m sorry. For now. For then. For your whole fucked-up life.”

      “Is the curse broken?” asks Jamie. “Or was this all a trick by Alexei?”

      “No.” Alexei releases me and stiffly walks over to the mirror, the last of the shadows like wisps around his figure. I wince as he smashes the glass with his fist and shards fly violently across the room.

      The room clears as if the darkness were never here.

      He takes a piece in his bloodied fingers and walks back to me. “The shadows live behind the mirror, where they trapped and tortured a piece of Tobias’s soul. Adeline used dark magic against him. That’s what I tapped into—I could finish what she started and take his body, mind and soul.”

      “Adeline? That’s fucking crazy!” says Nate.

      “Is anything that woman did sane?” Alexei spits and hands the shard to me. “His soul isn’t trapped anymore.”

      Omigod. “Do you need me to use that on him? On myself?”

      Alexei snorts. “No. Not unless you want to test if he’ll attack you.”

      I crash to my knees in relief and my heart thunders against my chest until I swear it’ll explode. Alexei kneels in front of me.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Instead of breaking the curse, you tried to kill him,” I whisper.

      “You spoke the words Astrid gave you. Your heart is clear—and his. Astrid doesn’t want anybody else to suffer.”

      I swallow down a sob, because for the first time, I feel connected to the woman who gave birth to me. The pendant glows in my palm and my eyes blur with tears.

      “I’m frightened what that did to me. The shadows.” I gulp.

      “You can manipulate Blackwood magic, but the shadows couldn’t take you,” says Nate.

      “They were out of fucking control again,” growls Xav and drags Alexei to his feet. “I should bloody punch you for pulling that stunt! You could’ve killed us all.”

      He shakes his head. “No. Maeve holds the balance. She’ll always have the choice between Winterfall and Blackwood because they’re tied tightly inside her witch soul. Luckily, she’s too much like Astrid to walk the darker path.”

      I take a shuddery breath. “The Blackwood couldn’t overcome me, the way the family and Gabriella wanted?”

      “No.” Alexei touches my face. “I don’t believe their magic ever could.”

      A hand touches my shoulder and I look in alarm at the pale-faced Tobias. He’s shaking and silent, eyes filled with pain. Is the curse truly broken? How would we know?

      But I know.

      From the way his touch doesn’t instantly trigger the uncontrollable physical need.

      How his mind is a distant echo and no words form in my head.

      I suck in a breath and allow him to help me up. I seize his face, kissing him harder than I’ve ever done before, as my tears mingle with the blood streaking his face. Tobias wraps me in his arms, but he’s weak as I cling to him.

      Without his broken soul, the kiss is different than any before and his tenderness tells me everything I need to know. Tobias’s love is no longer dragged down by the struggle against somebody else’s control, or by the fight inside himself. His heart is finally open to me and I see him more clearly than I ever have.

      I can’t see into Tobias’s mind anymore, but I no longer need to.
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      I’ve faced a lot over the last few months, but this afternoon I’ve never suffered exhaustion at this level. Using my magic to both summon and fight magic sucked all my energy, and dealing with the emotion mentally destroyed me. I almost gave in to the shadows, but fought them, and when I touched Alexei, I understood how he’s never fought back over the years. He allowed them to eat away everything but his obsession for revenge.

      What was he like at my age? Did he fight or embrace his Blackwood magic?

      I’ve pulled back a curtain and revealed more of the Winterfall picture than I imagined. Astrid’s unhappiness came long before she lost me and the men she loved. Her future sight saw me suffering too, at the hands of a Winterfall's actions. But to help me, Astrid had to help the man who murdered her. The ethics around this spin my head—perhaps this is the only way she could ever guide me towards happiness snatched from both her and me. She understands that although I have the three other guys in my life, Tobias belongs to a part of me that will never settle until he’s with me and whole.

      The Winterfalls controlled my life as they controlled my mother’s, and Astrid wanted to end that. She also loved a man capable of killing, and the depth of magic within Alexei told me his power over shadow is only the edge of his capabilities. Blackwoods possess magic that transcends what’s acceptable and takes over the witch host. Has Alexei killed before? Is that how Astrid can forgive Tobias? Because she had to forgive her lover?

      I was too disconnected from my surroundings following the terrifying experience in Astrid’s room, and also frightened I’d launch into another vision, because the world blurs in and out of view.

      Somebody carries me back to my room and I fall into unconsciousness on top of the bed. I’m vaguely aware of Jamie sitting in a chair in the room and voices at the door that sound like him speaking to Ash, and when I wake the night has fallen outside my open curtains and Andrei stands over me.

      As we cuddle on the bed, I spend some time reassuring him I’m okay, because he refuses to believe me. He’s now torn between wanting Alexei’s help and staying the hell away from his magic, which I totally understand.

      “They’re leaving,” he tells me as he lies beside me on the bed, my head on his chest.

      “The witches?”

      “Yeah. Jamie didn’t want me to wake you, but I thought you’d want to know.” He pauses. “Unless you don’t want to see Alexei.”

      “I do. He’s still important to my life.”

      Andrei says nothing.

      I can’t miss them leaving, and rush from the room. Outside the house, Nate and Xav hang around the car they’ve driven up from the gates. Both smother me with hugs and concern, but also with pleas not to punish Alexei. This amuses me, but it’s strange that they think I would.

      “Will we see you soon?” asks Xav, and he tucks hair behind my ear. “We’ve a few years to catch up on.”

      “I don’t know where you live.”

      “London,” puts in Nate. “Come down to us when you can, and we’ll try to help you with the Winterfall spells. I’ve taken the book from Alexei in case…” He trails off.

      “In case he won’t see me again due to Tobias?” I sigh. “I hope he’ll still help Andrei.”

      “Andrei? How?” asks Xav.

      How secret is Alexei’s ability to cure the nightwalking?

      I distract them with another hug and promises that I’ll stay in touch; how could I not after all this time? They’ve years of stories to share and I want to know everything—good and bad.

      Inside the house, Alexei stands in the entrance hall, in the centre of the Winterfall crest tiled into the floor. He doesn’t stand as tall as usual, shoulders slumped as he stares at his shoes, and I approach him.

      “Are you waiting to say goodbye?” I ask.

      He turns and watches me warily, his eyes smudged with black and clouded. “Yes. If you’ll forgive me, I’d like to meet again.”

      I nod and his face brightens. I reach out to Alexei, to take the hand of my father, the man who wanted to keep me safe and teach me who I was many years ago. Alexei failed me, but he never wanted to. The Blackwood who had Winterfall in his heart turned his back on the world that both judged and disappointed him and the abyss he lived in grew.

      Alexei seizes me in a sudden, engulfing hug and his chest moves rapidly against my cheek. I let go of the barrier in my mind and allow my energy to meet his. Only then do I realise how blocked he’s been, at how he carries a lifetime of love he wanted to give but never could. To Astrid. To me. That love twisted into pain that consumes him as much as that love did, and I hope today I’ve settled some of that.

      “Keep your promise, Maeve,” he murmurs. “Don’t allow his evil again.”

      “I won’t need to.” I draw away and he smooths my hair. “Thank you.”

      His mouth tips into a half smile. “At least I did something right for you. Eventually.”

      “Yes. And I understand more now. You didn’t abandon me.” Alexei’s eyes glisten and I take both his hands. “But there’s one thing I don’t understand.”

      His fingers tighten around mine. “I promised I’d answer everything you asked.”

      “Please don’t be upset with me for asking this.” I pause. Is mentioning this wrong? “The night in Scotland, you showed me your memories—those horrible images of Astrid. You were with her on the night of the massacre but told nobody.” He looks at my hands and I push on with the question that’s screamed in my mind since that night. “If you’re a necromancer, why didn’t you bring Astrid back?”

      Alexei’s mind blanks as my words hit. Through shock? Or more? Blood pounds in my ears and the longer he doesn’t reply, the further I think I’ve crossed a line. He disentangles his fingers from mine. “You don’t understand my life, Maeve.”

      I dip my head. “Sorry.”

      Footsteps thump down the stairs and distract him. Andrei jumps from the bottom step and grins. “Hey, if you’re leaving, you could give us a ride into town, Alexei?”

      “What for?” I ask.

      “Ash came back earlier and he wants to talk to us about something. He’s in a foul mood apparently, and he’s at the Lion’s Head, drinking.”

      “Alone?” I ask in shock that he’s walked away before seeing me. Is that who I heard when I was semi-conscious?

      The grin grows. “Jamie is with him; I think he’s traumatised by the shit that happened earlier. They left without me before dark, the selfish bastards.”

      “I need to see Ash. Have you asked Tobias to come?”

      Andrei side-glances Alexei. “He’s not well.”

      “What?” we reply in unison.

      “I looked in on him. He said he felt like shit and he looked like it too, but there wasn’t anything weird about him in here.” Andrei taps the side of his head. “I suppose having a curse ripped from you does that?”

      “Andrei, you’re so… Andrei,” I sigh.

      He tips his chin at Alexei. “I guess the same will happen to me?”

      Alexei pulls a grim face. “Worse, Andrei.”

      I catch worry flicker in Andrei’s mind, but he pulls on his ‘Andrei’ shrug and grin. “Whatever I go through will be fucking worth it. We’d better move somewhere sunny so I can really enjoy the daytimes, Maeve.”

      The worry in Alexei’s mind remains, but he smiles back. “I’ll gather what I need and see you next week. You have time to change your mind.”

      He scoffs. “Like that’ll happen. You ready, Maeve?”

      “I’ll wait for Tobias.” Please let him be okay.

      “Meet us down at the Lion’s Head, yeah?” asks Andrei.

      “You’re rather trusting,” comments Alexei. “And quite blasé about what occurred here today.”

      “Shit always happens when I’m asleep.” His eyes spark. “But not for long, right? Besides, if Tobias tries to hurt Maeve, she’ll take him down.”

      “He’s right—I took you on,” I say softly. “And I promised, remember?”

      A car door thuds outside and Nate calls out. “Lex! Shift your arse. I want to get home—there’s no way I’m sleeping on that bloody sofa again.”

      Andrei kisses me hard and I moisten my lips as he walks away. Alexei watches and tips his head. He’s seen me with Jamie and Tobias too—what does he think? Astrid had consorts; I guess this isn’t weird to him.

      “Astrid didn’t have a variety pack,” he says with a chuckle as he catches my thought, and I nudge him.

      “You do have a sense of humour,” I exclaim.

      “The other guys don’t appreciate my humour but thank you.” He strokes my hair. “I love you, Maeve. There wasn’t one day I didn’t think about you and vowed to do anything you wanted if we met again.”

      “And you did.”

      He nods and kisses the top of my head. “Stay safe, Maeve Winterfall. I’ll see you next week—if that’s alright.”

      “Look at everybody around me. I’ll always be safe. And yes, that’s alright. Don’t you dare disappear, because Andrei will hunt you down.”

      I wrap my arms around myself as I watch him go, still conflicted. I’m also confused how blasé he and the others are too. Is this their way? Deal with bad crap that happens by pretending it didn’t? Or are they so used to these out-of-control events that life immediately goes on? Like ‘Oh well, nobody died, let’s go home.’

      One thing’s sure, I do need a drink.

      But first I have to face Tobias and figure out what the hell happens next.

      Please, please let him be the same man I kissed earlier today.
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      I’ll never have the normality I crave, but there’ll always be windows of human life, and now Andrei will have those too. He’ll finally see me in the sun, feel the day’s warmth and see the world in true colour, and I can’t imagine how that will feel for him.

      His life will change, and he’ll be a step further from Gabriella and the curse of the Petrescu name.

      For the first time, our group’s unity feels complete and the circle unbroken.

      But Ash covers that hope in doubt. What happened to him?

      I pull on the dress I wore to Ash’s party and scout around for a coat. Andrei’s black hoodie—or one of his collection—is draped over the chair by the desk and I grab that.

      Sliding one arm into a sleeve and opening the door with the other, I prepare to call for Tobias. Then almost walk into him.

      “Oh. I never heard you,” I say and slip my other arm through a sleeve.

      “Never sensed me?” he asks.

      My stomach sinks. “No. Has that stopped?”

      “If the mind communication has, maybe.”

      The intense attraction to Tobias hasn’t stopped and neither has the desire for his touch. There’s an awkwardness because the end of the curse opens the way to what we’ve both wanted for months, but neither of us are blunt enough to voice what we’re thinking.

      Tobias drags his gaze the length of me before softly cupping my face. The buzz is there, but on a purely physical level the way this is with the other guys. The extreme exchange doesn’t happen, but his pneuma and lamia still combine to create a greater potency.

      “There’s no expectation, Maeve,” he says and skims a thumb across my lips. “I won’t rush things.”

      He looks alarmed when I laugh. “Rush? Tobias, that is one word that doesn’t apply to our relationship.”

      “You know what I mean.” His arm circles my waist and he draws me to his hips as he presses his lips to my forehead. Okay, I’m wrong, because the same butterflies swarm in my belly at his touch, even when clothed.

      Oh hell, I really want him naked with me.

      Shit. Did he hear that?

      “I can’t hear your internal voice, but I can see your thoughts Maeve,” he murmurs. “That’s a skill I have with everybody.”

      “If you choose to intrude,” I retort and lightly slap his chest.

      He sighs and holds me closer. “I’m trying to gauge the situation.”

      “You don’t need to be a mind-reader to know what this situation is.” I slide a hand into the back of his hair and stroke the nape.

      Tobias runs his finger along my cheek, his concerned eyes darkening with an intent that flips my stomach. All I want is his lips and his hands on me, to be in his arms tonight and feel the love he told me he’s holding back. Right now, this needs to be about us.

      Hesitantly, he moves his face closer, and I tense as his warm breath strokes my face, dragged into the charged moment before his lips touch me.

      Tobias softly presses his mouth to mine. Then pauses. No more pauses. I push my lips to his and our mouths move together, with the hesitance of a first kiss that quickly switches to one of reuniting lovers. There’s no need for mental magic for Tobias to tear my awareness away from the world and only to him as I’m pulled to the man who has never let me go, despite every barrier.

      I fight the urge to slip my hands inside his shirt to feel his warmth and strength. If I do that, I know he’ll reciprocate, and we might never leave this room.

      Slowly, Tobias unwinds my fingers from his neck and rests his forehead on mine. We breathe in sync, rapidly, reflecting the unspoken desire we share. But is now the right time—what if the broken curse broke Tobias too?

      “What happens now?” I whisper.

      “Whatever you want.”

      I move back and touch his lips. “I want you to not walk away from me, Tobias. I want you.”

      He smiles. “There is absolutely no way I’m walking away from you tonight, Maeve. None.”

      His mouth meets mine and I'm unprepared for the intensity that follows the earlier softness. Tobias kisses me, hungry and needy, and I part my lips as he holds my head to him and crushes me against him, his strong arm around my waist. His taste, the way his tongue strokes my mouth, the overwhelming need radiating from him, pushes everything away.

      Here, now, in this snatched moment, I’m lost in Tobias and the longing I have for him.

      “I promised myself I’d wait,” he says hoarsely. “But I want this so fucking much.”

      Tobias’s eyes burn with a new fervour, and I move my mouth to reach his again. He responds with an engulfing kiss, his tongue parting my lips as he kisses me deeply again.

      The intense passion overtakes me in seconds, and I grip his head so he can’t pull away. Tobias doesn’t need persuading, kissing me harder. His taste and scent intoxicate me, and I shake as he tightens his arms around my waist, holding me to him. I tear my mouth away to catch my breath, as his hands slide along my leg, pushing beneath my dress until he reaches my ass. Digging his fingers into the skin, he holds my hips against him and his hard cock pushes against me, as the ache between my legs grows. Tobias pushes my dress higher, and right now all I want is the flimsy material between us gone.

      I reach behind me, attempting to pull at the zip and failing. Tobias turns me around, his hot breath against my neck as he tugs the zip down. His lips touch my shoulders as he pushes the dress over them until the cotton slides along my body to drop at my feet. He unhooks my bra and my breath comes in shorter and shorter bursts as it slips from my arms.

      Tobias strokes my sides, moving slowly towards my breasts as I sink against him, my naked skin against his warm clothes. As he rubs his rough thumbs across my nipples, I make a soft sound and tip my head back, eager for his mouth on mine. Tobias roughly turns me to him and pulls my face to his, plunging his tongue into my mouth, and I stumble as he pushes me backwards towards the bed.

      The crumpled sheets are cool against my hot skin as he kneels and looks down at me, the heat from his gaze burning. He lightly strokes from my breasts to my belly, teasingly playing with the edge of my panties, soaking up the sight of me.

      “You don’t know how many times I’ve pictured this,” he says in a rough voice before sealing his mouth on mine again. I’m lost in the kiss, as I pull him to me, desperate for his skin on mine. My trembling fingers go to his jeans buttons and he stops.

      Tobias stands and grabs his shirt between the shoulder blades, the muscles in his arms flexing as he does. I reach out to touch him, but he moves to kick off his shoes and unbuttons his jeans, eyes on mine, as his clothes drop to the floor next to his shirt.

      Tobias. Naked. The dim light from the small lamp highlights every inch of his sculpted physique, from the contours of his chest and tight abs to the muscular arms and shoulders. “I’ve pictured that too,” I say with a smile.

      I barely get a chance to soak in the sight before Tobias kneels on the floor. He reaches out a hand and runs his fingers across my skin, tracing my breasts and down to my belly again. Mouth parted, breath coming quicker, Tobias watches as he maps my skin with his fingertips. I tense, anticipating his touch as he runs his fingers downwards, and he drags my panties from my legs to the floor.

      Without a word, Tobias drags me roughly toward him by the ankles. He parts my legs, and he kisses his way from my calf upwards, his cheek smooth against my thigh. Strong hands slide beneath my ass and pull me upwards, and I jolt at the sensation as his tongue slides along my flesh.

      I grip the edge of the sheets and bite back the groan as Tobias teases me with soft strokes of his tongue. The frustration built from wanting his hands and mouth on me finally releases as the pleasure coils deep inside and the shaking intensifies. In moments, he has me spiralling high; and when Tobias slips a finger inside me, I fight against crying out.

      The pressure builds, and I can’t decide whether to move away or give in to the inevitable. The choice isn’t mine, as Tobias holds me to him, his fingers digging into my ass as he moves his fingers and tongue harder. Shivers run along my spine over and over as he sucks on my clit, and I let go, pushing into him, and grasping his hair as I chase the stars that blind me as I come.

      When I open them again, Tobias’s arms are either side of me as he looks down, eyes burning with a passion to match mine. His smile grows as he looks down at the panting mess he’s made of me. Wiping his face with the back of his hand, he sits on his haunches, chest rising and falling rapidly.

      No.

      Please no. "Don’t stop," I groan out.

      Tobias pushes my legs open with his knee. All I’m aware of is the tip of him resting against my sensitive flesh, and I shift my hips, desperate for him to fill me. Something passes between us as his darkened gaze meets mine; the moment where everything could be perfect or go very wrong. The moment Tobias could choose to stop and walk away again.

      Or if the curse is unbroken, he could hurt me. Kill me.

      “I said I wouldn’t leave you,” he growls at me and I gasp as he thrusts into me hard, kissing me again, and forcing my mouth open to accept his tongue. I grip his shoulders, fingers digging into the knotted muscle, and lock my legs around his waist. Tobias pulls his head away and takes a deep breath before withdrawing slowly, watching my face as he runs his fingers along my lips.

      “You feel so fucking good,” he says, voice hoarse.

      Tobias pushes into me again, lust darkening his expression as he moves, eyes combing every inch of me as he maintains the rhythm. The ebbing pleasure resurges, and I push against Tobias’s hips as he rocks against me

      Mouth parted and eyes closed, Tobias gathers pace, reaching for his release too. The next orgasm that hits me matches his and I cling to him, tears pressing at my eyes as wave after wave of pleasure wash through me. Months of wanting him, of fear and rejection, disappear in this moment where we’re finally everything we want to be to each other.

      “I love you,” he says as he looks down at me and covers my face in kisses. “You’re deeper inside me than a curse ever reached.”

      A tear escapes and I nod. “I love you, Tobias. I never thought you’d be mine.”

      Tobias rolls from me and I rest against his chest with one arm resting across my forehead, my body lit up and covered in perspiration. The aftershocks shudder through my body and every thought of anything outside this room has blanked.

      Finally, we’ve found our place where nothing can touch us. As we hold each other’s faces, the shared breath between us is hot and intense. The charge beneath our fingers where we touch cheeks, between our lips where they hover so close together, trips the switch on a different energy between us. This is Tobias’s final surrender—not to me, or the curse, but to himself.

      “I hope that was worth the wait.” Tobias smiles and runs his fingers across my belly, setting more shivers.

      “One thing’s sure, Tobias; your years of hedonism paid off.”

      He rolls ono his side and props a hand beneath his head. “Is that a roundabout way of saying I’m good?”

      I poke my tongue out at him and he laughs before capturing my mouth for another kiss.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tobias walks into the room with two glasses of water and a folded paper in his hand, and I sneak a look at him half-naked in his jeans. As he passes me a glass and the paper, his phone on the floor buzzes.

      I glance at the name onscreen. “Andrei. Wondering where we are, probably.” I bite my lip.

      Tobias leans down to pick up his shirt. “He’ll guess. They all will.”

      “What’s this?” I ask and unfold the paper he gave me.

      “Somebody left a note on the kitchen table.”

      “What does it say?”

      “I don’t know. The note has your name on it.” He yanks the shirt over his head as I unfold the paper.

      Maeve,

      The answer to your question: I did.

      Alexei

      My sex-addled brain won’t take in what he means. Question?

      The phone buzzes again and this time Tobias picks it up. “Andrei.” He shakes his head as he reads, “'A shifter, a vampire, and a witch walk into a bar... what’s the punchline?' That kid has a weird sense of...” He trails off when the phone sounds again. Then again. “No. Fuck no.”

      His aura shifts in an instant from relaxed and warm to hot and panicked. I grip the paper because in the same moment, I’m hit by what Alexei means.

      “Tobias,” I say in a shaking voice. “I don’t think Astrid is dead.”

      He ignores me as he stares at the phone in his trembling hand. “Fuck.”

      “What’s wrong?” I snatch the phone from him.

      <This is the punchline>

      I clamp a hand over my mouth as I take in the scene in an image below. Ash, Andrei, and Jamie.

      They’re not in the pub.

      “What the fuck has she done?” asks Tobias in a strained voice.

      One more message hits the screen.

      <Or will Maeve change how the story ends? Kisses, G.>

      

      
        
        TO BE CONTINUED

      

      

      
        
        Maeve’s post-academy story continues in Winterfall Witch which is available for preorder. As usual, there is a long preorder date but I intend to release much earlier especially after leaving things on a cliffhanger.

      

      

      
        
        Pre-order Winterfall Witch on Amazon

      

      

      
        
        ***

      

      

      
        
        I also decided to write Astrid Winterfall’s story because Alexei and his magic fascinates me! I wanted to explore the Winterfall family secrets too.

      

      

      
        
        Pre-order Nightfall University: Midnight Coven

      

      

      
        
        Secret societies. Arcane magic. Forbidden love.

      

        

      
        The Winterfalls. The aristocratic family who believe they’re witch royalty.

        The Blackwoods. The corrupt witches who want to take their crown.

      

        

      
        I’ve finally broken the Winterfall family shackles and stepped into witch society. I missed out on a Nightworld Academy education, but I’ve a place at the prestigious Nightfall University. Here, gifted witches from the elite families study to take their magic to the next level and become our new leaders.

      

        

      
        I expected to rub shoulders with the brightest and best; I didn’t expect my new friends would draw me into a secret society. 

      

        

      
        The Midnight Coven. Dark, seductive, and dangerous.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        OTHER BOOKS BY LJ SWALLOW

      

      

      
        
        The Four Horsemen Series

        Reverse Harem Urban Fantasy

        (COMPLETE series available now)

        Legacy

        Bound

        Hunted

        Guardians

        Chaos

        Descent

        Reckoning

        or as two box sets

        Books 1-3

        Books 4-7

      

      

      
        
        Nightworld Academy

        Reverse Harem Paranormal series

        Term One

        Term Two

        Term Three

        Term Four

        Term Five

        Term Six

        Winterfall Magic

        Blackwood Magic

      

        

      
        Ravenhold Supernatural Reform Academy

        Reverse Harem Dark Academy

        Witch Born

        Magic Forged

        Blood Legacy (coming soon)

      

        

      
        Daughter of Shadow series

        Reverse Harem Fantasy romance

        Dragon Soul

        Silvercrest Guardians

        Ebon Queen

      

      

      
        
        www.ljswallow.com

      

        

      
        LJ Swallow is the pen name for USA Today bestselling author Lisa Swallow… if you like contemporary romance then read on!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Books by Lisa Swallow

      

        

      
        Do you like contemporary romance? I write those too!

        What would you prefer to read?

      

        

      
        British rock star romance?

        Try broody Dylan…

        Summer Sky

      

        

      
        Or bad boy Jax…

        Cadence

      

        

      
        College romance at an English university?

        Because of Lucy

      

        

      
        Hollywood romance?

        Unscripted

      

        

      
        A gamer romance?

        End Game

      

        

      
        And More….

        amazon.com/author/lisaswallow
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