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Quatura (Latin)
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Prologue

Twenty years earlier

They were the beginning of this city's downfall, gathered as pre-damaged students, bound together by tragedy. At least that’s what they thought.

“Why exactly are we here again?” the dark-blond young man asked from the end of the dark mahogany table. He was no longer comfortable sitting with the Quatura. And then, too, in the Senseque estate.

All the furniture was in that gloomy hunting style. In addition, there were floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the lush main grounds, and above the fireplace were the old antlers - hunting trophies from times gone by.

He never thought he would end up here. Everything had changed within a year and he himself didn't even know to what extent he had anything to do with it.

Like many times before, the young man felt a strange shadow on the back of his neck, but he resisted the urge to look out of one of the windows because he knew there was nothing there.

“You're still asking that?” Amanda snapped at him, upset.

He winced, though he wasn't even startled. It was a habit to react humanly.

“I'm afraid his question is justified, Amanda!” Alarik, the curly- brown-haired young man, growled, visibly upset.

He had just as little desire to be with these people in his family's home as they did. But their usual meeting place would not work this time.

“I'd also like to know why I have to waste my precious time with you!” he continued as if he hated the others, which he didn't...

The dark blond man, still sitting relatively unconcerned at the other end of the table, almost narrowed his brows but managed to restrain himself, just as he had learned.

He would never forget his training. The training that he had otherwise so despised and now appreciated more than the other students sitting opposite him.

How much he despised them these days. Every single one of them. Yesterday, friends; today, strangers. That had not been her intention, not at all. If she saw this, she would be bitterly disappointed. He had known that this would go wrong at some point, but she had been so determined that she had managed to convince even him.

“Because of you idiots, one of us lost her life!”

Amanda's anger was unmistakable.

The blond bit his tongue. Only it wasn't his tongue that hurt the most.

Of course, he hadn't forgotten. He never would. And yet, it hit him like a punch to have to think about her again.

A whole damn year had already passed since that day, but to him, it felt like it was only yesterday. Some of them had already started a family…

He looked up at Diana, but she immediately avoided his probing gaze. As always, when it came to her. Ever since that damned day when everything had changed.

“Anyway...” Amanda continued disapprovingly, and for a moment, the blond man recognized her mother in her. “I drew up these documents here.”

She slid a stack of folders across the large dining room table.

If anyone made any documents, it was her.

“And what do we need these for?” Alarik asked, confused.

“Reading!” Amanda ordered harshly.

The blond man didn't have to grin to himself this time because the fact of how much she resembled her mother destroyed all doubts about what they really were.

They were each their parents' children, members of feuding families. And each one of them had the task of fitting into the gap created for them. It was precisely this thought that bothered him so much. Because that was exactly what would never happen. That was exactly why he had believed her. But she was the only one, almost the only one, who was not present today.

“You've got to be kidding me,” Graham, who had taken a seat next to Alarik, snapped.

“Do I look like I'm joking?”

Amanda's voice sounded even more threatening than before. Almost as if she had some fears gnawing at her so much that she had to get all this paperwork over with.

In fact, it was like that. As soon as they had all signed, they would go their separate ways, like the old treaties of their ancestors had been intended to do.

But what was she afraid of now?

This time Amara Blair, sitting next to her younger sister, Margot, also looked irritated, owing to the sheet of paper in her hands.

“Aren't you overdoing it a little, Amanda?”

Amanda looked down at her coolly. Her ice-blue eyes emphasized the whole spectacle.

“Believe me, when I'm done with this, I want to be able to forget all about it as soon as possible. And the only way I can do that is if no one present here ever says a single word about it again.”

She looked at each of them as if they were all slow on the uptake. She paused briefly at Alarik and became more insistent.

“Not a single word! Not to our parents, children, or anyone else!” she finally continued, pushing black pens at each of them. The clatter ran through them all, cutting the dangerous silence. “Because anything that ever gets out in the public could endanger everyone here, don't forget that...”

“We shouldn't even be sitting here together!” Amara Blair hissed, dutiful as she had always been. Ever since her younger sister had died, in fact. Not like the one sitting next to her. Young and innocent, not even sixteen yet, and only here by an unfortunate coincidence.

“So what? This will be the last time anyway!” Amanda blubbered as if her patience would snap at any moment.

“Besides, this is clear proof that our families just don't belong together,” Diana remarked.

Actually, she was rather reticent on this subject. But at that moment, she was voicing precisely what had been hanging over every room they had entered together for months. And she was undoubtedly one of the last from whom he would have expected such a statement.

“Our species...?” Alarik echoed, flicking through the document as if it were his death sentence.

“You haven't misread, mutt!”

The blond young man had almost forgotten about his blood brother, who was not only sitting next to him, bored and apparently twiddling his thumbs the whole time, but also had the looser mouth of the two of them. His brother shouldn't be here, but unfortunately, he had found out too much. Him, of all people!

“What did you just say?”

Alarik immediately jumped up and glared menacingly at the boy. His yellow-bright eyes and prominent veins were hard to miss. They had been coming out more and more in the last few months.

“I said you idiots were incapable of getting a grip on anything.”

His brother hadn't, but it was enough to infuriate Alarik even more.

“Look at yourselves. You're wasting away out there in your fairytale castle making shady deals with some mass murderers!”

For the first time, Alarik uttered a word about the brothers' family. Something negative. And then about him, his former best friend.

He, still sitting relatively uninvolved at the other end of the table, became aware of so much at that moment. Countless days, weeks, even years he had spent with these people. And he realized that he still didn't know them.

Out of nowhere, his brother jumped up angrily, as always, not in control of his emotions. Just as they had not learned to do.

“Watch your tongue!”

“That's what separates us from you!” Amanda interjected again, her tone condescending.

“Oh, shut your loose mouth, Westcode witch. You're no better yourself!” his brother growled.

Amanda's jaw dropped. However, she quickly regained her composure. Faster than the boy, whom the blond now pulled back into the chair. But he jerkily snatched his arm away.

“The Senseque have destroyed everything. Every possibility of conducting business and managing this city decently!” he continued angrily, and a reddish flicker flitted through his irises.

The blond has had enough. Of his own family.

“I don't like your tone!” he pressed out.

“You come between me and them now, brother?!”

“Guys! Stop it!” Amara admonished loudly. “You sign those damn contracts now, and then we'll get out of here!”

The brothers didn't like being ordered around, but that wasn't the matter now. His little brother understood that, too, as he remained quiet.

“If you leave this building today, new rules will apply. You must realize that.”

Amanda looked at each of them. They all nodded silently.

He was still sitting there watching them all, listening to Amanda but not really able to concentrate on her voice.

His thoughts were all about her- only about her. They would always revolve around her. For a moment, he wished he hadn't met her because then he wouldn't be sitting here now. But he had met her, and she had opened up a whole new world to him.

When Amanda finished, each of them picked up the pen, including him.

He watched as the black ink stretched across the page.

It had all started with a signature and now it would end with one.

At least that’s what they thought…




„Family, they said. A time bomb, they created.”
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Chapter 1

Bayla

My mother had kidnapped me. She had simply tied me up and thrown me in the boot, and now I was trying to free myself with a lighter. My wrists were burning from the flames...or was it the rope cutting into my skin?

I wish it had happened that way because then I would have a valid reason to be mad at her. But instead, here I was, sitting in the passenger seat of her fat SUV, hoping she would change her mind after all.

I looked down at my wrists, which were already red from my non-stop scratching.

“Tell me...were you even listening to me?” her words reached my ear distantly.

Of course, I had been listening. But this time, I wasn't in the mood for the usual arguments with her. Whenever she tried to get her way, she succeeded. And that upset me. I had to control myself, or something would happen again. And nothing was allowed to happen, not this time and especially not in the middle of a packed jeep on the motorway.

For this reason, I kept silent and stared out the window at the passing cars. There weren't many of them here, in the middle of nowhere, but at least they took my mind off things for a few seconds.

The further north we drove, the emptier the road became, and I feared that we wouldn't arrive in this abandoned village in the middle of Wallachia in time before nightfall.

The forests here were beautiful, but something about them reminded me of those axe murder movies.

“Bayla, I understand that this isn't easy for you. But you know we have no choice,” Mum said, gently now.

Of course, we have had a choice. But she had made her choice, and I had to live with it. Again. Nothing new, actually.

“I'm old enough to look after myself, and I would have got through that one week without you.”

And that was true. My mother had come to this remote area once before for four weeks, only to come back even weaker than usual. During that time, I had gotten a part-time job and had earned good money. Besides, my mother had enough financial means in case of an emergency. Not that I was dependent on her.

I had left my old school behind. The school I graduated from a month ago, and the school from which I applied to study in San Francisco. I could forget about that plan now. Just like the wild student life with Larissa.

“You're only seventeen years old, and I still remember well what happened last time. Besides, it's going to take even a little longer this time.”

Oh yes, that... I'd been busy for five minutes with the postman, who'd messed up the address list for the entire block, so my dinner had been burnt. The beeping sound of the smoke alarm had prompted the anxious neighbor below us to call the fire brigade. My mother had been forced to return from her outing, almost tearing me apart.

But that wasn't the point. It had been an accident, and what could I do about it if the neighbor was so hysterical that she called in a whole fire brigade?

There was another reason why my mum's plans threw a spanner in the works.

“You promised me that we would go back when it was all over,” I replied, slowly but surely upset, because how was I supposed to explain to my best friend that I probably wouldn't be back for another six months? What would Larissa say when she received such a message?

I'm sorry, but we have to go our separate ways from now on... Oh, and by the way.... You've been waiting for me for a year now, for nothing. I'm studying in Canada for the long term.

God! That would be a nightmare!

I began scratching nervously at my wrist, a stupid habit that had been with me since I was a little girl. It relaxed me in uncomfortable situations like this one, even if my mother didn't like it.

“It's not that simple, darling. If I had a choice, I would have preferred to stay in Sacramento, too.”

I suppressed a snort.

If she didn't like this place, why did she insist on looking for help there? There were plenty of good doctors in California. But no... It had to be British Columbia.

“Look on the bright side... You can make new friends, and the university is great. I graduated there, too, after all, and it took me somewhere in life. And that's despite the fact that it's not a prestigious university,” she said almost as proudly as if she had graduated from Harvard.

Was she serious now? New friends? Oh no, it wouldn't come to that. I wouldn't be able to just swap Larissa without further thought. We'd been friends since I'd been in junior high. She was the only one who had always been there for me.  All the other kids hadn't wanted to have that much to do with me because I'd been this introverted kid with weird hobbies and braces, which I'd - thankfully - gotten removed four years ago.

“My friends are in Sacramento,” I said tensely, even though said friends were, for the most part, non-existent. “And I don't need this silly college... I haven't even gotten an acceptance yet.”

That was a fact.

“You're as good as accepted anyway. All that's missing is the letter. And believe me, you'll do just fine there. You can visit me anytime you want, and you'll be at my place on weekends anyway.”

It had already come to that, that she called it home. Just because she had been home there once. Mum had always told me she had lived there with a few friends during her studies. At some point, they had all finished and left the town, one after the other. I probably would have done the same. After all, who would want to be stuck in some kind of hick town?

A slight vibration jolted me out of my thoughts. A little surprised, I pulled my mobile phone out of my pocket and read the message.

 [image: ]

Grinning, I typed my reply.

            [image: ]

The message hadn't even been sent. I was starting to get seriously worried about the future of our friendship. After all, we wouldn't see each other for a very long time now. All that was left for us to do was chat and talk on the phone, which, as I had just noticed, could become a challenge.

Frustrated, I shoved my phone back into my pocket and sighed.

This could only get better.

“I had a lovely time in Blairville. And you'll soon find it's very idyllic there.”

Mum's words snapped me out of my thoughts and back into the uncomfortable present. I had to suppress my grin as I looked at her, aghast.

“Idyllic? I didn't know such words were part of your vocabulary, Mum.”

She mirrored my laughter, mine, intensifying. As I did so, a short brown strand fell into my face.

I had cut my hair a little shorter so that my dark brown waves only reached my shoulders. The long hair had simply interfered too much with my job. However, the problem had now solved itself. I would have to find something new to pay for all the books that made up a large part of my luggage.

“You'll make it, darling. I've made it, too, somehow...”

The melancholy I usually only noticed when asking questions about my father gave me a pause. I had started grilling my mother about him at an early age. Each time, I was rejected. And every time I asked, Mum disappeared into the garden in a bad mood for the rest of the day. Over time, I had started to keep the questions to myself, and the only thing I had found out so far was that he had run away to Europe and had never been in touch with her since. No address, no contact details... I didn't even know his name.

There were no other family members, at least not on my mother's side. Nevertheless, I never felt alone. The opposite was true. My mother and I maintained a close relationship, and so far, we have made it through every single life circumstance. There have been no troublesome divorces or family dramas – just my mum and me.

I had to swallow as I noticed a hot tear running down my right cheek. I quickly turned my head back toward the window so that I was protected from my mother's searching gaze. But to make matters worse, my right arm began to shake.

Calm down, Bay, not now... You know what happened last time, and that it scares Mum.

I looked at my wrist. Nothing.

“Bay? I told you not to scratch it. Doctor Gilson didn't prescribe your medication for nothing,” Mum snapped me out of my rigidity, and I bit the tip of my tongue in shock.

Ouch!

“I don't have any more pills. And I suppose I can't very well buy any in the wilderness.” I earned a disapproving look from my mother before she reached into her side compartment and pulled out a blue box.

“Seriously?” Where did she keep getting these new recipes? The restriction on the number of prescriptions a doctor could give a patient in a given time seemed to be something my mother could somehow get around.

And even though these pills prevented things from happening to my body that I was rapidly losing control over, I was paying a different price for them.

“Young lady, take your medication. Otherwise, you can forget about me driving you to university every time. There's an old bike in our garage, too!”

Not only her mischievous I'm-your-mother-and-you're-not-an-adult-yet-grin, but also my bewildered look spoke volumes.

I hated bicycles, and there was a good reason for that. I had been in an accident when I was four. I couldn't remember anything except the bike. My mother had then told me about the car and the slippery road. The reason why a six-centimeter-long scar stretched below my breast. From that day on, I had vowed to never sit my bum on one of those devilish things again.

Mum was still holding the pills out to me, looking worried, while at the same time concentrating on driving.

Reluctantly, I reached for the little box.

Bayla Adams was written in block letters on the label. The plastic box was still new and filled to the brim, as it always was when Mum gave me a new one.

I opened it, took out a pill, and swallowed it. Then I slammed the lit of the container shut again and put it in my jacket pocket. I had to think of something to get rid of these pills. And hopefully, this time, there wouldn’t be any new ones.

I must have fallen asleep because when I opened my eyes, we were no longer on the endless highway but on a two-lane road in the middle of the forest. The sunlight that had woken me made its way through the lush leaf canopy and tickled my skin.

A pleasant tingling sensation ran through me, and I sat up straight. Only now did I see the wide shore stretching a few meters beyond the trees, glimmering as if in an almost too-beautiful fairy tale. Although it was still summer, some of the leaves on the maple trees had turned yellow, making the picture even more beautiful.

I had to blink and when I looked more closely, I recognized a tower on the other side of the water, a few miles away...or was it a church? Wait...

And then I saw that there, in the middle of the changing nature, was a whole city with a harbor, a church, and two modern skyscrapers.

Even further in the distance, in the middle of the needle forest, I spotted a gigantic gothic tower rising out of the woods. Deep forest stretched around it, kissed by the colors of autumn. But it was too far away to recognize everything.

“Is that…?” I began, but I had forgotten the name of the town.

“Yes, my darling, that's Blairville.”

Mum smiled at me, and now I understood what she meant by idyllic. The sun turned the water's surface into a shining mirror, and the curvy road we drove beside the railway tracks led us further and further into a magnificent forest of tall trees. The forest along the road became denser as we drove around a long bend, and the town disappeared from my view.

About two minutes later, a large, noble - though already very old - wooden sign appeared at the side of the road, on which Welcome to Blairville was written in elegant capital letters. A noble black bird sat on the edge, brushing its feathers. A raven.

Mum's radio began to buzz, and I was beginning to think the signal was gone again, as it was so often on this endless drive, but to my surprise, the tune of a News Station rang out, and shortly afterward, a man began to speak.

“Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen! Welcome to Blairville Daily with the Bexleys and the latest local news so you will always know what's going on in our beautiful hometown!” the newscaster began far too enthusiastically as if he had been waiting for us to come to Blairville. It was a wonder that a small town even had such a thing. “Today with Joe Bexley and...” He stopped so a woman could announce herself, “Harriet Bexley!”

“Oh God, so those two have actually taken over Joe's parents' radio station...”

I looked at Mum in surprise.

She knew these people?

“And yet again, gigantic wild wolves have been spotted in the Copelands' woods.”

I tried to concentrate on the words of the over-motivated Joe as the sky above the forest closed in with thick gray clouds.

Wild wolves? In Blairville? And why did the name Copeland ring a bell? Wasn't that the name of Mum's doctor?

“First, near Vanderwood University, now, even at the abandoned Psychic Fun Fair, according to neighborhood teens. Harriet, with more details on the wolf reports.”

Harriet, who had a calmer voice, began to speak as raindrops settled on the windscreen of Mum's Jeep.

“What particular species the wild wolves are, and whether they are just regular wolves or a serious threat to Blairville residents, is unclear. However, the witness statements speak for themselves.”

A frantic girl began to babble, and I turned the radio up louder as the rain became heavier.

“I had been out with my boyfriend and his guys in the woods near the abandoned Psychic Fun Fair. It was just a night hike, and the guys had already drunk a lot, which is why they wanted to continue toward the amusement park.” The girl was getting more hysterical. “The fact that this one is closed and abandoned didn't put them off as much as it did me... It was dark and strangely quiet. But suddenly, there had been this cracking sound behind us. I had turned around. And there it was. A huge white wolf, bigger than me, with a beastly mouth, bared teeth, and yellow glowing eyes. I've never run so fast in my life.”

I felt a chill run down my spine.

The pleasant feeling of seeing the town so fairytale-like in the distance was gone now, washed away by the girl's words and the rain on Mum's windscreen.

Just the thought that oversized wild animals were living out there in the woods around us, daring to get so close to people, was massively unsettling.

The woman, Harriet, began to speak again, “Head of the police, Sheriff Bardot, gives the warning that wolves do not attack people unless they feel threatened. However, another witness reports...”

Mum abruptly turned off the knob on the radio station.

“Hey...”, I started and went to turn the radio back up, but Mum slapped my hand away rudely. “That was interesting.”

“It's just town gossip. Nothing that should worry you unnecessarily.”

Of course... She dragged me off to nowhere in Canada but didn't want me to face reality. I wanted to know damn well if I was going to walk in those beautiful woods or be snatched away like Little Red Riding Hood.

But I left it at that. If the wolves in the woods were really problematic, I would find out in time anyway.

I leaned back in my seat and decided to do research later, even though everything about the thought of dealing with this new town turned me off.

It wasn't long before the rain stopped, though the sky remained covered in massive dark blue clouds, and I saw the first houses along the roadside – large houses with old facades. A few seemed like older mansions to me. Others reminded me of the farmhouses I had seen on the way through the States.

At some point, the forest disappeared completely, and the houses slid closer and closer together until we found ourselves in front of the center of the city.

Many small shops, whose names I couldn't read fast enough, were spread out along the streets. Streets filled with...people.

At first, I thought we were really arriving in the middle of nowhere, but it seemed like there was actually something going on here. Quite a few people were out and about on this sunny day, and not only were curious tourists making their way past the fish and ice cream stalls, but there were also young people out and about.

Three girls - about my age - were crossing the street toward a department store. They seemed to be making fun of something because one of them pointed at something with a giggle, but I couldn't see it quickly enough because we were already moving on.

A group of young university students was strolling across a small square toward a diner where even more young people were hanging out.

“There are so many young people here...” It slipped out of my mouth, half suspicious, half amazed.

“I told you Blairville is a university town. On weekends, most of them are at home or meet up here downtown or near the harbor and diner, which is why it can quickly get lively down here. And especially since there's another week of semester break, it's normal to see so many people your age here.”

“You mean Vanderwood? The University where I'll be going?”

Unfortunately.

“In 1800, the city had the university built specifically so all the young people here could eventually study. Believe me, this place was busy back then, too. As it was when I was your age.”

Slowly but surely, I could no longer remove the image of my mother making the town unsafe on colorful motorbikes with some youngsters from my mind, even though Larissa had made up this image of my mother, which did not fit at all with the image I had of my mother.

“The university has a really good reputation, which is why you don't have to worry that no one will let you work afterward.” How comforting... “Besides, you'll like it there, I promise.”

Mum smiled at me, but I still couldn't share her joy. I would not finish my studies here - come what may - which meant I would only be stuck here for half a year.

We passed the skyscraper-like towers, which looked much more elegant than Sacramento's skyscrapers, even if they were no taller than the Renaissance Tower or the Wells Fargo Centre.

It was a wonder there were any of those here...

One of them was a bit taller than the other and oval in shape. It was completely mirrored on the outside, and its size ensured that the other side of the city center was bathed in a huge shadow.

Ravens circled the skyscrapers, perching on their antennas, which, combined with the dark wall of thunderstorms overhead, created an eerie image.

“Those are the DeLoughrey prestige buildings.”

The what? Who on earth were the Loughreys?

“Prestige buildings?” I asked instead.

I knew that a lot of rich people showcased their wealth through architectural buildings, but in such a small place? This wasn't New York...

“You see that building there?” Mum pointed to the dark-glazed skyscraper over which the next storm front hovered ominously. “That's the DLSC. The DeLoughrey Science Center. But since they are now by far the richest family in town, they still bought up the bank building and many of the shops, and that was probably just the beginning...”

From her mouth, it sounded as if that didn't bode well. Even worse, as if these rich people were insatiable...and as if she...knew these people.

I raised an eyebrow.

“Do you know these Loughreys personally?”

Or whatever they were called...

For a brief moment, Mum looked a little spaced out. Then she shook her head quickly.

“No, not exactly. But it's been a very long time since I've had any contact with anyone here except my doctor. I’m sure the town has changed and the people with it. And I hope you'll like it here somehow, after all.”

Smiling, she stroked my smooth hair.

I didn't hope I would like it, but I hoped she would get better. We had been through a rough time, and it wasn't over yet. All I wanted was for it all to finally stop. And if I had to, I would get along with this town…in the short term, not for too long.

Mum drove further into the inner town.

“Just in case it ever becomes important, which I hope it won't...” Mum pointed at the neat facades of the houses around us. “That's the town hall there, the mayor's office.” I caught a glimpse of the Victorian stone mansion, the noblest building down here, adorned with a golden tower clock. “That is the police station. A college friend of mine works there.”

A more modern building was next to the town hall, with Blairville Police Station written in gold lettering. And I really hoped I would never have to go there. The chances were low now that I was so far away from Larissa.

A blue and red font immediately jumped into my field of vision, right next to the police station, like vultures over a well-guarded bird's nest. Blairville Daily. That had to be the news station. Of course, three reporters were standing in front of it, interviewing some police officers who had probably just gone to enjoy their lunch break.

I looked across the road, past the traffic island with the statue of a man, probably from the eighteenth century. A raven had perched on its head and was pecking at the brass cylinder.

“Who's that?”

Mum followed my gaze.

“That's the merchant who discovered the island around 1790. Cornelius Copeland, an Englishman.”

Again, the name Copeland. Either the name was common here by now, as it was in small towns, or an important family had that name.

I looked past the sailor's statue and spotted another large Victorian stone building, the only one with a restored facade to compete with the town hall.

“What is that building for?”

“The law firm of the...” Mum paused, and her worried look made an uneasy feeling rise inside me. “DeLoughreys.”

DeLoughrey. Them, again. I didn't know what was more absurd: that the DeLoughreys owned so much real estate in town or that this town had a goddamn law firm.

“Do you want me to give you a ride to the house first, or do you want to come grocery shopping?”

“House?” It escaped me, and I looked at Mum, who was leaving the neat and lively center of town again, circling the brass statue of the old sailor to follow the other cars.

Mum had mentioned living with friends when she used to be at university, but I would have thought more of a flat or a residential wing on campus rather than a whole house.

It really surprised me that she still owned a home here somewhere. After all these years...

“It was kind of a student residence at the time. But I bought it up later because the former owner knew me well and offered it to me for a good price.”

Why didn't I know about this? She could have mentioned that she owned a whole property in Canada...

As for financial means, I wasn't surprised. My mother had studied molecular biology, which is why she earned a lot of money in Sacramento. But I was beginning to wonder how she would get money here. As far as I knew, it was quite difficult to look for jobs in the field of molecular biology outside of big cities and to secure a good income in addition. This small town would kill her wealth... Plus, the fact that Mum was a researcher.

“Sure, you own a house here. Just like that. Why am I not surprised?”

Grinning sarcastically, I looked at her. She returned it unconcerned.

“So, are you coming with me to the grocery store?”

To be honest, I wasn't particularly comfortable waiting for Mum alone in an abandoned house. Who knew what was going on in the neighborhood? Maybe there were students living there who threw wild parties, got high on marijuana, and actually rode around the neighborhood on motorbikes and accidentally swept children off the asphalt.

The thought made me smirk. Soon, I would be one of them, but I would stay away from such things.

I was looking forward to student life itself. A few weeks ago, I wanted to study in San Francisco with my best friend, Larissa. Unfortunately, I had made this plan without my mother's doctor, and since I would not be of legal age for another week, Mum had decided over my head that I should come along. Mum was glued to me. That was the only explanation that made sense. And I was aware of how unhealthy this behavior was.

The problem was that it would have complicated everything even more if I had moved away, so Mum had enrolled me at this no-name university. It amazed me that they even offered my degree course here, in the middle of nowhere...

“Hello, earth to Bayla? Are you still there?”

Perplexed, I stared into my mum's face.

Mum rolled her eyes impatiently. I remembered her question.

“Oh, right, I'll come with you.”

We turned into a side street, but it wasn't a street, I realized. It was the driveway to a huge grocery store called Belly Shop. A sprawling car parking area stretched out in front of us, and Mum was having trouble finding a suitable space.

“How is it always so crowded here?!”

Annoyed, she joined a queue of cars waiting for a red Mini Cooper to pull out of a parking space.

“Why don't we go shopping somewhere else?” I suggested, but Mum shook her head.

“You'll laugh. This is the only decent mall around here for miles. The nearest is in Bradiston, twenty miles from here.”

“Like there's only one shop here. What about the little shops?”

“They're just boutiques, stationery shops, herb shops – nothing I'd need at the moment. There's always a weekly market open down at the harbor on Wednesdays, and there's a baker there too. But there's everything here that's on my shopping list.”

Of course, the shopping list. My mother and groceries… She always had her detailed list, and woe betide if something wasn't found in the shop. That's why it always took us what felt like years to get out of a shop. If something wasn't there, she was always in a bad mood. How could we stand it here for half a year?

After about five minutes, the time had come, and a black car that strongly resembled ours had parked out.

“Finally!” Mum murmured and pulled into the free parking space. Neatly parked, she pulled out the keys, opened the door, and got out.

“You can go on in. I'll get some more money and a shopping cart from over there. Feel free to pick anything.”

With those words, she slammed the car door behind her and marched toward the ATM, where a small queue of people had formed.

A black shadow flitted across our windscreen.

I flinched.

My gaze followed the black bird that had perched on the car in front of me. It was a raven, puttering around on the roof of the car, curiously looking at its reflection in the window.

Sighing, I leaned back in the seat. My eyes fell on the radio. This was my chance.

I turned the station up louder. News was on again, and Joe was still chattering away.

“However, the hunter team that had gathered last week was not allowed into the woods. The reason is that the Copelands, who own the lands around Vanderwood University, will not permit the hunt. The family does not respond to interview questions.”

Damn, the wild wolf thing seemed to be a serious issue here....

“Mayor Blair will not take a position, but requests residents to stay out of the woods.” Blair? As in Blairville? “The mayor won't disclose whether her statement concerns only the wolves or also the missing people cases.”

The goosebumps returned, stretched all over my body this time...

“And now to Oliver Bexley with the latest weather forecasts.”

Wolf reports and now missing people? In this small town? Where had Mum taken me? And did she even know about this?

“Like every mid-summer, a massive storm front is brewing over Blairville, and we need to prepare for potentially dangerous conditions. Unusual purple clouds accompany this storm front. In the upcoming months, we need to be prepared for fall storms that may come with this storm front. These storms will bring strong winds, torrential rain, and possibly even strong hail. There is an increased risk of flooding, fallen trees, damaged infrastructure, and possible disruption to transport systems. These prospects may be scary, but we want you to be well-informed and prepared. It is essential that you take precautions to ensure your safety and that of your family. Secure loose items outdoors and stay away from tree-rich areas such as Fogs Forest or Copeland Woods. We strongly recommend that you pay close attention to local weather forecasts and warnings and follow possible instructions from the authorities. Our aim is to provide you with timely and comprehensive information to protect you from the forthcoming threats. Please take this warning seriously and prepare accordingly. We will continue to keep you updated with the latest developments. Stay safe and be prepared for the worst...”

I turned off the radio.

Everything in me wanted to leave this town immediately.

It had been dry in Sacramento, and there had been few weather extremes.  But damned flood-like rain and evacuations? Was this radio station kidding me?

Determined to convince Mum to listen to the weather and leave town with me NOW, I was about to open the passenger door when a white Mazda drove into the empty space, taking away any chance of me leaving the car without damaging the other.

The driver's window was down, and the speakers were blaring 7 Rings by Ariana Grande.

I immediately recognized the blonde girl I had seen earlier on the street gossiping with the other girls. She had a pretty face with high cheekbones, light blue eyes and was obviously good with make-up... Unlike me.

Her full lips formed into a smile, apparently for the black-haired girl in the passenger seat. She, too, looked very dressed up.

I rolled down the window pane.

“Hello?” I called out, probably a little too tentatively because Ariana Grande was winning the battle against my voice.

“Hey, could you please park a little further to the right? I can't get out otherwise,” I tried again, way too shy, but now she noticed me, turning her head toward me. Her friend turned down the music.

“Did you say something?” the black-haired girl asked me dismissively, and another laugh came from the back of the car.

Great, that was all I needed.

“I just asked if you could park a bit further to the right. Otherwise, I won't get out of here - and neither will you, by the way,” I repeated in a calm voice directed at the blonde girl.

She looked at me for a moment and seemed to consider parking out. Then she pressed a button, and the door opened…upwards.

Okay, maybe this wasn't a Mazda at all.

“So, I get out of here easily,” she chirped, putting on a saccharine smile.

Was she serious?

This time, the black-haired girl laughed, too, before getting out. Another blonde girl - the one who had been giggling in the street - appeared. Unlike the other two, she wore a bit more makeup, and her clothes were all pink and rather revealing, while the other two were dressed more elegantly.

“Just wait until we get back. We won’t be long,” said the blonde with the high cheekbones. “Oh, and don't try to get out. That car was expensive.”

All three laughed, turned their backs on me, and strutted off toward the shopping center.

Anger rose up inside me. How could anyone be so rude? I knew girls like that from high school days, and wherever they appeared, there was trouble.

I noticed how my heartbeat accelerated, and my arms began to tingle.

A glance at my wrist told me that my arteries stood out, and the dark blood was more visible than usual. As always, it reminded me of a kind of fine pattern that lay across my pale skin like a dark moving tattoo.

I shuddered and pulled the sleeves of my brown cardigan down further.

It hadn't been this strong for a long time. So had the headache that started a few seconds later and hit me full force.

It was the pills. The pills that were supposed to help me control these attacks, which they did, in fact, but just to a certain extent. If I hadn't taken them, I probably would have ripped open the car door and yelled at the girl.

“Bayla? Are you all right?”

I jerked my head around.

“Mum?”

Instinctively, I pushed my sleeve down even further and was about to open the door when I noticed, just in time, that an expensive car was parked there.

Furiously, I let go of the door handle.

“Are you okay, honey?” Mum asked, a little more worried this time.

“Yes, everything's fine. It's just the pills. I've got a headache...the usual.”

I tried to sound normal, but the concern didn't disappear from her face.

There was just nothing usual about me that didn't worry my mother.

“Do you want me to go in alone?”

It would probably have been better to wait in the car. However, I didn't want to meet those stupid brats again, and the chances of them being back sooner than my mum were significantly higher.

“No, I'll be fine. Have you got the money?”

I climbed over the driver's seat, my sleeves riding up. But to my relief, my body had calmed down again. Except for my head, because it was pounding pretty hard. The sun didn't make it any better.

“Yes, of course...Why are you climbing over the driver's seat?”

Mum watched my acrobatic maneuver in irritation.

“Because another car blocked my door,” I said. “People are really nice here, Mum.” I looked at her, annoyed. “And while we're on the subject... have you heard the weather report?”

I wouldn't be surprised if God wanted to punish the vain inhabitants of this town with a flood. Those three arrogant goats had it coming.

“Blairville is stormy in the autumn,” Mum said with a shrug. A roll of thunder sounded in the distance, as if God was signaling that he was coming for me, too. “Come on, let's go inside.”

Surprisingly, the shopping didn't take long. Fortunately, I had not encountered the goats again either, and by the time we arrived at the car, theirs had left already.

The drive to the house flew by, as it was not far from downtown.

We turned into a Beaver Street. Tranquil family homes stood to the left and right of the roadside. Colorful front gardens decorated the view. Everything looked new and peaceful. If the place from those harmonious family comedies really existed, then I had just found it.

However, it puzzled me a little that the first families had already put up Halloween decorations on their stairs.

And then I discovered all the ravens on the power line. They were forming a row, preening each other's feathers.

Where were all these birds coming from? It was as if this city was suffering from a plague of ravens.

“Back then, only students lived here, but they were eventually moved to the Vanderwood campus.”

I didn't take my eyes off the massively crowded power lines and tried to ignore the penetratingly laughing clown on the windowsill of one of the houses. He laughed at my cursed fate.

“Why didn't they continue to let them live here?” I asked with interest.

“There were some pretty strange things happening down here, and the students weren't always in control.”

Not in control? What did she mean by that? Perhaps my initial concern that teenagers gone wild were wreaking havoc here had not been so far from reality after all. However, I could not suppress my curiosity.

“Strange things?”

Mum hesitated again. Then she stopped the car and turned it off before reaching for my hand. Hers were so cold that I froze.

“Just promise me you'll be a bit more careful around here, and always make sure you're not out on your own outside the city center.”

Her look had become more serious.

Confusion spread through my chest.

How was this place any different from crime-ridden Sacramento, if not even safer? What was she afraid of? Of the wolves? Of the storm? And why had we come here, of all places, if it was supposed to be so dangerous?

As she let go of my hands and tried to avert her gaze, I reached for her hand again.

“Mum? What do you mean?”

She shook her head, avoiding my gaze.

“Just take care of yourself. There are crazy people here, like everywhere else in the world, and I don't want anything to happen to my baby.”

With those words, she pulled me close, and I couldn't help but return her hug.

She was worried about me. I could feel it. Whereas my concern for her health was much bigger. I hoped that she would soon feel better and that we could then put all this behind us once and for all. It had become like a recurring nightmare that kept me awake night after night.

“Mum, I'm not a little kid anymore. You don't have to worry about me. I know how to defend myself.”

And I didn't mean the nine-week karate class my mother had forced me to take in 8th grade. I really was old enough.

“I know, darling, I know. But you know I'll never stop worrying about you.”

I knew that. And I worried about her just as much.

We sat like that for a while until she broke away from me. Tears that had gathered in her eyes were now running down her cheeks. She quickly wiped them away with the sleeve of her blouse and smoothed her shoulder-length dark blonde hair.

“We should go inside now,” she finally said softly.

Inside?

Curiously, I jerked my head around.

Mum had parked at the side of the road, and as I unbuckled my seatbelt, pushed open the door - which was now possible again - and swung myself out of the car, I realized why.

The driveway we were standing in front of was overgrown, and the wooden garden fence, from which the white paint was peeling, lay across the withered front garden of a large house. It was exactly the same color as the fence, except the paint hadn't peeled off quite as badly.

I looked around.

The neighboring properties looked neater, which was probably due to the fact that no one had apparently lived in this building for a long time. It had to be the house my mother had talked about.

And I didn't know if I really liked it. It looked like something out of a nineties’ horror movie.

“Come on, I'll show you around first. We can get the suitcases later,” Mum yelled to me from the boot.

A path led me directly to the wooden veranda that extended around the whole house. Someone had built a sitting area here and only a few pillows were missing to give it its coziness.

Mum came up the stairs and put a key in the door lock. She turned it and pulled the door open. A loud squeak sounded, making me wince.

“Looks like this place needs some work,” I gasped.

Mum looked around before entering the house. I followed her silently.

“The last time I was here, the garden fence was still standing. A storm must have taken it down.”

I wouldn't be surprised if the next storm took this whole ramshackle place with it.

Only now did I realize the meaning of Mum's words.

She had been here once before, a year ago. The thought that she had slept here gave me the creeps.

To my surprise, inside, it looked normal. The hallway was small but clean and tidy. A stone sculpture of buddha stood on a corner cupboard next to the wardrobe. When I looked closer, I realized it was not a Buddha but an elegant woman.

Going further into the house, we came to an attached living area with furniture covered by white sheets. There were no pictures on the wall, but it seemed as if some had once hung there because lighter, small, square spots stood out from the wall. A few flower pots with no contents and natural decor decorated this area of the house.

I followed Mum across the pale floorboards, and we came into a kitchen that looked very modern.

“Have you had the kitchen redone?” I asked, and Mum nodded. She inserted a plug into a socket, whereupon the fridge began to make squawking noises which, to my reassurance, faded into a loud buzzing.

“Don't worry. It's only like that at first. After a while, the noise will stop.”

The ground floor was an open area, and connected to the kitchen was a dining room with a dining table for six.

It was cozy here, but nothing like our old modern flat. I missed it already.

“Come on, I'll show you your new room.”

Mum smiled at me encouragingly.

Something told me I'd end up like Harry Potter in an old lumber room under the stairs, the plaster crumbling off the walls every time someone moved heavily above me.

Oh man, what had I given up my nice big room with its huge bookshelves for?

I followed my mother, hoping she would be merciful in the distribution of rooms.

An angled wooden staircase with surprisingly non-creaking steps led us up to the first floor.

It was not as bright here as downstairs, as there was only one large window at the end of the corridor, which looked out into the garden. Four doors—two on one side and two on the other —probably led to the former flat-sharing rooms. In the middle of the hallway was a railing around the stairs.

“Where do you sleep?” I asked Mum.

She gestured to one of the white doors.

“And you will sleep here,” she said to me as she led me to the front door on the opposite side.

As I entered the room, I immediately noticed that it was very bright. A large floor-to-ceiling window spread the evening sun's rays throughout the room, which didn't look unattractive at all with its cream-colored walls and wooden floorboards. A carpet of the same color with cushions lay in front of the window, and a white wooden bed stood in the middle of the room. There was also a desk and a large wardrobe.

It was a spacious room, but something was missing.

Anyway, I would only be here on weekends, as far as I had understood.

“I'll quickly get the suitcases and the shopping in. Have a look around in the meantime,” Mum said, turning around and leaving the room.

“I can do that too, Mum,” I said loudly and followed her out of the room as quickly as I had come in.

There were a lot of suitcases, and I definitely wasn't going to let her carry them up the stairs by herself. Especially not with all that was in one of my suitcases.

“You should take it easy. Remember what Dr. Copeland said,” I added, to which she rolled her eyes in mock annoyance.

But I was serious. If I wanted to get out of here quickly, I had to make sure that Mum got well again. And that was only possible if she didn’t overdo it.

I hurried down the stairs and made my way back through the house to the car.

The trunk was still open, and I was afraid that something was missing, but luckily everything was still there. In front of me were the black hard-shell suitcases and a large shopping bag.

Oh dear, what had I intended to do?

But I would make it because our former neighbors in California had made it, too, and they were around fifty.

Determined, I grabbed the first suitcase and pulled it out of the car. The suitcase landed in my arms, but somehow, I lost my balance and stumbled backward with no chance of stopping. I expected to slam onto the hard pavement, but suddenly, I felt a warm hand at my back, supporting me forward again.

After finding my balance, I wheeled around and looked into the face of a young, grinning man.

His olive-green eyes contrasted sharply with his tanned skin and dark brown, slightly curly hair. He was relatively tall and had broad shoulders. The navy-blue shirt he wore accentuated his arm muscles, which I was sure he got from a gym.

I must have stared at him for too long because the grin on his face widened even more.

“Uhm...sorry. I... I must have slipped,” I replied awkwardly.

God, that was embarrassing!

I quickly bent down to pick up the suitcase with one hand, but I failed.

It had to be my books.

“Do you need any help?” the young man asked me with a teasing undertone.

I looked up at him in surprise. A strange feeling spread through me.

I knew guys like him. They would go after anything that didn't run away in time. And they pretended to be nice when all they really wanted was sex to cross one off their list.

Since David, I have had enough of men.

Quickly, I shook my head.

“No, thanks...I...” Desperately, I pulled up the suitcase. “I…can handle it on my own. But thanks for the offer,” I pressed out with difficulty under the weight of the suitcase. As I did so, I concentrated on the heavy item, which I couldn't lift but could at least drag behind me.

“You sure?” he asked again, amused.

This time, it sounded like he was making fun of me. But I didn't let him stop me and kept pulling on the suitcase. The noise it made meant that the suitcase was about to get a few scratches. Mum would kill me.

Why on earth had she bought those suitcases without wheels?

“Julian, would you please help the girl, and not just stand there and watch, for god’s sake?” a man's deep voice suddenly called out from somewhere in the background.

I jerked my head around. That was when I spotted the man in a police uniform on the veranda of the neighboring house, who must have just come from work. That could only be Julian's father. At least, he had a similar hair and skin color. The only difference was that his hairline was a little grayer and not so messy.

He smiled at me in a friendly way, and I returned it automatically.

Apparently, they were our neighbors. Not junkies, after all. At least not the policeman, who had to be about my mother's age. I wonder if this was the college friend she'd told me about downtown.

“I was just about to...” Julian was about to start, but I was quicker.

“No, it's all good. I'll be fine on my own.”

“What have you done, boy, that she already doesn't like you?”

Now, I had to grin. I instantly liked his father.

Julian reached for my suitcase and just picked it up without a second thought.

Startled, I looked at him and backed away a little. Apparently, he was stronger than I had suspected.

I didn't say anything more because I didn't want to be rude in front of his father.

“I'm happy to help a damsel in distress,” Julian said with this grin on his face that I couldn't stand before turning around and carrying the suitcase through Mum's demolished front yard as if it were a handbag.

What was this jerk thinking he was doing?

I suppressed the urge to snatch the suitcase from his hands and quickly grabbed the shopping bag, which, unlike the suitcase, was damn lightweight. Then, I hurried to follow him.

When I arrived at the house, I spotted him talking to my mum. That was all I needed now.

“Mum, this is...”

“I know Julian. Isn't he a real gentleman?” My jaw dropped, but Mum skillfully ignored it and turned to the neighbor guy. “Thank you for helping me.”

Julian had blushed and was running his hands through his hair. Then he looked at me, and my eyes lingered on him again. The green of his eyes reminded me of deep, uncharted forests...

I shook my head, startled by myself, and averted my eyes from his. Julian, too, turned back to my mother.

Strange encounter...just strange.

“I'll get the other bags, Ms. Adams.”

That golden retriever smile...such a little suck-up.

Julian disappeared through the door with his permanent grin, and I glanced questioningly at Mum.

“Gentleman? Really? And how exactly do you know him?”

“Firstly, he's a really nice young man and secondly, I'm friends with his father Graham. We went to Vanderwood together,” she replied to me, reminiscing as she exposed the glass blue vase in her hands to my scrutinizing gaze.

Slowly, I began to realize that I knew little about my mother's past. Although she had spent half of her life here, she had not told me much about Vanderwood or Blairville until now.

Suddenly, a strange thought occurred to me: I wonder if she had met my father here. It was possible. But what would it matter? He had simply left us, and if he really wanted to have something to do with me, he would have contacted me.

I erased the thought as quickly as it had come.

“Thanks for bringing the groceries in.”

Mum now looked at me again, released from her rigidity of thought, winked at me and set the vase down on the kitchen counter to take the bag from me.

Apparently, I hadn't been able to do more than bring in this light thing. I had been embarrassed in front of Julian, not being able to lift the suitcase. Where was this guy anyway?

“Mum, where's my suitcase?”

“Julian put it in your room, don't worry.”

Julian had been in my room? Since when did my mother let random guys into our rooms just like that? She had always been so suspicious of my ex-boyfriend, David, when he spent time with us, even though he had been really okay before all the drama. And Julian was - at least for me - a damn stranger.

Just at that moment, he reappeared with two more suitcases under his arms and smiled in our direction.

“Where do you want them?”

Ooohh no, not this time, I thought to myself and took the initiative to do something about the pushy young neighbor.

“It's alright. I'll take these upstairs myself.”

With a put-on smile, I took one suitcase from him and gestured for him to put the other down.

His gaze had become more suspicious. But he decided, wisely, not to comment and went back to the front door. The presence of my mother probably made him a little uneasy.

“One more is missing,” he called out and disappeared outside.

Couldn't he just leave?

“Don't overdo it,” Mum warned, addressing me as if I were weak and frail. Then she turned back to the groceries.

“These aren't so heavy,” I told her with confidence.

Recklessly, I lifted Mum's first suitcase and carried it carefully up the stairs. Arriving at her room, I pushed down the handle and placed the suitcases in front of her bed. The room looked a little different from mine because she had a sloping roof with two windows. And it wasn't flooded with evening sun like mine, which was why I was already satisfied with my room.

I turned around and arrived in the hallway when I ran straight into a muscular male body. Startled by the warmth and hardness, I jumped back.

“What are you doing here again?” I hissed at Julian, overwhelmed, my gaze lingering on his broad, defined arms. Swallowing, I forced myself to look into his face.

“Your mother told me to bring these two...”

“Yes, thank you.”

I yanked my suitcase rudely from his hand and carried it to my room without letting Julian finish. He, in turn, had followed me and was now leaning in the doorway. His gaze was on me. I could feel it.

Was he watching me?

I turned and looked directly into his sparkling eyes.

“Tell me, what do you actually want from me? You can't tell me you're here to kiss my mother's ass. Am I somehow your type or what? If so, I have absolutely no interest in you.”

Julian's expression instantly stiffened. I had apparently scratched his ego with my words.

Satisfied, I smiled.

“You're definitely not my type, and I don't know what your problem is. I was just trying to be friendly,” he retorted harshly. “You're all so aloof, except for your mother. Is that such a witch thing?”

Of course... Just because a girl wouldn't let him flirt with her, she was called a witch. What else? This guy fulfilled the stereotype to such an extent.

“I didn't need any help, okay?”

He raised an eyebrow in response to my sentence.

“That's not what it looked like,” he grinned again, and I was about to slam the door right in his face.

“I still didn't ask you to do that. Now, please go. I have other things to do.”

He looked at me for a moment before turning and disappearing down the stairs with the words, “I was happy to do it anyway, Adam's girl.”

I rolled my eyes and closed the door behind me.

Finally, he was gone, and I had my peace. That had definitely been too many annoying people in one day. It could only get better...
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Chapter 2

Mady

The pages of the book no longer smelled of her. What remained was merely the coffee note. Bitter and yet somehow soft.

Automatically, warmth arose in my chest.

“Your mother is addicted to this devilish stuff.”

He had laughed and taken her in his arms, kissed her tenderly as if it had been their first year.

Blinking, I tried to focus on the book. The words blurred, and a wild pile of letters made it impossible to decipher a single word.

I slammed the book shut and wiped away the tear with the sleeve of my emerald-colored cardigan.

Enough reading, even if I didn’t know what to do with all this time until summer was over. My bookshelf was full of horror and dark romance books I’d borrowed from the public library, but if all I did was read all the time, I might get neglected here.

My gaze wandered from my coffee cup to the window, down to the street, where a young man with a suitcase in his hand was hurrying up the stairs of the abandoned house next door.

I held my breath.

Julian. The loner from high school with the dark hoodies. I’d never understood why Nash had pushed him away like that. Why he had pushed me away...

Automatically, I reached for the coffee cup, but it was empty.

With a sigh, I withdrew my hand and tried to focus on the present.

Julian had just strolled through the overgrown garden of the white house. Carrying a suitcase...

Confused, I watched the street. And then I spotted the girl with shoulder-length brown hair. She followed him into the house.

The ringing of the front doorbell forced me away from the window and down the stairs.

I didn’t even have to peek through the glass to see who was standing there on our porch. Relieved that she hadn’t forgotten me yet, I pulled open the front door.

With a crooked grin, Mia looked around to the street as usual and entered the house I’d been holed up in for weeks.

She wrapped her arms around me, and I automatically felt better. Longing mingled with lightness, but I suppressed the urge to pull her tighter against me. It was as if I needed that hug. Still, I quickly let go of Mia.

“God, you wouldn’t believe how demanding Dad is again,” she laughed, heading up the stairs, “and this time it’s not because of the missing people cases.”

The Bexleys had managed to get Mia’s father and my big brother unnaturally worried about us two with their news channel. Until a month ago, we had been out in the woods, enjoying the weather and gossiping about annoying girls in high school, but now there was a curfew for those under age, which meant Mia wasn’t allowed out after 10 p.m.

I actually liked Blairville Police Chief Graham Bardot, her father, but this measure was excessive.

I followed my high school friend up the stairs and thought three times about asking her. And then I did.

“Is he drinking?”

Mia said nothing until we arrived in my room. I regretted bringing up the subject. I had a talent for bringing up the wrong topics.

“No...,” Mia finally sighed, running a hand through her full dark blonde hair. It had grown longer over the past few weeks, whereas mine seemed to have stopped growing a year ago.

“But he’s been giving me lecture after lecture about how careful I need to be.” She rolled her eyes and dropped into the pastel green beanbag.  “With boys... And then he did start seriously telling me about birth control.”

I laughed softly, and a pillow crashed into my face two seconds later.

“Ouch!” Giggling, I sank back onto the windowsill.

“Julian saved me,” it escaped her with widened eyes, as if she were reviewing the conversation with her father before her inner eye.

The corners of my mouth moved upward.

She was lucky to have her big brother...

A shadow settled over my thoughts. I had never had that relationship with Ezra. He cared about me... But it didn’t feel like he was my brother. More like someone who was trying to hold on to everything our parents had left behind before it collapsed in on itself.

“Is Ezra still at work?”

I looked at Mia, caught.

“Yeah, he…”

“He’s gotten really hot.”

“Mia!” it escaped me, and I threw back the pillow, which she caught with a gleeful look. “He’s way too old for you! And besides... No!” I laughed, feeling the warmth in my cheeks. “He’s my brother!”

My eyes wandered to the window outside, where Julian was pulling two suitcases out of the car. His arm muscles visibly tensed. “Your brother got hot.”

The pillow hit me straight on the head.

“Don’t you dare!” It sounded like a warning, but the grin returned a few seconds later, making us both laugh out loud.

I raised both hands as she reached for the other pillow.

“Don’t worry. I’m through with guys... for now.”

A lie. I wanted it to be, but the dreams still hadn’t stopped.

“I hope Nash hasn’t gotten any hotter.”

My smile disappeared for good.

Mia rose from the beanbag and came to me, putting a hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry...that was stupid of me.”

“It wasn’t,” I tried to assure her, but I couldn’t even manage to hold her gaze.

“If I don’t talk about it, this crap will eat me up eventually,” I sighed softly, finally rising from the windowsill. “But you know what? Soon, I’ll be in a new place with new people, not to mention...” I paced lightly around my room. “I have a degree that I’m going to invest my seemingly endless time in.”

In front of the mirror, I paused and looked at the girl with wavy black hair and eyes that matched the color of her emerald green cardigan.

“Listen... You might not like this, but...” Mia paused for a moment, and our eyes met in the mirror. “They’re all going to stay here.”

I couldn’t stop something in my chest from tightening, contracting, and growing heavier.

“My friends told me that Vivienna and her friends will be attending Vanderwood.”

Mia hesitated. And I had to take in what she had just told me. I should be excited that I might get another chance with them, but all I felt was this tugging in my chest.

“And Julian said that Emely is staying too.”

My breathing stopped completely. I was just waiting for her to say it, to say the damn thing I was most afraid of.

“Nash is staying, Mady.”

My heart stopped.

What had I done to deserve this? How had I managed to manifest all this bad luck in my life? How?

“But look, you’re going to meet new people, and the campus is so big, you’ll probably never run into each other.”

I turned to Mia, unable to get a word past my lips.

I had spent far too long saying goodbye to him internally. I had applied to many universities and colleges in Canada and even in the United States. The same response has always come: rejections. And it had always been because of my grades. They didn’t say it, but I knew it. My grades weren’t good enough.

I tried to push the thought away, but it somehow boxed itself forward.

I wasn’t good enough.

My eyes wandered to the papers on my desk—a pile of disorganized documents, at the top the scholarship I had received only because I had been involved in Blairville, all the clubs I had joined, all the events I had helped to organize.

Ezra’s words came up, and with them, the guilt.

“You should be happy that you can study at all without having to pay anything.”

Maybe he was right. I was ungrateful for my undeserved good luck.

But this? I had assumed that they would all go to private universities. Their parents were so rich, and they were all so smart. Even if they hadn’t been... Why Vanderwood, of all places? All doors were open to them...

I understood that Julian was going to Vanderwood, and I didn’t care. But him?

He would stay here. So would I.

“Mady.” My vision sharpened, and instead of the images in my head, I saw Mia again. She touched my arm. Her skin was a heater, as always. “You won’t even look at him with your hot ass.”

Her encouraging smile made me smile, too, and I blinked away the tears.

A rhythmic buzzing sounded – Mia’s cell phone.

“Dad?” Mia turned away from me, and I looked out the window again. “Yeah, I’m at Mady’s.” My gaze slid over the facade of the white house next door. “See you in five minutes then.”

Mia slid the phone back into her pocket and turned to me.

“My dad. There’s dinner.”

I nodded, and Mia turned to leave.

“One question...” I put in, and she paused while walking, turning to me. “Do you know who these new neighbors are?”

Mia glanced out the window. “An old friend of my father’s.” Then, shrugging, she looked back at me. “That’s all I know.”
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Chapter 3

Julian

When I arrived at the bottom of the stairs, Ms. Adams was standing in the kitchen, smiling kindly as always. She had already stowed the groceries in the cupboards, and it looked like she was just waiting for me.

“I don’t know what her problem is, but I really appreciate you helping us out,” she sighed, smiling in my direction.

“Anytime, Ms. Adams.”

My selflessness was at a point today where it hadn’t been in a long time. I didn’t know what had driven me to help this rude girl.

“Julian.” She looked at me urgently. “How many more times? Feel free to call me Diana.”

“Okay, ...Diana,” I corrected myself uneasily.

It wasn’t often that I was treated so well by people of her kind.

Get a grip, Julian. She’s nice. So you are, too.

Maybe it was actually because she was the first of her kind who didn’t make me feel stupid or want me to get out of her part of town.

“Could you please tell your father I said hello? I haven’t seen him in a long time.” I tried to find something sneaky in her smile. Failing. “How are you all doing, anyway?”

“Pretty good so far.”

I wasn’t much of a talker. She already knew that, which is why she just smiled and didn’t dig any further.

“That’s good to hear.” She sounded genuinely interested, which made me feel guilty about whether I had been too curt in answering her. “I don’t want to hold you up any longer.”

“You’re not holding me up, Ms. Ad... Diana.” It was strange to be on a first-name basis with her. She was my father’s age. “But my father just called me to dinner, so from there...”

Diana nodded in understanding and wiped the dust off the stove top with a rag.

I turned to leave.

“Oh, and...” she continued. Attentively, I paused. “Please tell your family that you are invited to dinner with us tomorrow night.”

“That’s kind of you. I’ll pass the word along.” With those words, I disappeared through the squeaky front door and skipped down the porch.

The Adams’ front yard looked like someone had driven his car into it. Dried-up plants lined the ground, and a lot of weeds had grown since Diana had last been here. The garden fence had also been standing three weeks ago. Now it lay across the front of the garden, propping its last standing end against the crooked mailbox.

Something really needed to be done here.

I made my way past the tall shrubs until I stopped on the sidewalk.

A flicker flashed next to Ms. Adams’ car, blinding me for a split second. The setting sun seemed to be reflecting in something...

When I looked closer, I realized it was a sapphire blue charm. I moved closer to get a better look.

A crackling sounded behind me.

I jerked around.

I was prepared for anything. If necessary, I would be able to kill my opponent.

My gaze searched first the footpath, then the garden fence. But there was no one there.

Then I smelled it. Another Senseque was nearby, and I knew for sure that it was not my father. She was here.

I turned cautiously in all directions but felt rather stupid myself because I could always assign all sounds to their sources. Over the years, this ability had clearly faded.

Another crackling sounded in the undergrowth. This time, it came from the direction of our garden.

I quickly picked up the charm, then ran and set to jump, skillfully pulling myself over our high fence without knocking it down this time. I landed with both feet in the garden behind our house.

“You can’t hide,” I shouted into the adjoining woods. “Your smell is too strong.”

She must have realized it, too, because, with a leap out of the thicket, she landed in front of me. Her dark brown, almost black hair was a mess and made her look more threatening. In her dark brown eyes was that gleam I only saw when she and the pack were on the hunt.

If I didn’t know her, I would have expected a serious threat now.

I took a step toward her. She did not back away. Instead, she did the same until there were only a few inches between us.

“What are you doing here, Emely?” it escaped me.

She knew perfectly well that she wasn’t supposed to be here at this hour. But above all, there was one thing she wasn’t allowed to do in this area: hunting.

“I’ve been watching you,” she growled, looking around cautiously. “You were talking to one of them.”

Her gaze was full of hostility. She seemed almost dangerous with her yellow glowing Senseque eyes.

I wasn’t forbidden to talk to them. And anyway...what business was it of hers? Just because the pack didn’t like it? Screw the pack.

“I can talk to whomever I want. And I won’t be forbidden by you.” My brows narrowed. “How many more times?”

She clenched her teeth.

I was right, and she knew it.

“You really still think that because of this arrangement, you can enjoy any freedom and do whatever you want. But you don’t. They want to control you.”

I sighed. “They don’t want to control us. We chose to live here.”

In fact, I wasn’t saying anything new.

“If your father wasn’t a cop working for the city, they would have chased you guys away long ago. Believe me. They’re just using you. And you’re going to be a problem for them sooner or later.”

Her words hit the mark.

I kept silent because I had to try to control the rising anger inside me. Unrestrained blood noticeably pulsed in my veins, which slowly began to stand out. But I would not turn. Not here. Not after all this time.

Emely must have noticed because her eyes turned yellow. Her expression became more serious.

“My father wants you to join us.”

Now she started again. Of course, Nickolas wanted me to do that.

“And Maverick?” I countered.

“Maverick is not the Alpha. Nobody cares about his take on the whole thing because he has to accept my father’s opinion.”

And that was exactly the problem. I would not submit to some bossy Alpha whom I then had to obey without resistance. It might be that as long as we lived here, we had to abide by the rules of the witches. But it was still better than belonging to a group where one’s own opinion did not count. I didn’t need a manipulative pack. End of discussion.

“My dad already knew why he left,” I murmured.

“Everyone needs a pack, Julian. That’s where you’ll get help if you’re in trouble.”

Her voice sounded calmer now. More insistent. I knew what she was trying to say.

“But I’m not in trouble, and I don’t need you,” I drove at her a little too harshly.

She looked hurt. I hadn’t meant for that to happen. Then again, what did it matter? Maybe, at some point, she’d finally let it go.

Pretty quickly, she managed to hide her emotions again, which was unusual for Emely.

“You’re cocky, Julian. Has anyone ever told you that?”

I was cocky, then. If it kept me from wanting them to keep me around, I was just fine with making them beg until they finally realized they might as well have been talking to a fucking wall.

“And you shut yourself off completely. When was the last time you let anyone get to you?” she added.

My expression darkened, and I clenched my hands into fists.

I didn’t need to let anyone get to me. That was exactly what had made me bleed. If you let other people get close to you, you became controllable, vulnerable... It was probably the pack’s ploy to keep members from suddenly disappearing. I wouldn’t fall for that.

Emely took a deep breath as if it was me who was causing trouble right now.

“If it were up to me, I wouldn’t always ask you. My father just wanted you to know that we always have a place for you.”

“Then tell him I don’t need that place,” I growled, turning around.

I was sick of Nickolas’ offers. If they needed newbies, they should go recruit others. Maybe some wild wolves who roamed the woods and purposely harmed others. That scum needed a pack much more than I did.

“What did she want?”

My father’s voice startled me.

I looked around quickly. Emely had disappeared.

Annoyed, I looked back at Dad.

“The usual.”

“What did you say?”

He looked at me with concern.

“Don’t act like you weren’t listening, Dad. I’m not going to be a part of this bullshit.”

My dad didn’t say anything about it, but I knew how he felt about the pack.

“Any news?” I asked, not in the mood for small talk, but my dad knew what I meant and quickly got to the point.

“Just some hikers I stopped from going into Fogs Forest.”

I nodded pensively.

While I wanted nothing to do with that town, these missing people cases had caught my attention. Because if the pack had anything to do with more and more people disappearing in the woods around here, it didn’t look good for my family either, even if Dad was the town’s police chief.

“You shouldn’t throw away your friendship with Emely.”

With those words, Dad turned and went back into the house.

Once again, I clenched my fists. Something sharp was digging into my skin.

I remembered that the blue stone I had found a few minutes ago was still in my hand.

I opened it and looked at it more closely. Only now did I see that the charm dangled from a subtle silver chain. The stone, a crystal, was about the size of my thumbnail but not particularly heavy.

It must have fallen off the Adams girl earlier when she had tried to lift the suitcase out of the trunk. That strange girl.

She was Ms. Adam’s daughter, but she didn’t smell the least bit like a witch. Maybe I was just mistaken, but nothing like this had ever happened to me before. The sharpness of my senses must really have reached a drastic low point.

The thought of earlier made me grin again.

I put the necklace in the pocket of my jeans.

She would get it back—just not today. She had made me understand that I had gotten on her nerves, and that was something I had to get over first. Usually, girls would run after me unasked. I hoped that would change on campus.

This girl here was different, not my type, though, and way too stubborn, even though she looked really cute with her different-colored eyes.

“Are you coming in, little brother?” Mia’s asked from our porch.

According to Dad, my little sister was much more mature than me at the age of 15. To be exact, she was the complete opposite of me. I was the stubborn loner, while she owned the role of the responsible angel in the family and gathered a bunch of friends around her in high school. And even though she drove me crazy sometimes, I loved her. Without her, I probably would have been screwed.

“Yeah, pain in the ass,” I grumbled, the corners of my mouth automatically moving upward.

Mia grinned back. “First one to the table!”

I didn’t need to be told twice.
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Chapter 4

Emely

How could Julian be such a stubborn ass? It wasn’t like we wanted anything wrong from him. Actually, he also knew that my father would never force him to join the pack. On the contrary. He had given his word to the Bardots, and the word of an Alpha was a rare gesture of generosity.

But he also had to listen, as all Alphas had to, to the Code that had been created when wild wolves had begun to disregard the rules and show themselves to humans, only to give in to their hunger and bring all the myths about us to life.

I sped up a bit, and the trees almost rushed past me, even though I was just in my human form. Not for one minute longer did I want to be in this part of town. It smelled like them everywhere here, and I didn’t know which was worse. That the Quatura wanted to tell us what to do or this disgusting stench.

My legs took me further into the eastern part of the forest, because at no price did I want to run into any witches here.

Slowly, it began to smell of nature and wildlife again, and my body relaxed a bit. And slowly I recognized some trees with their scratch marks from the fights of the guys.

I didn’t think much of these power games, just to show which rank one had within the pack. Maybe that was the reason Julian didn’t want to join us. But what the hell? Sooner or later, he would come to us. I knew that, even if he resisted so much. There were rules that even he had to submit to.

A soft crackling in the undergrowth tore me from my thoughts, and a familiar smell rose to my nose. It looked like I had arrived home faster than expected.

Cautiously, I looked around, but nothing strange caught my eye.

He had gotten better. But so had I.

I took a quick leap to the side, and a second later, my sixteen-year-old brother landed on the damp forest ground, right where I had been standing a moment ago.

“Ahh, fuck!” it escaped him, and he tried to straighten up but buckled.

“Don’t even try it next time, Finn!”

I had to laugh, and, to be honest, I laughed at him.

At sixteen years old, he was just two years younger than me and still landing with too much speed. No wonder he ended up on the ground where he was at that moment.

“Laugh all you want,” Finn pressed out, finally giving it up.

Grinning, I took a step toward him and was about to hold out my hand, but immediately regretted it because he pulled me to him on the ground with a sweeping motion.

“Hey!”

Luckily, I wasn’t wearing my best jeans, but a pair of khaki cargo pants. Out here, clothes got dirty fast. Especially with the others.

“That’s what you get!” he laughed out loud.

Sometimes, I wondered if I deserved to call this naughty brat my half-brother.

I stayed lying next to him in the dirt. I didn’t care about the grass stains and dust now, either.

A look through the open canopy told me that it was already later than expected. The sun had turned the sky slightly purple, and the massive cloud towers, common for this time of year in Blairville, looked as if they were hiding dark castles.

“Still trying to convince your crush?”

Annoyed, I punched Finn in the side.

“We’re just friends,” I said bitingly, though that sentence really upset me. Were we really still friends? Or was I just still telling myself that?

Julian and I had spent so much time together when we were kids. Together with Nash and Kieran, we had made the forest unsafe and had romped around on our property. Time had flown by. But it had never driven us apart. Then, three years ago, everything had begun to fall apart.

I told myself, day after day, that I could still save it. But maybe it was all an illusion, and I just imagined that Julian still had any interest in our friendship. He didn’t care about anything anymore. Simply nothing.

This was exactly why I had wondered why he had signed up with us at Vanderwood, as my uncle had told me.

“You know... Sooner or later, he’ll come around,” Finn said.

I turned my head toward him.

Of the three siblings, he looked the most like father, with his caramel blond curls. I often wondered what his mother looked like. She had been a human.

It was customary for Senseque men to find a human wife since female Senseque, like my mother, were rare. And since humans were not allowed to know of our existence, the Senseque fathers took the children, always boys, and raised them alone with the help of the pack.

Only now did I realize what he had said.

“How can you be so sure?” I dug deeper.

“Because so far, they’ve all come. Every single one of them.”

The chirping of the crickets relaxed me a bit, and I let all the frustration out of me in one breath, letting the wind brush through my hair, trying to stay in the moment, which I couldn’t.

Finn was right. However, Julian was not like everyone else. He was different.

Broken, yet resilient.

“You shouldn’t get so caught up in this. It’s the Alpha’s job to recruit. Or don’t you trust Father?”

I jumped up and looked down at Finn.

He must have seen the horror on my face because he immediately started laughing again.

“Oh man, Emy. I was just kidding.”

Finally, he rose too and looked at me, part amused, part examining.

It wasn’t a joke. I knew that for a fact.

He was accusing me of not being submissive to the Alpha. But that was not true. I would never betray my family and do independent shit that could harm the whole pack or the highest Code. Right now, when Father had so much to do, I would do my best to serve the Code as he was doing.

“Finn, this is not funny. You should watch what you say.”

“Why are you being like this?” he growled before grinning again.

Then I whispered softly. “Because we’re being overheard.”

Finn looked around abruptly, and I glanced in the direction from which I had heard the soft rustling. That had definitely not been a squirrel.

I snorted.

It was Nash.

“You can come out. We know you’re there,” I murmured, waiting for my twin brother to emerge from behind the tree.

His bright blue eyes twinkled teasingly at me. The straight, dark blond hair was a bit of a mess. And if you put the two of us next to each other, you probably wouldn’t guess that we had the same parents.

“Well, going solo again, I guess, sis?”

A grin played around the corners of his mouth.

“Dude, how did you hear him?” it came from Finn, who had snapped out of his shock stupor.

Before I could retort anything, Nash pointed his finger in the direction of our property.

“Father wants to talk to you.”

He looked at Finn with a serious expression.

“Very funny,” our little brother replied, but he settled for that and headed for the house. We all knew that Nash just wanted to play boss and was taking advantage of every opportunity to do so.

When Finn was out of hearing range, he took a step toward me.

Before he could say anything, I braced my arms on my hips.

“It’s not funny that you show yourself to people. You’re breaking the Code with that, damn it!”

I glared at Nash reproachfully, and he pressed his lips together.

“Who knew there would be people hanging around this abandoned fun fair...”

I sighed. “As long as father gives you your free pass...”

“Don’t think I enjoy the special status,” he laughed dryly.

“I certainly don’t enjoy any, Nash, because I have to take care of everything, including making sure my big brother doesn’t drag the pack into shit.”

I tried to get past Nash, but he stood in my way.

“Your brother didn’t ask you to do that.”

I took a deep breath before seeking his eye contact. “No one asks me to do the things I do, but I do them because they have to be done and because if I didn’t, the pack would go down the drain. Father can’t do it all alone.”

Nash looked like he wanted to say something more but just looked past me, sighing, shaking his head before looking at me as if he pitied me.

“So out with it. Why did you just eavesdrop on us?” I asked him examining, trying to change the subject.

“You were with the Bardots again,” he remarked harshly, his jaw noticeably tightening.

“And?” I asked. I wanted him to say it.

“You should finally leave Julian alone. Don’t get me wrong. I have nothing against him. He’s all right...” All right. I almost laughed out loud but held back. “But he’s chosen to go against the pack, and by doing so, he’s chosen to go against our family as well. And I can’t accept that.”

Unimpressed, I raised my brows.

“You’re not the Alpha yet. So, it shouldn’t bother you.” I scuffed my feet in the dirt. “And besides, Father really sent me this time.”

Nash just shook his head. “Even if he didn’t send you, you’d go.”

My jaw dropped. He was accusing me of the same thing Finn was. “Nash, that’s not fair. You both used to be friends!”

My twin brother walked past me, so I couldn’t see his face. He was fucking cowardly. Too cowardly to show his true feelings.

“And besides, he can still change his mind. You know what happened changed him.”

Nash knew Julian’s reasons.

“It changed you, too, Emy,” he sighed now. “I just don’t want you to worry so much about someone who doesn’t care about you entirely.”

“I don’t, okay?!” I snapped at him, and Nash paused. “Julian will make up his mind for us... Sooner or later.”

Hearing my own words, I realized how implausible it sounded. Like I was trying to convince myself of it.

Nash came back to me and stood in front of me. There was despair in his eyes...worry. And I wondered if this was all about me.

“He’s already made up his mind, Emely.”

No, that wasn’t true. I couldn’t give up on Julian. Not only would he need us sooner or later...he would come to us.

I shook my head slowly.

Nash was still looking deep into my eyes.

“That’s not true. All you care about is that...”

I broke off because I didn’t want to blame Nash now. He was my brother, and he cared about me.

His arms wrapped around my body, and I wrapped mine around his back in friendship.

Inside, I was grateful to him for this hug because I was close to tears.

But I had to pull myself together.

There were still a few songbirds chirping, and the fresh forest air invaded my nose, while a roll of thunder sounded in the distance.

I loved it here. And Julian had loved it, too, back then…

What had happened? What had it all made of us?

The wind brushed my hair, and I heard Nash whispering at my back.

“He’s decided against you, Emy.”

Mayor’s Office

The mayor tried to ignore the thunder in the distance. Like every year, the sound sent goosebumps down her arms. Yet the annual autumn storms weren’t half as bad as the fact that she had to keep this town from collapsing.

She turned in her desk chair, away from the oak table, and looked out the window across to the lawyer’s office when the door burst open.

She flinched, turned quickly, and spotted the man in his fifties who was known as the head doctor at Blairville Hospital.

“Dr. Copeland,” she began, putting on her well-practiced smile. “I’m glad it’s you.”

The doctor looked anything but thrilled. His expression was tense, his beard, a boatman’s ruff, and dark blond hair were neat, as always, and his doctor’s coat, along with suit pants, dark brown vest, and white shirt, fit neatly, but the mayor knew this man was a loose cannon.

“I don’t have much time!” the doctor pressed out, taking a deep breath.

“Then I’ll be brief,” the mayor continued, lowering her eyes to the documents on the table in front of her – quite a few cover letters from concerned citizens. “You can’t have your pack approaching people. You know the rules.” She looked up and caught his tense gaze. “People’s safety comes first,” she said.

“I always follow the rules,” the doctor snorted. “And so does my family.” His hands balled into fists, veins popping out on his arms, turning dark. “No one in the pack would harm a soul.”

The mayor tried not to stare at his arms, looking back into his eyes.

“I understand...”

“You do not!” the doctor snapped at her angrily. “All you Quatura care about is keeping your own head above water! We’re a thorn in your side!”

She pressed her lips together.

“As mayor, I’m all about making sure the treaties are followed.”

His irises flashed yellowish. “Then you should start restricting the DeLoughreys!”

When he uttered the name of the richest family in town, his jaw tightened to the point that she feared it would jump out.

“Who do you think is behind the missing persons cases in Fogs Forest?” He moved closer to the desk that thankfully separated them. “Wildlife?” He propped himself up on the desk. “Humans?”

“Doctor Copeland...”

“No!” He pounded his fist on the surface of the desk. “I’ve been silent long enough!” He pushed off, stepping back but not breaking eye contact. “Get a grip on these monsters before they become a threat not only to us but to the entire city!”

Just as quickly as he had appeared, the doctor disappeared. The door crashed shut, and the windows shook alarmingly.

It took five minutes for the mayor to exhale her breath. Then she rose, stared for a few minutes after the doctor, from the second floor, as he crossed the street in a rage towards the hospital, followed by reporters. When he was gone, she left the office through the side corridor to avoid the news channel reporters and strode toward the lawyer’s office with growing anxiety.

Heart racing, she entered the old Victorian-style brick building, passing a few legal assistants before taking the stairs upstairs.

The office door stood open, revealing a view of the beautiful young woman in the black lawyer’s dress. As always, she wore fine luxury dresses that flattered her elegant body, adorned with subtle silver jewelry, which the mayor knew was white gold.

“Miss DeLoughrey,” she began, clearing her throat and braving herself to enter the office.

The young woman with a heart-shaped face and dark brown, almost black hair did not even turn around but continued to put folders on her shelves.

“Miss Blair,” she said tonelessly. “I know why you’re here.” She spun to return to her desk. “And no, the clan has nothing to do with the Alpha’s accusations.” Only now did she look to the mayor, catching her gaze with her turquoise green eyes.

“I didn’t know eavesdropping was one of your qualities?” the mayor remarked with growing tension.

She knew that this lawyer’s beauty was only a facade. There was something dark behind it.             

Still, the mayor didn’t know if the woman was a Transformed or a Legacy Ruisangor. In general, she knew far too little about this family.

“That man is louder than my godson’s car,” the lawyer sighed, continuing to put away her papers.

The mayor’s gaze fell on the porcelain vase filled with dark red roses, but quickly wandered back to the woman’s feminine, if slim, figure.

“You’re staring, Mayor.” The mayor looked up, caught, but did not meet the lawyer’s gaze. “And I know you don’t trust me, but I don’t think I would work for the town if I had bad intentions for its residents.”

Maybe she did not have bad intentions, though the mayor wasn’t quite sure about that. But the lawyer’s clan head and his sons...

“The clan has changed,” the young lawyer continued. “Treaties were signed for this two centuries ago.” Her look was serious. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to be in New York tonight. My plane leaves in an hour.”

The lawyer folded up a folder, shoved it into her black leather handbag, reached for her black silk coat and the black fedora hat, and strutted confidently through the office on her high heels, past the mayor.

The footsteps linger throughout the attorney’s office. However, they moved into the subconscious as the mayor’s gaze slid through the English-style office, finally lingering on the vase.

The DeLoughrey seal was displayed in gold on the black porcelain. It featured a full rose blossom framed by a baroque crest.
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Chapter 5

Bayla

After I had packed my relatively small stock of laundry into the much too large closet, I folded the suitcase shut and looked at the other suitcase. Unfortunately, I didn’t have a bookshelf in this room. I guess I would have to ask Mum if I could get one because books definitely didn’t belong on the floor. However, they had to put up with just that space until then.

One by one, I unpacked each book and stacked them next to the window. A place where I would spend a lot of time with my Canterbury Classics over the next few days, because what else could I do in a small town that was completely unfamiliar to me?

After I finished stacking books, I packed both suitcases into the remaining free part of the closet, wondering for the third time today who it had once belonged to.

When I left, I would pack them in the trunk, because there was no question of this Julian helping us again. Mum and I would manage on our own. Just as always.

A glance at my alarm clock told me that it was time for dinner. Already for half an hour, it smelled of delicious food in the house, and my stomach growled insatiably. I hadn’t eaten in what felt like forever, even though it had only been six hours since I had devoured a damn good cheese sandwich. My mouth watered at the thought.

On my way out, I picked up my toiletry bag, which I still had to take to the bathroom.

My eyes fell on the last two doors in the hallway that I didn’t know. One of them had to lead to a bathroom. I decided on the one next to my room and took a step toward it to push down the handle. Carefully, I entered the darkened room and flicked on the light switch.

Of course, it wasn’t the bathroom. Instead, I had landed in another bedroom.

In terms of floor plan, it looked exactly like mine, except it had more furniture, which was surprisingly filled with stuff. In the middle of the room, like mine, was a wooden bed. The sheets on it were covered by a midnight blue bedspread. There was a bedside table with picture frames, a desk, and lots of books lying all over the place that instantly caught my interest.

They seemed to be very old copies. In addition, there were ceiling-high bookshelves filled with more books and pictures on the walls.

I immediately felt at home in this room. Everything looked so friendly and inviting... Almost as if someone lived here.

Curious, I went further in and ran my finger over the spines of the books. A tingling sensation ran through my fingers, and I held my breath, savoring the moment.

I had no idea that Mum used to have such a soft spot for books in her student days. And also, for this kind of literature. Titles like Wuthering Heights or Bleak House graced the shelf. But it didn’t just have authors like Charles Dickens or Emily Brontë lining the massive wooden panels of the shelf. Apparently, my mother had once found interest in the works of Jane Austen. A first edition of Pride and Prejudice lay on the nightstand to my left, and I recognized it immediately. A classic. I didn’t even want to know how much these books were all worth here.

Intrigued, I reached for the copy next to it, The Secret History by Donna Tartt, and opened it. The pages were a bit yellowed, and I spotted brown coffee stains in the margins.

Whoever read this book had been a very careless coffee drinker. Mum didn’t drink coffee, so it couldn’t have been her.

I was surprised that my mother had never told me about her book collection, although she definitely knew about my love of literature, especially the classics.

I would take her up on it, preferably right now at dinner.

As I was about to put the book away again, a vintage yellowed letter fell out of the last pages of the book.

I examined the paper that had fallen to the floor.

For Alice was written in scrawly ink on the delicately decorated envelope.

Alice? Who was Alice?

Perhaps the previous renter? Or a former student who had found accommodation here? Or perhaps a pseudonym for my mother?

“Bay, darling! Dinner’s ready. Are you coming down?” my mother’s voice rang out from the kitchen.

“Yes! I’ll be right down,” I answered frantically, shoving the letter into my back pocket. For later. Even though it might not have been any of my business... I had found it in our house, and it was not officially addressed to my mother...so?

I reached for the handle to follow the tantalizing smell of good food, but then my eyes grazed a picture frame in the corner of the back bookshelf. Pictured were three young women with their arms draped over their shoulders.

I paused because I immediately recognized that the woman on the right was my mother. She must have been around twenty years old at the time the picture was taken. I had never seen her at that age, but the straight nose and fine jawline... Unmistakable.

I had to smile. As expected, no biker jacket.

Her golden blonde hair was a little longer, and she wore glasses. By now, she had acquired contact lenses. But wow, she looked damn pretty in this picture. And happy... So did the other two women.

In the middle was a young, pretty woman with brown shoulder-length waves and turquoise eyes. Her smiling mouth elicited gentle dimples. In general, you could tell she looked very attractive, with her heart-shaped pale face. Surely, she must have had as many admirers as Larissa.

On the left, another beautiful woman leaned against the shoulders of the woman in the middle. Her ash blonde hair was straight and long, and her eyes had to be very bright. Almost ice blue. Her pretty face looked doll-like.

A certain amazement grew in me at my mother’s friendships. They must have had a beautiful youth. The smile in the picture spoke volumes.

I looked again at the light blonde woman. Somehow, her face seemed familiar. But I couldn’t remember seeing her before.

“What are you doing here?”

I startled violently, dropping the picture. The glass shattered on the floor with a crash, and I backed away, perplexed.

My mother was standing in the doorway, looking at me with her eyes wide open. I had never seen this look on her face before.

I quickly bent down, but my pitiful attempt to clean up the mess I had made here was interrupted by my mother. She pulled me out of the room by the arm, her nails scraping my arm.

“I’m sorry... I didn’t mean to break anything... I...” I started helplessly as her reaction threw me off track. However, she didn’t give me a second to explain myself.

“How did you get into this room?!” Her shaky voice sounded reproachful.

I couldn’t interpret the emotion on her face, which I was usually pretty good at.

All I saw was anger.... and... fear?

“I... I was going to the bathroom, and I got lost,” I brought out, still shocked.

“Of course... It was open. How could I have forgotten?” Mum whispered, talking to herself. She stared into the void. Her facial expression still seemed unchanged. Shocked.

“Mum...? I’m really sorry.”

But my mother didn’t seem to be listening. She turned to the door and put a key in the lock, which she turned. I heard a soft clack, twice.

“My toiletry bag is still in there.”

“Go downstairs and start eating already. I’ll catch up with you. I’ll take care of the bag.”

Her voice sounded different than usual.

What had I done wrong? Immediately I regretted ever having entered this room. Couldn’t I have just turned back immediately and continued looking for the bathroom? I was an idiot and had to snoop around in some of my mother’s private things, and now...

But her reaction... I had never seen her like that before.

So, I obeyed her wordlessly, hoping not to do anything else wrong, and silently made my way down the stairs.

Good job, Bayla. Really great job.

In front of me was a plate of spaghetti. I actually loved this dish, but today, I couldn’t get a bite down. The dull feeling of guilt in my stomach area had driven away the hunger pangs.

Mum was sitting across from me. Her hair was disheveled again, and her eyes were red. She had been crying... And it was my fault.

She hadn’t spoken a word to me since the incident a few minutes ago.

I felt bad and wanted to make up for it somehow. And I didn’t even know exactly what I had done wrong.

Reluctantly, I lifted the fork that was next to my plate and took a bite. It tasted good, but I didn’t want to force anything down my throat.

Carefully, I put the fork down again.

Maybe I should say something before the silence became awkward...

“I’m sorry.” I hesitated. “Whatever I did, please don’t be mad at me anymore.”

Now, she stopped eating. In her look, I recognized something like regret.

She also paused with her fork and raised her head.

“Bay, you don’t have to be sorry. You couldn’t have known. I should have locked the door.”

I was ashamed of myself for breaking the photo. Maybe it meant a lot to her and there was no copy. Or just the fact that I had touched it, gone through her old things.

I had intended to ask her if I could borrow some books from time to time, but now that was out of the question for me. Never again would I take a step into that room. Something like before should not happen again.

I gritted my teeth.

“You don’t have to talk to me about it. I shouldn’t have walked in. I should have kept looking for the bathroom instead.”

Mum didn’t answer me, but her expression softened a little.

“Can we go to that market together on Wednesday that you told me about?”

From the change of subject, I hoped to take her mind off things.

She started eating again.

“Yes, I’d love to.” Her voice had softened. “I need something for the cake anyway.”

I guess I had kind of blocked it out, but now I remembered that Friday was my birthday.

I bit my tongue.

Please not... I didn’t like my birthday because I remembered all too well the days when I had celebrated it.

I was seven years old and had invited all my friends – at least, I was convinced at the time that they were my friends. No one came, and no one showed up for my ninth birthday either. Since then, I had stopped having parties.

In retrospect, it had turned out that all these kids had been at the party of my then best friend Olivia, who had always celebrated on the same day as me on purpose, but after finding out I simply didn’t have the desire for any more parties.

“There’s also a bookstore near the market. If you want...”

“Yes!” it escaped me, and I just managed to keep my delighted tone in check.

Ever since I was a little girl, I loved to spend time with books. It was something like my passion, from the very beginning, and I mostly lived in a wide variety of literary worlds, from classic literature to crime novels to fantasy novels, even if it had taken me a long time to get into the last category.

“And if you need anything else for university, let me know. Then I’ll show you the stationery store.”

By now, Mum was smiling again, and I was glad that the mood wasn’t so glum anymore. And even though I didn’t like it when she tried to make conversation to cover up something else, it was okay. For now.

“Oh, and tomorrow night, we’ll have guests. I’ll be cooking. Please be nice to the Bardots.”

The look on her face told me she was serious. With that, I also knew immediately who the Bardots must be.

“You’re inviting the neighbors? Both of them?”

I had no problem with the cop. He seemed like a nice man. But his son?

“All four of them.”

I choked on a noodle and reached for the water glass.

“All four of them?”

Mum smiled. “Graham’s mother, Rosalie, will be there, too.”

“And who’s number four?” I echoed, hoping there wasn’t another annoyingly grinning one.

“Julian’s sister. She’s two years younger than you and a very kind girl.”

Relieved, I expelled the pent-up air and brought the glass back to my lips.

“Please behave a little more tomorrow than you did at noon today. The Bardots are nice neighbors.”

Behave?

I didn’t have the very best manners; however, I wasn’t a toddler anymore either.

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll just build a tower of potatoes and throw silverware around. The usual.”

I grinned, earning a warning look from my mother.

“Lucky for you, there will be no potatoes, young lady!”

“What are you going to cook?”

I was hoping for steak and fries or noodle and cheese casserole. The mere thought of cheese made my mouth water. Especially if my Mum was cooking it...

No wonder my thoughts were all about food when I had only eaten one noodle so far and choked on it, too. My hunger had returned.

Mum just said with a wink, “Let me surprise you.”

Dissatisfied, I snorted. She ignored it, aware of my pickiness.

I finished eating, then cleared my plate and Mum’s. Afterward, I kissed my mother goodnight on the cheek, before I disappeared upstairs, exhausted from this first day, put on comfortable sleeping clothes and slipped under the covers, overcome by tiredness.

The lovely melody of a piano reached my ears and woke me up for good. A few seconds later, the back pain set in.

This bed was damn uncomfortable because the mattress was way too soft. One slid literally into a wide hollow. At some point, I had squeezed a pillow under my back. And that had been a huge mistake.

Now I was lying here, in the middle of a bed that didn’t belong to me, living in a house that I hadn’t known about until yesterday, and plagued by pain in places where I had never felt pain before.

Groaning, I straightened up and again perceived that soft sound.

I looked at my watch. It was only seven o’clock.

Who was listening to piano music at this hour?

I listened attentively to the soothing sounds. They came from outside.

During the night, I had left the window open so that fresh air could come in through the slit. Now, I regretted it, even if the melody was not bad at all. However, loud noises had kept me awake that night and as if that had not been enough, these were also replaced by loud annoying birds in the morning.

Of course, I had nothing against animals, not at all, even though I had already run over three, in my defense, unintentionally.

It was the familiar roar of the city that I was missing.

With a yawn, I rose from the edge of the bed.

I didn’t feel that rested. However, despite everything, I had gotten more sleep than in the last two weeks, when I had had to prepare everything for university and the move. Then Dr. Copeland had called on short notice to inform my mother that she was next on the patient list. This doctor... I swear.

The soft music brought me back to reality.

Curious, I crept to the window to take a look outside and search for the source of the harmonious sound. The neighboring house was only about four meters away from ours.

I tried to see something, but the rising sun on the horizon behind the trees blinded me.

Protectively, I raised a hand in front of my face so that I could see through the window.

What I spotted was a guy in sweatpants, sitting at a grand piano...playing the piano. He had no top on, which allowed me to see his defined masculine upper body, and I immediately wondered if he wasn’t freezing.

My gaze lost itself on the muscles over which the taut skin stretched, wandered over the traitorously broad shoulders down the arms where aesthetic veins stood out.

His fingers moved rapidly over the keys while he sat straight and stared in concentration at the notes that lay somewhat chaotically scattered on the grand piano.

I must have stared at him too long because he turned his head in my direction.

I winced.

It was none other than Julian Bardot.

Shit, shit, shit!

In shock, I yanked the curtain closed, tearing off at least one of the hooks and toppling the vase without flowers next to the window. Instantly, I felt the blush rise in my face.

Why did something so embarrassing always have to happen to me, of all people?

Hopefully, he was having the same difficulty recognizing me.

If I wasn’t mistaken, this was his room. The bad thing was that it was directly across from mine. When I had the curtain open, he could look over at me without difficulty.

I stared at the curtain in shock.

He could have watched me from over there yesterday…

At the thought, goosebumps came over me, slowly spreading over my whole body.

Julian could prepare himself for something.

I pulled open the door to the hallway and made my way to the bathroom. In the process, I passed the room where I had dropped the picture yesterday. The mere memory made the unpleasant feelings come up again. I still wished I had never entered that room. If there were any way it could be undone, I would do it.

Once in the bathroom, I drew all the curtains. Even though the windows only faced our other neighbors and our own backyard, I couldn’t deny that I felt discreetly watched since just now.

After showering, I returned to my room and put on some fresh clothes. In the background, I could still hear the soft melody, but I ignored it skillfully.

Just piano music, nothing special.

I went to the dresser where I had put my jeans last night and reached for them. Immediately, I felt something sharp.

What was in my jeans pocket?

Carefully, I pulled the item out.

It was the corner of the envelope.

My pulse rate quickened noticeably.

After my mother’s reaction last night, my curiosity had faded, and now I felt like a traitor.

Yesterday, I hadn’t had a chance to bring it back because the door had still been locked. Besides, I didn’t want to risk being caught by Mum. I didn’t want her to think that I was betraying her trust.

But I didn’t want to read it anymore, either. I was even ashamed that I had taken someone else’s belongings. What had gotten into me?

I decided to fight my curiosity and return it as soon as an opportunity arose.

Until then, I would have to hide the envelope somewhere. Somewhere in my room...

My eyes fell on the pile of books next to the window. I grabbed the first book I could find and put the letter inside. No one would find it here because who, except me, was interested in French philosophy?

More nervous than last night, I headed downstairs, where my Mum had already made breakfast. Radio music and a sweet scent came toward me and displaced the unpleasant feeling from just now.

When I saw what was waiting for me on the kitchen counter, my mouth watered. Pancakes with blueberries.

Mum always made me some when she wanted to apologize for something. It could only be about yesterday.

And there they were again, the feeling of guilt. Whatever line I had crossed, I felt bad. But I wasn’t going to let on, so I sat down and put three pancakes on my plate.

“Good morning, darling.” Mum smiled at me.

I didn’t know where she got her cheerfulness, but I didn’t want to ask either. She was in a good mood, and I didn’t want to ruin that. Not again.

“Good morning, Blairville! This is Joe Bexley with the morning news.” I glanced at the kitchen radio on the refrigerator. “Twenty-five-year-old Vanderwood student Anabelle Clayton is missing. Three days ago, she had been out in the inner city with her friends, who now report her missing. It is known that the student liked to go jogging in the woods behind Vanderwood, near Fogs Forest. The police department is not commenting further. However, a search party is being sent into the woods.”

The hairs on the back of my neck stood up, and I looked at Mum, who was turning the last pancake in the pan with a grim expression.

“City authorities are warning people not to enter Fogs Forest. The DeLoughreys, who own the forest, also don’t want to comment.”

Those strange rich people again...

“Similar cases occurred already forty years ago. What do you think, Harriet? Could these missing persons cases have anything to do with those in the eighties?”

A woman’s voice rang out, and Mum simply changed the news channel.

“Mum...” it escaped me in shock. “What happened in the eighties?”

She had been just a kid back then. Still, she had to know what Joe Bexley was talking about, or she wouldn’t have turned off the radio.

“I don’t like that radio station,” she began, arranging the pancakes attractively. “The Bexleys spread too much gossip and poke around in private family matters that are none of their business.”

Undecided whether to probe further or look it up on the internet later rather than further burden my mother, I broke the pancake into small pieces in front of me.

“But something else...” Mum continued. “Three guesses what I found in the mailbox today.”

“What?” I asked in confusion.

I wouldn’t be surprised if it were a letter from Larissa ending our friendship because she probably thought I wasn’t answering her on purpose. This cursed network in this quarter of the town...

Instead of answering me, Mum hurriedly ran to the kitchen counter and grabbed a big white envelope, which she then excitedly waved in front of my face.

“Mum, I can’t read what’s written on it if you’re going to shake it like that...”

“You’ve been accepted for the winter term! You’re now a true Vanderwood student!”

Excitedly, she tore open the envelope, pulled out a sheet of paper, and placed it next to my plate of pancakes, just beside a blueberry blob.

I recognized the white crest with the two wolves, dagger, and wildflowers on the front of a dark green promotional brochure.

My nightmare had just come true.

It wasn’t as if the hyperactive newscaster had just announced that students were disappearing into the woods behind this university.

“I was wondering why we didn’t get any mail, but this one was in the mailbox all along.” Mum wiggled the envelope in her hand enthusiastically. “In Blairville...interesting. I was afraid it would end up in Sacramento.”

I would have preferred it there.

Mum didn’t even notice that my enthusiasm was in moderation as she fished around among the brochures as if she, not I, had been approved to go there.

It had never been my goal to study at Vanderwood. I had planned, if I really got accepted, to study only half the year, but my mum expected me to stay at the university for the full three years. Which I wouldn’t. My plan to go back to Sacramento with Mum as soon as she was well again and to San Francisco with Larissa was still firm.

The pungent smell of burning was in my nose.

Mum seemed to smell it, too, because she turned and rushed to the stove.

“No, no, no!” Frantically, my Mum pulled the pan off the stove, where a few flames were blazing. Apparently, a pancake had caught fire.

I jumped up and went to grab the dish towel, but by the time I turned to Mum, the fire was gone. A few puffs of smoke drifted through the main floor.

“How did you...?” I started, but the smoke alarm interrupted me.

The beeping was so loud that I had to cover my ears.

My mother, who seemed to be enduring it all, pulled one of the wooden chairs out of the dining area and stood on it to get to the smoke detector. In the next instant, the ear-splitting noise died down, and I was able to take my hands away from my ears again.

“My little sensitive baby. Do you want me to get you some earplugs? This one just goes off again and again, even if there is no fire.” How could she pretend it hadn’t just burned? “So don’t get scared if it goes on in the night.”

Laughing, Mum put the chair back.

I still had the beeping in my ear.

Couldn’t she have warned me earlier that the thing was so incredibly loud? And if it woke me up even once, I would personally kick it off the ceiling.

While Mum cleaned up the mess in the kitchen, I sat back at the table to unwillingly read through Vanderwood’s letter.




Dear Miss Adams,

We are hereby pleased to inform you that you have been accepted to our Department of Linguistics for the winter semester and welcome you to the Vanderwood University.

We expect to see you on our campus on September 5th. There, you will be provided with a room that you will share with the following students.

Julie Blair

Emely Copeland

Ruby Sanders

Mode of study: Standard Double Bachelor

Major: Literary Studies (Bachelor of Arts) with 120 credits

Minor: Philosophy (Bachelor of Arts) with 60 credits

Instructors: Basic English (Prof. Alarik Copeland), American Studies: Literature (Prof. Isabella Marten), Literary History (Dr. Prof. Gina George), Ethics (Prof. Alarik Copeland).

If we have made a mistake in the assignment of seminars and lectures, please appear in our Registrar’s Office on September 5th.

You will find your book list and student card, which grants you free access to our library as well as the canteen and sports facilities, in the envelope.

We wish you a successful start to your first semester at Vanderwood University.

Sincerely Regards,

Your Vanderwood University Selection Committee

[image: ]

Wait a minute. I took another look at the list of girls I would be sleeping under the same roof with for an entire six months starting next week. Then, I looked through the list of professors.

Emely Copeland...

“Mum?”

“Yes?”

“Does your doctor, Dr. Copeland, happen to have a daughter and work as a professor at Vanderwood?”

The coincidence made me laugh.

“Yes, quite possibly.” It came hesitantly from my mother. “Why do you ask?”

“Because I’ll be sharing a room with a girl named Emely Copeland, and one of my professors’ last names is Copeland.”

Abruptly, Mum let the pan she had just been scrubbing so vigorously slide into the sink. She came over to me and literally snatched the letter out of my hand. Her expression darkened.

“What is it?” I asked cautiously.

She rubbed her forehead. Then she walked back to the sink and resumed her work as if nothing had happened.

“I want you to stay away from the Copelands as much as you can,” she replied to me hesitantly. “Your best bet is to switch courses.”

Dumbfounded, I looked at her.

What was wrong with her?

“Why? One of them is your doctor...”

When I didn’t get an immediate answer, I looked over at her.

Her whole body had tensed, and she was looking intently out the window as if she was thinking carefully about what to say next.

It had become so quiet in the house that you could have heard a feather fall to the floor.

“Mum...” I said, which snapped my mother out of her stupor.

“The professor and the doctor are related.”

“Okay, and why should I stay away from them?”

Mum seemed to realize that I had become suspicious. But what else could I be when she had been acting so strangely since we arrived, leaving me with so many unanswered questions?

“I remember the Copelands from my time here. They were always doing very risky things. You know...illegal things.”

Mum avoided my gaze.

“Illegal things?”

Her words had surprised me. Then why was she letting a doctor from that family treat her? Was she serious about this? How reputable were these people?

“You know... drugs, wild parties, and street racing.”

Still, she was unable to look at me.

“Street racing?” I asked, amused. I couldn’t suppress a laugh.

Mum threw the wipe at me but narrowly missed.

“That’s not funny, young lady! Things like that can turn out dangerously,” she said with a played strict tone as if she was speaking from experience.

I just didn’t believe that a university professor found time for parties or hard drugs these days, let alone any street racing.

Mum got serious again.

“Just be careful and don’t get involved in anything there that you wouldn’t normally do, okay?”

“Yeah, yeah,” I returned, playfully annoyed.

I would heed her advice. But these people couldn’t be that bad, could they? Because even if they had done a lot of forbidden things, according to Mum, they had become something. Doctor, professor? That rather screamed of a rich family with a lot of reputation in the city, which they surely owed to their status as a founding family, among other things.

I put the letter back with the other brochures and notes. No more Vanderwood crap for today!

“Did your lady friend ever get back to you?” Mum asked pointedly, painfully reminding me of all I had to leave behind.

I rolled my eyes in annoyance.

“She’s got a name, too...”

My mother didn’t like Larissa at all. Maybe it was because of that one time with the drugs when I’d had to go to the emergency room for my lost pills, and Larissa had been all drugged up. I understood that it had been a really lousy action. But the fact that I had fallen over was not because of Larissa. It was only because of me. But exactly this fact made Mum put Larissa in a bad light whenever possible. Like now.

And the fact that she hadn’t contacted me wasn’t due to her, but to this lousy signal in this part of town.

“No, but she promised to call me on Friday night.”

“For your birthday. I’m surprised she even remembered it,” Mum joked.

I didn’t elaborate on her teasing.

Larissa wasn’t stupid. She was just trying her hand at a lot of weird things at the moment, always trying to get me involved. But only because she thought I wouldn’t have had fun with her otherwise. That wasn’t true, of course. Larissa was easy-going and funny, and everyone who knew her knew that where Larissa was, something was going on. And I missed her incredibly. Of all the days, she couldn’t be there for my birthday.

I took the flyers from the university along with the envelope and headed for the stairs.

“I’m going to have to do some more prep work for the university.”

Unfortunately.

“Don’t forget dinner tonight!” Mum called after me.

“I won’t,” I called back, annoyed, as I climbed the stairs.

I would have preferred to stay in my room for the rest of the day, because the last person I wanted to see today was Julian.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 6

Julian

The first thing that met me when I entered the Adams’ house was the smell of something being burned. It must have been a few hours since anything in the house had been on fire. Probably, the dinner had been burned, but that wouldn’t have fit the timing.

Looking for more clues, I noticed that Mia must have smelled it, too. She tried to hold her nose, but Dad pulled on her arm.

He seemed to ignore it because his expression was relaxed and with a smile he walked to the kitchen. To be more precise, to Ms. Adams, who had been slicing ham until just now.

My mouth watered.

“Good to see you, Graham,” she greeted him with a bright smile.

Dad hugged her a little awkwardly before turning to us.

“And, of course, good to see you...” 

Her searching gaze, which wandered to the door and finally back to Dad, revealed that she had expected more.

“Where is your mother?” she finally asked, addressing our father.

“She died thirteen months ago,” Dad returned dryly as if he had fully gotten over it. Which he hadn’t.

Ms. Adams looked at him, startled. There was pity in her expression, and she hesitated.

I looked at Mia. She was suffering the most from our grandmother’s absence, and I would have loved to give her a hug right now, but she probably would have pushed me away.

“I didn’t know...” Ms. Adams was still staring at our father.

“My sincere condolences.” She brushed one of her blonde strands behind her ear. “I wish I had known her better.”

Fortunately, she didn’t elaborate. But there was concern in her words. Concern for my father.

“Why don’t you take a seat?” She pointed to a cozy dining area that adjoined the kitchen. I obeyed and Mia took a seat across from me.

“Bay, will you please come down? Our guests are here!”

“Yes, Mum, in a minute...” an annoyed girl's voice groaned from upstairs.

I knew immediately that Bay had to be Ms. Adam’s charming daughter.

Just this morning I had heard her clumsy footsteps before I had felt her gaze on my bare skin.

The memory sent a strange shiver across my body, and I tried to focus on the silverware in front of me.

“How old is your little girl?” Dad asked with interest.

“Bayla is 17, but her birthday is on Friday.”

I wondered if being that age made you part of the Circle...

“Then you’re here for the ceremony?” my father asked.

“What ceremony?” Mia looked curiously at Ms. Adams.

It could only be some Quatura thing. They were known for their rituals and festivities.

But Ms. Adams raised her head in alarm and looked toward the stairs before looking back at Dad and shaking her head.

“She doesn’t know, and that’s the way it’s going to stay.”

I raised my eyebrows.

Interesting...

“She doesn’t know?”

With an astonished expression, Dad looked at Ms. Adams, but she quickly avoided his gaze and hastily began cutting the tomatoes.

“We’ve lived just fine without all this stuff until now,” she whispered in a rush.

Now, it made sense. The reason she and my father got along so well.

They both had nothing to do with the dark side of the town. Only then, why had Ms. Adams come back here? It was like she was walking into the knife with her arms open....

“What’s going to stay that way?”

I turned around and there she stood. Her hair was neater than last time, and she was wearing a midnight blue knee-length dress, which accentuated her waist pretty darn well. Quite different from yesterday, where she had been dressed anything but feminine.

I myself felt minimally underdressed with my dark blue t-shirt and dark jeans.

Bay must have noticed that I was eyeing her. She blinked at me darkly.

Dad, who had wanted to comment a few seconds ago, sat down next to me at the table.

Ms. Adams placed a casserole dish with aromatic ingredients in the center of the table before joining my father at the end of the table.

The smell of the food caught all of my attention.

“We were just talking about the move...,” Ms. Adams explained to her daughter. “...And about staying here for a while first.”

Speechless, I watched Ms. Adams’ expression. She remained as cheerful as ever. As if nothing was wrong.

Only what reason did she have for lying? I wondered whether a Quatura would notice at some point that they carried an element. Or maybe Bayla’s powers were too weak, which would explain why I couldn’t smell them. Still couldn’t.

Bay looked unimpressed at her mother, ignoring her comment about moving. A blind man could see she didn’t want to be here.

Where did she come from again? California?

She had arrived at the table by now and her eyes wandered from the chair between me and Mia to the one between Mia and her mother. She went for the last option, offset across from me.

“I’m Graham,” my dad began. “You already know Julian.” He smiled at me as if to tell me to get a grip and then moved on. “And this is my youngest, Mia.”

Mia smiled kindly at Bay, who returned it.

My little sister was such a little suck-up. I gave her a gentle kick under the table, to which she gave me a wicked glare.

“Go ahead and have some food,” Ms. Adams urged us, to which I was perhaps a little too quick to reach for the casserole spoon. It smelled delicious. Instinctively, I scooped up a large portion for myself.

“Julian, aren’t you overdoing it a little?” Mia hissed provocatively.

“No, it’s all good, Julian. I have a second one in the oven. Feel free to take as much as you want.”

Ms. Adams was obviously very hospitable. Dad had been right about that. I’m sure she knew we were very hungry, so she had made extra.

It wasn’t usual for women like her to get along with our kind. On the contrary: They usually hated us; thought we were scum.

I looked up and noticed that Bay had been watching me. Only now did I catch a glimpse of that unusual feature in her eyes that I had noticed yesterday. The right one was a clear, deep sapphire blue, while the other was more like a turquoise green. Both eyes were about the same brightness, so it was hardly noticeable.

Bay eyed me suspiciously. Then she, too, reached for the ladle and prepared a human portion.

The first to break the silence was Ms. Adams.

“Julian, you’re probably just done with school, too, right?”

“Yes,” I replied with my mouth full, earning an eye roll from Mia. I swallowed quickly and cleared my throat.

“Do you have any plans for the future?”

I hadn’t expected that question. Of course, I had plans. But they were nobody’s business. I didn’t like people talking about me and my future. But I also didn’t want to be rude, not in front of our dinner hosts.

“I start winter term at Vanderwood next week.”

Bay had choked on her food and was convulsively trying to suppress a cough, which she was unable to do.

Ms. Adams ignored her daughter’s reaction.

“What major are you taking?”

“Music major,” I answered as succinctly as I could because I already had the next portion in my mouth.

Thankfully, Ms. Adams didn’t seem to mind because she enthusiastically said, “Interesting choice. Bay will also be attending Vanderwood, by the way.”

Surprised, I grinned in her direction. From now on, we would probably run into each other more often.

“Then it makes sense that you always take her with you on Mondays and Fridays,” my father suggested enthusiastically. However, he didn’t share this enthusiasm with me or with Bay, who choked again and reached for the glass of water next to her plate.

“Dad... I don’t think that’s a...” This time it was my sister who jabbed her foot into my knee. I looked at her warningly, but she only saw that as an invitation to kick hard again.

“Then I’m sure you can always drop me off at school,” she chirped in a tone I knew all too well. Little brat.

Bay, who had been silent until now, spoke up. “No need, I can walk too.”

“That’s 10 kilometers from here,” Dad said with amusement, and Bayla’s expression filled with exasperation.

“Then you’ll drive me, Mum.”

Ms. Adams was pouring Dad some wine.

“I can try, but I have a job. And my employer expects me to show up at the lab at seven.”

Bay set the glass down on the table a little too quickly and the water spilled over. A strand that until now had been tucked behind her ear slipped down her freckle-streaked face.

“You got a new job? Why wouldn’t I know that?”

Disappointment resonated in her words.

The witch thing apparently wasn’t the only thing she didn’t know about.

“So, what is your occupation, Ms. Adams?” Mia asked with interest.

“Feel free to call me Diana,” Ms. Adams now also offered to my little sister.

Mia’s cheeks turned red in a flash.

I had to grin.

“I’m a molecular biologist.”

An enthusiastic “Really?” escaped my little sister.

She had been interested in science for a long time. Back then, she had really wanted to be a veterinarian, but she had since found an interest in computers and wanted to study IT science after high school. I, on the other hand, spent hours at my grand piano and, when the weather was good, on my car.

The two of us were so different.

“So where are you working now?” asked Dad.

“At DLSC.”

“DLSC?”

Bay looked at her mother questioningly.

But before Ms. Adams could answer, my father had interjected.

“Why are you working for the DeLoughreys?”

He looked as horrified as I had been when I found out that Bay knew nothing about her abilities.

I, too, was surprised that Ms. Adams pretty much skirted all the rules of the Circle, as I had almost skirted my transfer in tenth grade.

“Why not, Graham?”

She glanced at him warningly, indicating that she didn’t want to talk about it around her daughter.

The DeLoughreys didn’t have a particularly good relationship with the Quatura...much less with the pack. The money they had earned over many decades within their family dynasty, through whatever crooked dealings, allowed them to buy up buildings of all kinds. In recent years, they had tried to connect the police station with their shady secret service and the Copelands hospital with the DLSC. But that’s all I knew about this family. And everything I knew, I knew through my father, who had to deal with the aggressive fronts of this town on a daily basis.

I personally had nothing to do with them, and I was glad of it. These dark creatures could keep away from me, just like the pathetic Copeland pack.

My father didn’t elaborate, but I could literally see the question marks popping up above his head.

“But it would be really nice of you, Julian, if you could give Bay a ride now and then,” Ms. Adam deflected once again. Unfortunately for me.

I couldn’t very well say no, because Ms. Adams was still being kind to me.

“Yes, I’d be happy to drive your daughter.” I winked at Bay, who reluctantly pushed back her chair and jumped up.

She seemed to be seething inside.

“Over my dead body,” it escaped her, and she shoved the chair back against the edge of the table with a clatter that made Diana wince.

“Bay!” her mother admonished.

Mia had to smirk.

Then Bay stomped up the stairs, visibly annoyed.

“She’s been unusually short-tempered since we got here. I’m sorry...” was Ms. Adams’ apology for her daughter’s behavior.

“I can still hear you, Mum!” Bay yelled, annoyed, down the stairs.

Oh yes, and how short-tempered she was. The thought of her stunned expression brought back my grin.

“I understand her,” my little sister joked with a big smile. “Julian often drives me up the wall, too.”

My sister, as I knew her. A little devil personified, pretending to be an angel.

I ignored her and finished my plate, but this time, I suppressed the urge to take another spoonful.

“The food was very good, Ms. A....” She looked at me appraisingly, and I corrected myself. “Diana.”

She smiled as if she hadn’t almost hit me with the ladle. “I’m glad, Julian.”

At least I’d made a good impression on one woman.

After we had finished the second casserole, Diana said goodbye to us.

The evening had been basically okay, even though I felt there had been some unspoken words between my father and Diana.

Whatever it was, they would probably leave it at that.

Because if all that she had told us today was true, she was no better than we were. Dad had moved us here, into the territory of our actual enemies who hated us, and was having dinner with one of them. And we acted like that was normal, like we were normal.

And for a moment, I was envious of Bayla and the life she had been allowed to lead.

“Julian!” a bloodcurdling scream echoed through the night.

I found myself on an abandoned road in the middle of a gloomy forest. Dark mountains of clouds towered on the horizon, and thunder could be heard in the distance. Powerful, almost threatening.

I had lost my orientation. The road looked familiar, but as hard as I tried to remember, I couldn’t.

“Julian!” it rang out again. It was the cry of a woman. But I couldn’t hear where it was coming from.

All of a sudden, it started to rain. The cold drops hit me like pinpricks, and I winced.

“Julian! Help me!”

With each cry, the voice sounded more desperate. And abruptly, I recognized its sound.

“Mum!”, I yelled into the gathering darkness. “Mum! Where are you?!”

I had to look for her. Something had happened, but I didn’t know what it was, and this uncertainty was driving me crazy.

The rain was getting heavier by the second, and I could barely see my surroundings. It whipped into my neck and forced me down off the street. I tried to find shelter under a large needle tree. In vain. The rain poured down through the thicket and poured over me.

“Julian!”

Finally, I gave it up and sprinted.

I had to find her!

My feet slithered across the slippery road. The adrenaline in my blood was driving me crazy, but I couldn’t give in to my nature now, so I pulled the serum from my pocket, took a sip, and felt the pain creeping through my veins. First in my eyes, then in my nose, and finally, the tugging moved through the rest of my body.

My mum needed me, not this dangerous beast.

“Julian! I’m here!”

My head whipped around. And finally... there she was.

A brown-haired woman lying in the middle of the road, writhing in pain.

“Mum! Get off the road!”, I yelled loudly, but she remained lying there.

Why the hell wasn’t she moving!!! There could be a car coming at any moment...

The last few meters that separated me from her, I ran as fast as I could. When I reached her, I knelt down on the wet asphalt.

The water soaked my pants, and it suddenly became colder around me. Almost painful goosebumps spread over my entire body. But I didn’t have time to pay attention to my surroundings or anything else right now.

“Mum, you have to get up! Now!”

I pulled on her arm, but she just smiled at me.

“Julian, you’re here,” she whispered. Her face was ashen, and her skin icy.

“Of course, I’m here. Where else would I be?” I gasped, still out of breath.

Again, I tried to pull my mum up, but her petite body was too heavy and no matter how hard I tugged, she stayed down.

“Mum, please get up!”

Her eyes were still on me, but there was no more movement in them.

“You have to stay with me, Mum!”

Hastily, I patted her face. It was colder than the rain.

No... It couldn’t be.

“No!”, I yelled and put my head on her chest. Nothing. Not a heartbeat.

“No! Mum! Come back!” I screamed at her as if my screams could bring her back.

“Mum!”

“Julian!”

I snapped my eyes open and sat up straight, forgetting about the shelf above my head as usual. My head crashed into the bottom wooden shelf, which shattered, and books thudded into my skull. A painful groan escaped my dry throat. Completely exhausted, I rubbed my eyes.

When I finally looked up, Mia was standing in front of me, a bucket of water in her hand. Fortunately for her, it was still full.

With a jolt, I looked around, but I couldn’t spot Mum anywhere.

“Where’s...” I stopped in mid-sentence.

Of course. A dream. A fucking dream!

Automatically, I threw back the covers and jumped up.

“You were dreaming about her again, weren’t you?” Mia asked softly.

The sadness in her eyes as she slowly lowered the bucket of water chased another wave of despair through my quivering body.

I quickly rushed to her side and grabbed her hand.

“Not a word to Dad, understand?”

She pulled her hand out of mine. Only now did I realize that I was completely sweaty. Without another word, I disappeared into the bathroom.

I slammed the door, not exactly gently, behind me and hurried to the sink.

As I tried to turn on the water tap, it flew across the bathroom and the cold water gushed out at me.

“Shit!” it escaped me and, in a rage, I smashed my fist against the mirror.

Shards flew in all directions, and there was something redeeming about the pain that coursed through my body. Something I had been searching for, for a long time, but I only found it in my pain. The pain I would be cursed with for the rest of my life.

“Julian. Are you okay in there?”, Mia’s concerned voice drifted distantly to my ear.

I had scared her.

The water was flooding the floor by now, and I inverted a battered bucket over the damaged faucet in such a way that the water coming out was thrown back into the sink.

Finally, I sank to the floor.

My eyes fell on my left arm, with blood running down it. It had been the glass shards that had dug deep into my skin. At that point, my arteries had grown larger and their blackness combined with all the blood formed an eerie image of the chaos I was capable of.

“Julian? Do you want me to call Dad? He still has the serum...”

“No, I’m fine, Mia!” I pressed out angrily, but immediately slammed my head against the wall behind me.

This anger inside me shouldn’t get to Mia, damn it! The last thing she needed right now was this.

“Do you need anything?” she asked cautiously.

She was closer to the door now. Too close.

“No, Mia. I’m fine. Now please go!”

I hated myself for being so dismissive. But it was necessary. I didn’t want her to see her brother like this. Weak. Vulnerable. Aggressive.

I rose, slowly and heavily, propped myself against the sink, careful because I didn’t want it to break under my weight again, and tried to control my breathing. Holding my hand under the bucket, above the cooling stream of water, I breathed deeply in and out.

How had this happened? I thought I was in control, but I had been wrong. Every single damn day, I lost it a little bit more. With every dream, it got worse. Because it was the dreams that controlled me. They revealed to me who I really was. My deepest wounds and my dusty heart.

I was not a lovable person as I would have liked to be. I was a monster. The monster that had killed my mother.
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Chapter 7

Bayla

There was only garbage on the Internet. Neither under wild wolves nor in the search for missing persons cases in combination with Blairville was anything to be found. A single page, a chat in the forum on the Vanderwood University webpage, had popped up, and I had joined a heated discussion about the missing student, but it had been locked the next moment.

What remained was the website of the local news station, Blairville Daily, on which in every third picture a Joe with synthetic cheeks grinned into the camera, in every second video his wife Harriet, who wore a blond perm and like a bird of prey on the prowl attacked unsuspecting pedestrians and forced them to give interviews, or the young reporter’s daughter who apparently wrote the town’s newspaper and gathered a massive reporter team of young men around her. The only one who seemed like a normal person was their son, the weatherman, Oliver. 

The more time I spent on the Bexley's page, the more I understood why Mum didn't want me to listen to the news.

Frustrated, I slammed the laptop shut.

I had given up arguing with my mother. While I would sooner or later forgive her for forcing me to let Julian take me to university, I resented her for not telling me about such important things as her new job. We were a family, and I should know about such things. But I was getting more and more convinced that Mum disagreed.

Still annoyed, I rose from the bed and hung my blue dress over one of the free hangers. The wrinkles it had gotten overnight, because I had just thrown it in the corner out of rage, stretched all over the fabric. 

I had to think about yesterday again. That dinner had been the biggest disaster in a long time. Julian’s pompous manner had driven me incredibly insane. And then my mother...

I had to be careful that nothing crazy happened to my arms. That’s why I had jumped up and had run to my room. Just because of that. Upstairs, I had taken two pills and immediately went to sleep. 

Fortunately, nothing more had happened. But after I had woken up this morning, I had regretted it because, right after that, the usual headache had started again.

Now I was standing here in my room, trying to clean up the mess that had been made over the last few days. I had to admit to myself that I was not tidiness personified. Clothes lined the white carpet, and between them were sheets of paper and scribbled notes.

I bent down to pick it all up, just tossing the used clothes into the nearest corner. Orderly chaos was still better than disorderly chaos.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”

I didn’t have to turn around to know my mum was standing in the doorway.

Instead, I continued to sort through the paperwork I had to turn in to the office on Monday. They were the visa, my mum’s bank account details and scholarship evidence.

“...I just didn’t want to catch you off guard.”

Well, that’s exactly what she had done with that.

Within the last two days, there had been so many disagreements and conflicts between us that it was just getting on my nerves. I didn’t know her like that at all. It was getting to the point where I thought this town had something to do with it, but I didn’t want to go that far yet. 

“I understand if you’re mad at me now.”

Oh yes, and how mad I was. Even my guilty conscience couldn’t change that. It still reminded me that I was going through all this for her. So that she would soon feel better again and we could get out of here. 

Eventually, I overcame my pride and turned to her.

“I’m not mad at you,” I snorted. 

A lie. Just for her.

Mum came over to me and stroked my left cheek with her warm hand. Something she often did when I was feeling bad.

“I’m still sorry sweetheart,” she whispered, and there was something desperate in her voice. As if she still wanted to tell me so much, but couldn’t. I knew it was her illness that made her so emotional. The reason I needed to be there for her now.

“It’s okay, you don’t have to apologize, Mum,” I finally replied a little more gently.

Then, I broke free of my stupor and went to the dresser to sort through the little jewelry I actually owned. It distracted me a bit and made me forget about the last few days. There was something positive about all this tidying up. But Mum was still standing in my room as if she was not yet satisfied with the situation.

“Are you getting ready, honey? We’re leaving in fifteen minutes.”

Questioningly, I turned back to her. “Where to?”

Possibly another surprise that would surely knock me off my feet with excitement. Not.

“Well, you wanted to go down to the harbor, to the market...”

On the drive to Blairville, I had already seen the harbor from a distance, but it seemed much larger to me now that I could overlook the entire area.

A massive wooden pier, to which large and small sailboats were moored and from which a long pier led out to sea, joined the promenade. The surface of the water shimmered under the sun’s rays, but the next moment, one of the fat storm clouds pushed in front of it and cast the entire city in a gloomy shadow.

Immediately, I wondered if it was possible to go to a beach somewhere here. The water was probably icy, but it would be a welcome refreshment in these unusually high temperatures at these latitudes. It had to be around twenty-eight degrees because it was pleasantly warm. The heat in California would have been too much for me now, and yet I missed it—just as I missed Larissa.

She had finally read my old message and texted me when we had been on our way downtown.
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Yet she knew I hadn’t been in any relationships since David.

               [image: ]

I answered a bit enviously, and then we had arrived. 

Later, we would continue texting. Hopefully.

I stood on a stone staircase that led down to the sprawling marketplace, which was bustling with a surprising number of people. Around me, apartment buildings alternated with small shops where residents and tourists went in and out. I couldn’t exactly tell them apart, but some had different accents and an older man had asked us for directions to a place called Lola’s Diner. I didn’t know where it was, but luckily, I had my mother with me. She knew her way around here surprisingly well, which made me wonder if she had ever been away.

“It’s good to be back,” Mum sighed with a smile, as if she had read my mind. She stood next to me, looking over the stall-filled square as if we were in paradise.

“Why did you move away then?” 

She had probably left for further study.

“You know there aren’t the best job opportunities here. At least, there weren’t back then.” 

Obviously, there were better job opportunities now. And the fact that Mum had an official permanent position at the DeLoughrey Science Center, or DLSC, didn’t make it any better for me. On the contrary. The chances were not good that I would be going back to California anytime soon.

In theory, yes, I could move out and do whatever I wanted, especially since I would be eighteen in two days. But I lacked the financial means to do such thing and so I was at the mercy of my mother’s plans until I got my desired university degree and a steady job. Which meant I was pretty much screwed. And I wasn’t Larissa, who would have just done that.

I wonder what she was up to right now. I’m sure she had hooked up with one of those countless guys who were always following her around, and was using him as a photo object on the beach. Two of her weaknesses in one sentence.

Mum winked at me encouragingly, and together we strode down the stairs that led us directly to the market. 

Colorful stalls, mainly those of fruit and vegetable vendors, lined the square. 

We turned into a row of stalls selling old stuff. Colorful jewelry, cute pendants, and abstruse items filled the tables. 

Next, we entered an aisle with slightly fewer people.

Beaming with joy, I looked at Mum. 

She returned my smile.

“Look around here all you want. I’m two rows over by the fruits and vegetables.”

Before she had spoken, I was at the first stall.

I found myself in an aisle that was almost teeming with books. At this stall, there were however rather older copies, which must originate from the 19th century. 

Interested, I rummaged through the books in front of me. These were mainly old town histories of Blairville. 

I raised my eyebrows. 

A wonder you could fill pages with something like that...about a town like that.

The old lady behind the booth smiled kindly at me before turning back to her knitting. 

I tried to ignore the black raven on the wooden post of the stand and let my eyes wander further over the books – there were really a lot of nice ones – until I got stuck on a brown one. 

The cover had to be made of leather and I could see a kind of seal in the middle of the cover. Instinctively, I reached for it to run my finger over the fine details. They were vine-like ornaments that formed a circle around a dragonfly located in the center. Its eyes were made of tiny blue stones and reminded me of the necklace Mum had given me for my sixteenth birthday. 

It had to be somewhere in my jewelry box because I didn’t like wearing it that much. The fear of losing it was too big.

When I opened the first page, I was disappointed to find that it was empty. I kept turning the pages, but it turned out that it wasn’t really a book. Whoever had made this thing must have had some fun. They cut out the contents and worked on it so that it had become some kind of box. Now, it was possible to store some smaller things in it. 

Maybe it wasn’t so bad after all....

Intrigued, I looked for a price tag but discovered nothing.

“Excuse me, how much is this?” I finally asked the little woman with the gray hair and the black lace headscarf, who put aside her knitting and came over to me. She was a bit older, maybe in her mid-sixties, and her walk was slightly heavy. However, none of this seemed to affect her cheerful disposition. Before looking at the book, she gave me a friendly look. 

“Oh, that. And here I was thinking no one would ever like it,” she joked, “You’re the first to discover its little secret.” Her eyes sparkled as soon as she smiled. “So, you can have it for five dollars.”

Astonished, I looked at her and immediately shook my head. 

“Five dollars?” That would never do this book justice. I had expected to pay at least thirty dollars. After all, the cover was leather and just the two little stones....

It must have sounded to the woman like it still cost me too much because she replied, “You can have it for three dollars, then.”

“No, absolutely not. I’m sure this pretty book is worth much more.”

“Well, I haven’t been able to sell it in the last two years, though, and you look like you like it a lot.” 

She was right about that. And yet I would give her more money.

I reached for my wallet to pay, but it wasn’t in my jacket pocket. 

Crap... I must have forgotten it at home.

Carefully, I put the book back on the table.

“I’ll be right back. Please don’t sell it yet,” I said to the woman before turning around and heading off to find Mum.

It wasn’t long before I spotted her at a large vegetable stand. I hurried over to her. 

“Mum? Can I borrow some money from you? I left my wallet at home and...”

Mum, who had been talking, less than a minute ago, turned to me with a jerk. At that second, I realized that she had just been engaged in conversation with a woman her own age, who was now eyeing me with a curious look. I immediately recognized her resemblance to the young woman in the photo I had found in that strange room. In contrast to the dark brown waves, her hair was as short as my own and straight.

She smiled kindly at me, and at that moment, I knew it was not the same woman as in the photo. She lacked the memorable dimples. And her eyes were a dark blue.

“I didn’t know you had a daughter, Diana,” she remarked in surprise, looking at my mum with a look that could have meant anything.

The way she spoke to my mother, it had to be a former friend. I wonder if she had something to do with the woman in the picture.

Anyway, Mum looked visibly tense now.

“Bay, this is Amara Blair, the mayor of Blairville, an old friend of mine,” she replied awkwardly. 

The mayor of this cursed hick town I’d ended up in?

Mum had never told me anything about an Amara Blair, as far as I could remember.

It occurred to me that she had drawn a clear line between her old life and her new life, which now, at the latest, vanished into thin air. I felt like I knew nothing about her old life, and this Amara knew nothing about her new one.

The two of us could certainly have sat in a coffee shop for days and talked at length about my mother without ever getting bored.

I dismissed that bizarre thought because that was definitely not going to happen.

“So, who did she get her training from?”

This time, I was the one who looked surprised.

Had Mum told her about my karate class? But why? And why was that the first question she asked regarding me?

Usually, the first questions were, “This is your daughter? She hardly looks like you. She must take after her father. Where is he anyway?” or “How old are you? What, so young? You look much older.” But no, the first thing Amara Blair asked was who had trained me.

Mum hesitated before turning to me and saying, “Wait a minute, Mara.... How much do you need, honey?”

“Just a little bit. I was going to buy a book...”

If Mum had heard the suspicion from my voice, she skillfully ignored it.

“Here, keep the change. You can look around somewhere else when you’re done. I’ll catch up with you.”

I didn’t want to be intrusive, and besides, there was a beautiful book waiting for its new owner, so I turned away from them again and headed back to the little woman’s booth. Still, curiosity wouldn’t let go of me about why the mayor of Blairville had been so interested in my athletic life. Was she perhaps an amateur coach? Or maybe she was just a little weird, like everything else in this town.

Luckily, when I arrived at the booth, the book was still where I had left it.

“Here...” I pressed the money, which looked somewhat unfamiliar to me, into the smiling lady’s hands. “And the amount is right like this.”

I certainly hoped it was right. I didn’t really know how much value the Canadian dollar banknotes had compared to the American ones.

“But that’s twenty...” the lady wanted to start, but I quickly interrupted her.

“The book is worth a lot more, believe me.”

For a moment, it looked like the older lady was going to make another objection, but then a grateful smile spread across her face.

“Thank you, girl.” She stowed the money in her sewing box, and confused, I looked into the empty compartments. Didn’t she have a cash box? “Have fun with this special one. And always guard your shadow,” she said before handing me the book wrapped in kraft paper.

I stared at the woman, perplexed.

“Excuse me?”

The woman’s smile faded, and she stared at me with blank eyes. Then she smiled again and reached for her knitting.

I forced myself to head back to Mum. As I did so, I suppressed the strange urge to turn back to the woman. Probably, I had misheard.

The other stalls, although teeming with books everywhere, didn’t appeal to me much. Worn covers or even coverless paper crumbs that looked like they’d been found in the nearest ditch gutter. 

In my opinion, if you owned books, you had to make sure they stayed in a neat condition so that the next person was able to read them again without suddenly turning from page seven to page 246.

I went back to the vegetable stand, hoping that Mum was still standing there. 

She was.

“...I mean it. Bring her to us. You know it’s not up to me, and if Gloria finds out about her, you won’t have a choice.”

“But she doesn’t know about it, and nothing has happened yet.”

Mum was still talking to Amara.

“I won’t tell Gloria, but if anything happens here that isn’t of human nature and involves your daughter...”

Amara must have spotted me because, all of a sudden, she stopped talking. Mum also turned to me quickly, and I couldn’t help but notice her worried look.

What had they been talking about? And who on earth was Gloria now? Surely another friend she had left behind. So many names and people my mother had never told me about. 

Unbelievable.

But it wasn’t the name that had scared me so much.

What had she meant when she had said what was not human in nature?

Did Amara think I had a tendency toward violence? What in God’s name had Mum told her about me? Had she spilled the tea about my ninth-grade karate accident?

“Who is Gloria?” it blurted out of me just like that.

Mum’s cheeks turned pink, which made me even more suspicious.

All this sneaking around was starting to get on my nerves. If this went on, sooner or later I would have to confront Mum. Without consideration for losses.

“An... old friend of ours.”

Ah, yes. Something wasn’t right here. But I couldn’t tell what it was.

My gaze slid to Amara, but she wasn’t as speechless as Mum. She twisted her face to stifle a grin. 

Were these old insiders from days gone by? Could someone please enlighten me?

“Oh yes, the good old days. Aren’t they, Diana?” she finally added. Then the mayor looked around briefly before turning to me, and the color had completely drained from my mother’s cheeks. 

“Enjoy the time you have here. Vanderwood is really a great place.” Amara’s gaze moved from me to my mum, who was still standing rooted to the spot. “And I’m sure we’ll see each other soon.” Then she looked at me again, this time regretfully. “See you, Bayla.”

“Nice to meet you...” I lied in embarrassment, looking after Amara until she disappeared around a stand with her basket of greens. 

I turned slowly to face Mum.

She must have recovered from her shock, because she looked as if this strange encounter had never happened.

“Do you have any more friends I should possibly know about?”

She looked around and lowered her voice. “Bay, there are reasons why I haven’t told you everything.”

Her excuse sounded lax and didn’t answer my question. 

What else could I expect here, somewhere in the middle of nowhere?

Maybe I should keep asking, but somehow, I didn’t want to be intrusive, either. There had to be a reason why Mum was dealing with her past the way she was. Maybe something had happened back then that had caused her to move to the States. And this time, I wasn’t thinking about anything like a career. What if someone here had broken her heart? The thought that it might have been my father triggered an unsettling feeling in my chest. Because even if it made me curious, it was odd to think about someone I didn’t even know. Even more so, approaching my mother about it was a thought that didn’t make me feel good. She had never said anything or had always avoided me. 

What if he hadn’t run away at all... but she had? What had he done to her? 

I felt sick.

No... I shouldn’t think about something like that. Maybe it was really like she had told me. Maybe he was just an asshole who had never contacted us again.

Slowly but surely, I buried all hope of any answers.

I had to stop asking constant questions that bothered my mum and reminded her of something she might have successfully repressed her whole life.

From now on, I would keep quiet and focus on her future and mine. Because the worst thing I could do would be to open up old wounds. Wounds that had perhaps long since healed.

I decided it wasn’t worth all that. Because if there was one thing I knew, it was that I wanted what was best for my mum. She needed time. And I would give her that.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 8

Julian

My fingers glided over the keys, and the melody I elicited from them sent a shiver down my own spine. Dream was the first piece I had taught myself. At that time, I had learned it for only one person...

My fingers sped up, and my mind was still racing. Just the memory of that time scared me. 

How had it come to this, that I was afraid of myself?

My head tried to suppress it, but deep inside, I knew that I could not escape it. It was inside me, a part of me. And it was just waiting to come out. But that would never happen again. Never again.

No matter what Emely or Nickolas said. I would prove them wrong. The last thing I wanted was to be like them. A unit with no free will.

I sat in my room, as I always did at this time of day, and had already been doing my favorite activity for five hours. At the piano, I simply felt better, and all the stress that threatened to crush me more and more every day disappeared almost completely. Here I could be more or less myself and also had my peace from my father.

“Julian...we need to talk.”

Speaking of the devil...

I looked up and interrupted the piano play. Only now did I realize that my fingers hurt. They were no longer bloodied, but you could see the many small cuts from the shards.

I sighed in annoyance. 

After my outburst, Mia had disappeared to the Campbells, leaving me alone with my thoughts. She always claimed that everything was okay and that I wouldn’t scare her, but I knew for a fact that she was lying to me. I desperately needed to talk to her before I scared her off completely.

“This can’t go on.”

Dad snapped me out of my thoughts. One look at his face told me he had been crying. 

Our grandmother had died recently, and he was still grieving. Every day, he would come home and try not to reach for the bottle. It was a hard struggle. You could see it in his face. But we all had to fight our battles somewhere. Some more, some less. I had to be a complete battleground.

“I understand that you had to go through a lot, but we all had to. Mia misses her too, and you can’t imagine how much I wish she were still with us.”

He contorted his face in pain. I knew for a fact that it wasn’t about Grandma. 

My heart contracted painfully, like a sponge full of water that you squeezed until it was dry and empty.

I alone was to blame for my family’s suffering.

It was different to be responsible for your own mother’s death and live under the same roof with the people who knew the truth, but repressed it.

Dad was still looking at me, but I could no longer withstand his scrutinizing gaze. I instinctively looked out the window.

A white curtain. Nothing had changed. Bayla Adams still felt like I was watching her. Yet she had been the one secretly staring at me. Actually, the thought of that absurd encounter should have made me grin, but I could only continue to stare at the billowing curtain.

“Julian, I’m talking to you. You’ve got to change something, son. You’re just dragging yourself further and further down.”

How could he possibly think I was pulling myself down? I was already at the bottom, and I deserved it.

“You don’t get it, do you?” I began in irritation. I looked at him, and my eyes had to be glowing. I could feel it. I was glowing from the inside.

Added to that were the unwanted signs of transformation on my arms. The darkness inside me came out in the shallow black of my veins, a pattern that presented not only my curse but also my deepest inner self.

Immediately, I turned away from Dad. 

Take it easy, Julian. You can control yourself. You know you don’t have to do this if you don’t want to.

“Julian, it’s not your fault. You need to finally understand that, and put the past behind you. Your sister needs you now, and you’re acting like...”

“Like what? An uncontrollable monster? Maybe that’s what I am!”

The attempt to control me had failed again.

“No, son, you’re not a monster. How many times do I have to tell you that? You’re just reacting way too aggressively because you’re not turning.”

What was he trying to say? That I should break the rules? He didn’t do it either, after all.

“Are you serious right now? I’m just doing what everyone in this house does. Following the guidelines of the damn Blairs and Westcodes. Wasn’t it you who said something about control?” 

Anger spread through me.

You really couldn’t please anyone in this town. If it wasn’t the witches, it was my own kind putting me in my place, stabbing me in the back.

“Julian, I’ve got myself under control, though.” 

I furrowed my brows and immediately regretted it because my father looked down at the ground, grabbed his head, and shook it. 

“We all deal with pain differently, and you overreact to everything. It’s a sign that you’re not at peace with yourself and your nature.” 

I had been in control for so long without anything bad happening. Just because I had demolished our bathroom and hurt myself in the process didn’t mean I had to turn.

“I talked to Nickolas... Maybe he’s right...”

Horrified, I jumped up, knocking the piano stool over backward in the process, which caused a loud rumbling sound.

“Such a strong nature is rare.... And he wants to teach you to control it,” my father continued as if I hadn’t reacted dismissively enough to his words.

“But you said...” I continued, but he interrupted me.

“What’s between me and Nickolas has nothing to do with you needing a pack. Maybe I kept you away from all that crap for too long. You need it.”

So, he had lied to me? Was he going to get me out of here now? Now, of all times? 

“No...” I said tonelessly, staring at him, stunned.

“Julian, you haven’t been there in a long time.”

“No! I’m not going to these people!”

“You have Emely, and I think a little more company wouldn’t hurt you.”

Now, he was starting on Emely again. Just because she was a Senseque didn’t make her anything like me. And besides, we’d only hung out a few times in high school because her brother hadn’t wanted me to make a pass at her, which had never been my intention. Of course, she was pretty. But we had been friends. And I really didn’t want to have anything to do with those freaks. And I really didn’t want to have any trouble with the Alpha’s son. So, I had done the only right thing and cut this last connection, too.

“I’m seriously worried. You’re going to end up hurting someone,” Dad sighed.

“And that’s why you want me to go to them? What do you hope to get out of it? That I’ll come back home a good boy and play fetch the stick in the woods with a couple of tamed dogs in the evening? I’m not like them. Get that through your head!”

“You’re fighting it. And that’s not healthy!” he began again, a little louder this time. “Your powers will eventually drive you out of your mind, and who knows what will happen then!”

“That doesn’t mean I have to join them. They just want to boost up their stupid pack, too, because they have to have everything under control, and because they’re up to their necks in water with the other species!”

My father was silent. Because I was right. Nickolas’ men were nothing but a kind of weapon against the Circle, the Councils or the DeLoughrey clan. 

I would stay away from these senseless feuds. At nineteen, my father could no longer tell me what to do. His bad luck, Nickolas' unexpected luck. I would make their lives hell if they didn’t stop soon, and I would show them that I couldn’t be put in a pack full of good dogs. That was not my world.

Determined, I jumped up and went to the door to make my way past my father. He stood in my way.

I stared at him with a challenging look. 

He would not win this fight.

“Please, Julian, at least think about it. You are a serious danger to yourself and others here.”

I clenched my hands into fists and tightened my jaw.

How could my father just keep hitting the bull’s eye? The thought that something might happen to Mia was finally killing me.

Without hesitation, I pushed him aside and sprinted down the white wooden stairs to the porch door. 

I had to get out of here. And I had to do it fast. Before my father’s words came true and I hurt someone else.

Hastily, I took a leap off the porch and landed on the muddy ground in front of our backyard.

With a dry throat, I ran and quickly jumped over the garden fence, rushing further into the forest.

My father had moved here, especially because of the location near the forest. Away from the pack and yet a little more distant from the city center.

I actually liked it here; however, this would change from next week on. I would no longer be able to just walk around without smelling them all.

My steps quickened. I wanted to get rid of all these thoughts and forget why I was always running away in the first place. I had been running all the last years, but it had done me no good. Again and again, the same problems stood in my way. It was still the same shadows that pursued me.

A sound that must have come from the undergrowth made me stop. Immediately, all my senses were sharpened to the utmost, and I looked around. But I could neither see nor hear anything unfamiliar.

A strong, rotten smell, unknown to me, was in my nose, and I could not help but pull my T-shirt over my nose.

Had I been here before? How far had I run?

As I continued to look around, I realized that I had ended up in a very dark part of the forest. I had to be far from the center of town. Anyway, I didn’t hear any more cars in the distance, and it was very quiet. 

I enjoyed silence. But it was too quiet. Something was not right here.

Where were all the animals that were usually here in masses? There was not even a bird to hear. Over three kilometers...

The forest here would have been the ideal hunting ground if it weren’t for the Blairs’ rules.

But this place was different. It felt abandoned. Dead.

A feeling deep in my chest told me to go after it, to look for what I had just heard. However, dawn was already setting in, and Dad didn’t want me to be out here on the border of Fogs Forest at this hour.

While I had never listened to him or my worried sister because it had been nonsense and I could take good care of myself, I didn’t want to disappoint them after this morning’s disaster. 

My father’s words reached my ear. 

“Don’t go too deep into that forest.”

Quietly, I continued to look around. The dark thicket seemed denser to me now, and it was almost impossible for the sun to get through here. Moss grew everywhere, and the ground was also overgrown.

I turned around and started running. Not a second longer did I want to stay in this dead, silent place where not even an animal dared to go. 

Only this strange sound would not leave me alone. It was still in my head, and I couldn’t remember ever having smelled anything like it before.

I drew in the air, but it was no longer there.

Whatever had been there was gone and had taken its stench with it.
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Chapter 9

Bayla

It was not a piano that gently woke me from sleep this morning.... No, quite the opposite. It was my mum rushing through the door of my room, shouting “Happy Birthday, my little angel!” and violently pulling me out of my dreams of California.

I had rarely slept so well. Especially not in this torture bed. 

Now I was awake, and my head was buzzing.

“Get up, Bay, it’s already 9 o’clock and there’s more than one cake waiting for you downstairs,” Mum chirped cheerfully before she went to the window and sweepingly tore away the curtain. 

I rarely experienced so much élan from her...

“Oh God, your window is still open. You do realize it’s only 8 degrees outside?”

Indeed, it was very chilly in my room. I had noticed that, especially in the mornings, the temperatures were way down and that you couldn’t walk around outside with a T-shirt like in the middle of the day.

I missed California very much. And I was in Blairville. Unfortunately.

When I eventually managed to sit up, Mum came over and sat on the edge of the bed.

“My big girl.” She smiled at me before pressing a kiss to my cheek, rising again and hurrying to the door. “Please hurry up and put on some proper clothes.” 

Then she was gone.

She hadn’t even given me time to complain. I didn’t particularly enjoy being the center of attention. And certainly not for a whole day.

Groaning, I moved to the other side of the bed, about to get to my closet. 

The massive door was still open, as it always was because I was literally too lazy to close my closets again and again. This applied to my entire room as well.

Speaking of which... What was proper in Mum’s opinion? Was she going somewhere with me? Not really, as far as I knew, unless there were some plans, she was keeping from me again.

After long consideration, I decided on a pair of black jeans and a simple copper brown top that looked relatively new. At least when I looked at myself in the mirror, I knew that it must have been a very long time since I had worn something so tight.

The top emphasized my rather less existing breasts, as well as my waist, and the neckline was also not exactly covering. Actually, it looked quite sexy in combination with the skintight jeans. But God, it was damn tight. 

How Larissa could always stand it in her skintight outfits?

The sign was still hanging on the side and when I took a look at it, I remembered again. Of course... Larissa. She had gifted me that top a year ago.

I sighed.

But why did I complain? I was here in our own four walls and didn’t need to hide from anyone, and if we were really leaving, I could still put on a blouse.

I cut the tag off, took one last examining look in the mirror, and then left the room.

Startled, I stopped on the last step of the stairs.

“Mr. Bardot...?” it slipped out of me barely audibly and, above all, in complete surprise.

“Happy 18th birthday, Bayla,” he said kindly, coming up to shake my hand. In the other, he held a small package wrapped in dark blue paper, which he finally pressed into my hand.

“Here, I don’t know what you like, but your mother said you are into reading.”

“Thanks, you shouldn’t have...” I stuttered in embarrassment, accepting the package slightly ashamed. 

I turned toward Mum to confront her with scathing looks, but she had disappeared. I looked around further and spotted her next to the stove, where she was lighting candles on a cake. Leaning against the kitchen counter, next to her was Julian, who seemed to be eyeing me. 

Everything in me instantly stiffened. 

What the hell was he doing here again?

I immediately regretted that I had put on this top and crossed my arms in front of my chest. Then I strode to Mum in the kitchen and showed her with my looks how excited I was.

Julian seemed to noticed and grinned at me gleefully. I looked back without sympathy. 

Couldn’t he just leave again, please?

“Do you want a coffee, Graham? Or you, Julian?” my mother asked, addressing Mr. Bardot and the annoying neighbor guy.

“No, thanks. We already had breakfast at home,” Julian’s father replied, while Julian himself was still grinning at me silently.

His gaze made me uncomfortable, not because he wasn’t watching me the way guys usually did, but because his gaze was so damn intense.

I put the package on the counter next to the pie.

It had to be blueberry pie because the delicious smell made my mouth water. I loved blueberries more than anything, and normally I would have jumped at the pie right away. But we had guests, and I didn’t want to seem as greedy in front of them as I actually was.

What Julian thought, I didn’t care so much.

“Where should we start?” 

Mr. Bardot looked questioningly at my mother, who pulled a knife out of the silverware box and placed it next to the cake.

“Wait, let me think for a minute...” she began, deciding to cut the cake. “I’d say the garden fence looks the worst, doesn’t it?”

“You’re the boss,” Mr. Bardot quipped before nodding to me and turning to slurp through the living room to the front door. Julian also finally turned away from me and followed him through the door, which closed squeakily behind them both.

“You’re the boss?” I snorted, grinning. “May I know what that was all about?”

Mum rolled her eyes with red cheeks.

“Keep your voice down. The walls here have ears.”

Questioningly, I looked at the walls as if they really did have ears before realizing how absurd her words sounded.

“No, seriously.” 

Why had she invited Mr. Bardot and his cocky son?

“Graham and Julian are helping us fix up the house.”

“Couldn’t we have done it ourselves?” I asked, realizing in the same second that maybe we could really use some help.

“Definitely not. Those two are a lifesaver for me, really, and I hope the house looks livable again soon after that.”

Oh great, Julian would probably be hanging around here more often from now on. It was bad enough that we went to the same university. Now, he was also laying siege to the house.

It was possible that I overreacted a bit, and Julian just wanted to be nice. But he was definitely too pushy toward me for that. Even if it was almost only a matter of glances. I wouldn’t buy that he was doing this out of a good intention. He didn’t seem like the type of guy who helped neighbors because he was friendly. There had to be something in it for him.

“Come here, sweetheart. The wax will drip on your cake if you don’t hurry.”

“Then why did you put it on?” 

Grinning, I looked at her.

Mum indignantly slapped me with the wipe.

“Because it’s your birthday. Now, will you stop grumbling?” 

She put the cake she had just picked up on the large kitchen counter.

“I’m not grumbling at all.” 

Her gaze lingered on my top.

“Oh, you’re all dressed up today. I’ve never seen that before.”

“It’s from Larissa,” I waved it off, ignoring her teasing tone.

“From Larissa...” it came back significantly. “No wonder. She really wasn’t a good influence on you.”

“Mum!” 

I gave her an unenthusiastic look. 

Larissa was still my best friend, and I wasn’t going to give that up so quickly.

Mum just laughed, then took me in her arms and hugged me tightly. I returned the hug, although I didn’t really like that. That was because Larissa always hugged me so tightly that I couldn’t breathe, and her strong perfume always literally stuck to me. But I loved this girl.

“You don’t know how proud I am of you,” Mum said, breaking away from me again.

There it was again. That look of promise. As if she wanted to say something else. But she turned away quickly before I could reply.

Maybe it was better that way. I didn’t need to know everything. After all, it was her life, and it had nothing to do with me.

It would all get better soon. I sensed that. Soon, Dr. Copeland would be able to help my mum. And we would go back. Home.

“Now eat your cake before it’s full of wax!”

I was about to reach for the piece of cake when a ringing filled the first floor. The doorbell.

I looked over at Mum, who was heaving the plates out of the dishwasher.

“I’ll get it,” I announced. And before Mum could say anything, I turned and ran to the front door.

I was already expecting Julian or Mr. Bardot, but as I sweepingly yanked open the door, I spotted a pretty girl about my age with beautiful, full black hair, equally full lips, and high, rosy cheekbones. She was wearing gray jeans, along with an emerald green top with white and yellow flower print and a hairband that flattered her emerald eyes. 

“Hey!” she said with a bright smile that showcased her perfect teeth and reached up to her curiously twinkling eyes.

“Hey...”, I replied cautiously as she held something out to me. Cake.

Overwhelmed, I looked at her.

“How fitting, Mady,” I heard Julian laughing in the front yard and spotted him a few seconds later by the fence. He was grinning widely. As usual... “It’s her birthday, and you’re bringing her a cake.”

I looked at Julian in punishment, but he was already pounding nails into our mailbox, focused on his hammer.

“It’s your birthday?” I looked again at the girl, who had to be Mady. “Happy birthday!”

“Thank you...” 

And then I finally managed to take the cake from her.

“I thought I’d say hello now that we’re neighbors.”

Neighbors?

I peeked over at the pretty small house, which resembled ours but was in better condition by far.

“I’m Mady...and I don’t mean to intrude any further.” 

She smiled nervously and turned to leave.

“Wait...” 

Visibly surprised, she turned back to me, and I searched for words. “I’m Bayla.”

Mady smiled.

“Wow, she’s introducing herself to you, quite an improvement.”

We both turned to Julian, and Mady shook her head before turning back to me. “Julian’s always like that.”

“You know each other personally?” 

I looked back and forth between the two of them, and Julian put the hammer aside to wipe his face on his shirt. As he did, I caught a glimpse of his defined abs. 

Embarrassed, I looked away, back at Mady, who grinned knowingly at me.

“Unfortunately.” She rolled her eyes. “We went to Blairville High, even in the same class.” She pointed to Julian. “That right there is the embodiment of loner.”

Julian snorted and raised both brows before nodding at Mady. “And that one is the Sunshine Girl.”

I looked at her questioningly. Mady just smiled, shaking her head. “Everyone has their reputation here.” Then she looked at her watch. “Anyway, I have to get going.”

I nodded in understanding. 

“Of course.”

She winked at me, tossed her hair over her shoulder, and literally danced down the porch past Julian, whom she stuck her tongue out at.

Something told me she and Larissa would get along perfectly.

“You have mail, by the way.”

I looked over at Julian, who was holding up two letters.

Annoyed by the fact that he couldn’t have just left them in the mailbox, I stomped down the porch through the demolished front yard.

But I didn’t get far.

Something hard flew into me, and with a terrified scream, I tumbled backward into the nearest bush, where I landed ungently on scratchy branches.

“Ouch...” I groaned in pain, and when I felt something sharp on my belly and wanted to check if I had hurt myself, a bloodcurdling scream escaped me.

On my belly sat a freaking raven!

The animal was frightened as violently as I was and shot up, its claws once again digging nicely into my belly.

“Ah!” It escaped me and I jumped up, out of the bush.

A mistake. Because I crashed right into Julian, who immediately grabbed my arms to keep me from falling down another time.

The warmth of his hands on my elbows didn’t make it easy to look away. Instead, my gaze fell on his olive-green eyes.

“Are you okay?” he asked with a strangely concerned undertone, and only now did I realize how close he was to me.

“A raven... attacked me,” I gasped and stepped back, looking around in confusion for the creature and spotting three more pitch black birds in the road.

“Did you get hurt?”

I looked back at Julian, following his gaze to my T-shirt, which was tattered at my stomach.

Without hesitation, I pulled it up at the spot and discovered three bright red scratches next to my belly button.

Julian stepped closer, and immediately, I pulled the t-shirt back down.

“It’s okay...”, I said hastily and sped around, hurrying back to the porch.

The last thing I needed was Julian feeling sorry for me just because some stupid bird had run me over.

“Bayla?” I wheeled around and looked at Julian, who was holding up white paper. “The mail.”

Cursing softly, I hurried back, snatched the mail from his hands, and returned to the front door.

Only now did I notice Julian staring at me with that ridiculous grin. I rolled my eyes and pulled the front door shut.

I hadn’t run into the neighbors again today.

But the noise in the garden had reminded me of their presence, and I had given up trying to read anything. It had been too loud for that. What on earth were they doing with the garden fence? Were they dancing on it?

I finally used the time to tidy my room and sort my books into the shelf Mum had gifted me today, along with three new releases by Ana Huang. Organized by genre, I sorted my books.

Mr. Bardot had gifted me a history book about Blairville. 

Since I didn’t like it when people gave me something for my birthday, I wanted to at least flip through the book, even if it was about this boring hick town. Otherwise, I felt rude.

I reached for the next book, my hands hitting crumpled wrapping paper. 

Why...

The afternoon in the marketplace came to mind again. This had to be the pretty leather book I had picked up.

Carefully, I unwound the paper and set it aside. The book was incredibly lovely and looked high quality as well.

I opened to the first few blank pages and came across the storage space. It occurred to me that I could put my necklace in there, however I hadn’t found it yet. Hopefully, it was still in my suitcase, because I would not forgive myself for losing it.

As I looked at the book, an idea came to me.

I retrieved the mysterious envelope from the French philosophy book and slipped it into the small box.

My eyes lingered on the paper, and it was as if that damn envelope was calling to me. Curiosity was getting the better of me.

Was I supposed to?

Oh, damn it. This was long overdue. And Mum didn’t have to know about it... after all.

Just as I was about to reach for the letter, my window flew open with a clang, and a huge gust of wind rushed through my room. I hurried to the window to close it quickly.

This wretched stormy weather in this bloody small town!

When I returned to the shelf where I had put the book, I froze.

The envelope. It had disappeared.

“No...”

Suddenly, my cell phone rang.

I ran to the bed, overwhelmed, grabbed the black smartphone, and just pressed the side button to answer the call directly. It had to be Larissa.

“Hey, Larissa. I was thinking...”

“Is this Ms. Adams I’m talking to?” It wasn’t Larissa but the voice of a young woman. Maybe someone from the university?

“Yes...” I replied shyly.

“Please come to Moenia next Friday at 10:00 pm. And don’t forget to be on time and...”

“Excuse me, who am I talking to?”

“Diana, it’s important that you...”

Shit.

“There must be some misunderstanding, I’m not Diana, I’m...”

Suddenly, the phone was snatched out of my hand.

I spun around and looked at the horrified face of my mother, who gave me a warning look and then spoke to the person on the other side of the line.

“Yes, yes, it’s me... No, yes... no. I’ll be there. Good... I’ll see you.”

She hung up and looked at me indecisively.

“Sorry, I thought that was mine.” I pointed to the phone in her hand, which was basically mine again. We even had the same case. I had probably grabbed hers when I went upstairs. 

“Did she say anything weird to you? Did you say you were my daughter?”

“No, just that you were 10:00...”

I hesitated.

“Who was that?”

“No one special, just Dr. Copeland’s assistant.”

“What are you doing at 10:00 p.m. with Dr. Copeland, for heaven’s sake?”, I cautiously said. At this, images immediately popped into my head that I had not intended to evoke. 

Confused, I shook my head.

Was it possible that this Dr. Copeland and my mother...?

No. Impossible. Besides, she had told me to stay away from the Copelands. That had been a woman just now, and this appointment had sounded way too professional. Or was I wrong about everything?

“The hospital also gives out appointments for evenings...” Mum laughed sheepishly. “Not everyone is an early riser.”

“Evening?”, I huffed, and somehow it was getting more and more suspicious. Ten o’clock was almost night...

Mum started spinning the phone in her hands, avoiding my gaze again.

Was this what it was all about all along? Had she built a new life here, and I didn’t know about it yet? Was that perhaps why I should stay away from the Copelands?

I was about to ask if there was anything else she wanted to say to me when a loud male voice rang out from downstairs.

“Diana?” 

It had to be Mr. Bardot.

“Wait, I can hear you so bad up here, I’m coming down,” Mum shouted louder now, smiled at me again and disappeared downstairs in a hurry.

She was such a bad liar. And as always, she left me with endless questions. Questions upon questions and I got no answers to any of them.

I had only been here five days and had gotten to know my mum from a completely different side. A side that scared me because it showed me that Mum had secrets and kept quiet about it. 

A mother with a thousand secrets, weird citizens in a hillbilly town where people disappeared and massive wild wolves ran around, an annoying playboy neighbor and a best friend who didn’t even check in with me for my birthday.

I would wait until tonight. Maybe she would call me after all. In the end, it wasn’t even her fault, and it was this fucked up network out here.
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Chapter 10

Julian

I had to be careful not to step on one of the many pieces of wood that were still lying around from the weekend. We had had three days to fix up this hovel, and the result was depressing. The fence had received a new coat of paint and now shone in the morning sun. But that was it already. Yesterday morning, we had to replace a few weathered wooden boards on the front of the house, which were now scattered all over the front yard and the porch. The same porch that was still creaking as I walked up to the front door and knocked on it. I had accidentally ripped the doorbell out of the wall yesterday.

Ashamed, I tried to conceal the spot by leaning against the wall, which creaked just as unpleasantly.

To be honest, I would have rather helped my father with this house instead of going to Vanderwood. Just at that thought, my stomach clenched.

The door opened, horribly loud as always, and Ms. Adams smiled at me as if that hadn’t burst her eardrums.

Too often, I forgot that not everyone was as sensitive as my kind.

“Good morning, Julian. Bay will be here in a minute. Wait...”

She turned around in her simple outfit of rather classy gray pants and a white blouse and headed for the stairs.

I wondered what she was up to as a molecular biologist at DLSC. I just couldn’t imagine one of the witches working for the DeLoughreys. The Quatura and the Ruisangors did get along, but only as long as it wasn’t about the property dispute in town. Otherwise, they avoided each other with generous suspicion.

“Bay, come on down! Julian’s here!”

I heard an annoyed groan from upstairs, then footsteps. A loud “I’ll be right down!” followed, and then a door was thrown into the lock.

Ms. Adams rolled her eyes before turning back to me.

“Why don’t you come in? It’ll probably be a few more minutes.” 

She went into the kitchen and poured hot water into a pot, and immediately, the pungent scent of mint hit me.

The sounds and smells here were pretty darn intense, and you didn’t have to be a supernatural being with very good hearing to notice Bay’s extremely good mood.

Since the Adams had moved here, you could hear doors slamming and angry voices. The house had already had a creaking life of its own before, and – of course – we had other neighbors, but they were retired and on vacation for what felt like more than half the year. The loudest thing you ever heard from them was a lawn mower or soft music from Elton John. The Adams, on the other hand, were a very lively family, even though there were only two of them.

I looked at Ms. Adams, who gestured to the kitchen with an inviting hand wave.

“Very nice, but my sister is waiting outside.”

I didn’t mean to be rude, but I could sense Mia’s impatience from here. She wanted to get to school earlier than usual for whatever reason... 

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Ms. Adams said in a rush. “Bayla! Hurry up now, please. You’re not the only one who has to be on time today!”

“Yes, Mum, I’ll be right down!” 

This time, she sounded like she had something in her mouth. A toothbrush? The thought made me smile.

“I’ll be right outside. Have a nice day, Diana,” I politely said goodbye and left the house without closing the door behind me.

“You too, Julian,” Ms. Adams called after me.

Indeed, she was the complete opposite to the other witches, and I was beginning to wonder if she was even one of them. 

I didn’t care about the Quatura. As long as they left me alone, I would play by their rules.

A glance at the car told me that my sister had overheard everything. She grinned at me from the back seat. Then she turned back to her cell phone, busy.

I got in on the driver’s side.

“She doesn’t like you, Julian,” it came immediately from the back.

“You must know,” I groaned, looking through the mirror at her mischievous face. Her eyes sparkled playfully. Who had she inherited that from? 

In any case, she couldn’t fool me. Mia Bardot was a little beast. And had been since birth.

I grinned back, shaking my head.

“No, really. She always curses when you’re around. I can hear it all the way up to my room.”

“She’s a witch.”

“She likes me, though,” Mia explained, as if this were a contest.

“Because you suck up to her.”

“She doesn’t know about us, you nut, which definitely means it’s because of your personality and not our powers.”

I looked over at the house where Bay had appeared in the doorway. She was standing there in a brown, rather comfortable-looking knit sweater, black trousers, and a leather backpack over one shoulder, talking to her mother.

“You’ll be fine, honey. I can drive you next week, okay?”

“Are you sure she’s one of them? She smells different somehow.” 

Mia’s words snapped me out of my stupor and I looked straight ahead to where a mother was crossing the street with a stroller.

“Do you think so?” I asked because I was aware that she smelled different, but until now, I had thought it was because of me.

“Yes. Whatever it is, it smells different.... Neither unpleasant nor pleasant, you know what I mean?”

Basically, all witches smelled the same. The strong and pure-blooded among them usually had a more penetrating scent than their kind. But Bayla Adams smelled like nothing. Whatever Mia was smelling, I never even started to smell it.

“It’s quite possible that she might not have any powers. After all, Ms. Adams didn’t tell her. Surely you also know about there being Quatura who are so weak they can’t work magic.”

No, I actually didn’t know that. 

Witches were usually vain, prudish, and very arrogant when it came to their territory and affairs. That was all I knew. 

I looked back over at the Adams. Ms. Adams waved, and I instinctively smiled back. But I noticed that Bay was no longer standing with her.

A clack made me wince, and I looked through the rearview mirror to the back seat, where Bay was tending to her suitcase.

“Do you need help?” asked Mia kindly to the side, knowing full well that this phrase meant as much as Julian, now give her a hand.

But I didn’t even have to get out of the car because from behind came a quick, strained, “No.... I’m fine.” The car door dropped with a loud crash, and this time it was Mia who flinched.

Bay hadn’t exchanged a word with me the entire ride. Not even when Mia had gotten out at Blairville High and wished us a nice first day. She just sat there staring at the passing houses as if I didn’t even exist. 

Admittedly, I was a touch interested in what others thought of me. Especially the opinion of some Blairs and their followers could stay away from me. But Bay didn’t even know who she really was, or that she was one of them.

Somehow, I envied this girl for her lack of knowledge and the life she had led there in the States. No rival clans as concentrated as here, a carefree student life, no annoying obligations, not even powers with which anything could go wrong.

If she knew where her mother had brought her here... I wonder how she would react?

California to British Columbia. Those had to be two different worlds.

“How was California?”

“Don’t even try,” she hissed back, not taking her eyes off the window. 

By now, we were far from the center of the city in a greener part of town. A street scattered with isolated houses and trees, and I hated this place. Because only a few hundred more meters, and we would be in the pack’s territory.

Their territory was the most extensive, but they didn’t own much that had influence on the city, except for the university. Two more reasons to expand the pack.

I wanted to distract myself, so I tried again.

“I would miss it if I were you. The sun, the beach, and most of all, that carefreeness.”

This time she glanced at me with a look that for a moment showed longing, but then it turned into one that suggested that one more word would make her explode. I noticed that she was pulling her sleeves down further. Was she cold, perhaps?

She must have noticed my searching gaze because, finally, she folded her arms and looked back at the street.

How did she see me? Maybe the way I really was? A clumsy jerk who didn’t know how to behave? 

A sobering thought occurred to me.

What if she saw me as I really was?

“I’m sorry,” I sighed, wondering to myself what had just slipped out of my lips. Yet I didn’t even know exactly what I was apologizing for. It was almost as if I had apologized for my past. A past that, to this day, had far-reaching consequences.

I shook my head.

No. Not here. I was on the road with a passenger. Not a good place for such thoughts.

Bay just kept silent, and I interpreted her silence as a final leave me alone.

So be it. If she didn’t want to talk to me normally before I dropped her off in the wolves’ den, it was her choice.  

I turned on the car radio—a mistake, as it turned out because Joe Bexley's annoying voice blared out at me.

“...Maybe no new wolf sightings, but a much more exciting topic! It looks like the DeLoughreys are ready to buy up the Copelands hospital.”

I almost laughed. Those bastards deserved it.

“It’s no secret that the Copelands are in a tight financial spot. Whether their university’s revenue can save them this month is unclear. However, Chief Medical Officer Dr. Copeland disputes the situation. The university director, Professor Alarik Copeland, is avoiding making a statement.”

I pressed my lips together.

Why was everything about this family?

“Blairville Daily wishes all Blairville students a Happy New Semester!”

Indie music from a local group began to play.

Only now did I notice Bayla’s concentrated look on the car radio.

“Who are these Copelands?” she asked.

I wanted to be honest with her, but I also knew not to tell her anything wrong. This was her mother’s job, and I wasn’t going to mess with Diana.

“People you don’t want to have anything to do with, trust me.”

Bay looked at me, but I didn’t take my eyes off the road.

“So, you know them?” 

“Old acquaintances.” That almost sounded like a compliment to this scum.

“And the DeLoughreys?”, Bay probed further.

God, how long would I be able to lie to this nosy girl without her noticing?

“Dangerous rich people, better to stay away from...”

Luckily, that was her last question, even if her look revealed that she was far from satisfied with my answers.

I steered the car along the sweeping curve that, after five minutes, led me into a street – or rather a long double-lane driveway – where deciduous trees decorated with green and white flags, as well as metal and very noble-looking lanterns adorned with the Vanderwood crest framed the street at regular intervals on the left and right.

I had been here many times before and by now found it unimpressive. 

Bayla’s attention, however, was focused on the huge Gothic-style building that loomed directly in front of us, in the middle of the campus, with its tall tower in the central nave. This was the main building with its two magnificent side sections of the university, which had been built during the founding times.

Behind the large parking area, on which cars were already massively jammed, stretched the spacious campus lawn full of oaks, framed with isolated buildings, such as the campus bar, the Law School, also in Gothic style, and the traditional housing complexes for the master’s students. 

This was possibly the most beautiful university in this country, the heart of this cursed city. Neither Oxford nor Yale University came close to Vanderwood in the aesthetics of their buildings. 

I almost laughed bitterly. Yale. The college I had actually wanted to go to. But then Granma had died, and my father had started sitting in front of the beer bottles again, staring at them.

If I had left, Mia would have had to take care of him, and I couldn’t put her through that. She was fifteen. But I knew that she was the one of the two of us who held everything together.

I pressed my lips against each other and concentrated on finding a decent parking spot. In the process, I noticed the row of dark Jeeps near the campus path and knew immediately that they had to be the Copelands and their pack.

Of course, Nash and his guys got their private parking spaces. 

Unfortunately, things like that didn’t impress me at all. They should get their family bonus, though.

There were a lot of – sometimes overly hectic – students on the road, so I had to be careful not to run over anyone. Although I would have liked nothing better than to carefully nudge any pack members with my car.

I steered my pickup truck into a gap that two other drivers were fighting over. Both gawked at me in disbelief, but I skillfully ignored them.

These students here were all so ignorant when it came to parking. It had been like that back when I had been in high school with all of them.

But now I only knew some of the faces here.

Bay wanted to get out right away, but I stopped her when I remembered that I still had something of hers.

“Wait a minute...” was all I said, reaching into my back pocket. “I found this in front of your mum’s car. Is it yours?”

Bayla, who had just tried to get out with her impenetrable mine, audibly gasped. Her horrified look spoke volumes.

Hastily, she reached for the pendant as if I had taken it from her and stared at the necklace for a moment before looking at me again.

“Thanks,” she mumbled barely audible, and quickly got out of the car.

I did the same and opened one of the back doors to take out her suitcase this time, which would have otherwise fallen on her feet again. She just groaned in annoyance but, wisely, allowed herself to be helped.

“Do you want me to show you where your room is?”, I asked and after a few seconds of thinking, I guess she saw that it was better that way.

“Whatever,” she replied, scratching her wrist impatiently.

I shoved the suitcase at her before getting my travel bag out of the car. Unlike Bay, I hadn’t packed like I was about to travel for three months. Maybe it was a girl thing to always have all kinds of stuff with you, but as I watched two giggling blondes strut past us with four large hard-shell suitcases, I knew that Bay’s suitcase, in contrast, was a cinch. 

Shaking my head, I closed the door, then followed Bay, who was already heading straight for the widest path to the main building. Her gaze was fixed on the towers of the largest university building.

“Is there anything here that attracts these animals?”

I followed her gaze. She could only mean the dozens of black birds that circled the towers and perched on the rooftops.

I remembered that just yesterday she had been hit by one of them. 

There were plenty of ravens in Blairville, but I had never seen them attack people. Probably the poor fellow had simply gotten lost.

“Bardot, what a coincidence to see you here!” a bawling male voice rang out.

I looked up, but immediately regretted it.

Was it impossible to enjoy a day without these motherfuckers?

Nash and his guys, seven of them, were sitting under a large oak tree – the largest on this campus to be exact – on stone benches that formed a half circle similar to a rondel. As always, they had picked a spot where they could keep track of everything.

So…high school days haunted me after all.

“Nash!” a girl with dark brown, almost black hair in matte black jeans and a khaki T-shirt, hissed, and I knew immediately it was Emely. She boxed her older twin brother in the side, who seemed distracted by her for a second.

I used that second to mingle with Bayla and the other students walking by.

“Who are they?” Bayla asked suspiciously. 

“Idiots,” I snorted curtly, and we turned down a side path.

“Best stay away from them. Where they are, there’s only trouble.”

Bay didn’t say anything else, however, I could sense questions burning on her tongue once again.

“Where exactly was your room again?”, I asked, pulling Bayla into the shade of an oak tree, out of sight of Nash and the others.

“I don’t know. It wasn’t in the letter.” 

“It’s always in the letter,” I laughed incredulously. 

A seven was written there on my letter. This room had to be somewhere in the attached apartment complex, because rooms one to twenty were King Rooms. Normally these rooms were reserved for master students with special achievements, and I had wondered how I could have ended up there. But then again, why not?

“But there was nothing written there, okay?” Bay said a little more impatiently, digging out a piece of paper and heaving it close to my nose, so closely I couldn’t make anything out.

I took it from her hand and examined the lines. 

Somewhere there had to be...

A literal shock ran through me when I got to the names of her roommates.

“There must be some mistake,” I stammered, puzzled, looking again to make sure I hadn’t misread. 

But it was true.

“Oh really? I knew that before.”

I stared at the note, shaking my head.

Something wasn’t right here. Normally, Vanderwood didn’t make mistakes, and certainly not mistakes like this one. But the letter before my eyes said otherwise:

Emely Copeland and Julie Blair were in the same room.
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Chapter 11

Mady

Dissatisfied, I smoothed out the folds of the summer dress. Black and emerald green, an elegant floral pattern that matched the hairband and a playful hemline that reached just above my knees.

Through the mirror, I looked into my mother’s eyes, her beautiful smile...until the second I could hear her laughing in my memories. That was the moment when I pushed my memories aside and reached for the pill that was already ready on the dresser next to the mirror.

They were just pills that made me function, that allowed me to leave this house emotionally stable and somehow make it through the day.

I swallowed them, took a sip of my coffee with them, and looked critically in the mirror once again.

The pictures I had taped to the frame showed me and my older brother, Ezra. The two of us at Lola’s Diner, taking selfies. Pictures of us in the snow, him pulling my beanie in my face and sticking his tongue out.

I wish there weren’t two years between those pictures and now. Because Ezra wasn’t taking selfies anymore. And I didn’t laugh with him anymore. 

How could I when we barely ran into each other?

Unlike me, he had stopped taking the pills.

“Someday, it won’t hurt so much.”

Ezra meant our parents. 

My eyes wandered to the next picture.

Nash’s smile, his deep blond strands, his forehead, and my kiss on his skin... I closed my eyes to remember him, that moment with him, all that I hadn’t forgotten yet.

The familiar ache rippled through my belly.

He was the reason I was still taking the pills. Not my parents.

“Madelin?” 

Ezra’s voice brought me back to the present, and I was tempted to remove the photo from the mirror. Mia would have torn it off by now, but I just couldn’t.

“Mady, please, we have to go.”

With reluctance, I tore myself away from the mirror and reached for the thermos. I would not make it through this day without coffee. 

Then I grabbed the backpack and hurried down the stairs.

“There you are, finally,” my brother snorted, also carrying his shouldered backpack.

Ezra’s skin was golden brown, not like mine, which resembled that of a walking corpse. He worked a lot. Usually, just at Lola’s Diner or the Vanderwood campus bar. This summer, the flower shop job had been added to the mix. Another reason I should feel bad, but Ezra smiled encouragingly in my direction.

“Let me take your suitcase.” He started to rush up the stairs, but I braced a hand against his chest.

Ezra looked at me through his emerald eyes in confusion. The only thing we seemed to share. His hair was cocoa brown, like my father’s. 

“Where is it?”

That was typical of him. He actually resembled our father. Helpful and kind-hearted, liked to help, felt responsible for everything.... 

And so, it had come about that instead of pills, he had found another way to deal with his problems:  Jobs, more jobs, and even more jobs. And when he wasn’t working, he was studying for his medical degree as an aspiring doctor. 

He was like Dad. At least, that’s what he wanted to be.

“I don’t have a suitcase,” I murmured, pushing past him.

“You should move to campus.” He said seriously from the stairs, and I turned to him. He eyed my floral dress.

“So, you can have your peace from me?”

His eyes met mine again.

“All right, stay here.” He shrugged. “But then please get a job, too.”

I sighed. The guilty conscience set in, and I turned away ashamed, not wanting him to realize how convinced I was of the truth that lay behind his words. 

“Good morning to you, too, Ezra,” I teased and left the house without turning back to my sighing brother.

For once, and only because it was the first day, I had let my brother take me to university. 

“Did you have to park so far away?”

Ezra didn’t reply, so shaking my head, I slammed the car door and checked to make sure I had everything with me. 

As I was about to turn around, Ezra called out to me. “Hey...”

I looked at him, his gaze filled with concern, and he could barely hold it.

“Have a great first day.”

I forced myself to smile. Because even though we hadn’t been on the same page since the accident, he was still my brother.

“Thanks.”

I turned without looking back again and made my way across the parking lot.

I almost tripped over a raven, happily hopping around in a water-filled puddle, splashing its wings.

It made me smile.

Ravens were cute animals, and whenever I saw any on the streets of Blairville, they made me grin. 

At least they felt comfortable in the city.

I kept walking past heavily packed newcomers... And then I understood why Ezra had parked so far away: In front of me was Nash’s car. A dark blue jeep.

Why did I associate so many painful memories with a damn car?

I swallowed, trying not to let the tears out. There was only one place I was allowed to cry, and it definitely wasn’t here.

“Are you okay?” 

I whirled around. 

A girl with long light brown almost blonde hair, a black leather jacket and a stunning figure swung off a motorcycle and took off her helmet.

“Yeah...” Shaking my head, I turned away from the Jeep and looked at the loaded motorcycle. “Did you bring all your stuff here on that motorcycle?”

A sly grin traveled across the girl’s lips, and she began unbuckling the suitcase.

“Don’t ask me how I did it,” she laughed, “Especially this far.” 

She eyed her luggage before loosening it further.

“Are you from town?” I asked curiously because I had never seen her in high school. Someone like her would have just caught my eye instantly.

Again, she laughed and raised her hands defensively. “No, for God’s sake.” Then she managed to untie the suitcase and looked back at me. “You?”

“I grew up here.” 

It sounded prouder than I was on it, and even the smile felt, after all, indescribably fake.

“My condolences.”

Dumbfounded, I looked at the girl.

Where was she from?

“Blairville can be really nice,” I said instead of asking rude questions. “With the right people in the right places,” I added quickly.

She looked up at me and I was beginning to think she was going to laugh at me, but she just smiled and put on her black leather backpack.

“That’s a good attitude.” 

I returned the smile, and immediately a thought came to me. What if, after all these years, I could still manage to find people and start over?

“Are you starting your studies here?”

I looked at her in surprise. “Yes, why?” 

“Perfect. I’m new here, too. And my sense of direction really sucks,” she sighed, and we walked across the crowded parking lot toward the campus lawn.

“I know my way around Blairville, but at Vanderwood...” I hesitated thoughtfully. “Are you looking for anything in particular?”

The girl smiled. “You could say that.”

I was about to ask further when something hard hit me painfully on the arm, and I slammed into the girl next to me. But she caught me without a second thought and looked at me with concern.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah...”

She looked around, her gaze fixed on something, and then she yelled. “Watch it, you asshole!”

I scrambled to my feet, startled, and looked at the football on the ground. 

Was it somehow fate that everything that had to do with him seemed to haunt me for the rest of my life?

“Wow, I’m incredibly sorry.”

My head traveled up to the tall, dark-skinned young man in the dark pine green Vanderwood T-shirt, which was cut off at the sleeves, showcasing his massive shoulders. 

“You should be,” the girl next to me nagged back.

And then he recognized me. “Mady?”

“You know each other?” The girl looked between us, confused.

“Hunter...”, I remarked, overwhelmed, rubbing my arm. “You study here too?”

His gaze dropped to my arm. 

“Fuck, did I hit you bad?”

“You hit her with your fucking football!” the girl snapped at him, crossing her arms in front of her chest.

“It’s okay, I’m fine,” I tried to defuse the situation. 

Admittedly, my arm hurt like hell. But this was Hunter. Nash’s best friend. And after all these years, I didn’t want him against me, either. 

But if he was here, Nash couldn’t be far. I resisted the urge to turn around and even more that urge to ask him how Nash was doing. 

“You shouldn’t be here, Mady,” Hunter sighed, automatically broaching the subject.

“How is he?” I finally asked, trying to push away the uncomfortable feeling of not being wanted.

Hunter looked around as if he were really close. Then he heaved a sigh.

“Better, but he won’t be happy to see you here.”

I gritted my teeth. “Good, because I’m not here for him.”

I walked past him, and the girl followed me.

“Wow, how rude.” She shook her head. “What were you guys talking about?”

“My ex-boyfriend,” I snorted. 

This was off to a really good start.

“Ouch. That must suck. At the same university with your ex...”

I laughed bitterly. “I didn’t choose it.”

“Oh, hello, Madelin, gorgeous!”

The girl and I stopped abruptly as two other girls walked toward us. Street mutt blond hair, decidedly tall, and so thin that I instantly recalled Grace Blair’s comparison of them to walking matchsticks. Jenny and Penny Bexley.

While Jenny, who was three years older than me and had been up to her mischief as an annoying reporter on the Vanderwood campus for some time, had grown into an Aphrodite over the years, her younger sister, with braces and uneven bangs, looked out of place next to her.

Penny and I had gone to the same class. But we had never exchanged a word, and I honestly felt sorry for her because being born into the Bexley family had to be hard on an introverted mouse like her.

Jenny – on the other hand – blossomed in her role as campus reporter. And she knew my name, which was because she had been hunting for my brother for quite some time.

“Hey...” I said, trying to be friendly. The last thing anyone wanted was to have a sensationalist reporter against them.

“Do you happen to know if your brother would give us an interview regarding the Copeland Hospital situation? I’m afraid we can’t find him.”

Which was perhaps because even he was running from her...

Penny wrinkled her nose next to her sister. Poor thing.

“Ezra went that way,” I lied, pointing in the direction of one of the paths that led into the campus woods.

“You’re a sweetheart, girl!” Jenny laughed, briefly putting her hand on my shoulder and finally pulling Penny behind her.

Inwardly, I hoped she didn’t go too deep into the woods, even though the thought of her being eaten by one of the local wild wolves was tempting.

“Who was that?” the girl next to me asked with raised eyebrows.

I waved it off. “Oh, just the Bexley’s daughters. The whole family works for the local news station. Or let me rephrase: They are the local news station.”

The girl just laughed in amusement, and we started moving again. But it wasn’t long before the next pair of black high heels stepped into our path.

“The Sunshine Girl.” I stopped. The nickname hit me as hard as Hunter’s football. “You, here.”

It sounded more like an unpleasant statement than a question, and when I saw who it came from, I clenched all my remaining good humor that hadn’t yet perished from the toxicity of this town and tried to smile.

“Anyone else you know?” it came again from the girl next to me. 

I really needed to ask her name.

The person in front of us, a dark-haired girl in the latest designer clothes, raised her eyebrows and eyed us both disparagingly. 

“My name is Amber. Remember it. It could become important.”

That was Amber Smith. The devil on Vivienna Westcode’s side. And when she was out on her own, she was even sneakier than when she was with her two besties. We’d been on the cheerleading squad together in high school, and she’d done her best to make sure Vivienna and I never became friends again. Successfully. 

“Are you here to keep stalking your ex?”

And since I’d been with Nash, the three of them hadn’t exchanged a word with me anyway. 

That had been the problem with Nash. It was like he was part of a gang, and it was the same with Vivienna and the other girls. They hated the guys and the other way around.

I sighed, “No, Amber. I have a life of my own. Imagine that.”

“Who’d believe it?” she laughed and turned away to drag her two silver hard cases across campus.

“Who the fuck was that this time?”

I pressed my lips together. “That was one of the rudest people you’ll meet in this town.” 

“Great…And why did she call you Sunshine Girl?”

The last pieces of relaxation slipped out of my body and what remained was nothing but memories.

“Long story.”

When I had dropped the girl off in front of the student office, I had rushed to the registrar’s office to do whatever might help me start over. And I had completely forgotten to ask her for her name and phone number. Damn it…

Annoyed that Hunter and Amber had upset me so much, I entered the spacious office. 

Unlike Ezra, I didn’t have the urge to become like my parents and continue living the life they had not been granted to live. I had struggled to be a normal teenager. Going to parties, getting involved, and making friends. The last had always been hard for me, and the second was my way of dealing with all the crap life threw my way.

“Are you sure you want to be involved in so many things?”

The chubby, curly-haired lady with the big nose eyed the clipboard suspiciously, then me.

“I’m sure.” 

I sounded confident. That’s exactly how it should be.

The woman just nodded, put the sheet in a pile and slid me a package containing a pine green hoodie, keychains, drinking bottles as well as other Vanderwood merchandise and smiled.

“Welcome to Vanderwood University.”
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Chapter 12

Bayla

Julian had taken me to the secretary’s office after staring at my letter for an unbelievable two minutes. There, we were informed that there had been a serious error in the administration and that some of the letters had probably not made it to their rightful recipients.

Great. Somewhere out there were people who desperately wanted to visit this gigantic Hogwarts replica but couldn’t, and I had received this stupid letter. If that didn’t reek hugely of irony....

I walked through the campus forest, dragging the suitcase along the path behind me, and slowly I doubted that this path would lead me to my destination.

Students who passed me on the way occasionally gave me new hope and if I read the map of the campus correctly and there was not also a printing error in the sketches of the crossroads, it was not far anymore.

At one crossroad I had to think for a moment, but when I saw the black raven hopping across the path, I listened to my gut feeling and decided to take the other path. I had no desire to be attacked again by these unpredictable animals. It was enough that this town seemed to be their home.

“Oh, hello, girl!” chirped a way-too-high-pitched girl’s voice that sounded strangely familiar.

My head went up, and it was one of those moments where you wish you hadn’t looked.

I blinked at the tall blonde girl with the puffy lips and clipboard. 

She stepped toward me and held out her hand. “Jenny Bexley.” 

So, I hadn’t mistaken her. Great. But it was only now that I spotted the second girl standing behind her like a shadow, staring at me with a dead expression that sent chills down my spine. 

I immediately recognized the resemblance between the two.

“You must be new in town because I don’t know you. Anyway...” she continued with a wave of her hand. “This is my business card.” She held out a little blue-red card to me, with a definitely photoshopped profile of her on it, the name of the local news station next to it, and her contact information. “If there’s anything interesting happening, feel free to message me.” She winked at me, and only now did I notice the false eyelashes. “It’s good to have allies in a town like this.” 

And without hesitation, she scurried past me, in the direction I had just come from. 

The other girl followed her, sighing.

For a while, I stared after the two of them. 

What an absurd encounter...

I looked down at the business card.

Allies. The last thing I needed in this creepy little nest were allies.

However, I had made it. Now I was standing in front of the door with the number 113, remembering Mum’s words that we would be staying in residential wings. 

Nice residential wing in the middle of the bush. Very funny.

These weren’t housing tracts but freaking villas in the woods that looked pretty modern with their rectangular shape and wood and concrete design. Ten houses were stretching along a pond area overgrown with water lilies and connected by one wide and several narrow wooden paths. And there were forty of these residential parks located around the campus in the woods: forty residential parks, each with ten villas and eight sleeping spaces. Three thousand two hundred students and a little bit more could sleep on campus. The other two thousand eight hundred students were housed somewhere in the city...I guess?

Mum said it was a privilege that I had been given accommodation on campus. 

To me, it felt like a punishment from God.

I opened the door of the last house and, amazed, entered an open first floor, which was equipped with a huge kitchen, an open living area with modern yet comfortable furniture, and even a dining area with a glass table.

The entire first floor was lit up by the panoramic windows alone, which were present as fronts in the dining area and occasionally in the living area. A large television hung above a sandstone-colored fireplace. The cream-colored living room landscape full of cushions didn’t look too shabby either.

How much did all this cost? And how much money did my mother pay for this accommodation? Was I even in the right place here?

My gaze wandered to the large real wood staircase in the corner, which, like our staircase on the wall, made a curve once and disappeared behind a smooth wooden wall to the top.

Where it went up, the wall was completely glazed, like in the adjoining dining area, and you could see outside to the other houses, the pond and the forest.

I pulled my suitcase to the stairs and eyed the steps suspiciously.

How was I supposed to get this suitcase up here without falling flat on my face at least once?

The light wooden steps, on whose surface I could see myself reflected, had to be damn dangerous for people like me, who were used to running down the stairs.

I decided to unpack the suitcase down here, just to be on the safe side.

Two stacks of books, my clothes for this and the following weeks – hopefully, there was a washing machine here – and my toiletry bag, as well as other stuff that could be used in university, stretched out in front of me. Next to it lay Eddy.

Eddy had been my first and last cuddly toy. It was a gray-white wolf with blue plastic eyes, which already looked a bit rancid after a thousand washes. 

Mum had wanted to force a giraffe on me when I was only five years old. But I hadn’t wanted to part with Eddy, and besides, I didn’t like giraffes.

I reached for Eddy and picked up a few more of my books, as well as my toiletry bag. Then I balanced myself up the stairs.

At the top, I headed for an open door that opened into a large bathroom with a stone shower and bathtub by the window. The panoramic windows provided a view out into the woods. 

I found the idea that I might be observed bathing here strange. Relieved, I discovered blinds.

A bit clumsy, I threw my large wash bag onto the stone tiles, narrowly missing the white rug that lay in front of the also white washing machine. I would have been surprised if this house didn’t have one.

Turning around, I noticed the large wall mirror in front of the sink, confronting me with my rather angular body. Deeply I envied these girls with the beautiful curves, the peach butt, and the existing boobs. To be more precise, I envied Larissa. She had often worn tight dark clothes that made her look incredibly sexy so that the boys from high school had just stuck to her. Not to forget all her stalkers or those guys from Sacramento’s shadiest gangs.

And then there was me: Too skinny, barely an A-cup. And one hundred percent nothing would grow there either.

My eyes fell on all the makeup stuff under the mirror.

Right, I had roommates – seven of them. Thankfully, we were split between two rooms. I wouldn’t be able to stand it otherwise.

I made my way back to the hallway.

I would unpack the wash bag later because the remaining stuff in my arms was already threatening to fall down.

In the hallway, just like at my house, the doors faced each other. Straight ahead, the wall was glazed and served as a light source for daytime.

Undecided, I looked back and forth between the two doors and decided without further delay that it wouldn’t really matter where I slept. I knew no one here, and no one knew me.

I went to the left door and knocked carefully before pushing down the handle. But the very next moment, I regretted it.

“Oh. My. God, Vi...”

A black-haired girl, who had been painted her nails until just now, looked at me with widened eyes. I immediately recognized who it was: The dark-haired brat from the grocery store.

“What is it, Amber?” came an annoyed voice from the other corner of the room.

Another girl with loose, long hair was sitting with her back to me, just putting on her makeup in front of a lighted mirror. Our eyes met in the reflection. She snapped around.

“That’s the weird one from the parking lot,” the black-haired girl gawked, turning back to her nails. Her name had to be Amber.

Her friend, Vi, the driver back then, was up now and slowly walking toward me.

My heart slipped into my pants.

She looked damn good with a figure that could put her well over the limits of a catwalk and was definitely a good twenty inches taller than me too.

“So, you’re here, too?” she said pointedly, directed at me as if I was definitely in the wrong place.

Her ice-blue eyes sparkled at me brashly. I didn’t know what to answer, since it was obvious that I was here. She eyed me with a condescending look before she put on that feigned smile again, which I already knew from the parking lot.

“And you want to sleep here?” she asked me this time as if I were a little kid who had gotten lost. Well, maybe I was lost here, because one thing was clear: I wouldn’t be able to sleep here at any price.

“Oh no, please no,” that weird Amber nagged annoyed, turning back to her mirror.

“I was just leaving...” was all I said, and quickly turned away to leave the room. 

Jackpot, Bayla. You managed to get into student housing with the most arrogant goats in town.

“Nice to see you again, too!” the blonde beauty called after me, and I heard a squeaky laugh behind her.

After pulling the door into the lock behind me as quickly as I could, I walked straight past the stairs to the other door.

Nothing worse could come now.

And I was right.

The room I entered was just as spacious as the other and had four beds. Opposite the door was a completely glassed wall, in front of which was a very long desk with four chairs. On the wall next to the door were two large closets. The floor was made of dark wood laminate.

I liked it here in itself because you had a great view out to the other houses, the pond on which we were with a wooden walkway, and the nearby forest. This house was in the very back in the middle, and from here, I saw for the first time how beautiful the pond was. Otherwise, there were only the trees around us and a few students who had just arrived and dragged their suitcases, just as awkward as me, along the path.

Satisfied, my eyes wandered around the room when suddenly the door opened and my jaw dropped.

Standing before me was none other than my best friend. Larissa Champson.
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Chapter 13

Larissa

“Surprise!” I shouted and dropped my suitcase, which I had laboriously dragged up the stairs, to the floor with a crash. My arms ached from the dragging, but when I saw my lost best friend standing five feet away, I forgot all about the arrival crap.

When I had seen that fierce lodge a few minutes ago, I had looked exactly like Bay was doing right now.

A big grin spread around the corners of my mouth, and I couldn’t help but fall around my best friend’s neck. It had only been ten days, but I had missed the hell out of her, and the network in this backwoods town was a disaster.

“Larissa, what... What are you doing here?”

I quickly broke free from the embrace.

What I was doing here? Couldn’t she tell by looking at my suitcase?

“Do you think I’m going to let my absolute best friend languish here in the middle of nowhere all alone?” At that, I made an all-encompassing gesture and then pointed toward the hallway. “And living in a house with people like that.... What was the administration thinking, man?”

Apparently, girls of a special kind lived next door. Anyway, they thought they were something better.

First, they wanted me to stay with them, and when had I said that I was looking for my best friend, they had looked at me really stupid and pointed outside.

Bay, still looking at me stunned, closed the bedroom door. Then she looked at the suitcase for two seconds and then back at me.

“And then you just decided to study here?”

“What would I do at some highly prestigious university without you? Babe, I’d die of boredom,” I exaggerated, continuing to grin.

I had been serious. Life was half the fun without Bay.

“Sometimes you just have to do crazy things,” I replied, smiling.

It took a moment for her speechlessness to fade. Then, finally, she returned my smile.

It was good to be with her again. Especially when you had no one else in your life. I found it damn hard to have to keep looking for new people, and yet inside, there was still this feeling of loneliness.

I tried to focus on Bay.

“So, what’s it like here? Have you met anyone yet?”

Bay rolled her eyes and I knew immediately it was about a guy.

“Tell me!” 

I sounded a little demanding. Bay was used to that, though.

“My neighbors are pretty nice. They have a son. But he’s an arrogant pushover.”

Immediately, I had to grin again. Although her last boyfriend had been the biggest asshole on earth and I had always wondered when she would finally break up with David, she usually didn’t fall for guys like that.

I had thought well of David at first, but in the end, it had been him who had slept with Olivia fucking McConnell. Lucky me had caught them in their hookup and then when Bay had found out about it, she had burst into tears.

I had threatened the guy that if he ever came near my best friend again, I would prove to him that I had mastered several martial arts. 

I – unlike Bay – had been on more dates. But they had all been the same in the end: daredevils, troublemakers, aspiring drug dealers, or some sick combination of all three. Apparently, some part of me was looking for just such people. And there had to be something about me that attracted them like flies.

“And otherwise?”

“I’m as new here as you are,” Bay laughed. 

God, was I glad to have her near me again.

“This town is bigger than I thought,” I just remarked, looking around the big room in amazement. In general, everything here was so damn huge. The internet said small town, but there was a port, a market, a city center, as well as its own prestigious university in the middle of the forest that looked like a gothic version of fucking Hogwarts, and a glassed-in high-tech research district of skyscrapers! Just like that in the middle of nowhere!

“Why does everyone keep saying that?”

Bay and I wheeled around at the same time.

Standing in the doorway, eyeing us suspiciously, was a slightly indigenous-looking girl with deep brown, almost black hair, brown eyes, and a pretty face. 

I recognized her immediately from the campus, where she had hung out with a couple of muscular guys. I had taken an instant liking to her and her smoking hot company – except for this guy who had shot the cute girl down with a football.

“I’m Emely and you guys are...?” she finally asked in suspicion.

“Larissa Champson and this is my friend, Bayla Adams. We’re both new around here.” 

Emely’s gaze lingered on Bay.

“Do we know each other from somewhere?”

Bay seemed a little confused.

“No, not that I know of...does your last name happen to be Copeland?”

“Yes. That’s who I am.”

Emely’s words sounded like she was someone pretty famous in town, and now I was wondering what Bay already knew about this place, which maybe I should start finding out before it got awkward.

The unsettled look was still on Bay’s face, and I wondered if she really didn’t know her. 

She probably had all sorts of typical Bayla Adams musings tumbling around in her head again, and sooner or later, I would get them out of her.

A few footsteps in the hallway distracted me. More people?

My suspicions were confirmed when two girls entered the room who couldn’t have been more different.

One had a Brazilian tan, and her black corkscrew curls framed her heart-shaped face. She looked very pretty, and the simple gold jewelry she wore accented her warm skin tone.

In complete contrast, the other girl had very pale skin. The slightly flushed cheeks contrasted sharply with the light turquoise irises. Robin Egg Blue. In addition, there were the light blond, almost whitish hair waves, which she had tied into a braid. On her delicate cleavage, a white crystal held by a silver chain.

It was as if Yin and Yang had entered the room, and I would have loved to take a photo of the two of them now and upload it to my page, but my camera was resting peacefully in the small black hard case.

The blonde was wearing a white blouse with light blue denim jeans, while girl number two was wearing a black tank top with fringe, which highlighted her boobs and matched the jeans of the same color. I noticed she wore many bracelets, necklaces of wooden pearls, and gemstones, including a green crystal on her gold chain.

I liked her dark style. However, I preferred the leather jacket I was still wearing because it was not at all damn warm outside as it should be in summer.

Who also moved voluntarily from California to Canada? Right! Ms. Adams…

I was about to say hello when the one with the curly hair started talking.

“What in the world is she doing here?”

Apparently, she had meant the indigenous girl, Emely, because the blonde also looked slightly distant at the sight of her, as if they were facing the devil himself.

“What are you doing here?” Emely pressed out with an aggressive undertone.

“This house was assigned to us,” stammered the blonde girl sheepishly, and then looked at me and Bay as if to check if they could have something against us, too. It seemed like that wasn’t the case because she quickly looked away again, avoiding our questioning glances.

“This can’t be... You guys are...” But Emely stopped mid-sentence and left the room remarkably quickly.

Well, she was in a hurry.

I quickly went to the door to look after her.

But there she was, already standing in the room of these crazy chicks. Her face darkened, and shortly after, a loud “What is she doing here?” could be heard.

Emely came back out and slammed the door. Then she sped to the stairs.

“Wait... Is something wrong?” I called after her, but she had long since disappeared downstairs. The loud slam of another door made me assume she had been in a hurry to get out of here.

“Very kind...” it slipped out ironically, and I quickly looked around at the other girls in the room who had heard me clearly.

“I think she was just here to see if everything was going according to plan,” the Brazilian one said with a shrug but avoided my gaze just the same.

I returned to the room where Bay had sat back down on the bed and was staring at me with a questioning face. We both had questions. Plenty of them.

The shrug of my shoulders came naturally because I was just as unaware of what was going on as Bay was.

“According to this, you must be Roberta and Leisel, right?” The Brazilian looked at us with a smile, which only added to my confusion. 

Who on earth were Roberta and Leisel?

Bayla, who by now looked even more confused, dug out a piece of paper.

I raised both brows. “No, I’m Larissa, and this is Bayla.”

Now, it was Yin and Yang looking at us in confusion.

“And you’re sure you’re in the right place?”

“Yes,” I confirmed firmly to the Brazilian girl.

The secretary’s office hadn’t told me my accommodations until I had arrived earlier. Somehow, there had been a gap on my letter and I had already feared I would have to sleep on the street. That would have been nothing new, but in relatively chilly Canada, a not so pleasant experience.

“Are you Ruby and Julie?” Bay finally asked.

“I’m Julie,” remarked the elfin girl this time, who so far had only spoken one sentence. She seemed rather silent and reserved, maybe even shy. 

Wow, the two of them were really like fire and water.

“And I’m actually Grace...” the other laughed sheepishly. “What’s going on here?”

I would have liked to know that too.

“Then there’s one too many of us. Because for this room, Julie, Emely and I were split up. And another girl, which isn’t here,” Bay said, continuing to study her list.

“She might have gotten mixed up with me. Because I asked to come to a room with you.” 

My words made her face brighten.

What was she thinking? That I wanted to go to some boring Canadian girl I didn’t even know?

“It says Emely Copeland on it?” now the Brazilian girl, who had introduced herself as Grace, wanted to know.

“Yes, and that’s apparently her bed,” Bay replied to her, pointing to the bed on the other side of the room. It was already covered with black bedding and an indigenous looking blanket with colorful patterns lay on top of the comforter.

So, my previous guess hadn’t been wrong. She was certainly of indigenous origin.

“But...”, Grace was about to start, but Bay interrupted her.

“The secretary said to me earlier that something had gone wrong with the preparation of the letters. I had gotten another list, but it doesn’t seem to be correct either.”

Okay, that explained a lot.

“So, there’s one too many of us,” Julie remarked, looking around the room thoughtfully. 

“Maybe you’re registered in the room next door, Grace?”, I said thoughtfully.

And suddenly I felt sorry for Grace. I hadn’t meant to say that, but apparently it didn’t seem to bother her one bit, because she grabbed her suitcase and just said, “Well, it can’t get any worse,” as if she had absolutely pulled the ass card with us.

I looked after her in confusion and when she opened the door of the other room, she took a deep breath as if she knew the people in there. 

Probably she was familiar with these girls. After all, they had all lived here for half an eternity.

I heard the cocky girls say something, but didn’t understand anything because Grace was already closing the door behind her.

Somehow, my brain didn’t want to understand what was going on. 

What kind of strange people were these?

My fingers closed around the handle. Then I too pushed the door shut behind me.
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Chapter 14

Emely

What on earth was he thinking? What if something were to happen? The very fact that he kept acting so carelessly, without even fearing my father's consequences, infuriated me.

With my arms crossed, I stood in front of my uncle Alarik, who not only taught at this university, but was also responsible for all the confusion in the administration. As the goddamn director!

At 41 years old, he was far younger than father and was ranked below him. So, it was damn well not his right to make such decisions. Especially not behind Father’s back.

I slammed one hand on the table. This one shook as menacingly as my mood.

“Emely, please calm down. It’s just a room reassignment. What’s going to happen?”, he replied, relaxed.

What was going to happen? What was wrong with him?!

“I’m sleeping under the same roof with witches! If Father knew!”

It made me so angry. And then it was those arrogant Blair cousins, of all people, and goddamn Vivienna Westcode!

“But he doesn’t know,” Alarik returned, shrugging his shoulders, and buttoned the second-to-last button of his white shirt, which he had just put on because, as usual, he had shown up here a little late with coffee stains on his other shirt.

He paced around the desk that belonged to his large office, which was flooded with light through the magnificent window. One had an excellent view of campus activity from this tower, which certainly had its advantages.

I looked at my uncle with a tense jaw. How could he just go behind Dad’s back like that?

Stunned, I stared at him and clenched my hands into fists so that I could feel my sharp fingernails on the taut skin.

“They’re just Quatura. After all, when you meet them on the street, you don’t jump on them right away,” he just said with a laugh, stroking his short brown curls that made him look even younger.

Alarik had never had a girlfriend, let alone a wife, although it felt like every second one was flirting with him. I had always suspected that it was because there were hardly any female Senseque, or that he didn’t have the heart to leave the pack for a human, for a short time. But in that moment, he proved once again how much he didn’t care about the pack.

It was a fact that witches, or Quatura, whatever they called themselves, were our competitors for this town. And that would never change. For them, we were inferior animals who could not control themselves and ate other living beings. But they were not one bit better. According to the stories, there were even some among them who had turned to a dark side some time ago and had taken human lives. Such a thing would not happen to us. Not as part of a pack, under the rules of the Code. The Code, the breaking of which had serious consequences.

Just then, I wondered if Alarik had ever broken the Code. I quickly pushed the thought away. He was still my uncle. Even if he almost dug his own grave sometimes.

“Why do you always think so well of them?” I asked, unimpressed.

“Because they’re just like us.”

If there was anything these crazy people weren’t at all, it was like us.

His words sounded like he was harboring sympathy. But he wasn’t allowed to, and he wouldn’t. After all, that was one of the many rules the Blairs and Westcodes had laid down for their damned peaceful coexistence. And now sharing a house with their offspring didn’t make it any easier. On the contrary. It was one of those many gray areas.

I knew for a fact that the witches didn’t want to live peacefully with us at all. They were trying to buy more and more forest from us, but they were playing with the wrong ones. In addition, there were those ridiculous rumors that the Bexleys spread about us. Father would never sell the hospital, not to anyone. And we weren’t broke, at least not if Alarik ran the university like a sensible director and didn’t make all the students de-register on the first day of the semester with his messy organization. 

An idea came to me.

“Can’t you assign me to another house?”

I looked pleadingly at Alarik, and when he glanced up, I could see his thoughtful expression. But to my disappointment, he shook his head.

“It’s too late for that now.”

“But...”

“I can’t just throw any other girls out of their rooms. You know exactly how unfair that would be.”

Yet there was something much bigger at stake. I couldn’t even imagine all the things that could happen.

“At least try it, Emely. Quatura don’t bite.” 

There it was again... That amused grin. 

Very amusing. I couldn’t smile because I was serious. I wanted to get out of there somehow. I had to find another way, perhaps resort to more radical measures. The thought was tempting, and let’s admit it, I could think of a few things I could do....

A knock on the door snapped me out of my thoughts.

“Come in!” Alarik shouted, and we both looked at the door, where two guys with laptops I didn’t recognize appeared. Probably five-semester students from the IT-security team where my best friend usually worked, but he was abroad this semester.

“We’ll continue talking later,” my uncle said, directed at me, and welcomed the two of them.

Annoyed, I left the office without closing the door. 

I didn’t like at all how he didn’t care. Father would have understood the problem, and I got the feeling that he really didn’t know anything about this disaster.

This was our territory, and here we could damn well decide what the witches did. These spawns of hell were not going to mess up my life. I had to take things into my own hands. And I already knew how.

All the frustration inside me wanted to burst out, but the campus was definitely the wrong place to transform.

My feet carried me across the soft forest floor and as I drew in the fresh air I immediately felt better. I had been running for half the morning. That was exactly what I had needed.

On principle, I hadn’t turned since the chance of running into any hikers or hunters was high.

Even though my father had enforced that no one went hunting here, there were still the one or other illegal fanatics in town. And let’s not forget all the life-weary reporters from the Blairville Daily. Just three days ago I had almost run into one of them in wolf form.

I stopped when I heard a crack behind me. 

I was about to turn around and investigate the area, but it was already too late when Julian appeared from between the trees and jumped straight at me.

We collided, and both landed on the forest floor with a thud. His upper body had become more massive and defined. 

Embarrassed that that was the first thing I had noticed, I pressed my hands against him.

“Julian!” it escaped me in shock, and he immediately pushed off of me.

I jumped up, unwilling to look like I had nothing better to do on my first day at Vanderwood than wallow in the dirt.

“I’m sorry...” 

He sounded confused, and I was overcome with an uneasy feeling that something was wrong. He ran his hands over his clothes, looked at me scrutinizingly, and then around.

“What are you doing here? What’s going on?” I asked.

Julian was pacing back and forth. He looked like he had seen a ghost.

“I’m at a lodge with your brother.”

I looked at him, uncomprehending.

“Are you serious?”

“What?” It sounded like an accusation.

“You’re going running because you got put in a room with Nash?” I had to laugh.

“You know he hates me,” Julian murmured, annoyed, and sat down against a thick moss-covered tree that softly supported his back as he slid down. 

“He doesn’t hate you. He’s just suspicious because you haven’t joined the pack yet.”

“His problem.”

“Julian...” I sighed.

Julian was truly a complex case. And he had been ever since I knew him.

I settled down next to him.

“I’m in a room with witches,” I added, as if it was the most normal thing in the world, looking up into the dense treetops. It seemed so peaceful out here, and I could feel the forest. My home.

“I’d love to switch now,” Julian just laughed. 

I snapped my eyes open and punched him in the side.

“Hey!”

He grinned at me, and I couldn’t help but laugh. 

It was good to see him like that. How long had it been since he had smiled in my presence? 

“They’re witches. You know the rules.”

“So, what? I’ve lived among them half my life. This would hardly make a difference. And besides... A couple of pretty girls. Who says no?” 

His grin widened as I boxed him another time in horror. 

He wasn’t really the playboy that my twin brother was, and he was once again making his jokes, even though I knew he could have had just as many dates. But Julian wasn’t thinking about such things. His thoughts were elsewhere. Since the incident.

His father had been having some disagreements with my father after all the drama, and had moved to town as a result. Of course, right in the witches’ territory, where we had nothing to say. So, the Bardots had been able to perfectly evade our rules and the codex until today.

If I had to live there with the witches, I would explode.

“How do you manage it?”

Julian looked at me. I noticed that his eyes still had that gleam in them. However, not as intense as back then.

Julian shrugged his shoulders. “It’s a place like any other.”

I turned away from him, and my gaze slid into the void.

“You’re moving in hostile territory.”

“Emely... Could you please stop talking about territories all the time?”

“If only it were that simple...”

Julian jumped up. He was still looking at me, but mentally he slipped away.

“Maybe we really are making it way too hard for ourselves. All the rules, the hostilities, and this flaunting of who’s better...”

I couldn’t help but look up at him, uncomprehending.

“That’s part of the rules. Otherwise, everyone would do what they want.”

In my mind, I began to imagine all that could happen without those rules. We would no longer be able to live in safety and undetected. A life on the run, like that of our ancestors. No home, the fear of being murdered every day by our bloodthirsty arch-enemies....

“Don’t they already do that anyway?” Julian laughed out, running his hand through his brown hair in a way that made it look even messier.

“No.”

Determined, I jumped up and patted the dirt off my clothes. Somehow, everything I did made me look like a freaking forest.

“There’s an order that dictates exactly your behavior. Out there, some brutal Alpha who isn’t as patient as Father would have just taken you into his pack. And if you hadn’t wanted that...” I broke off the sentence, not wanting to imagine what the other packs did to those who defied their orders.

Julian must have noticed my concern because he came over to me now and put his hands on my shoulders. His look sent a shiver down my spine. 

Up close, I could see his eyes even better. The green was not only dominant, but shimmered through the incoming light. It felt familiar.

“Emely...” he whispered softly. “I’m here, in Blairville... and not out there.”

I fell silent.

He was right. We were safe here. For now.

Slowly he took his hands from me again, and I immediately felt the cold where they had been until just a moment ago. It was the same cold I had felt in the last weeks and months of his absence.

I had been looking for explanations. And the only one who had given them to me had been my twin brother. My stomach tightened painfully at the thoughts of our last conversation, a few days ago in the woods behind our house.

“I have to go,” Julian said, and I just nodded silently. 

Julian was here and that was progress. Nash couldn’t always be right. This time, the point would go to Finn.

I looked at Julian, who had already walked a few feet.

“Wait...I’m coming with you!”

My words seemed to surprise him because he turned and looked at me with a searching gaze. But then, very slowly, a grin appeared on his face – the way I used to know him – the way it felt good, and I returned it.

“Let’s see if you’re still this slow, Bardot!”

Then I started to sprint.
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Chapter 15

Bayla

“Crazy, there’s literally everything here!” Larissa exclaimed, and I couldn’t help but laugh. This was Larissa as I had always known her.

“You only eat salad anyway.”

“Hello?!” Playfully indignant, she closed the fridge and came walking over to me with a bowl of tomatoes.

She was still wearing her black jeans with holes at the knees, which flattered her slender curves and matched perfectly with the biker jacket.

If it were up to me, she’d be on a catwalk by now. But Larissa didn’t want to hear that.

I, on the other hand, was sitting here in front of my laptop with my somewhat older dark brown knitted sweater and black leggings with cozy socks, frantically searching for the e-mail with the seminar rooms that everyone but me had received.

“Well, not everyone can eat that much. And then also what she wants without gaining weight.”

With this, she looked at me with that look that I knew all too well.

“Very funny,” I replied. 

I would be happy if I had a little more on my ribs and didn’t have to look like an emaciated rabbit.

I tried frantically to focus on my stuffed inbox. Most of it was about scholarships and university advertisements.

Remorsefully, I scrolled through the e-mail inbox.

Actually, I would have preferred to be at all these universities now...

Well, at least I still had Larissa here. She had just appeared out of nowhere to tell me that she was going to study here, as well. 

Exactly, that was my best friend. What this girl put in her head, she also put into reality, no matter how absurd her ideas were. She dreamed big. And sometimes she reached too far for the stars, and then I had to catch her from falling.

There was an almost tentative knock at the door, and I lifted my head.

“Mady?” 

Either I had just mistaken a complete stranger for my neighbor, or I had scared the hell out of her because the girl, who appeared suspiciously to be the beautiful neighbor girl, paused and eyed me for a few seconds before her memorable smile returned.

“Bayla, right?” 

I nodded.

“I’m sorry...” she stammered, “I didn’t know you were here too.”

“You know each other?” Larissa came out of the corner with the salad bowl filled to the brim.

Surprised, I looked over at her.

“We’re neighbors,” Mady clarified to my best friend, grinning carefully. “And I came to see if everything worked out.” Larissa’s expression relaxed a bit, even though I didn’t understand how the two of them knew each other. “I heard there was a big mix-up with the letters.”

Larissa threw an arm in the air. “Yeah, thank God Bayla’s here. Without her, I’d probably get lost here.” She came over to me and dropped her arm on my shoulder. 

Mady carefully closed the door as if it might break. Very different from Emely earlier. 

“You know each other?” she asked in a kind way.

Larissa spoke with her mouth full. “We grew up together, her mother had something like pity and often let me stay with Bay, and so we kind of became friends.”

“I see...” Mady laughed, brushing back one of the thick black strands. “Friends, then.”

Larissa looked at me, winking, before turning to Mady and nodding.

“Do you feel like hanging out with us? I swear, the people who live here are anything but chill, and it feels like everyone has a problem with each other.”

Mady was about to answer Larissa, but footsteps on the stairs stopped her, and two seconds later, I realized who it was.

Grace and Julie... Blair? Anyway, Julie had said they were cousins earlier. But that had been all, since Julie seemed to be very silent.

Now she looked focused, nodding at Grace, who was telling something about a family party.

“And then Amara just kicked her out.”

Grace emphasized her words with wild gestures. Then, the two girls looked at us and stopped their one-sided conversation.

Julie joined us with her laptop while Grace ran into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator, more or less unimpressed. 

Something told me she was one of the rich kids on campus.

“I thought they had a little more here.”

Larissa, who had been chewing on a tomato until just now, looked up in surprise.

“Are you kidding?” she laughed, turning to Grace, who immediately turned around.

She had knotted her corkscrew curls up with a sand-colored ribbon, which made her look even more Brazilian.

“No... We have more back home,” she just joked. 

I’m sure she wasn’t kidding. 

“Grace...” it came admonishingly from Julie, who had sat down diagonally across from me and was now typing away on her laptop just as absorbed as I had been a moment ago, pausing to look urgently at her cousin.

“What? Have we not?”

“Still, you don’t have to pretend it’s normal everywhere you go.”

Shrugging her shoulders, Grace started throwing random bits of vegetables into a pot and putting them on a stove, which made me suspect she knew how to cook – unlike me. After all, I had already pulled the fire alarm in our old apartment an incredible five times and subsequently decided I was at war with cooking.

Larissa seemed to ignore the ambiguous conversation about money. She seemed so absent-minded again, but then looked back at Mady, who was standing at the front door like a pillar of salt.

Larissa lifted her bowl. “Tomatoes? I have nachos upstairs, too.”

Only now did the other girls notice Mandy’s presence.

Grace’s eyes snapped open. “What are you doing here?”

Confused, I looked back and forth between Mady and her. It didn’t escape me how Mady was once again ruffling through her hair and about to leave when Larissa raised her hand.

“Relax. She’s a friend of mine.” 

Surprised, Mady turned to Larissa. 

Grace raised an elegant brow at her. “She’s a friend of the Copelands.”

“Nash and I broke up. How many more times, Grace?” 

Suddenly Mady seemed self-conscious, even slightly annoyed. 

I closed my inbox and wondered how everyone here knew each other.

“Tell that to my cousin and not me,” Grace snorted, rolling her eyes and turning to Julie, who in turn was staring at the laptop with red cheeks.

I didn’t understand a thing and looked at Larissa, who was squinting at me, perplexed.

Suddenly, the front door burst open, and the brown-haired girl who had disappeared earlier reappeared. 

Emely. Her almost wavy hair looked disheveled, and I discovered a few dirt stains on her jeans. 

Where had she been for so long?

She stopped in front of Mady, her gaze indistinct but very judgmental. Then she turned away. As she walked, she stared first at me, then at the two cousins, until she disappeared up the stairs as quickly as she had burst in. She ignored Larissa entirely.

“Wow, what’s wrong with her?”

Apparently, I hadn’t been the only one here who had sensed this tension.

Larissa looked questioningly at Julie, who looked back uneasy. She was immediately absorbed in her work again, and had consequently turned the question over to her cousin. But Grace didn’t seem to want to answer either.

“Is there some kind of bitch fight going on that we should know about?”

Larissa persisted. But the two of them didn’t seem to want to answer. So, I did.

“Everyone here has something against the Copelands, strangely enough. For whatever reason...”

Grace wheeled around to us.

“They’re dangerous, okay?” She sounded slightly angry, though you could hear the concern coming out.

“Why dangerous?”

Larissa dared to ask what had been on my mind the entire time.

The usually talkative Grace hesitated, however, and Julie didn’t even look up.

What was going on with these two? Were they wearing an invisible muzzle?

I looked more intently at Julie, who was still engrossed in her laptop. At some point, my gaze seemed to make her uncomfortable because she looked up.

“They...” she was about to start, but Grace interrupted her.

“The family is caught up in some kind of drug story.”

I was still looking at Julie, who had more blush coming into her cheeks. She was really cute, but also kind of shy.

“Come on, Grace, that’s not even true,” Mady sighed as if she’d had this conversation a zillion times before.

“Nobody here is talking to you, Mady.”

I gritted my teeth. 

That had been very rude. 

And Mady looked down at the floor.

I was about to say something, but she had already turned toward the door. “I’ll go then, Bayla and...” She looked at my best friend, who was almost choking on her salad.

“Larissa.”

“Larissa...” Mady smiled once more. “Nice to meet you guys.”

Larissa looked after her sympathetically.

When Mady was gone, Grace exhaled audibly. “Finally.”

Larissa turned to her. “Did you have to scare her off like that? She’s super nice.”

Grace rolled her eyes. “Nice is the little sister of...”

“Grace!” it escaped Julie, but Grace paid no attention to her cousin, instead looking at us urgently.

“She was dating Nash Copeland.” 

Larissa shook her head. “And you don’t like these Copelands because they probably do drugs? That’s no reason to exclude her like that...”

The cousins fell silent again. 

I decided to change the subject, because this was not how I wanted to communicate with my roommates in the long run.

“And who are the other two girls?”

“You mean Vivienna Westcode and her blasphemy sisters?” inquired Grace as she stirred a wooden spoon in a pan. The smell of garlic and tomato sauce rose to me. “They’re a thing of their own. Just don’t get triggered by their allusions, and you’ll be fine.”

That sounded very promising.

That’s when the front door opened again, and a blonde girl with excessive makeup, a pink miniskirt, a crop top of the same color, and sunglasses entered the first floor. A pink Louis Vuitton handbag dangled from her arm.

The third and final girl from the parking lot. The embodiment of Barbie.

With a mocking look, she glanced at me, then at Larissa, and finally at the cousins. Then she turned outside and called out in her squeaky voice, “Mr. Hendricks, take the bags up to my room!”

Then she walked down the hall with her head held high as if we were thin air and disappeared up the stairs in her killer high heels. As she did so, I wondered how she had even made it here in those shoes without breaking at least one of her legs on the wooden walkway.

“Oh my god, Vi, Amber! I missed you so much!” we suddenly heard her shout from above, at which point another girl started shrieking excitedly. This must have been the girl with the nail file. Amber.

This was followed by the clacking of a lock, and all we could hear were a few muffled snatches of conversation and loud laughter.

Then, hearing nothing more, Larissa and Grace started laughing at the same time.

I couldn’t help but laugh along, and even Julie grinned slightly.

“Oh my gosh! I missed you guys soooo much!” Grace mimicked the girl, and Larissa and I grinned even wider.

“Yet I just met the three of them a few days ago while shopping!”

My words finally released the tension in the room, and we couldn’t help but laugh loudly until the door opened for the fourth time, and we all abruptly fell silent.

A slightly chubbier man in his mid-fifties was struggling with two pink suitcases. He dragged them through the first floor toward the stairs. Poor guy.

Quietly, but still with a smirk on my lips, I turned back to the email.

“I can’t find anything,” I finally snorted, and Larissa came over to me. She looked at the laptop as if she knew her way around it but came to the same conclusion.

“Mh, maybe try the secretary’s office?”

“Now?” I asked, turning to her.

“What are you looking for?”

Julie had joined in our little conversation. She seemed genuinely interested, so I didn’t hesitate for long.

“I just didn’t get one of those emails that listed my lecture halls.”

“Wait a minute...” She tapped away on her keyboard a few times before showing me her screen.

What in the world?

“Wow, are you some kind of computer genius?” It came from Larissa, who was also looking in amazement at the list of my specific seminar rooms and lecture halls.

Julie sheepishly brushed one of her ash blonde strands behind her ear.

“These are just the room schedules.... Nothing special.”

“Julie the humble computer genius,” Grace sighed, coming over to the table with a pan and trivet. “She’s been doing this for years.”

Julie pinched her lips together and avoided our gaze.

“Can I take a picture of it?” I asked her kindly, to which she nodded in modesty. 

And then I wondered how she knew what I was studying, but before I could ask her, Larissa had already spoken up, and in addition, snatched the laptop from Julie.

“Hey, look, we have the first seminar together.”

Indeed, Larissa had told me she would start with English tomorrow.

“We have them all together because we’re in a housing complex,” Grace called out from the kitchen.

“But it’s funny that English is mandatory for everyone here? That’s more of a foundation subject then, isn’t it?”

Larissa’s question reminded me of the differences between the Canadian and American education systems. There were some. And on top of that, there were the Vanderwood’s special regulations.

“Yeah, I guess,” Grace said with a shrug, returning with spaghetti. “Where are you guys from?”

Almost simultaneously, we answered, “California.”

She looked between us, impressed. “God, am I jealous.... And then you guys came here? To Blairville?”

Finally, someone who understood my suffering.

“She moved here with her mother. I just didn’t want to leave her alone.”

Typical Larissa. 

“Well, welcome to Blairville,” Grace laughed and sat down at the table. “I’ve been cooking too much. Would you like to join us for dinner?”

“Yes, I’d love to!” it escaped me a little too energetically. 

My obsession with food was really something to worry about, but life was too short for that. Larissa didn’t say no this time, either.

Blondie’s butler had limped through the house with three more suitcases, and Larissa and I had already made bets on how many more suitcases there would be.

We had sat at the table until 10 p.m. talking about everything from high school years in California to juicy Vanderwood professor rumors.

Julie and Grace were actually okay and easy to talk to. Thankfully, there were still people like that around. Not like the other three up there that Grace was in a room with. She had really wanted to get out of our room. Probably because of Emely and the bizarre drug rumors.

I decided to give Emely a chance. The same applied to Mady, who was apparently convicted because of her ties to the Copelands.

The bed I was lying in that night was more back-friendly than the uncomfortable mattress in my new room in Mum’s house. They had probably spent a lot of money on this one, too. I turned to the wall and pulled the covers up to my chin. And for the first time, I fell asleep without any worries.
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Chapter 16

Larissa

“They were talking about some football players until after midnight!”

Julie had to smile as Grace told us about her first night with the three other girls. Admittedly, it was entertaining. And I didn’t envy her sleeping space one bit. But she had chosen it just to avoid being in the same room with Emely. However, Emely had already left when I was the second one to wake up this morning to take a quick shower. Unfortunately, the bathroom had already been occupied, and I had no desire for any discussions in the morning. Especially not with people like Vivienna, Amber and Kelly.

Finally, I had nothing better to do than get upset about the house's architecture. A single bathroom... Seriously? What were people thinking here anyway? Eight girls and one bathroom. 

The architect had definitely been a man.

“And you don’t want to switch with Emely?” Bay asked.

“Even if I wanted to, she wouldn’t. Who would willingly sleep with those chicks?”

I understood Grace’s anger.

Thunder rumbled in the distance, and a glance upward told me the sky was still covered with dangerous cloud towers that seemed to be putting up as much of a fight as all the girls on campus. Wind rustled the crowns of the leafy trees around us, and a girl in front of us had her dark green Vanderwood baseball cap blown off.

“This weather would make me depressed in the long run,” I sighed, missing the hot Californian sun on my skin.

“It’s normal for the time of year in Blairville,” Grace commented, and I suppressed a frustrated sigh.

We stepped through a long archway that looked more like a small portico, connecting the adjoining forest section we had just had to walk through to the busy campus lawn.

Above us, vines of white lily blossoms grew, twining around the gothic columns, creating a romantic backdrop. In addition, the sun’s rays made the blossoms glow even more.

It was a miracle that the sun had not yet completely disappeared behind these monster clouds.

I stopped, raised my camera, and looked through the lens. It looked so good, almost enchanted. Especially with the stone serpent on the column with more petals nestled against it. 

I quickly took a photo and hurried to catch up to the other girls, who by now had already arrived on the main campus and settled down by a wall with a cozy seating niche.

I took a seat next to Grace.

“Such morons,” Grace sighed, and we all looked at the muscle-bound guys under the big oak tree, all of whom, it should be noted, were shirtless. Two of them were arm wrestling, with the other quite attractive guys standing around them cheering the name Nash.

“Who’s Nash?”, I asked, hoping someone would know.

Grace nodded in the direction of the guys. 

“The dark blond one.” My eyes fell on a handsome young man with pretty noticeable muscles. “Professional football player, nephew of the university director, and Mady’s ex-boyfriend...” Grace pressed her lips together and looked at me. “To let you know. He dumped her, like these guys do to all the girls.”

I looked back up at him and admittedly... He did look hot. 

The guy whose arm he was trying to push down was the dark-skinned guy who had shot Mady down with his football yesterday.

Only now did I survey all the other guys who were cheering wildly for the game. In the middle of them: Emely.

“Nash Copeland is just as much of a douchebag as all the others in his group,” Grace added.

“Copeland? So, Emely and he are related?” Bay asked, seeming visibly interested in the Copelands.

“They’re brother and sister,” Julie replied. She, too, was still glued to the guys.

I propped my elbows on the stone table in front of us and peered over at the group through the camera's lens. Nash was squeezing the other guy’s arm down when the guys around them started bawling. I took a picture.

“What are you doing?” Grace asked me with interest.

“Just taking some pictures of the people and the area around here.”

She was silent for a moment, but finally looked at me expectantly.

“Show her some of your pictures!”

I looked at Bay, who looked at me in an encouraging way. My hesitation came from the fact that I only ever really showed my pictures to my best friend or anonymously to my Instagram followers.

“Yes, please!” it escaped Grace enthusiastically.

So, I gave in. “Fine.”

I held the camera out to Grace and Julie, and they looked at my last eleven pictures. I had changed the memory card, which is why they weren’t supposed to find anything private.

“Oh, wow, you’re really good!” Grace gasped.

“It’s a hobby.”

“You study it, Larissa!” My best friend corrected me.

“You’re studying photography? Here, at Vanderwood?”

“Yes...” I answered Julie’s question and took the camera from Grace’s hands again.

My fingers cupped the already slightly older bridge camera.

My savings had gone to pay for the Vanderwood, so I actually had to get another job. A new camera was the last thing on my mind. But I still had a noble compact camera in my suitcase. With that, one could not make such good pictures as with this Nikon model. However, it should be enough for emergencies.

“And you want to do this professionally later?” Julie sounded skeptical.

“Yeah, why?”

She hesitated. “That’s a bit unsafe, isn’t it?”

“Haven’t you seen her photos? They’re insane! She can easily become independent with those,” Grace said.

I myself was relatively uninterested in what others thought of me and my photos. I had already had to take a lot of criticism in my life. That little bit only strengthened my resolve.

“What are you two going to major in?” I tried to divert attention from my hobby to something else.

“Economics major,” Grace yawned. She apparently hadn’t slept as well as the rest of us.

“Economics? Both of you?” Bay asked in disbelief.

“Yes, it’s the most popular major here. But we have different minors.” Grace looked at Julie, who had a habit of blushing quickly. “I’m minoring in administration, while Julie is actually trying to struggle with molecular biology.”

God, I wonder if they were really interested in those minor courses. Grace didn’t sound that convinced, but I could at least imagine that economics was popular as a way to get out of here. Personally, I wasn’t that interested in it now, yet I had minored in business to get a foothold in the photography industry.

I turned my attention back to the camera. It was easy to look at the surroundings through the lens.

“You’re a literature major, right?”

Julies looked questioningly at Bay.

“Yeah, how did you know?”

“It was on your list on the university server yesterday.”

“But how did you know which list you -”

Bay stopped mid-sentence as the loud squeal of tires became audible.

I pointed my camera at the parking lot, where a black sports car came to a full stop in the very first parking space next to the fat Jeeps. To be more precise, the driver slid his vehicle into the space so elegantly that he even parked straight.

What the...

Through the camera, it looked almost perfect and even though my knowledge as well as enthusiasm for cars was very much limited to just these photos, I held my breath and pulled the trigger.

Just intime, because shortly after all four doors went up and in the front two men in fancy suits got out.

The passenger, a handsome man in his mid-thirties with short brown hair and a neat three-day beard, looked around scrutinizingly. He radiated coolness but, at the same time, something elegant through his black three-piece suit.

The athletic-looking driver on the other side wore the same tailored suit, but this time with sunglasses. He took them off and put them in his chest pocket. He had to be in his late 30s, and somehow, with his dark blond hair and three-day beard, he reminded me of Chris Pine.

I took a photo. To my surprise, the men immediately turned his head toward me. Jerkily, I lowered the camera, but they were already looking somewhere else again.

Had they noticed that I had taken a picture? From that distance? Impossible.

“Oh my God!” I heard Grace murmur darkly beside me.

Her words made me look around. Of course. Absolutely everyone had stopped what they were doing a second ago and was now looking at the sports car. Even the topless guys under the biggest oak tree. They looked like they were facing a comet flying toward them. 

I took a picture. Simply because I found it amusing.

“What are they doing here?” This time, it wasn’t one of us but the voice of that dark-haired Amber, who had apparently just shown up with the other goats and was now sitting down on a bench nearby.

Vivienna took off her white sunglasses, and her jaw dropped. “What the...”

I quickly looked back to the source of all the confusion, who was walking straight toward us. There were three young men who had apparently gotten out of the back of the sports car, each one prettier than the other, followed by the two older men who were looking around scrutinizingly as if someone had planned an attack on them.

The guys just seemed to like how they were the center of attention on campus. Even my attention they had stolen shamelessly.

One of the three young men had short platinum blond hair, which was slicked back. His mine was expressionless, his walking pace smooth.

Another of the three had dark brown hair, which reached his chin and balanced his handsome, angular face. He wore a white shirt, had thrown his suit jacket over his right shoulder and was looking around, obviously self-satisfied. Although he was wearing sunglasses, I couldn’t help but notice how he turned his head to the speechless Copelands and a grin flitted across his lips.

There was something about the guy in the middle, wearing black chinos like all three guys, that made him hot as hell. 

Not that they didn’t all look like they’d been flown straight here from a James Bond movie....

His black shirt was open at the first two buttons and tucked into his pants. The suit jacket sat as damn neat as his raven black hair.

The sight of him literally took my breath away. His very dark eyes, with his equally dark hair, contrasted sharply with his pale skin. If there was one thing he was, it was hot – forbidden hot.

Our eyes met and I froze. I didn’t know whether to look away or hold his gaze. His intense, scrutinizing eyes took the decision away from me. I just couldn’t look away.

If this was his way of flirting, then he had invited me into his bedroom at that very moment.

The five of them walked past us, with the Chris Pine guy and then the rest staring in our direction again. Then they disappeared into the main building, and I sadly had to take my eyes off them....

“Who are they?” I immediately asked Grace, while whispers broke out around us. Grace’s whole face had lost color.

“The DeLoughreys...”

Bayla looked at Grace in confusion. 

“Who are the DeLoughreys?” I asked. 

It sounded like they were important.

“The downfall of this university,” Shockingly, it came from Vivienna next to us.

“Let me put it this way. You don’t want to get in their way.” 

Now, there was more concern in Grace’s gaze.

I didn’t inquire further because it was clear to me what she meant. Those good-looking guys had stunk of money. And money meant influence and power.

That was exactly the problem. Men who were influential and knew what they wanted were damn attractive. But that wasn’t the only problem. One of those men had caught my interest. And somehow his intense gaze had branded me. The memory alone caused my skin to tingle.

No, it was impossible that this young man had looked at me, even though I was used to exactly such encounters. But this time it had been different... more intense, more exciting. Just one look had been enough to make me....

The ringing of a bell jerked me back to the present and told us that the first mandatory lecture was starting in five minutes, so I grabbed my things and followed the other girls into the university building.
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Chapter 17

Bayla

For the first lecture, we sat in a kind of gothic but very modern seminar room, which was built like a staircase and had room for about thirty students. They also appeared and gradually spread out at the tables.

I sat down at the window that overlooked a pretty courtyard with a fountain, and Larissa followed me. 

Once again, I was glad to have her here. I still couldn’t believe that she had just shown up without telling me first. She was here. For me. I gave her a hell lot of credit for that.

We sat in the second row, not right in the front, but in a place that you could still see enough of the seminar. Behind us were the Blair girls and behind them the three other girls from our accommodation. 

It was clear that there was no peace from them anywhere. Even on campus, they had sat down near us and gathered a bunch of other girls around them.

Behind the three of them came a few people I didn’t know, and in the very back, sat Julian. Alone.

He had walked behind us earlier, and I had already feared that he wanted something from me. The probability that Julian Bardot, of all people, would end up in a course with me was so small that one could really speak of strange coincidences here.

In thought, I continued to look around.

On the other side of the seminar room, there were only six-person benches. At the very front sat Emely and a few of the guys she spent her time with. Strange people.

Just behind them in the row sat some more of them. In the middle of them was this Nash Copeland, who was Mady’s ex as well as Emely’s brother, as far as I understood.

He had immediately struck me as unsympathetic. Not because he was ugly, for heaven’s sake. Whoever was blessed with such a body probably couldn’t save himself from girls – although there weren’t exactly a few of these examples here.

Nash was just arrogant and kept making jokes with his buddies about everything and everyone who didn’t belong to their little gang. 

When Mady had entered the room, he and his friends had gone quiet for a moment. He had visibly frozen, and Mady...the look on her face had ripped my heart apart. But she had quickly sat down next to Julian, who had then earned a devastating look from Nash.

To sum it up. This place reeked of drama. 

“Why do we always have to be stuck with idiots like these?” It came snappish from Vivienna. 

I ignored her reference because it was obvious, she meant us too, even though she looked at the guys on the other side, who immediately stopped talking and turned to face us.

Great job, Vivienna...

A couple of them looked at Nash as if waiting for a reaction from him. He rose from his chair.

Really great job, Vivienna....

“You think we like sitting here with you?” Nash looked at them challengingly. His blue eyes sparkled with threat. “Just because your parents own a third of the town, you think you’re something better, or what?” 

He sounded upset and snorted with disapproval.

“Just ignore them, Nash.” 

Emely apparently wanted to keep the peace, which she wasn’t so successful at, as Nash ignored his sister as much as Vivienna did, who wasn’t about to take Nash’s accusation sitting on her head.

“You just have to be qualified to do something like that. And not...” she paused theatrically before gesturing to add the word “feral.”

Her friends laughed, and even Grace, who had looked tense until just now, had to stifle her grin.

Nash, who didn’t seem to find this funny at all, moved toward Vivienna, who jerked back at her table, startled. 

For a second, Nash’s eyes flashed yellowish. 

I froze. 

Had that been the sun?

Startled, I squinted my eyes. When I opened them again, my gaze was still on Nash. His eyes were normal.

My brain often played tricks like that on me when I got nervous. It was time to take the pills, but where were they?

“Now pay attention, witch. You should control your loose mouth because the place you’re in right now is obviously not your territory.” 

He looked deep into her eyes, and I couldn’t help but get scared myself.

Everyone here was so aggressive and hateful toward each other. No wonder these big groups were forming.

But was I really any better? I had treated Julian the same way, and just like Nash he also called me a witch. Maybe that was the everyday tone in Blairville.

But it shouldn’t be. I had behaved so wrong. Because even if Julian was a jerk, I didn’t have to be. 

Instinctively I looked behind me at him, but he wasn’t looking at Nash like everyone else was, but at Emely. She in turn was about to jump up to do whatever.

“Our university, our rules. Isn’t it the same at your place?” Nash provoked the now frightened Vivienna.

I saw that Larissa was about to say something, when the big double wooden doors at the end of the aisle opened.

Immediately, Nash turned away from Vivienna to go back to his seat.

In walked a man in his early forties, wearing black jeans and a navy-blue knitted sweater. A light blue shirt peeked out from underneath, giving a somewhat chaotic, though academic, impression with its crumpled ends.

The man looked like one of those actors who had given up his career to teach English to bored students.

In addition, there was the brown, slightly curly hair and the three-day beard that surely made him a ladies’ man.

Friendly, he smiled at me, as I was the only one who seemed to be looking straight back, and I couldn’t help but automatically smile back.

Then I turned to the electronic board that was fully embedded in the wall.

“Glad to see all of you made it to the first seminar on the very first day. I’m impressed!”

The professor looked around with a grin, and a united groan sounded from the guys’ corner. I didn’t miss Nash’s annoyed look. 

If I remember correctly, he was somehow related to the professor…his nephew? I wonder if I could get something out of him about my mother’s doctor. Probably not a good idea.

“You all have just finished school, and here comes another guy who wants to teach you about English. But it’s really important that you learn to express yourself and...” 

The professor didn’t get any further because the massive wooden door opened again, and three nobly dressed figures entered.

The DeLoughreys.

I recognized them immediately from the campus. Not only because they were well and expensively dressed, but because everyone had been staring at them earlier. They had put on quite a show, though. They also had striking, very memorable faces. Even though their overall appearance had seemed rather odd to me.

The black-haired of them headed for the last row, where everything was still empty, and all three of them finally sat down.

Between them and Nash’s guys, there was still one row of seats free. Thankfully, because immediately I noticed the tension in the room reaching a new height.

Nash pulled his horrified gaze from the young men who were looking at him with hostile coldness and looked at the professor. 

“Tell me this is a bad joke, Alarik, and throw them out!”

Alarik? 

“I’m still Professor Copeland to you as long as we’re sitting here in this seminar.”

“Damn it! Throw them out!” Nash snapped in a rude tone. His jawbone pressed violently against the taut skin of his face.

“Afraid, Copeland?” it came playfully from the guy with the chin-length deep brown hair on the far right, who leaned back in the chair with his hands behind his head.

Nash jumped up and clenched his fists.

“Can they keep their gang shit off campus? This is unbearable,” a girl from our row I didn’t know muttered quietly to her friend with an eye roll, yet loud enough to be heard.

Professor Copeland, who didn’t seem to like the conversation much either, walked over to the wall and turned on the whiteboard with a button.

“You’re all here for the same reason: to learn something.”

With that, he had hit the mark.

Nash vigorously grabbed his things and headed for the door. His group, except for Emely, immediately jumped up and did the same. As they passed the DeLoughreys, with the largest possible distance, they gave them aggressive looks, but this left the three DeLoughrey guys unimpressed.

“Where are you going?” Professor Copeland asked warningly.

“I’m going to tell Father what’s going on. And this time, he’s going to do something about it!”

With those words, they disappeared through the open door.

What was so bad about the three men? So far, they hadn’t done anything. 

In Sacramento, there had never been such hostilities, much less this strange cliquishness....

But what did I know about the people here? Except that they were all weird, hated each other, and, according to Grace, had some dirty laundry.

Immediately I remembered her assumptions about the drugs. The professor looked like he needed some, but he seemed like one of the sane ones here. More like he was an excessive coffee drinker who had gone to work without it this morning because he had overslept.

I didn’t know if Professor Copeland was on the verge of a nervous breakdown or if he was taking it calmly because, for a brief moment, he stared hard at the door before shaking his head and going back to the desk in front of the blackboard. There, he jotted down something with a green pen, probably from the university merchandise store that Grace had gleefully told me about last night. The people here were all so excited that their town had its own university. 

The professor put the pen aside. He then looked back at us to continue with the seminar.

“Now, where did I stop...” he ran his hand thoughtfully through his hair, making it even messier. “Right, yes... So, as I mentioned before, I want you to learn how to express yourself in a carefully chosen way in writing as well as orally, to get a glimpse of world literature, and over time, we’ll cover some of the classics.” 

You could immediately see his enthusiasm, because at the word world literature his eyes began to sparkle.

“At the same time, I will intentionally leave out the rest of the nonsense that you know from your school days. For the first topic, I have brought you a few examples here.”

The seminar had been over relatively quickly. We had had to compare some very lousy applications from former Vanderwood students. So much for data protection here in Canada.

“He’s really nice. I didn’t expect that.”

Grace and Julie were just getting into a lively conversation about Professor Copeland.

“Why wouldn’t he be nice?” Larissa asked, amused.

Grace was about to say something, but then looked conspiratorially at Julie. Julie’s look, on the other hand, avoided her gaze.

Were they back to the drug thing again?

“Because he deals drugs?” Larissa laughed, and the group of students walking next to us gave us a dubious look.

“Guys, you should really stop with the prejudices,” I interjected, lowering my voice intentionally. “Just because you heard it somewhere doesn’t mean it’s true.”

“To be honest, I agree.” Larissa joined me, and we both looked at Grace and Julie, who were exchanging conspiratorial glances. I had a feeling there was something else they weren’t telling us.

“And besides, he’s pretty hot for a professor.”

“Larissa!” 

I lightly boxed my grinning friend in the side.

Why did she always have thoughts like that?

“What? I’m sure you secretly agree with me!”

I said nothing in response.

“He’s way too old for you,” Julie said with indignation.

“And besides, he’s off-limits to you.” 

Grace was right. There were rules at this university that strictly forbid romantic relationships between professors and their students. But I couldn’t take Larissa seriously right now anyway.

She just laughed and tossed her loose dark blonde hair back over her shoulder.

“You guys know I’m just kidding. There are much sexier guys running around here.”

Okay, I expected that reaction from her, too. 

“Nash looks cute.”

“But he’s an asshole,” I said quickly, aware that wasn’t a stop sign for Larissa.

“Or that mysterious black-haired man who just walked into the room earlier...”

“You really should stay away from the DeLoughreys.” Now Grace sounded seriously concerned.

“Are they dealing drugs, too?” 

Larissa just had something like her five minutes; only then everything felt funny, and every guy within a mile was hot.

I might have even joked along, but I remembered Mum’s words.

“DeLoughrey? Are they the ones who own the DLSC?”

I had wanted to ask earlier, but everyone had rushed to the room as quickly as if it were a matter of life and death.

“They are. How do you know about them?” Julie asked me with interest.

“My mum remembers them from her youth, no idea how exactly...”

We were just on our way out when Julian walked past us.

I had made up my mind during the seminar to talk to him again, as I regretted my prickly reactions toward him in retrospect, especially after he returned my necklace to me.

“Your mum? Who...” 

Julie was about to ask me something, but I had to catch Julian before he was gone for good.

“I’ll be with you soon. I just need to talk to someone for a minute.”

Before either of them could say anything, I was already past the crowd of students all streaming outside.
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Chapter 18

Julian

I had just stepped through the open archway of the east wing when I heard her call my name.

“Julian! Wait!”

My steps quickened.

I had lost all desire for any social contact after today.

First, there had been Nash and his friends, and then, these DeLoughrey guys.

I knew them. I had never met them in this part of town, let alone anywhere else, but their reputation preceded them, as did their name.

Their sudden arrival here on campus had not only triggered an everlasting spiral of thoughts in my head but also caused quite a turmoil.

I wonder what must be going on at the Copelands, now?

I grinned gleefully, but then another shout snapped me out of my thoughts. I became even faster.

In general, I wasn’t one to talk to anyone in this miserable small town. Just the thought of all the problems I had already avoided this way made me groan inside.

“Julian, I want to talk to you.” 

That was clearly Bay’s voice, not Emely’s. 

How had I been able to confuse them?

Abruptly, I stopped on the sidewalk and turned to face her. As I did so, another girl bumped into me, giving an annoyed “Watch it!” before finally hurrying on.

“I’m sorry,” Bay said, slightly out of breath. She had apparently run all the way just to catch me.

“Sorry for what?” 

Now, I was curious.

Very briefly she seemed to hesitate, but then she looked at me with determination.

“I had been shitty to you the last few days...and...maybe that was because I had been biased.”

I was beginning to understand. Somehow, she must have felt guilty.

“I’m not used to anything else from you guys,” I said, trying to make it sound as casual as possible, when I remembered that she didn’t know anything at all about the other Quatura, let alone that she was one of them herself.

To my luck, she didn’t go into it any further. The scene in the seminar just a moment ago must have confused her quite a bit.

I turned around again so that I could walk to the parking lot, where I still had the rest of my things that I had left in the car yesterday. As I did, I caught sight of Emely sitting under the tree with a couple of Nash’s guys, looking around campus like an eagle.

Nash was probably still stuck at his daddy’s house, having a good cry just because a couple of Ruisangors had shown up on their territory. Like they didn’t have any bigger problems... 

Although I did understand that it had to mean something. The clan and the pack had a very long history. These two species on this campus... This could end badly.

I felt myself being watched and indeed Emely’s gaze was on me. To be more specific, on Bay, who continued to follow me. 

I wonder if Emely was able to smell her?

“Wait...”

“Is there anything else?”  I turned back to her, only to bump into people again who looked at me with devastation. Bay had to laugh, which almost made me grin too, however I suppressed it in time. 

“Yes.”

I looked down at her expectantly. 

She was a bit shorter, but I wasn’t exactly the tallest on campus either. That meant she was pretty short, and I got the urge to pat her head.

I quickly pushed that strange thought aside.

“Thanks again for finding the necklace. It means a lot to me.”

If I hadn’t found it, would she have come to me at all? That was a good question. I didn’t need her apology. But she was my neighbor, after all, and I didn’t want to antagonize her further. For Ms. Adams’ sake.

“You don’t have to apologize. I was the idiot.”

Okay, maybe that was too much on my part because something was searching in her different-colored eyes. Did she not believe me?

But then she said, “At least you admit it.”

“What?” 

Now, I had to grin. She was being cheeky.

“Yeah, you really were an ass. But I wanted you to figure it out for yourself.” 

Unbelievable, this girl.

“Oh, and don’t you dare watch me through your window again. That’s really creepy.”

“I’ve never watched you,” I laughed now, slightly amused, and ran my hand through my hair, which was now probably even more tousled than usual. “Why would I do something like that?”

Bay raised her eyebrows.

“I don’t know... Maybe you like to stalk girls.”

I couldn’t help but laugh after all. She probably found it rather less funny, yet she tried not to let on. 

Julian! Pull yourself together. This is about your neighbor, whose mother is good friends with your father. Don’t screw it up again.

“No, honestly, I’m just sitting there and...”

“...playing the piano?”

It wasn’t Bay who finished my sentence, but Emely.

“Was he bothering you?” she asked Bay, who looked at her in surprise.

“No, I actually wanted to talk to him.”

“You know each other?” Emely looked from Bay to me and back again.

“Yeah, he’s my neighbor.... unfortunately,” Bay replied with a put-on smile.

Emely looked back at me and I immediately recognized the confusion in her eyes. 

She must have remembered where I lived.

“Yes, unfortunately,” I replied. At that, I tried to sound a little annoyed by the fact, just like she was. In reality, though, I didn’t care where I lived or who my neighbors included, as long as they weren’t the Ruisangors or, worse, the Copelands.

“Yeah, well... I’m off, then,” Bay said, turning back to the main building and eventually disappearing behind the passing students. 

Had she wanted to say something else?

I watched her go, perhaps to avoid the coming situation. 

Emely was standing in front of me. With an even more serious face than a few days ago.

“You’re stalking your neighbors?” she finally asked briskly. But it sounded more like a judgmental sigh.

“No, man. Our windows just face each other. That’s it. I never stalked her.”

Trying to talk my way out of it didn’t fail, but Emely, for whatever reason, stuck to this irrelevant topic.

“But your window is on the other side, isn’t it?” she asked.

Now I was the one with the puzzled look.

“No, she’s my new neighbor. She lives in the run-down house across from my window.” 

Why was I explaining this to her, anyway?

“But that was the witches’ house.” 

“Yeah?” 

What was she implying?

“She’s not one...of them...”

Ah, so she had smelled it, too. Better said, she hadn’t smelled it any more than I had.

“She’s one of them, though,” I sighed.

“Are you sure about that?” Emely sounded like she didn’t believe me.

“Her mother is one,” was all I replied.

“And you just talk to them? Julian, where has your honor gone? These women are just taking advantage of your family.”

“Stop always talking so snidely about others. That’s not who you are.”

Emely looked at me as if I had kicked her.

Not every witch was instantly sneaky. But in this town, if you were a Senseque, as our kind liked to call themselves solemnly, you stood alone with such a point of view.

“I just want you to be careful. They’re powerful, and everything they do is just to get something that doesn’t belong to them.”

Again and again, the same old story. When would she finally stop seeing the Quatura as the problem? In reality, we were the dangerous monsters, after all.

“Is that it for now?”

Determined to keep going, I was about to turn away when she grabbed my arm.

“Emely,” I grumbled annoyed, because I was getting tired of it. I didn’t like being pushed around.

“It’s about the Ruisangors.”

I was surprised that she had come to me about that. After all, I had nothing to do with them. 

At a slow pace, I looked around, but there was no sign of any of the three guys.

“What are they doing here?”, I inquired.

“I don’t know... I thought you’d have more of a clue.”

I immediately regretted taking an interest. Because normally I stayed out of exactly this kind of trouble.

Of course, I should have known what to expect at Vanderwood, but I hadn’t been able to afford other universities. Inwardly, I was annoyed by this.

“I have nothing to do with any of this stuff, remember?”

“But...” Emely wanted to start, but I interrupted her.

“No, no buts. I’m not part of your pack. When are you going to realize it?”

Anger rose in my chest, not at Emely, but at her father, Nickolas Copeland. He had set his own daughter up to get me into his pack, and now I had even ended up in a lodge with his arrogant son. At least I had my own room, even if I would have preferred the king suite I had been mistakenly promised.

I didn’t know if it could have been worse, but the very thought of spending three whole years studying at a university with them was driving me nuts.

Determined not to waste any more time with even one of them, I turned around.

The only one I felt sorry for in all this chaos was Emely. Sure, it was annoying what she did every day.  But we had been good friends. Back when my mother used to...

No. I didn’t want to think about that. She wasn’t alive anymore, for those very reasons. I had been weak and had turned, and I never wanted to show that weakness again.  

Emely said nothing. And that was good. She had to know when to stop.

I went back to the modern student accommodation, hoping to find some peace in my solitude, but fate seemed to want to smack me in the face.
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Chapter 19

Adrian

“How dare you set foot on this ground!” It sounded like an accusation and less like a question.

This Dr. Copeland, who Bastien had said was the Alpha dog of the wolves, had kept his cool until just now. But at that moment, it was over. He paced back and forth while nervously playing with the cufflinks of his vest, decorated with noble patterns. 

Wolves, as always, did not have their emotions under control. 

I had never met an Alpha before, but Nickolas confirmed that it was a waste of time. I did not doubt his strength, or the danger that his kind posed to ours. But his nervousness took away all seriousness from him. A dog who thought he had something to say.

I sat with my blood brothers on one of the two dark green leather couches in a larger salon adjoining the university director’s office. A huge glazed arched window provided a view outside to the campus lawn and parking lot.

Bastien’s car was still there. I knew those morons wouldn’t dare touch our belongings. If they had parked their car on our property, we would have reduced it to rubble.

“We have a contract,” the Alpha warned more calmly now.

“And this one still stands,” Bastien retorted.

If my mentor was tense, he didn’t let it show. 

Were they talking about the contract that so drastically limited our lives?

“That contract includes keeping your boys away from my pack!”

I suppressed a dry laugh.

Boys. What was his son if I was a boy? A toddler?

“But it does not include privatizing educational institutions, Dr. Copeland.” 

Bastien maintained his composure the whole time. As professional as our clan was, we tried to handle the matters we got into in a businesslike manner. Bastien was not only the best example from the family in that case, but also the one who knew how to act in difficult situations. He had his job to thank for that.

He looked a good fifteen years younger than Dr. Copeland, although he wasn’t. That was because of the blood that ran through our veins. Pure Ruisangor blood. Legacy blood.

The wolf didn’t respond to Bastien’s argument, which led me to conclude that we had hit a sore spot. 

“The three of them wanted to come here. Any one of us would have gladly sent them somewhere else.” 

That was an extremely bald-faced lie, Bastien.

Miles next to me cleared his throat audibly, whereupon he earned a warning look from his trainer – our family bodyguard – Laurent.

Laurent was standing by the window in his three-piece suit and had been looking out, watchfully surveying the surroundings until just now. 

Bastien, on the other hand, skillfully ignored the three of us on the couch. He had been the one who had persuaded us to come here rather than to a prestigious university in the States, where Nicolaj, the clan head, would have liked to see us. When Nicolaj had learned what Bastien was planning with us, Bastien had almost lost his head. But his benefit to the clan was enormous, which is why it hadn’t come to that. Bastien had known, and he had taken advantage of it for whatever ridiculous reason.

I didn’t care where I studied as long as I could take the economics course and finally satisfy Nicolaj. I had already studied twice, but I had centuries ahead of me. Why not collect graduation hats?

It wasn’t like I had ever wanted to, but in the DeLoughrey clan, it wasn’t about wanting. It was about the consequences of the actions of all brothers and sisters.

Laurent, who had been standing at the window all this time getting an overview of the campus, now turned to face us completely. His eyes flashed reddish, giving me to understand that he had used his powers.

“Someone is coming,” he remarked, addressing Bastien.

We all looked at the door, which flew open with a crash, presenting us with an angry young wolf. To be precise, the unpredictable son of Nickolas Copeland.

“What are you still doing here!!!” he growled in our direction, his eyes turning yellow, showing us his teeth. Black veins stood out wildly under his skin.

Beside me, Miles jumped up, and I just barely got a hold of his wrist to pull him back onto the hard leather couch. He looked at me, sighing, as if I had once again spoiled his stupid fun, his brown strands almost falling into his red glowing eyes.

What was wrong with everyone? Had they forgotten that we were superior to this lowlife?

It was clear to me that Miles had always had trouble with emotions. He was a Ruisangor who couldn’t manage to keep his feelings in check. And he had absolutely no manners.

“We are where we belong, mutt,” I murmured, unfazed by Nash’s ridiculous threatening tone, and leaned back even further into the back of the couch. 

The alpha dog’s eyes snapped open wider.

“How dare you show up here and talk to us like that...” Nash began and was about to jump on me when Laurent intervened.

“Enough!” it escaped Dr. Copeland, who was still struggling with his own emotions. 

Weak. These wolves were not only uncontrolled but also extremely weak. It was a wonder they had survived all these centuries without being discovered by humans.

“Nash!” a voice rang out from the hallway.

I could immediately place it with the English professor from earlier, who seemed to be the only wolf with brains in this facility. “You shouldn’t always overreact like that...”

The Senseque paused in the doorway as his alarmed gaze met that of Bastien, who also seemed to slip out of his trained mind for a few seconds. Something very unusual. Bastien had always been a master of his emotions. 

For a few seconds, the two stared at each other, though I didn’t know why exactly.  They had to know each other. I couldn’t explain it any other way.

“I’m glad you found your way to me as well, Alarik. We need to clarify some matters that, according to my son, have been going on behind our backs.”

The Alpha sounded calm, but there was anger in his voice.

Bastien glanced at the white gold Rolex that was on his wrist and matched his dark blond hair. I had given it to him five years ago to make room in my collection.

“We have to go. Nicolaj is waiting.” 

If you kept Nicolaj waiting, you had messed it up with him. There was only one among us who could afford that. And that was Bastien.

Even though I knew that Nicolaj was not waiting, but was currently on a business trip to Toronto, I was grateful to my mentor for ending this ridiculous conversation.

I rose from the couch and buttoned my suit jacket, whereupon my blood brothers did the same.

Nash just snorted disdainfully, but I ignored his threatening looks. Because even if they seemed so, he wasn’t. Not here on a campus full of humans.

“If there will be a single incident that has anything to do with your boys in the smallest way, three de-registrations from Vanderwood University will follow!”

The Alpha’s words sounded harsh, but I would not break the rules. After all, they also corresponded to the interests of our clan leader, who I did not want to mess with at any price in the world. However, I was worried about Miles.

Bastien didn’t answer and went to the door, where the English professor was still standing, gazing firmly into his eyes. 

We followed Bastien and a short time later we found ourselves back in the large stairwell of Vanderwood.

No one said a thing, because we all knew that the Copelands could overhear every word from that distance.

I was still wondering about the meeting of Prof. Copeland and Bastien. Everyone my mentor was involved with worked in his department or was dead.

“Did you see their faces? As if they wanted to get their asses kicked,” Miles laughed with a grin, tying his hair into an undercut man bun.

“And that’s exactly what they won’t get,” Bastien warned him. “That’s what they want. For you to make a misstep.”

“Should we tell Nicolaj about this?” Laurent asked, visibly tense.

I listened up.

“Nicolaj has other problems,” Bastien countered intently.

“Maybe we should, Bastien. They were verbally attacking us,” David, who had been quiet the whole time, agreed.

David, the platinum blond blood brother to my left, was best at this of the three of us. Staying calm and waiting it out. Observing the situation as we had learned to do. He had always been thoughtful. On top of that, he had strong powers.

Miles liked to tease him about it, even though we both had respect for the fact that he could do telekinesis. Something usually only the Air Quatura could do.

“We can’t run to our leader every time we have a problem like the children of Nickolas Copeland.”

Bastien was right. We would not act like those dogs.

“Surely you must have noticed the tension that exists between the Alpha and his brother.”

My mentor said nothing back to Laurent’s statement.

“It proves that you should be careful what you hide from the clan head if you don’t want him to get suspicious.”

Laurent sounded serious, yet he remained composed because Bastien was above him, and what he said could have consequences for his job in our family dynasty. Every word. 

I knew that Bastien didn’t care about this rule of power because he was different from us. He had never wanted power, or control. Not like Nicolaj. But he was good at hiding what he really wanted.

“It just proves that the pack obviously has problems within its own ranks.” Bastien murmured with a strained expression.

Whenever Copelands were involved, there were unnecessary problems.

First, they had come to Blairville almost 250 years ago, becoming a thorn in the side not only of us, but also of the Quatura, because their kind existed solely to eradicate ours. And now, under the rules of the Quatura, they already owned the largest third of the island, and they still didn’t have enough, trying not to give in to their murderous urge to wipe us out.

Nicolaj had warned us that the Senseque did not want the peace treaty any more than our clan did – if you excluded Bastien, Camille, and Laurent. 

I decided to stay away from them, hoping that I would only encounter them in English class. Inwardly, however, I already suspected that it would not stay that way.
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Chapter 20

Julian

What the...? 

I had thought it couldn’t get any worse, but here I was, in front of me, the brood of the DeLoughrey clan. At the latest, the smell that had been in the air for about five minutes had given them away. And it had awakened a memory in me. That of the day I had gone into the woods.

“Not only did they put us in the cabin with the mutts, they put us in a room with one of them,” the brown-haired one with the undercut man bun laughed in amusement, crossing the room at a speed that could clearly only be attributed to the Ruisangors. He dropped onto one of the uncovered beds and looked around, visibly unimpressed.

I was still standing there, rooted to the spot, unable to say anything in response.

What were these people doing here? In this house...in this room? Had Nash not wanted to talk to his father?

“Leave us alone, and we’ll do the same,” the blond guy finally said, darting over to one of the windows and pulling his cell phone out of his pocket as if he were bored. He was walking normally, unlike his friend, since that too was actually part of the rules when you were in another territory. But anyway, there were no normal humans here at the moment.

The silent one with the pitch-black hair still stood in the doorway and eyed me suspiciously with his dark eyes. 

Did I look that threatening?

Something inside me wanted to confront him, but I skillfully suppressed this urge. I didn’t want to be kicked out of university on day one. Even though I would have liked nothing more than that. After all, it was my father who had sent me to this jail.

“And tell your friend not to get too cocky about his position as the Alpha’s son,” the brown-haired one added. 

“Nash is not my friend,” I snorted in disdain. “And I’m not one of them either...”

Now all three of them looked at me with suspicion. They showed little emotion. Something they were known for.

“If you don’t belong to them, then who do you belong to?” the black-haired one asked. He sounded distrustful.

“Just to be clear, I’m not part of the pack,” I added.

“Hmm, a loner, then. Did you hear that, Adrian?” the brown-haired guy laughed, addressing the black-haired guy, and put his leather shoes on the white sheets, his arms behind his head.

In my opinion, they were all dressed way too classy, which again boldly emphasized their aloofness.

Adrian had to be the black-haired man who eyed me like his next prey. Yet it was a Senseque bite that could kill their kind.

“I have nothing to do with them. And I don’t wanna have anything to do with you guys, either.”

“You all have a pack. You can’t do without one...” the brown-haired man laughed, unknowingly provoking me... or maybe on purpose.

“Let him be, Miles. He said he doesn’t want anything to do with us, so he will.” 

The blond. At least someone who understood. Better for him.

This Miles just gave a disdainful snort and looked over to the bed, which was next to the one I was currently sitting on. 

The very idea that they would sleep here made uneasiness rise in me. I knew what they did to survive. And even if I was theoretically safe from them on the ground of the Copelands, no one could know how important the rules were to them.

The black-haired man seemed to tense up. “Then tell the Alpha’s son to stay away from us.”

Of course... because I was the errand boy on duty here, after all.

“Tell him yourself. That’s his room over there.”

I pointed to the door of the room, behind which was the hallway and the other bedroom. 

“The Copelands live here, too?!” It escaped Miles, but this time he looked not at me but, like the blond, at Adrian. 

His jaw visibly tightened, but he said nothing further.

For whatever reason, the DeLoughreys had come here during the founding times and had claimed the town for themselves. The witches, who had lived here the longest, had forced them aside, and the Senseque had engaged in bloody battles with them before anyone had come up with the glorious idea of having treaties drawn up. 

I wondered why one kind hadn’t just left Blairville. All of them were eager about this town. And that wasn’t going to change anytime soon.

I turned my attention back to my travel bag.

Actually, I would now be in a large room in the main building. But as lucky as I was, I had found myself in one of the ten newly built houses of the forty residential groups in the woods next to Vanderwood. A Copeland project.

It was the front house and felt like the largest of them all. I wasn’t surprised that Nash was housed here with his buddies. Everything was luxurious, and there was a good view overlooking the forest, which I liked.

Admittedly, it was a quiet place. Yet it was clear to me in whose territory I was in and what that – theoretically – meant for me.

My thoughts landed back on the campus lawn, where the Copelands had already hit at least ten people with their football on the first day, including two professors.

Loud laughter, coming from downstairs, snapped me out of my thoughts.

Clearly, I wasn’t the only one who had heard Nash, because that Adrian guy who had just been staring out the window next to the blond was now turning around.

If this kept up, something was definitely going to happen soon. Senseque and Ruisangors under one roof were like a lighter at a gas station.

Just then, the door to the room burst open and Nash entered along with his six closest friends. 

Hunter Jones, girl crush and best football player after Nash; Harry Jones, his two-year older brother and the embodiment of common sense, just like their father; Cody Kaheel, the dark-haired jokester of the group with the biggest mouth; Noah, the dark-blond thug; Caleb, to whom the same applied; and Marten, the guy with no opinion of his own. 

In short, a group of obnoxious pricks.

I noticed that Kieran was missing. In fact, I hadn’t seen the most cunning one of them on campus yet. He probably would have hit the ceiling if he’d seen the DeLoughreys here.

The grin on Nash’s face slipped out by leaps and bounds.

“You messed with the wrong one!” he growled, glaring suspiciously at the three Ruis. One by one.

Miles, still wearing his black shoes on the uncovered bed, put on his annoying grin.

“How dare you-” Hunter began, but Nash held him back.

The two of them were like the best bros. Hunter had actually always been pretty okay, but ever since he officially joined the pack, he did everything he could to prove his loyalty, doing everything for Nash. You could tell who was soon to become the new Alpha, even though I found this decision extremely questionable.

I remembered that it was really none of my business and looked over at Miles, who was now slowly getting up...walking toward Nash. Arriving in front of him, he stopped and gave another snooty grin. Nash clenched his hands into fists.

You could clearly feel the tension in the room. Only one person had to say something wrong, then this invisible wall would fall and there would be a massacre.

Miles took another step toward Nash. That was the stupidest thing he could do.

He just sneered again. “You guys are much more adorable up close.”

“Miles,” Adrian pressed out impatiently, but before anything could happen, I jumped up and put myself between Miles and Nash. My gaze was on Nash as I did so.

“What are you doing, Julian?” he pressed out. 

His gaze darkened, and I knew what he was trying to do. But since I wasn’t part of his pack and wasn’t planning to be anytime soon, it wasn’t working. Did he really think he could get me out of the way that easily?

“Scum!” he growled, turning away from me and the DeLoughreys.

Miles was no longer standing behind me, but leaning against the desk. 

“And my sister still thinks you’re one of us!” Nash looked at me grimly, and I wanted to punch him in the face. He could have saved that stupid look on his face for himself. “If she knew you were surrounding yourself with these freaks.”

“I didn’t choose this,” I said snidely and walked past him into the hallway, his friends giving me disapproving looks. But they couldn’t do anything against me. Not without Nash saying something.

At least I still had a mind of my own. One would look in vain for that among them.

“You’ll be sorry you ever betrayed us like that, Bardot,” Nash called after me, but I was already on my way down the stairs and didn’t give a damn about his empty words.

I had already received many threats, so this was no longer anything significant.

Nash should run to his father, like every time. It just showed once again how pathetic the Copelands really were. Because without money, they would only be a miserable pile of ashes, far away from this city.
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Chapter 21

Mady

“And there’s supposed to be something going on here?” Larissa sounded skeptical as she glanced back and forth between the glowing orange sign that read Midnights and the wooden one with a raven on it, swinging peacefully back and forth.

“There’s always something going on here,” I laughed, pulling the girl through the door, into the inviting campus bar, where several students were already sitting at the wooden tables, playing some sort of drinking games, eating something, and talking excitedly.

“Are we even allowed to be here?” it came from Bayla, who looked around nervously. “I just turned eighteen.”

I whirled around. “Relax. British Columbia is different from California. Nobody gets kicked out here.” I led the two girls through the raised walkway that surrounded the bar. “Besides, you’re a student now, and that means a new phase of your life is starting, and that means you’re going to have to go out and party hard.”

“I like her,” Larissa laughed as Bayla continued to look around at Midnights.

Just then, Love Is a Bitch by Two Feet stopped playing, and the stereo started playing Eat Your Young by Hozier.

“Mady, honey!”

Frustration spread through me and – suppressing a sigh – I turned to Jenny Bexley.

The tall reporter girl was smiling, and the iPad and accompanying pen in her hand indicated nothing good.

“Would you like to make a statement about the DeLoughreys’ arrival?”

“I don’t even know them,” I replied, confused.

“But your boyfriend...”

“Ex-boyfriend,” I corrected her, and she pressed her fake lips together in frustration before rolling her eyes.

“Oh, come on, you guys were such a cute couple. And I’m sure he told you what was going on between his family and the DeLoughreys” Determined, she opened the note app on her iPad and passed her glittering handbag to her younger sister, who was hiding next to her. “Penny,” Her sister took the purse. “Hold.”

I sighed, absolutely not ready to make a statement to Jenny.

About what, anyway?

“Why don’t you just ask him yourself?”

Jenny looked up in surprise but then began to chuckle oddly.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Mady” She waved her hand away. “Nash has never allowed himself to be interviewed before.”

For good reason.

I sighed and looked at her apologetically. She’d find someone to interview eventually.

“Ugh,” she snorted, slumping her shoulders. “Alright,” She snatched the purse from Penny’s arms. “Let me know if your mind changes.” Then she smiled at Larissa and Bayla and turned on her heel. “Come on, Penny. Someone has to know something.”

I had tried to like Jenny more than once, but it just didn’t work. A few times, I had been to Lola’s Diner with her, desperate to connect. Then, one day, I had read rumors about Nash and me breaking up that were worse than the sad reality.

Jenny was a gossip and if you talked to her, you could be sure that her newspaper was priority number one of the conversations, not you. And Penny let Jenny take advantage of her to play the gossip messenger quite often.

I turned to Larissa and Bayla. The first had her arms crossed and her brows raised, while the second looked thoughtfully after the Bexley daughters.

“Is she always so pushy?” Larissa asked.

“That girl doesn’t miss a beat,” I laughed dryly, looking around for available seats. “The campus drama here must be a feast for her.”

Everything around us was bustling. I myself still couldn’t believe that I was already old enough to be a student. Shortly after the accident, I had to repeat a year in high school, as my grades had dropped drastically.

“Vivienna at 9 o’clock,” Larissa suddenly whispered in my ear, and I looked at the side, where my former best friend was lounging on the edge of the pool table. Next to her were her friends, flirting with some older students from the basketball team.

“Please let us sit as far away from them as possible,” Bayla sighed, linking arms with Larissa.

“Don’t worry.”

I pointed to a side niche on the other side of the room, which was thankfully still empty.

We crossed the rustic bar, lit with vintage lamps, and sat down.

“And you don’t live on campus?” Larissa leaned forward.

I shook my head. “No, too expensive. I live at home.” Neither of them said anything, and Bayla’s pitying look hit me uncomfortably hard. “Would you guys like to come visit me sometime soon? You’re welcome to sleep at my place, too.”

It had been years since anyone had slept over. Back then, it had been Julie and Grace, or Vivienna. But then Nash had come into my life – the guy they’d all warned me about. They had stopped being my friends, and Mia and I had only known each other for two years.

“Yes, please free us from this bitch drama for one night,” Larissa begged, and Bayla gave her a punishing look.

“Come on, we were planning on giving the Blair cousins a chance.”

“Grace and Julie are actually okay,” I sighed and started playing with my car keys.

Larissa was about to say something when the waiter interrupted us.

“Since when do you have friends?”

Surprised, I looked up at Ezra and then rolled my eyes.

“Sorry, who are you and...”

“It’s all right, this is Ezra, my brother,” I reassured Larissa. She let herself fall backward and eyed him in silence.

Ezra just smiled, as he always did at work. But I could see that he had been working all day. I quickly looked around for Jenny, who was fortunately distracted by a group of girls. But something told me that Ezra was the reason she had come here in the first place.

“What do the pretty ladies want?”

Now, Larissa grinned confidently at Ezra. “A beer, please.”

Ezra just nodded with a smile and looked at Bayla.

“Fries will do.”

As he turned to leave, I called his name in frustration, to which he turned around. “Nothing for you.”

Annoyed, I groaned, and he laughed.

Visibly annoyed, I turned back to the others.

Larissa was still grinning.

“Your brother’s pretty hot.”

My jaw dropped. First Mia, now Larissa, too.

Bayla rolled her eyes. “Larissa thinks every second guy here is hot.”

“Because every second guy here is hot!” Larissa laughed.

A little while later, Ezra returned with the order and placed a strawberry ice cream with pink heart sprinkles in front of me.

“You’re serious?” I laughed, and Ezra disappeared, smiling in amusement without another word.

“And such a cutie, too,” Larissa continued to gush, earning a punishing look from me.

What I needed now was not ice cream but a proper drink. But he wouldn’t give it to me, as I knew him, even though I was already nineteen.

The door to the bar swung open and I, like most of the people in the bar, watched curiously as the DeLoughreys entered the bar.

While the black-haired one looked around in an examining way and the blond one was busy with his phone in his hand, the brown-haired one casually strutted across the room, over to the bar and waved at the bartender to order a drink.

While he smelled like a lot of trouble and the blonde looked handsome as hell, the black-haired one seemed rather cold and sexy. And indeed. All the girls in the bar had turned to the young men. Jenny was striding toward the blonde with her iPad pulled out, and two blondes were already giggling their way toward the brown-haired pretty guy at the bar counter.

I stopped breathing.

He looked directly at me...and winked, a smirk on his even lips.

I wheeled around to Bayla and Larissa with warm cheeks.

“Did you guys see that?”

Bayla just nodded, and both girls grinned, but Larissa’s gaze shifted the next moment to the black-haired man who was already walking across the room toward the bar, his gaze lingering on our table for a second.

God, this was uncomfortable.

“Who are these attractive guys?” Larissa murmured in a low voice, not without taking her eyes off the young man, who was definitely a bit older than we were.

“They walk around like undercover FBI agents?” Bayla chuckled softly.

“Ugh, I’d volunteer to be arrested by that one,” Larissa whispered, taking a sip of her beer.

This time, Bayla looked disturbed at Larissa. “What did you take today?”

The door flew open again, and faces all too familiar to me entered the bar—Nash and his guys in tow, Emely in their midst.

“I think I need that for a minute,” I groaned, reaching for Larissa’s bottle to take a big sip.

“Them again,” Bayla sighed, forcing me to look back at them.

I had been hoping that Nash had gotten uglier, but he had the same golden blond hair, the slight dimples when he smiled, and those deep blue glossy eyes, which, when you looked at them up closely, reminded you of foreign galaxies. His tan had become more golden, which he definitely owed to the indigenous genes, even if they were not as dominant in him as they were in his sister.

My heart tightened when he turned in our direction and spotted me. It was like earlier. Just a brief moment, but too intense. So many unspoken words, so much lay between us.

His buddy Caleb patted him on the shoulder and gestured toward the bar. He stared for another second before turning away.

I began to breathe again.

“Well, look who missed us,” the brown-haired DeLoughrey laughed, raising his glass toward Nash.

And while the blond gave him a warning look and turned away from Jenny, the black-haired one eyed my ex-boyfriend with coldness.

Nash, as usual, clenched his fists and marched toward the DeLoughreys with his head held high.

I knew he only disliked them because his father had problems with their family, as he had with me being with his son even though Dr. Copeland had never met me in person.

“Wasn’t my warning clear enough?!” Nash pressed out.

The brown-haired DeLoughrey turned to him, the two female blondes beside him.

“That warning was directed at your rebellious lapdog, wasn’t it? What did you say his name was? Julian?”

Emely’s eyes snapped open.

“Stay away from him,” Nash growled angrily. “You better get the fuck off our campus right now!”

“Relax, we were just about to invite you guys for a drink,” the brown-haired one continued to laugh, holding up his hands while looking at his brothers.

Emely crossed her arms and gave him a hostile look. “Which we gratefully decline.”

The DeLoughrey raised his brows, unimpressed yet curious before smirking at Emely as if this was all a game.

“Your sister?” he asked Nash, eyeing Emely closely. “She’s quite sassy.”

Emely blinked at him dismissively and Nash, I knew, was about to explode.

The black-haired DeLoughrey seemed to notice that, too, because he stepped forward.

“We have no intention of disobeying your rules, as long as you leave us alone.”

It sounded anything but compliant, more like a threatening, hostile statement.

Nash seemed to consider, then stepped toward him and lowered his voice. “You know I don’t give a shit? I don’t want you here.”

I swallowed.

“That’s right, get the fuck out of here!” Noah bellowed behind him.

Miles drank from his drink and raised both brows. “How rude.”

And in the next instant, his fist sped forward into Nash’s face.

I winced, and a murmur went through the bar.

“Damn it, Miles!” The black-haired man roared, and was already about to pull this Miles backwards, when Nash’s fist flew at Miles, hitting him right on the nose.

Miles stumbled back.

Students jumped up and backed away. Jenny held up her iPad, probably to film.

“Nash!” Emely gasped, and she went to pull her brother out of the ring that had somehow formed, but someone pulled her back. Hunter.

To get a better look, I stood up, still holding Larissa’s bottle, and made my way through the crowd.

“Not bad, Copeland,” Miles laughed, straightening up with a bloody nose, only to deliver another unpredictable punch to Nash’s chin.

I held a hand in front of my mouth, and before I could hesitate, I stumbled forward into the circle and leaned down to Nash.

“Nash?”

Nash snapped his eyes open and stared at me, literally piercing me with his gaze. Now I could see those beautiful eyes again. Only at this very moment did I realize how much I had longed for them.

Suddenly, Nash pushed me aside and jumped up on his own.

“Stay away from me, Madelin.”

Madelin.

My heart stopped.

Madelin.

“I just wanted to-” I stammered out, overwhelmed.

“I don’t need your pity.” He pressed out with a desperate look. “Are you spying on me again?”

Exhausted and humiliated by these accusations, it took me some seconds to find the appropriate words, but nothing came out. And then Ezra appeared next to us.

“Hey. What’s going on?” He stepped toward Nash. “I told you to stay away from my sister!”

Nash looked back and forth between me and him, turned away from me, and finally hit the table next to him, making me wince again.

Ezra wheeled around to face me. “Mady, you better go.”

It sounded cold. Like it wasn’t my brother who said it, but that black-haired DeLoughrey. And everything about this situation, Nash’s look, his words, his guys’ looks, and my brother’s pitch sent me stumbling backwards and finally out of the bar into the night, upset.

Tears burned in my eyes, but luckily for me, I wasn’t alone, or I would have broken my most important principle.

“Shit, I didn’t mean to get you involved,” someone cursed, and I realized it was that Miles DeLoughrey guy.

I saw the glass in his hand, and before I could really think, I reached for it.

“This will...” he began, but it was already too late. I spat out the sweet liquid. “...not satisfy you.”

“Who drinks apple juice, for God’s sake? In a bar?” I complained with a laugh, handing him back the glass. “I would have expected more class from you DeLoughreys.”

He laughed indignantly. “Hey, what’s that supposed to mean?”

I grabbed my throbbing temple. “Nothing, I just...I should get going.”

“Are you here with the car?” he asked, and I couldn’t help but look at him in hesitance.

“Yes,” I replied, confused, and he looked around observantly with a serious expression.

“Let me walk you to the car. You never know who’s walking around here at this hour.”

My head hurt too much to refuse him the offer, so I just nodded and walked straight ahead.

“And you don’t drink?”

Miles didn’t say anything for a while. 

“It’s complicated,” it escaped him curtly.

Weird guy.

“I really need alcohol right now,” I sighed, and he just laughed.

I missed the summer parties everyone had thrown to say goodbye to Blairville or their friends. I had gone to every single one, even though I hadn’t spent time with anyone at any of these. I’d drunk a lot to forget about Nash, and luckily, he hadn’t shown up anywhere either. But now it hurt even more to see him again.

“Devil’s poison.”

I looked at Miles, who took the bottle from my hand as I stopped in front of my car before I could take another sip. Then he looked at me with a serious expression.

“If I may give you some advice...Nash is a jerk. Whatever history you guys have. Stay away from him.”

I looked at him with a sigh. “Are you now going to accuse me of stalking my ex, too?”

“No,” he laughed, as if he’d already had a lot to drink, which was clearly not the case. “But his family is in pretty deep shit.”

I said nothing. Whatever he meant, it had something to do with this town’s politics.

“You should go now.”

Again, I looked at Miles, whose gaze had lingered on my neck. He squinted his eyes for a moment and then took two steps back as if something was bothering him.

“Thanks,” was all I said, and I got into my car, head still throbbing.

The steam rose in the form of warm mist, settling on my skin like a damp layer and fogging up the bathroom mirror as well as the window, which otherwise offered an extended view of the forest. Even though I had felt like I was being watched more than once, it was clear to me that there was no one out there. This was Blairville. And I had become paranoid over time.

I tried to get my legs completely under the water, but I hadn’t been able to do that for years. I was no longer the little girl who dreamed of her first great love. My heart had been broken several times, but only really mended once.

He had helped me out of there. He had pushed me back there.

They weren’t quite as visible in the candlelight, but I still recognized the many little stripes on my thighs. Each one represented a moment of weakness. Until I had to promise him to be strong.

I no longer hurt myself. But my tears flowed into the hot bath water. My vision blurred until the lights of the candles were only orange dots in my field of vision and I began to sob.

Ezra wasn’t home yet. And so, I was alone with my thoughts. Alone in that place where I was allowed to cry, where my tears became one with the water that surrounded me. The only place where I still felt close to him. Even if every time anew my heart broke into countless pieces.

[image: ]

Mayor’s Office

“Tell me that the Copeland Alpha has made a bad joke,” it escaped from the mayor, who usually knew how to control herself. But an hour ago, the chief physician had shown up here and given her the startling news. “You sent your offspring to Vanderwood?”

The pretty lawyer took a deep breath and stared at the carpet as if she were heading for a nervous breakdown, while Laurent, the DeLoughreys’ brown-haired bodyguard, took his gaze from her and looked at Bastien. Bastien stood in front of the desk, his arms folded behind his back, his gaze a mask.

The mayor had trouble looking into the man’s gray eyes without thinking of the old days.

Three of them in her office. Three!

“You have nothing to worry about, Ms. Blair,” Bastien assured her formally, even though they had once been closer.

“If one of your guys breaks the contract, it’s not just a problem for you or the Copeland pack...” the mayor continued tensely. “The Circle will be affected as well.”

“The three of them are well-behaved,” Bastien countered.

The mayor thought she saw a smirk cross the lawyer’s lips, but ignored it with a troubling gut feeling.

“I understand if you have doubts. The situation is tense. However, it will resolve itself quickly.”

“Was this your idea, Bastien?” the mayor accidentally broke the formal tone, and the lawyer looked up in surprise.

The mayor quickly collected herself and kept eye contact with the agent in front of her.

This man was running the DUIO. The DeLoughrey Underground Information Organization, a department of the FBI that was responsible for keeping order in places with high supernatural occurrences. Thanks to it, forums about supernatural occurrences in Blairville disappeared.

But with this move, the family risked confrontations with their enemies on a campus full of mortals.

“In the long run, I’m doing this town a favor.”

The mayor was speechless. What he was doing was risky, and she knew where this interest in peace came from. From the same source as with the Vanderwood director.

The two men left the office without further comment, and the mayor sank back into her chair.

The lawyer was about to turn to leave, but the mayor stopped her.

“Camille,” she said. “Maybe you can talk some sense into Bastien.”

An indistinct expression spread across Camille’s face.

“Bastien is the most reasonable man I know,” she replied to the mayor.

This one bit her tongue, knowing something Camille did not.

“He has noble intentions, Ms. Blair.”

Noble intentions.

The lawyer gracefully walked out of the office, leaving the overwhelmed mayor behind.

She looked at the Blairville Daily headline screen. And all she saw in her mind’s eye were the mistakes they had all made back then. A disaster like that could not be allowed to happen again.
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Chapter 22

Julie

I had intended to check my study schedule for tomorrow, but I had accidentally downloaded it into the folder with the patient reports from Blairville’s psychiatric facility. A folder I had wanted to delete for two years now, but I had not been able to do so, even though I had not been there in ten years.

Grace’s mother had taken me to a psychologist without warning when I was just eight. ASD was the diagnosis I wished had never been made, especially not by Amber Smith’s mother, to whom doctor-patient confidentiality were foreign words.

Since then, all the girls in the Circle treated me like I had a mental disorder that needed to be cured, either staring at me strangely or ignoring me like I was air.

Grace was the only real-life friend I had, even though it was complicated with her sometimes.

I often wished that Amara hadn’t taken me to a psychologist. Maybe my life would be different today. But maybe I was just telling myself that because deep inside me, a shattered fragment knew that my diagnosis wasn’t the cause of my problems.

“Hello?” Grace waved her hand in front of my face. “Earth to Julie?”

I looked up, confused.

“Someone tried to call you.”

My eyes widened, and I immediately unlocked my display. But to my relief, it was only my pill alarm clock.

How had I not heard that one?

“By the way. About last night. You have to stop giving such hints all the time,” my cousin admonished me anxiously.

I didn’t know what she was talking about.

“When it comes to the Copelands.”

I looked at her questioningly, feeling like an idiot stuck on the tube.

“Jesus, Julie. Just stick to the drug story and don’t answer Bayla’s questions.”

I was beginning to understand what she was getting at.

“How do you want me to do better? Tell them, like we tell all these clueless people in town, fake horror stories about the woods?” Horror stories or the drug story. Both of those things were absurd. How did they come up with something like that? “And after all, Bay is the one asking all the weird questions all the time.”

My voice didn’t sound like it should have, and I was beginning to fear that Grace wouldn’t take me seriously, but finally, she took off her black headphones and looked at me blankly.

Sighing, unfortunately, without answering me in a proper sentence, Grace put on her headphones to turn to her laptop covered with colorful women’s rights and new Vanderwood University stickers.

She had made herself comfortable on my bed for the past hour. Vivienna, Amber, and Kelly hadn’t sent her out, but judging by the loud music, being their roommate wasn’t particularly pleasant.

I leaned into the many pastel light blue pillows I had brought with me.

Ever since I was a kid, I’ve needed pillows without end, where I could not only be safe from my neck pain but also just sink into them.

With a quick flick of my wrist, I closed the door, and the following breeze brushed through my thin platinum-blonde hair. The light energy noticeably made my round white crystal, framed by a silver setting, which I wore on the thin silver necklace, glow.

Grace, who must have noticed, put down her headphones and looked at me in an examining way before raising a single eyebrow. Always these people who could do this...

She must have seen my gray-white glowing irises, even though that feature was very weak on me, as was my air magic.

“What are you doing?” she finally asked. But when I was about to answer, she immediately continued talking. “We’re not allowed to work magic here. You know that!”

And there she was again – the Grace who couldn’t take a joke when it came to our powers and their use, the Grace who reminded me daily of where I was born into and what my duties were.

On one hand, she was right. The Senseque reacted negatively to our magic because they could sense any spell instantly. And the Ruisangors, who had made it to Vanderwood for whatever reason, could have sensed it as well. On the other hand, it was only a small basic trick that Air Quatura learned right from the beginning. So, I doubted a wolf would show up at the door and tear us apart.

I simply ignored Grace and reached for the white smartphone again. My heart began to beat faster with every second. Hoping he had texted me again, I ran my finger across the bottom of the screen.

The screen immediately lit up, and a selfie of Grace and I could be seen, which she had taken. She stuck her tongue out while rolling her eyes. If there was one thing my cousin was, it was lively. And yet she remained the dutiful one of the two of us.

A smile spread across my lips as I read that I had a notification. I quickly opened our chat.
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To my surprise, he was online.

                                                                               [image: ]

I typed quickly and pressed send, starting a new chat.
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I had to grin at the god comparison. Erik and his obsession with Greek legends. Then I remembered that I still wanted to send him the book to Vancouver.
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I replied, still grinning, because I also knew about Greek gods by now. Erik had triggered this obsession in me, and I also owned books that he had sent me.
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I had to grin and sent him a laugh emoji. With him, I somehow managed not to feel weird or insecure. We just texted, debated philosophical approaches from the antique, and exchanged books.

A year ago, I had landed on his blog purely by accident. I had been supposed to be doing philosophy homework, but his posts had kept me busy for an incredible 27 hours, during which I had browsed his entire blog.

If there was one thing he was good at, it was writing, inspiring others with his fascination through his written word. Not for nothing, he had driven me to become a specialist in the field of Greek mythology.

At that time, I had overcome myself to anonymously contact him under the pseudonym J and so our friendship had begun.
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He had hit the right nerve, because automatically I had to smile again.

I had to be careful that Grace didn’t see what his words were doing to me because what I had been doing here for a good five months was nobody’s business—not even hers. These conversations Erik and I were having were too intimate, and the fact that I had a best friend besides her was something Grace didn’t need to know.
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My smile weakened slightly and pity spread through me.

[image: ]

And immediately the smirk returned.

In Greek mythology, the Charites embodied harmony and were positive and friendly god beings who enriched the lives of others with their presence and filled the world around them with their joy.

Inwardly, I knew that if he really knew me, he would take that compliment back.

I had to swallow because that was the only catch to the whole thing. We knew each other because we texted almost every day, but Erik didn’t know who or what was behind the pseudonym J.

I knew his texts and messages. I knew he lived in Canada, and even his soft male voice I had heard from voice memos. But we had never really been interested in each other’s looks. I had decided without further ado to leave it at that and keep my appearance a secret. He did the same. It was better because we could not judge each other and stayed with the important things – the conversations.

I was sure he wasn’t some kind of perverted weirdo who went after young girls. He was probably only eighteen or nineteen years old himself.
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He typed again.

We didn’t talk much about our personal lives, so I didn’t know much about him. On the other hand, he didn’t know about me either, about what I was, about what I was able to block out when we texted.

“What are you grinning at?” Grace asked with an amused expression.

In shock, I dropped my phone, which skidded along the floor and came to rest in front of the door.

To make matters worse, the door opened, kicking the phone halfway across the room. The scratching sound it made didn’t sound good at all.

Standing in the doorway was Bay, who must have just been in the campus bar with Larissa and Mady.

“Oh, shit,” she gasped as she looked at my cell phone, which had stopped in front of Larissa’s bed.

She rushed across the room, picked up my demolished phone, and looked at it before coming over and shoving it into my hand. I, meanwhile, was blushing.

“I’m really sorry. I didn’t see it and...”

“It’s okay,” I stammered sheepishly, looking at the black glass, which was covered in a few scratches. Grace would fix that with her half-life magic.

“You sure?” she asked again, a little unsure, and I just nodded.

I had liked Bay from the beginning, as she was not only friendly but also a bit calmer than Grace or Larissa. She also owned some very interesting books that I planned to check out. Someday, if I dared.

Now, she looked at me unsettled, and I couldn’t help but tell her again that everything was fine.

“It’s not your fault. I just...threw it there first...”

I hated it. Every time I wanted to say something, I held myself back.

Grace made a dismissive hand gesture. “Yeah, Bay, don’t worry about that. Things break on her all the time.”

A loud screech interrupted us. It came from downstairs.

All three of us looked at each other, startled, as at least two of us were expecting the worst. When another scream rang out, I instinctively jumped up and headed down the hall to the stairs. Bayla and Grace followed me. I ran quickly but had to be careful not to fall, as the varnished wooden staircase was so slippery that I had already been having trouble even getting up here with my luggage.

Gripping the damaged cell phone tightly, I almost slid down the stairs, because not only curiosity but also adrenaline had gripped me.

What was going on down there? Had the Ruisangors broken in to get an evening snack?

An icy chill ran down my spine.

The Senseque had made their rules clear, yet no one knew how intent the DeLoughreys were on sticking to them.

“Shut the fuck up! I’m not going to eat you,” rang out a feminine voice I recognized immediately.

Good. No Ruisangors.

Reaching the bottom, I stopped abruptly because my brain didn’t want to decide whether the image that presented itself to me should be frightening or more ridiculous.

Emely Copeland and Kelly Hepburn.

While one was sitting calmly on the couch, playing with her finger with her dark brown hair, the other, once again dressed like a pink slut, was standing in the middle of the apartment, staring open-mouthed at the other. In front of her, a plastic bowl lay upside down on the light wooden laminate. Around it were scattered lettuce leaves and other greens that I could identify as shreds of broccoli.

Grace stopped behind me because she was just as confused as I was. Only Bay walked a little further into the room.

What had Emely done?

“Are you guys okay?” a voice rang out, coming from the front door.

There stood Larissa, dressed in sexy clothes like she had been yesterday, and unlike Kelly, she could handle makeup. She had the self-confidence that you could look for in vain in me, and she also had every reason to be self-confident. She was incredibly pretty. Her light brown, almost dark blonde hair she had thrown over her open leather jacket. In addition, there were the catchy doe eyes. Still dangling around her neck was the camera she’d already had with her this morning. I wondered if it wasn’t giving her neck problems in the long run.

“Nothing is okay with you idiots! Don’t you realize what’s sitting on the couch?!”

Kelly’s voice resembled a squeak, which didn’t exactly indicate that she was a singer in a band at the Dark Lion Club.

Bay’s gaze expressed pure confusion, and she looked at Larissa, who also just shrugged. If this went on, they would find out something, and that would be fatal.

“And what are you going to do now? Like, wag your little finger and make me...”

“Emely!” Grace warned loudly from behind me, and I startled. “Don’t forget, there are other people in this room.”

Emely must have realized, because she looked briefly at Larissa.

More footsteps came from the stairs. Vivienna and Amber.

“What has that feral beast done now?!” Vivienna shouted angrily across the room. Amber, meanwhile, rushed over to Kelly and pulled her aside.

Emely Copeland, who had been sitting on the couch the whole time, now rose up and slowly walked toward Vivienna.

My pulse quickened.

“What do you want from us?!” Kelly screamed hysterically.

Amber pulled her a little further to the side.

Senseque and Quatura in one house. A mistake by the university director.

Emely stepped closer to Vivienna until there were only three feet between them.

“I was just sitting here on the couch.... Nothing more,” she said sharply and at the same time as if Vivienna’s opinion didn’t interest her in the slightest, which was certainly the case.

“You guys are completely disturbed creatures,” Vivienna hissed snappishly, taking a step back.

“If I were you, I’d watch what you say. This is not your territory!” Emely sounded more tense now, and slowly all good feelings had faded from me.

Emely looked at Grace and me, then at the other Quatura.

“And don’t you get any stupid ideas. My brother, unlike me, has no qualms about tearing you apart.”

Kelly swallowed, and a slight shiver went down my spine as well.

Nash was the kind of guy you didn't want to mess with. He’d been like that in high school. A good-looking blonde with blue eyes and muscles he dared to use when it came to everything.

In my opinion, he was an asshole who pushed weaker people around, liked to provoke fights, and was candidate number one when it came to showing off.

He had always called me “Julie the carrier pigeon” because I had been the involuntary class president and therefore also the personal message bearer for our class teacher at that time. Alone he had been harmless, almost quiet, but as soon as his guys had kept him company, he had chosen Grace and me as the victims of his verbal attacks.

“Keep your arrogant brother in check, or I’ll talk to the student council of this institution,” Vivienna hissed, snapping me out of my unpleasant high school memories.

Emely glared back angrily, then turned and walked past us to the front door, only to disappear with a loud crash.

That the door hadn’t fallen out of its nails yet was nothing short of a miracle.

“Come we go. We don’t have to put up with this any longer,” Vivienna pressed out, visibly annoyed, turned around and marched up the stairs with her vain escort, without even giving us another glance.

Silence reigned until Larissa started laughing.

“What was that about?” She grinned broadly at all of us.

Then Grace laughed, too.

Bay’s smile, on the other hand, faded from her face again as she headed for the door.

“Where are you going?” Larissa asked.

“To talk to Emely.”

Abruptly, we fell silent.

“Why?” Grace laughed nervously, apparently realizing this wasn’t a good idea either. Not with what Emely was. She would rip Bayla to shreds, as in a rage as she must be at the moment....

“Because she didn’t deserve that.”

And with those words, she went on her way, leaving us speechless.

Deep down, I knew she was right, however that didn’t change the fact that Bayla didn’t know the whole truth.

“To each his own,” was all Grace said, and she went to the kitchen corner to heave a large pot out of the sink and then fill it with water.

Grace wouldn’t go out there and stop Bayla, because if anyone followed the rules even more strictly than I did, it was her. I didn’t know anyone who was more honorable to the contracts than Grace was.

Larissa disappeared upstairs because she had something to prepare for a seminar. Surely it had something to do with the pictures on her camera that she had been taking non-stop today. I had been envious when she had demonstrated her talent to us this morning. Everyone was good at something. Just everyone was creative. And then there was me.

Good grades in school, especially in programming and science, which had been with me since I could remember, had been my plus points in my application for my field of study. But what mattered in my cold life was elemental magic, and in that I was a pure disappointment to the Circle and the Councils.

Thoughtfully, I turned to the cell phone in my hand. I would have to get it fixed. Preferably by my aunt. She controlled the element earth and could therefore also influence any material without it returning to its broken original form in half-life, as with Grace’s earth magic.

To see if it at least still worked, I touched the display.

A new message.

I had forgotten all about Erik.

I quickly opened our chat history again, and his last message stood out to me. It gave me goosebumps.
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Chapter 23

Bayla

I needed to stop putting myself in stressful situations over and over again. I probably just attracted all kinds of problems like a stupid magnet. There was no other way I could explain how everything around me was always blowing up.

It had only been a week since we lived in Blairville, and already life here was an absolute disaster.

First, Mady’s ex-boyfriend had gotten into a fight with a billionaire at the bar. Mady had stormed out and disappeared without a trace, and since then, none of us had spoken to her, and now Emely again, reacting more and more aggressively to everyone.

It couldn’t get any worse.

I hurried along the trail where I had last seen Emely. But now she had disappeared, and I had no clue where she had gone.

God, how fast was she?

Completely out of breath and about to fall down, because that was my absolute strength, I quickened my sprint one last time. But it didn’t help.

Emely was nowhere to be seen. Not even behind the next path branching, where I came to a halt too slowly, overlooked a root, and landed straight on the ground.

That’s exactly what would have happened if two strong hands hadn’t grabbed my arms. I was familiar with that pressure. As soon as I stood upright again, I turned around.

There he was, just like the first time. Only this time, there was something else in his face besides the cheeky grin. Worry.

I quickly looked around, but other than the trees, the path, and a few birds, I couldn’t see anything of concern.

“Balance isn’t one of your strengths, is it?”

He grinned. And for once, he was right.

“Very funny, Julian...”, I murmured, playfully annoyed, because I really wasn’t this time.

I still had to find Emely, who obviously didn’t want to be found. But where had she gone? Really into the forest? Of course, it was nice here, but somehow it was also a bit creepy to be out here alone like this. Especially after what the Blairville Daily reported.

“Why are you out here alone?”

As if he could read my mind...

But Julian just looked at me in a haunting way, and I got goosebumps. The grin that had adorned his face until just now slowly receded. And what remained was worry.

“You should be careful. There are dark creatures roaming around here.”

“Dark creatures?”

Did he mean wild wolves? I’d never encountered one before, and I definitely wasn’t planning to. So, if he was trying to convince me to get out of here, he had just succeeded.

Once again, I looked around. This time I paid attention to the various sounds that made the forest more peaceful than scary. Many different bird songs mingled in the distance. And the evening sun was also climbing through the treetops of the leafy trees.

Actually, it was beautiful at this fork in the road. Where one could not really speak of a path, but rather of a murderously uneven trail.

I looked at Julian again, who hadn’t taken his eyes off me until now.

“Yes...” he whispered and looked even deeper into my eyes.

His seemed to take on a different color in the sunlight, a softer green. This time I also saw the little yellow sprinkles that I hadn’t noticed the last time.

Wait, had he just said yes?

“Do you think there are wild animals here, something like wild boars?”, I tried to avoid the wild wolf topic in order not to scare myself.

I looked at him in disbelief, but immediately regretted having asked this question. Because suddenly he twisted his mouth into a grin again and ran his hand through his slightly tousled hair.

I gave him an annoyed look. “What? You said dark creatures.”

“And the first thing you think of is wild boars?” Julian laughed, visibly amused.

“What else?”

Not fucking wolves at all.

I prayed he wouldn’t bring up the subject. On campus, fine, but please not in the middle of the woods.

He didn’t answer me. Instead, he moved a little closer.

“Listen. Actually, I wouldn’t care if you weren’t the daughter of the woman who used to invite us for dinner.”

Now, I had to grin.

So that’s how it had been. Pretty typical of Mum. Once again, I realized that she must have actually had a life here, besides Sacramento.

Partly, the thought stung my heart. After all, she could have told me something. Instead, she had preferred to remain silent and had said nothing about the Bardots, nor about her past here.

I suppressed the rising feeling. It was not my right to be angry. Mum was going through so much I couldn’t even imagine. Maybe it had made her uncomfortable, and she wanted to keep her past away from me. But why? Why did she always make such a secret of everything?

“You still haven’t told me what you’re doing here,” Julian remarked again, a little more seriously.

“I should rather ask you that,” I returned.

He was just like my mother, who was also dodging my questions.

Because he wasn’t responding, I gave in. “I’m looking for Emely.”

“Emely? What do you have to do with her...” For a very brief moment, he looked at me in thoughtfulness, until his expression softened. “Oh, I see, you share a lodge, don’t you?”

I nodded dumbly.

Yes, I had ended up in a fucking house with Emely. And I was starting to get the feeling that all these girls here hated us on principle.

Emely wasn’t the worst one there, and I couldn’t blame her hostility toward Vivienna, Amber, and Barbie either.

Julian eyed me, still searching. His eyes were locked on mine. His jaw was tense, and his lips were pressed together.

Did he want to say something else?

Before I could ask him, something happened that left me completely speechless. His eyes turned slightly yellowish.

I jerked back. In doing so, I stumbled over the root again, but he reflexively grabbed my arm without breaking eye contact.

There was a clatter as the white-blue box hit the ground, and the little white pills scattered across the dusty forest floor.

But I didn’t move because Julian’s eyes were the only thing I could focus on.

We had kept eye contact. Something wouldn't let me take my gaze away from his fascinating eyes. Something about his yellow irises triggered a strong feeling inside me, like I was in control of something. Something very powerful. This feeling was so intoxicating that I stared at Julian even more insistently and stepped closer again.

His eyes were wide, as if he was seeing something he had never seen before. I intensified my gaze and tried to concentrate, wanting to see more, to feel more of this sensation, even to dive deeper into it and surrender to it completely.

Finally, the loud pulse beat made me startle, and I glanced at my arms, where the veins stood out suspiciously dark.

Shit. Not now. Not here. Not in front of Julian.

Quickly, I stepped back, this time without tripping over that stupid root.

Protectively, I held my hands over my arm, but I couldn’t stop it from showing anyway. You could see the veins disappearing all the way under the sleeves of my dark blue t-shirt this time. And out of nowhere, my body began to shake.

In a moment, I would get the worst headache and would have to lie down on the forest floor. I could already feel my legs trying to give way under me. I felt nauseous. Then I heard a distant voice calling my name, but a loud beeping almost drowned it out.

“Bayla?”

“Hey, Bay, can you hear me?”

I was shaken badly.

Finally, I collapsed.

All around me, things went black. And the last thing I heard was the thunder in the distance.
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Chapter 24

Larissa

“Come here, Sweetie,” the soft female voice said, and I spun in a circle. Everything around me was white, as if light was flooding me. “Over here.”

I cautiously took one step at a time, feeling my way forward because wherever I was, there were no ups and downs. There was only light here.

“You’re almost there...”

The voice was closer now. And then I spotted the hand reaching out to me.

My heart gave a joyful leap, and I reached for the hand without hesitation.

When I touched it, it was warmth that flooded my body.

The hand pulled me toward itself, and I saw more and more of the body of the woman in front of me. A light green dress made of silk, a petite yet slender body, full dark blonde hair. Her face...

My breath caught, and I hesitated.

She had no face.

“Let’s go home,” I heard the woman say, and even though there was no mouth for the words to come out of, a sense of trust welled up inside me.

The woman turned, my hand still in hers, and led me behind her when suddenly I felt another hand wrap around my other.

I winced. This hand was cold.

My head spun around.

The strong hand on my wrist was tattooed.

Shocked, I looked up, into the face of a man. Poison green eyes flashed at me.

Diego.

“Let me go with her,” I pleaded without hesitation.

He just grinned, showing his silver teeth.

“Come with me,” he said in a smoky voice. “Me, you know.”

Nothing in me wanted to follow his request. I would rather shoot myself.

I wanted to go with the woman. She felt like home. And that was the place I wanted to finally arrive.

“Let go of me. You’re dead!” It escaped me and I tried to free myself from his grip.

Diego laughed, and the sound made me tremble inside.

“So is she,” he said, and his grin grew even dirtier. “You don’t even know her.”

I snapped my eyes open. The light disappeared abruptly, the hands that had touched me were no longer there. Diego wasn’t there. Of course, he wasn’t...

I wanted to gasp, but when I realized that I was lying in the student accommodation, together with three other girls, I jumped up and crept as quietly as possible through the room, toward the hallway, where I disappeared into the bathroom.

The second the door clicked shut, I gasped audibly, as if my life depended on it. I had to hold on to the door, clawing into one of the towels. And then, finally, the tears came.

It felt good to cry. It released the cramp in my chest and reminded me that I was strong and had made it far despite my past, that Diego could no longer play with my psyche.

He was dead. I had watched him die. I had killed him.

I discovered my reflection in the mirror – a girl with a reddened nose and disheveled hair, wearing black sweatpants and a sleep top with spaghetti straps that had slipped up a little.

As my gaze fell on my stomach, more tears came.

I pushed myself away from the door and stepped forward to the huge mirror.

My reflection seemed surreal. Probably because I wasn’t wearing a black leather jacket, which gave my confidence an extra push whenever I needed it.

My gaze once again fell on my flat stomach. And almost automatically, my hand wandered to that spot, stroking the skin.

I didn’t manage to turn to the side, because that would just show me even more that I didn’t have it anymore.

More tears. I let them all come.

I had made the right decision, even if my heart said otherwise. I had been strong, and I would continue to be strong. My new life had begun.

I let my hand slide off my stomach, further up under the top, where it met the full curves of my breasts. When I felt the cross-shaped unevenness, I quickly withdrew my hand, trying to focus my eyes on the knot I had gotten tattooed on the side under my breast four years ago for my sixteenth birthday. The date below it had only been added six months ago.

I smiled encouragingly at my reflection.

Whoever ruled this universe would give me a second chance.

Determined, I turned away from the mirror to return to the room, where I paused briefly to look at Bayla’s bed.

Whatever she had, it wasn’t anything I’d seen from her before. Anyway, she had never told me about any chronic illness. Only about the pills she had to swallow every day because her wrist itched more often, or something like that. But that couldn’t possibly have anything to do with what had happened last night.

I had just been looking for a job in this rather diverse town when suddenly another hot guy had been standing in the doorway of the room, holding an unconscious Bay in his arms. Grace’s eyes had widened, and she had whispered, “What have you done, Bardot?” The guy had responded, “Nothing,” and gently laid Bay on her bed. Her skin had glowed and the trembling of her body had been scary as hell, so for a moment I had thought she would stop breathing. She had been so incredibly sweaty.

Whatever had happened there, it was strange. Very strange. And I didn’t even want to imagine what would have happened without that Bardot, where she would be now...

I released my pitying gaze from her and slipped back under my covers.

Adrenaline was still rushing through my body.

I would go for a jog later, before my first seminar, to clear my head. The wild wolves here that the annoying radio paparazzi was always talking about could cross me. But I wasn’t scared. Everyone knew that wolves didn’t attack people unless they felt threatened. And I had no intention of messing with a wolf.

The warm midday sun pranced across my face as I wandered through one of the many porticoes of the main hall.

Admittedly... I’d gotten lost twice so far, stumbled into a strange abandoned underground vault and a Catholic prayer group session, and realized that this gigantic university had what felt like a hundred courtyards with fountains or ancient statues.

How on earth was anyone supposed to find their way around this place? And then also in the first week? I had neither Bay’s detailed map with me, nor had any signposts been put up here. Thankfully, I found the English seminar room anyway.

The English class had been over for about an hour, and since we only had the basic courses during the introductory week, and I only took English and one of my personal seminars, I had the rest of the day to myself.

Julie and Grace, on the other hand, had to attend a statistics seminar and Julie even had to attend a molecular biology seminar. That’s why I was now alone on the road and used the time to take a few photos for my projects.

Looking for the right motifs, I got stuck on flowers every now and then, but at second glance they looked wilted or somehow ugly. The Vanderwood was full of them, like a fairy tale castle. Purple orchids, white flowers that reminded me of those on the Vanderwood crest, and even white lilies in the farthest courtyards.

Ivy grew on the columns, but somehow, I didn’t like photographing plants permanently.

I wanted to capture moments in time – movements that were otherwise rarely photographed. I wanted to capture communication, joy, and intimate gestures between people, but also sadness, tensions, and the dark sides of humanity. I wanted reality in my pictures. And so far, this campus has offered quite a bit of it.

I stopped and picked up my camera. When I pressed the little black button on the side, the album opened, filled with the pictures of the last 3 hours. Flowers, flowers, and more flowers.

Groaning, I scrolled at the little wheel, and little by little, it showed me several pictures of the faculty. For a second, I wondered what it would be like to create a collection of pictures of Vanderwood, but quickly dismissed the idea.

I wondered how many had done that before me.

The next picture was of Bay. She was lying in bed, half-covered, and the rising sun was casting a shadow of stripes on her sweet face.

As I looked at it longer, I noticed her red cheeks and tousled hair.

The worry I was feeling about her had almost made me not leave the house this morning. Bayla was still not conscious. And I couldn’t possibly have left her alone, but Grace, who had put a foul-smelling cloth bag under my friend’s nose and promised me she’d wake up all right, had also been the one who had finally been able to convince me to go to English class with sexy Alarik Copeland.

I regretted it a little. What if she had another one of those seizures like the Bardot guy had described? Bay had apparently passed out. That was all he had said.

What had she been doing with this guy anyway? She had wanted to look for Emely, hadn’t she?

Emely had come back at some point and had asked this Bardot what he was doing in our room. And then they had both disappeared together.

Nothing more had happened since then. Bay had slept like a bear drugged with sleeping pills, and since I always liked to annoy her, I had finally taken the photo that I would sooner or later put in one of the numerous university binders.

I had already done something like that before. Just let a few embarrassing pictures of us – or of her alone – disappear in her things until they reappeared one day and put a big grin on my best friend’s face.

Now, standing here in an empty hallway with the camera in my hands, I kind of regretted it. Bay was having a shitty time and I just took pictures. What had I been thinking?

Determined, my fingers slid over the red button, and as I pressed, the question appeared asking if I really wanted to delete the picture. I chose yes and was about to confirm when I suddenly heard voices.

“Next time, I won’t just polish his pretty nose.”

“Leave it at that, Miles. We’re above these mutts.”

I quickly closed my camera’s gallery and lowered the camera, searching for the source of the voices.

A few feet away was a corner I couldn’t see around, so I crept quietly to the large column to see more.

“But you’re not going to let them boss you around like that, are you? We should show them what happens when they mess with a DeLoughrey,” replied a tall guy who wore his brown hair nearly down to his chin.

I recognized him and the others immediately by their clothing, including the handsome black-haired man with great cheekbones who, like the tall athletic one, was dressed entirely in black. The shirt clung tightly to his trained body...

“This is their territory. Don’t forget that,” he murmured, slightly annoyed, looking at the brown-haired guy warningly.

“They treat us like a bunch of dirt, Adrian,” the brown-haired one replied, slightly tense.

Adrian. What a nice name.

“You want trouble with Nicolaj?” The blond contributed to the conversation this time.

The brown-haired man rolled his eyes silently.

Apparently, he didn’t like something about the blond guy’s words at all.

I liked what I was seeing. A casual conversation full of tension. If that was not worth a photo...

Very carefully, I lifted my camera and peeked through the lens.

“And if Nicolaj never finds out?” the brown-haired guy finally continued.

And there it was. The expression on the black-haired man’s face. Full of disapproval, but at the same time there was so much more. A hint of boldness? Defiance? Almost longing and yet doubting.

I didn’t know, but I did what I thought was right at that moment and pressed the button. A small, barely audible click sounded.

With a jerk, three heads turned to me, and I disappeared as fast as I could behind the column.

Shit. There was no way they could have noticed that. I should get out of here as fast as possible before they would discover me for real.

But where was I supposed to go?

“Hello there. Who do we have here?”

I flinched in such a way that my camera would have almost slipped out of my hands if I hadn’t gripped it strongly. I hung it back around my neck far too quickly.

Standing in front of me was the brown-haired guy with a mischievous grin on his lips. How had he gotten here so hectically?

“Look, Adrian, who I found here...” he shouted.

The next second, the black-haired man appeared.

For a very brief moment, I seemed to discover surprise in his dark brown eyes, but in a split second, it turned into a look similar to that of the brown-haired man.

Behind the two, I noticed the blond guy, eyeing me suspiciously.

“What is such an innocent girl doing here all alone in the dark corridors of Vanderwood?” the tall one inquired, leaning his arms against the pillar next to me. In such a way that I could not get away from here.

I was surrounded. Damn!

The feeling of fear spread through me. Fear that I knew all too well. But I was prepared, just in case something happened.

I pressed my lips together.

“What are you doing here? Were you eavesdropping?” Adrian asked, eyeing me suspiciously.

Take it easy, Larissa. You’re safe. Here, at a place with tons of students, where everyone knew everyone after a while. A small town full of acquaintances that was in stark contrast to my hometown of Sacramento. So... what did I have to worry about?

I wanted to take a step forward, past Adrian, but he pushed my shoulder against the pillar so that it hurt slightly.

“Ow, are you crazy?!” I hissed angrily now.

Nothing could happen to me here on campus. But the three of them seemed to have nothing better to do than intimidate people with their ridiculous macho looks.

I tried to break free, but Adrian had a strong grip. Fortunately, I knew how to handle it.

“Who sent you?” he inquired when I didn’t answer his last question.

“The Blairs, I’m sure,” the blond guy assumed, still looking at me suspiciously.

“They don’t involve humans,” Adrian only replied, squeezing a little tighter.

Well, that was enough for me.

I set to kick, but to my surprise, Adrian dodged me. And when I tried to twist his arm and dislocate his elbow, he took my second arm and pushed me back against the pillar again.

I cursed softly.

The second time I tried to lift my leg, Adrian put his foot on mine.

Why wasn’t any of this working? It had always worked. Always. So much for the self-defense classes in Sacramento... I had had to pay a stupid $900 for those. Fuel money that I had worked hard to earn.

But no matter what I did, they wouldn’t let me go.

“Do you smell that?” the blond murmured. “That smell is stronger than the others.”

“What’s your fucking problem?” I finally hissed in a grumpy voice. My temper gradually faded.

“Sweetie sure has some balls,” the brown-haired man laughed. And there it was again, that cocky grin.

Adrian looked more and more displeased.

“I’m serious, girl. Who sent you?”

I pressed my lips together tightly.

These guys weren’t just weird. They were completely deranged. Probably, the three of them were on some dangerous luxury drug that completely clouded their brains.

Adrian eyed me insistently.

What did he want to hear from me? That I had deliberately overheard them? Hardly.

“Let go of me!” I shouted a little louder.

“Let go of her, Adrian. We can’t do anything here,” the blond finally said.

At least someone who didn’t want to commit a complete crime.

“Don’t let her go now, Adrian,” the brown-haired guy demanded.

If I got out of here, I’d go straight to the Blairville police.

“Well, I can help her a little...” the brown haired continued. And there was that grin again. What an asshole.

I tried to wiggle out of this again, but Adrian wouldn’t let go. He looked at his buddy.

“No, Miles. Not here. They can smell us.”

They can smell us?

Okay, whatever they had taken, it had to have been something very strong.

This Miles touched my wrist with his oddly cold hand, but the blond pulled it away. “You don’t want to do that, Miles.”

And then I saw Miles’s eyes. They were glowing. Red.

My heart stopped, and I started to wiggle, to which Adrian held me even tighter.

“Damn it, Miles!”

The blond pulled him back completely.

“You’re right, she does smell a lot stronger than the others...” Miles murmured slightly absently, then backed up even further and squinted his eyes.

Adrian looked back at me and fixated my gaze.

“You’re not going to...” the blond inquired, confused.

“She’s witnessed too much.”

He looked at me more closely and I suddenly felt warm.

My skin started to tingle. Why was I suddenly so hot?

“What are you going to do?” I asked, and the fear seemed to fight its way up again.

His eyes seemed to pierce me. Those deep dark eyes... Until they suddenly turned reddish. Like Miles’, except fine veins were added, stretching around his eyes to his cheeks and temples.

I flinched and stared at him. So, he did. His irises were still partially brown, but the individual fibers were slowly turning reddish.

I had to be hallucinating. Maybe I had gotten too much of the sun... Or I was already fantasizing in my adrenaline rush.

I had never seen anything so beautiful. Fascinating and scary at the same time, like a deep blood-red sea whose black bottom drew me to it.

Suddenly, a door at the end of the corridor burst open and a group of students poured out.

Adrian backed away from me and turned his back as if nothing had ever happened.

His buddies did the same, and eventually they disappeared together around the corner from where I had overheard them earlier.

I remained standing. Still motionless.

What in the world had just happened? What had happened to his eyes? And what had the three of them been talking about that I hadn’t been allowed to overhear? Something those rich snobs had screwed up? Were they perhaps up to something?

The thoughts in my head grew louder and louder until the questions in it threatened to burst my brain.

My curiosity grew. Sooner or later, I would give in to it. I would find out what the rich kids of this town were hiding. And what damn drugs were doing such a sick mess to their eyes.

I turned around, letting my adrenaline-filled legs carry me through one of the side corridors, hoping to put as much distance as possible between me and these maniacs before I could change my mind and follow them. Then suddenly, a strained cursing sounded.

I stopped and scurried behind the nearest column. The corridor I was in was empty, and only the sunlight of another courtyard, with Greek statues, was dancing on the stone floor...as well as on the tousled dark blond hair of the Copeland guy twenty meters away.

Wasn’t that the rowdy guy? Emely’s brother? Nash Copeland?

“Damn it!” it escaped him, and he ruffled his hair. “Damn it, Mady!”

He kicked a pillar so hard that the stone snake’s head began to crumble.

“Why are you still here?!” he snapped, and I had never seen anyone kick a stone pillar so desperately.

The buzz of a cell phone sounded, and a few seconds later, Nash reached into his pocket and read the message he had received. He pressed his lips together, ruffled his hair again, and then disappeared through the courtyard into another hallway.

I stayed behind the column a bit longer, trying to process the first few days at Vanderwood, while I watched a black raven balance around on the arm of the courtyard statue, slip, and fall into the pool.

Could it be that everyone here was nuts?
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Chapter 25

Adrian

I didn’t know how David knew about this room, but I didn’t really care either. I was glad that there was a place here at all where one could communicate undisturbed.

The only unusual details were all the pictures on the wall and the bright sunlight coming in through the big windows.

I felt the infernal burning on the back of my hand and watched Miles avoiding the light as well. We both didn’t bring our black moonstones.

There were advantages and disadvantages to using our powers during the day. And like with all of us, it was my skin that was affected. Even if the Legacy Ruisangors had a clear advantage and didn't have to walk around with a moonstone all day, as the Changed had to.

Actually, it should have stopped long ago, but the burning had already occurred regularly for half an hour as soon as UV radiation hit my skin.

I joined Miles in a corner where no light entered, and David followed me.

“Is it still burning?” David finally asked. He knew it wasn’t normal.

“Yes,” I replied curtly, because I wanted to get to the point. “But it will go away soon.”

When I had manipulated the girl’s memories earlier, it had been different than usual. It had felt like I was fighting a certain resistance. And then her look, which had been different from the others. Instead of horror and emptiness, it had been curiosity. As if she had enjoyed it before I had taken away the rest of her memories of the conversation. Almost as if she had enjoyed every bit of it. There had been a strange gleam in her eyes. A glow I neither knew nor could place. And then that smell...

I remembered a few other of my prey bodies that I had slept with before. Their eyes had been empty. No gleam, no curiosity, nothing. And they had never smelled like a goddamn feast.

“That’s what happens when you don’t use your powers often enough.”

Miles patted me on the shoulder, laughing.

I looked at him in annoyance, even though he was right.

“Unlike you, I don’t use them to bang random girls and plant false images of me in their minds,” I countered unenthusiastically.

“You just erase their memory afterward. How boring...” Miles waved off, and I raised my brows.

“When was the last time you drank from them?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

Miles’s expression darkened. I had hit his sore spot. Point for me.

“Hey, focus now,” David murmured. “These topics have no place at Vanderwood.”

“Don’t get jealous. After all, you can pretend to be a witch if you ever get in trouble.”

David raised both brows in response to Miles’ words. Normally, he always reacted pissed off in regards to such teasing. Even though he was very much in control of his emotions. The way it should be and not the way it was with Miles.

We’d probably teased David too much about the telekinesis thing, so that perhaps he no longer cared.

“At least I don’t treat women the shameless way you do.”

That had more than sunk in. And as expected, Miles jumped at David’s argument.

“Not everyone knows how to live life to the fullest.”

At that, he looked at me as if he were making some kind of reference. I knew what he was getting at.

“Don’t confuse recklessness and unbridled sexual drives with fun,” David returned. “Bastien taught you – and by that, I mean both of you – that you don’t play with your prey or take advantage of your superiority over it.”

This time, he looked at me.

“Bastien wouldn’t be Bastien if he could take a joke,” Miles laughed.

There was mockery in his amusement. I don’t know if it was directed at Bastien, the rules, or the whole Ruisangor ruling system, but one thing was clear. He handled it differently than we did.

“Can we please stop wasting our time on this subject?” Miles finally murmured.

“It’s in our nature, though,” I replied dryly. He couldn’t run away from it forever.

“Maybe it is, but we’re not like the wolves or the...” Miles stopped mid-sentence. I knew exactly what he had been trying to say.

“What are you trying to say?”

I took a step toward him, and his expression darkened.

“Adrian, Miles...” David began impatiently, but I had really gotten into it for the first time in a while. I took another step.

“Are you saying I’m one of them? One of those out-of-control monsters?”

They were like us. Genetically speaking. Other than that, we had nothing in common. If we killed people like they did, we would automatically be one of them. But mere drinking was harmless. When was he going to accept that?

If he knew the whole truth, he would never speak a word to me again.

“Yes, damn it, I’m saying you’re acting like someone from the Tenebris Order!”

His eyes turned a threatening red and I would have loved to do like that rude mutt in the bar, but I reminded myself to be reasonable. We ruled our emotions, not them us.

“Miles, enough is enough...” David began again.

“The Order of Tenebris is doing exactly the same thing you are!” Miles looked at me angrily. “And we have a way of not living like those lawless bastards, and yet you’re still doing it.” He banged on the table, and a loud crack sounded. “I’m sure Nicolaj encouraged you to do it – or he did!”

I felt the anger boiling over. “I do it because I can control myself!”

I had gone too far. At least for Miles, who sped toward me and pinned me against the wall. His eyes glowed menacingly.

“Miles! That’s enough! That wasn’t our plan,” I admonished placatingly, pushing Miles backwards and walking with my hands in my pockets to the window through which the sun was still shining. But I stood so that it reached just to my covered chest level.

“No one here is a member of the Order of Tenebris. You should hear yourself talk. It’s unbearable!” I added annoyed, knowing that there were far worse things than being a part of the Order.

Miles didn’t say anything more, and I knew he was struggling with his emotions right now. As usual. And gradually I was getting fed up with it.

“Let’s focus on other things instead. Miles, I’m sure you’ve got a plan to really kick some mutts’ butts...”

This time I wondered about my words, since I tried to avoid such problems on principle. But it seemed like a welcome distraction from the life I had outside of this campus.

I felt Miles start to move and appear next to me within a split second.

I didn’t have to look over at him to know that he hadn’t finished discussing the matter. On the contrary. The fire of aggression was blazing inside him. Something he had definitely inherited from his father.

“Do you have a plan?” David asked with interest, and when I turned around, he was leaning casually against a table on which colorful pictures and posters lay neatly sorted.

This room had to belong to the Faculty of Arts.

I caught myself staring at the pictures for too long, as if they were calling out to me. And then I wondered what my life would have been like as an art student – a thought I quickly dismissed because I wasn’t. I had duties and tasks that set me apart from the others. There was no place for such things in my life, just like all the things Miles wallowed in every day.

“I mean, we could just cut down their oak tree...” Miles suggested.

“And have her entire pack stuck to our cheek with it? Hardly.”

David was right. That would have been too obvious. And sooner or later, Nicolaj would find out. Something my blood brothers shouldn't have to deal with.

“Now comes a boring Adrian version, I’m sure.”

Even if it didn’t sound like it, Miles really tried to keep himself under control and forget about the conversation from before. Because even though it was just us here, we had to function flawlessly out there. Anything we screwed up here, sooner or later, we wouldn’t be able to manage in front of the clan either. Emotional outbursts of any kind were a disgrace for every Ruisangor. Because feelings meant weakness.

Bastien and Camille often tried to look past it, reasoning that he was the youngest of us at twenty and that I should keep an eye on him at the age of twenty-six. I obeyed, even though I had better things to do than babysit Miles. He would never grow up, even if he had eternity to do so. It would take a miracle for that to happen, and I didn’t believe in such things.

I sighed.

“Maybe we should just leave it alone. We would get nothing but stress with such provocations. And besides...don’t you think we should stand above things?” David finally said, and normally I would have agreed with his opinion, but this time I had my own objectives. And as long as we let those miserable dogs make us look stupid, no one here would show us respect.

“Good one, David,” Miles laughed with his hands up. “This place is boring as hell, and the dogs really need to be walked. So, get your shit together and defend our honor.”

“I think I have an idea.” I was too quiet, even if they could have heard me through ten walls.

David shook his head. “I still wonder why Bastien had the glorious idea of letting you come here.”

Miles eyed David suspiciously, braced his hands at his sides, and turned to me energetically. “And that idea would be?”
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Chapter 26

Julie

When I entered the molecular biology seminar room in the west wing, the first thing I noticed was the many girls excitedly whispering to each other in the best seats.

At Blairville High, I had always been the only girl in science classes.

What if I had ended up in the wrong room?

I backed up to check the sign outside the entrance to make sure I was in the right place, and when I read molecular biology, I stepped back into the room, shaking my head and trying to ignore the horde of girls.

It didn’t slip my mind that they were all human. Among them was Penny Bexley, the little sister of reporter gossip Jenny. Penny had been in my year at Blairville High and, even then, had shown little interest in her family’s radio station and more in biology. A wonder she had managed to minor in biology. As far as I knew, the sensationalist Bexley family had forced their youngest into majoring in media, just like Jenny, who seemed to be completely absorbed in it.

When Penny spotted me, she smiled shyly. Quickly, I looked away.

I let my gaze wander around the seminar room.

The course, including me, consisted of just thirteen people, and I was unusually late because Grace had tried to talk me into combining economics with law at the last minute.

I had already given up my passions when I chose economics as my major, giving up computer science and chemistry.

And over my dead body would I find myself squeezed into a lecture with even more Copelands and DeLoughreys.

My spirits plummeted when I spotted Amber Smith and Kelly Hepburn at the very front of the second row of seats. You’d think they’d be less toxic without Vivienna, but Amber was the walking devil personified, even nastier than Vivienna, in my opinion, and the reason Vivi had become that way in the first place. And Kelly was the epitome of annoying. Her pink Barbie outfit was just icing on the cake.

I didn’t know how Amber, of all people, could care about biology, but she did. Maybe it was due to her element: Earth.

But Kelly? I knew why Barbie was here. Because of Amber.

When Amber spotted me, she stopped her banter and eyed me condescendingly from the side.

Again, I quickly looked away, trying to calm my pulse, and looked around for an empty seat.

Great. Three seats were still available. One was the one in the very back next to Noah, a brown-haired Senseque who was already inspecting me like he wanted to end my life, one was next to Amber and Kelly, and the last one was the seat next to the second and last guy in this seminar: David DeLoughrey.

Amber demonstratively placed her Michael Kors bag, studded with obsidian-colored rhinestones, on the chair next to her, and my inner tension grew immediately.

I was screwed.

While the Ruisangors didn’t hate us as much as they hated the Senseque, they didn’t trust us. And neither did we trust them. They didn’t just want a piece of the pie, they wanted to buy up the whole town. And we wanted them to leave the city because their existence was a threat to humanity.

Mutual distrust described our relationship perfectly.

But sitting down next to Noah, the gruff Senseque guy from Nash’s goon squad, was definitely the worse fate.

With growing panic, I walked past Amber and eyed the platinum blond Ruisangor. One of the three who were now studying here and just reeked of trouble.

This one was the quietest of the three, the one the others were least afraid of, but none of them knew that quiet people were actually the more dangerous ones.

He stared around the room, eyeing the modern high-tech board with his blue eyes, as if the obviously absent professor had written something on it.

Strange guy.

“May I?” I dared to ask, pointing to the empty seat next to him.

David broke free of his creepy stare, and his sharp gaze met mine.

Awesome. How had I even come up with the idea of addressing him?

He eyed me briefly, raised his chest as if he were annoyed, and looked back at the blackboard.

At least that wasn’t a no... So, I carefully pulled back the chair and sat down before unpacking my bag with shaky hands.

God, that damn shaking. Couldn’t it just stop?

I felt David’s gaze on me, but when I looked at him, he was already staring around the room again.

Ruisangors were odd. I wondered if they really only fed on blood donations, or if one of them was behind the missing persons cases in Fogs Forest.

“I hear he’s super-hot!” Amber gushed, as if she were talking about the Vanderwood human football players again.

“But he is our professor.”

I looked up in confusion at Kelly, who was staring at Amber in shock.

“No one here cares about that,” Amber hissed, waving it off with an eye-roll. “Or do you think these bitches are here to learn?”

I followed her gaze to the human girls around us.

Inside me, it was working.

Had they just been talking about the prof?

I flipped open my laptop and clicked through the lists of courses on the university website. I quickly found the Introduction to Molecular Biology 2 course I was sitting in.

Clicking on the profile of the instructor, Professor Rufford, I raised my eyebrows and looked back at Amber. I stifled a gleeful grin.

Amber and the other girls would be floored when the professor walked into the room. Or they all had daddy complexes and were into men in their sixties with full beards.

My cell phone buzzed. Warmth crept to my face and I knew I had red spots on my face. Amber’s annoyed look confirmed it and made me hastily turn off my phone’s notification tone.

I saw who had texted me. Erik.
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Normally, I would have smirked, but right now, I just felt the adrenaline spreading through me.

I still hadn’t quite gotten over the shock of Erik being able to walk around here somewhere.

First, I had suffered a mental breakdown, finally fleeing to the bathroom, locking myself in, and trying not to hyperventilate. Next, the phase of euphoria had broken out over me and I had pranced around the bathroom like a jittery high school girl. But then I had realized that I couldn’t tell him I was here either.

He would want to meet me, maybe look for me. And the fact that he was human didn’t make it any better. We would never be able to be friends without the friendship we had built up so far falling apart. Especially here, in Blairville.

Currently, I tried to convince myself that it was better to pretend I never knew he was a student at Vanderwood. But with each step I took, with each young man I passed, the uneasy feeling in my stomach grew.

He was here, somewhere. And the urge to find out who he was and what he looked like was driving me crazy.
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Now I did have to smile because Erik was in his element. In his philosophical blog, through which I had gotten to know him, he had often referred to Greek literature and recommended books, all of which I had read. Thanks to him, I have had a period of studying Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle day and night, and had even begun to learn Greek.

“Good morning,” a pleasantly deep male voice said, forcing me to look up from my laptop. “I’m sorry. I got held up.”

I followed the gawking gazes of the girls who had stopped their conversations and lingered on the object of their eager expressions.

A tall, athletic man with broad shoulders and a small waist, dressed in gray leather Oxfords; gray chinos; a white shirt; and a gray vest, tailored to fit around his waist; strode across the room and placed an iPad and some documents on the modern wooden table.

The girls he passed either stared after him or turned to their seatmates to continue whispering excitedly.

“But now that I’m here, I’d like to get right to it,” the man declared, turning away from the table toward the course.

I held my breath.

His short wavy hair was champagne blond, almost as light as mine, but it didn’t seem that cold. Instead, it had a barely noticeable golden hue and hung slightly down his forehead.

His eyes, probably the most memorable thing about his appearance, reminded me of peridots, a bright, warm green, which I associated with spring.

His features were angular, sharp, and masculine, and the three-day beard did the rest.

This man was the embodiment of what was called Adonis.

How old was he? Late twenties? What was he doing here? Was he a master’s student? And where was the professor?

The man began to roll up his shirt sleeves in concentration, and almost by itself, my attention slid to the veins that stood out on his forearms – like a damn work of art – and extended to the back of his hands.

“And because I don't want to overwhelm you right away, I’d say I’ll introduce myself.” He leaned against the table behind him and crossed his arms. “And if you want, feel free to ask me a few questions.”

I blinked in confusion and tore my gaze away from his arms.

Wait... this was supposed to be the professor?

Around me, six arms immediately shot up in the air, and I flinched in shock.

The professor smiled at the girls with raised brows. “Okay, let’s have it nice and in order.”

“Is it true that you’re only twenty-eight years old, Professor Tiberius?” the blonde in the minidress next to Penny asked. “I mean... when did you graduate?”

Now, I raised my eyebrows.

Tiberius?

Confused, I turned back to my laptop and typed Tiberius into the server of Vanderwood University. Indeed, results popped up.

Quentin Tiberius. Professor of molecular biology and... mythology?

Curious, I clicked on his professor profile and went through the information on his background. Astonished, I read that he had already started his first studies here at the age of sixteen.

“I got my PhD here two years ago,” the professor confirmed the information on his profile.

“Is it true that you are part of the Vanderwood football team?”

While the girls around me bombarded the professor with more irrelevant questions, I somehow ended up on the website of DLSC, the DeLoughrey Science Center, where he apparently had a research position and was working on a genetics experiment with a certain Dr. Diana Adams.

The name Adams rang a bell, and the woman also looked familiar, however I was missing some pieces of the puzzle.

I clicked through to the DLSC website, but nothing more about him could be found there, as the DLSC website was very discreet with information about its collaborators.

I clicked back to the publications by the professor.

Molecular biology and ancient myths: A bridge between past and present;

Mythology reinterpreted: Reviving Ancient Stories through Molecular Insights;

Mythological Biotechnology: Genetic Manipulations in Ancient Legends.

What the...? First, he had studied molecular biology and minored in history. After graduating, he had completed a second degree: antiquity, ancient history and mythology with a minor in archaeology.

I looked up, startled again at how handsome this strange professor was, and regarded him thoughtfully.

He was leaning there, arms folded as his biceps pressed against his shirt.

I tried to feel any supernatural signs.

We Quatura sensed elemental energies from other Quatura. And while a certain darkness radiated from Ruisangors, a different kind of vibration could be felt near Senseque.

This man was human. There was nothing supernatural about him. But then why were all the alarm bells ringing at his combination of disciplines?

Professor Tiberius nodded to another girl. Kelly.

“Why didn’t you become a model?”

Amber next to her took a deep breath like she was annoyed, and a few other girls laughed, however they all looked forward eagerly to the poor guy who certainly wasn’t here to be Vanderwood’s sex object.

He laughed and put a hand on the back of his neck, which emphasized his trained upper arms way too well.

Goddamn, he was hot. Not to mention tall, way too tall compared to a small and delicate girl like me.

“I’m committed to science.” He smiled. “But I’ll take that as a compliment.”

Which I’m sure the guy was showered with.

I couldn’t help it as my arm shot up in the air.

And by the time the professor looked at me, it was too late to change my mind.

“What gave you the idea to combine molecular biology and mythology?”

I looked at him skeptically, perhaps a little too skeptically, because his gaze lingered on me and his smile disappeared for a split second.

Had I said something wrong? What did that expression on his face mean?

“I mean, a natural science based on principles combined with a cultural science centered on invented myths...” I continued as his warm green eyes began to inspect me. “Isn’t that a bit abstract?”

The professor leaned further back. He smirked, and a damn dimple appeared on his right cheek.

“Aren’t all scientific concepts abstract?”

He was right. But it felt like he was avoiding the core of my question.

“But what exactly motivated you to write your publications on the interdisciplinary level of these two subjects?”

The smirk did not disappear. And he continued to look at me. Thoughtfully.

I was getting warm.

“What’s your name?”

I got even warmer. I just hoped I didn’t have red spots on my face again.

“Julie,” I said quickly, my gaze lingering on the champagne-colored strands in front of his forehead that made him look more cunning. “...Blair.”

Something flickered in his gaze.

“A Blair,” it escaped him in surprise, and he raised his brows. An uneasy feeling spread through my stomach, as if I’d given away too much of myself. “What a surprise.”

Great. What did that mean now? Did he have an opinion about the mayor’s family or was he just trying to make me feel insecure?

In any case, the girls around me were having fun with it or looking at me strangely.

“Miss Blair,” he continued, pushing himself away from the table. “Do you know that there are actually a lot of interesting overlaps in quite a few disciplines that, at first glance, seem like they have nothing to do with each other?” He began pacing the room without breaking eye contact and goosebumps spread up my arms. “Poetry and math. Two creative, structured, and aesthetic forms of expression. Religion and biology each deal with the origin of matter in which we coexist with other living things. And there are by far more overlaps.” He stopped in front of my table. And when I realized that I had not broken eye contact until now either, my goosebumps intensified. “What distinguishes these sciences is the approach. And, among other things, credibility.”

He fixed my eyes, lowering his voice as if he were just talking to me.

“As soon as you look at a controversial subject like mythology in a scientific way, it gains respectability. And maybe it’s just in my interest to give a certain subject more respectability.”

He propped himself up on the table in front of me, and I was grateful that this table existed, because it hid my hands, which were clawing into the fabric of my gray-blue skirt, from the professor’s gaze, and prevented me from being completely exposed to him.

“Miss Blair,” he began quietly, as if we were alone in the room. “Do you believe in conspiracy theories?”

Confusion rose in me because all I understood by conspiracy theories were the things human residents told each other about Blairville, the founding families, or the woods. And they were all true.

“No,” I pressed out in concentration.

His gaze inspected mine, searching for the lie behind my unstable facade, and I wondered how readable I was to this man.

Then, unexpectedly, he pushed himself off the table.

“Neither do I,” he replied dryly, spinning around to walk back through the rows of seats to his table. “I believe in facts.” He walked around the table and picked up his iPad. “And this may surprise you, but mythology involves a lot of provable facts.”

He looked around the table, and I had a feeling he was intentionally avoiding my gaze.

Amber turned to me and eyed me, shaking her head, as if she thought I was paranoid. Maybe I was.

The guy was so weird that I was still sitting there in my shock stupor, staring at him like he was a dinosaur skeleton that had gotten lost in the Louvre.

“How exactly we can link mythology to molecular biology is something I’ll get into with you another time.”

I looked at David, who was staring at my open laptop.

Quickly, I closed the web page to the DLSC.

David looked at me, eyed me suspiciously, then the Prof.

“He’s human,” he finally said so quietly that only I could hear him.

I gritted my teeth.

Of course he was human. But why did this guy seem anything but human? And what kind of prejudice did he have toward my family?

“He works in your family’s research center,” I returned insecurely.

David eyed me as if I had said something clever. Then he looked ahead to the Prof.

“Trust me, Quatura, he’s just a curious person.”

I followed his gaze to the professor, who opened a PowerPoint presentation on the whiteboard.

“Today, however, I will first give you an overview of the course.” He cleared his throat and pointed to the whiteboard, and around me the other students began opening their laptops and notebooks. My gaze lingered on his prominent Adam’s apple. “We only have a few months, which is why this course will only cover the basics of molecular biology: DNA, gene expression, transcription, replication, translation, gene regulation, mutations...”

I listened to the professor and tried to push aside the strange feeling.

He was probably just some highly intelligent fanatic. I didn’t even know what mythologies he was dealing with... Why did I immediately see him as a threat? Maybe because he jumped at my question?

“The subfields we will discuss are genetics, genomics, epigenetics, transcriptomics, proteomics, molecular genetics, molecular immunology, structural biology, molecular oncology, and molecular neurobiology.”

I forced myself to look at the laptop instead of the professor and focus on getting my shaking under control.

Probably, I really was too paranoid.

I shook my head and started typing.

“And, depending on what else you’re studying, you’ll each delve deeper into the topics we’re discussing here in the coming semesters.”

It wasn’t long before my gaze slid back not from the whiteboard to the laptop but to him, and our eyes met.

Again, I held my breath, trying to reassure myself that he was looking at me by maintaining eye contact. Something I had a hard time doing with any other person, but with this unrealistic-looking man, it was like making eye contact with a ghost.

He was no longer smiling. And the intensity of his green eyes made me shudder inside.

He looked away to the whiteboard and continued.

And I took another breath.

“I think you’ve made an enemy, Quatura,” David said from beside me.

And how right he would be.
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Chapter 27

Emely

When I entered the room, she was still asleep, but fortunately, I was the only one here. The Blair cousins had probably taken some unnecessary extra courses in mathematics, which was Quatura-typical and idiotic. Something you didn’t really need when you owned almost the entire inner city as it was. But Grace had always wanted the extra credit to make her vain mother proud.

I tiptoed over to my bed with care, where somewhere I must have left my cell phone, which I had forgotten here this morning.

“Julian...”

I immediately wheeled around when I heard a faint whisper from the other corner of the room.

Great. Sleeping Beauty had awoken from her slumber. Now, of all times, when I was here. Couldn’t she have slept a few hours longer?

“Julian, where am I?”

I rolled my eyes in annoyance.

Bayla sounded a little confused, and judging by her scrunched-up face, things had really hit her hard yesterday.

“I’m not Julian,” I replied, perhaps a little too harshly, and turned back to my bed.

I threw back the black blanket, but there was nothing there. Crap, where had I put it?

Next, I looked in the top nightstand drawer, but since I hadn’t even used the nightstand until now, I pushed it right back shut. I guess it really was still home then.

“Emely, there you are.”

I turned around with a jerk to look at Bayla.

What did she want from me?

“Is something wrong?”

Granted, it wasn’t because she wasn’t nice. On the contrary, she was somehow the friendliest one here out of the whole house. But the fact that she didn’t smell like the other witches and that, according to Julian, something abnormal had happened to her yesterday caused me to distrust her. The daughter of a witch remained a witch to me.

Julian had wanted to tell me, but Father had spontaneously called the pack to an emergency meeting at the estate.

There, where I was sure my cell phone was still lying. Shit, man.

“Why is everyone so mean to you?”

Bay sat up straight, but immediately slumped back against the wall behind her.

Had she maybe just had too much to drink at the campus bar yesterday?

I’d seen her there with Mady, which didn’t surprise me because Mady was like a burdock, and I’d been glad when my brother finally listened to our father and broke up with her. She had been friends with the witches, which had been a threat to our pack. But explain that to a human girl.

“Is it true about the drugs?”

I looked at Bayla again.

And I already had been wondering what kind of rubbish the witches were spreading about us. Even if heads would have to roll for the truth, the drug story was really a shitty way to go.

“Yeah,” I said, cursing myself for that.

Bayla would stay away from us, and that was the most important thing.

“You’re lying,” she just replied, running her hand through her somewhat disheveled hair. She looked really bad.

“You don’t look like someone who does drugs,” she added, and only now did I realize that she actually hadn’t bought the lie.

“You must know a lot about that, huh?” was all I said before I headed for the door. I should hurry before I might miss any important messages from Father.

“Wait,” Bay said quickly.

Slightly annoyed, I stopped and turned to her.

“You don’t deal drugs either.”

Okay, I was done. Before she could ask me any more weird questions, I opened the door to the hallway.

“I don’t think you’d be friends with a cop’s son if you did.”

Her words made me stop moving. Then I turned around and walked to her bed.

“Don’t pretend you know anything about us, okay? I really don’t feel like having any witches snooping around in my life!”

And again, I had responded too scratchily, because Bay looked at me with a confused expression.

“Witches?”

“Don’t act so innocent,” I sighed.

“I don’t understand...”

Was she really going to play this game with me?

“Is the word witch some kind of insult in these backwoods here? Because somehow everyone throws that at everyone here.”

And slowly, it started to sink in. What if she actually didn’t know? Was that even possible?

“I can understand you having something against people spreading rumors about you. But please leave me out of it. I haven’t done anything to you,” she replied. Her look was insistent, and she actually seemed to mean it.

Either she didn’t know, or she really wasn’t one of them… The longer I thought about it, the less sense it made to me. Because she still smelled so different. And not at all like a witch.

But suddenly, something else stole my attention. Her eyes.

What on earth was happening to her eyes?

Turquoise, as well as blue, gave way to an intensely bright orange-yellow. It was damn beautiful, like a bright fire spreading inside her eye. Like the one that could trigger a transformation in us because it captivated us too deeply. Peaceful, calming...captivating. A warm feeling that reminded me of home gradually rose in my chest. Very slowly and... Wait....

I probably wouldn’t have noticed if I hadn’t felt the signs of transformation on my own body. My eyes must have turned yellowish, and the veins were already sticking out wildly on my forearms.

I was still not sure about her species. It seemed that she really was one of them. But her eyes...and then I realized the resemblance to my own. No...it couldn’t be.

Bay herself was still leaning against the wall, staring at me as if she were absent-minded.

It was creepy as hell and I wanted to leave as quickly as possible when she suddenly started shaking, beads of sweat forming on her forehead. Her whole body seemed to be fighting something. Only what was it?

She sank back into the pillows, but the trembling did not stop. On the contrary, it became stronger.

Panic shot through my veins. Helplessness threatened to overwhelm me. Something inside me literally commanded me to help her, and more and more confusion, coupled with discomfort, spread through me. I was completely overwhelmed with the situation, with the indecision of what to do now. Finally, I jumped over to her bed and shook her vigorously.

“Bayla, what’s wrong? Do you need anything?”

What if she was suffering from a serious illness?

But instead of answering me, she squinted her still-bright eyes tightly as if she were feeling pain.

I winced as I brushed her skin. Christ, she was literally glowing!

Then, finally, it stopped, and her entire body relaxed. She slumped down until she was completely nodding off.

“Emely, what are you doing?!” I heard a voice behind me yell.

I didn’t have to turn around to know who it was.

“Her eyes just started glowing.... Just like ours.”

That was all I could get out of my mouth at that moment. I was still completely lost and had no idea what that had just been.

Did I want to know? No. Was it any of my business? If it was some weird witch thing, probably not.

We both, Julian and I, sat on my bed and stared at the sleeping girl.

Shit, man... What if she could have died? The witches probably would have torn me apart and Julian right along with me.

I swallowed hard.

“It was the same with me,” Julian murmured thoughtfully.

I turned my gaze away from the witch and looked at him instead.

“What?” he asked, irritated.

“You sound like there’s something else.”

Julian was silent for too long, which didn’t mean anything good. If he knew anything about them, he should tell me now.

“Can witches actually imitate the beginning stages of our transformation?” he finally asked.

“Now, what makes you think that?”

“Her arms...”

“What about her arms?”

“I thought I saw her veins bulge out for a brief moment... Just like ours.”

What he said there made me suck in my breath sharply.

“Impossible. You must have been out of your mind,” I returned.

Julian looked at me with annoyance. For a second, I even thought he was about to grin now, as he often did, but his expression darkened.

“What do you think of me?” he asked, looking at me hard.

I shrugged and looked back at Bayla. “I don’t know. You’ve been through a lot.”

I didn’t regret my words one bit. He should be able to talk openly about his problems. Just like others did.

Unlike Julian, I had no one to really talk to.

I quickly dismissed that thought. The pack was there when I needed it. Kieran answered the phone when I called him.... I just hadn’t been too keen on burdening others with my problems yet.

There were real problems, ones that were above our own and could become a danger to the pack. One of them lay before us, unconscious and probably still as hot as the hood of my Jeep at the height of summer.

Julian remained silent. He ignored my implication, thinking.

“If Ms. Adams finds out about this, I’m a dead man.”

A dead man? Okay, now I really had to laugh.

“You’re not her lapdog, Julian,” I teased him, amused.

“She’s my neighbor, though. And you shouldn’t mess with neighbors.”

“When you interact with witches, that’s exactly what happens.”

And by now I could sing a song about that. Wherever witches appeared, the mood changed. Drastically.

“Why were you even here?”

I thought he wouldn’t answer, but then he looked at me. As if something had occurred to him again.

“I don’t know... There was this weird feeling...”

“A feeling?”

I raised an eyebrow in suspicion.

“Yeah... It was like something was calling me. Like something wasn’t right here.”

Which he was right about. Something was very wrong here.

“Maybe your sixth sense, Julian,” I joked, though I didn’t get such an enthusiastic response.

There was now a look of dissatisfaction in his eyes. But he left it at that.

I had always known that Julian’s powers were stronger than those of the others within our rank in the pack, which was due to the fact that his mother had been a Senseque and not a human, as it was the case with the others in the pack, excluding me and Nash.

Already back then, Julian had always beaten Nash when the three of us had played in the backyard.

At one point I had been really worried that he had wanted to hurt Nash seriously... But that had never been the case. The two of them had once been inseparable and had watched each other’s backs.

Alarik had explained to me that it was normal for male Senseque to get very involved in such little power games.

Of course, it was clear to me that every Alpha had to radiate a certain authority. But Nash was really overdoing the last couple of months.

“One thing you might want to know.” I looked at Julian with attention. “She doesn’t know she’s a witch.”

So, I’d been right.

“And her mother can’t tell her?”

“She doesn’t want to tell her.”

I shook my head in confusion. “Witches are weird.”

“You don’t say,” Julian added, looking back over at Bay.

“What’s the wolf doing here!” it came from the door.

When one spoke of the devil.

I wheeled my head around in annoyance, confirming the assumption that this rabble had snuck up on me again, standing in the doorway now: the Blair cousins.

While the blonde kept herself in the background as usual, the pushy one with the dark curls stood in the doorway with her arms folded and eyed us both condescendingly. Grace again with her death stare.

A miracle that her cousin had dared to sleep ten feet away the last few nights. A miracle that I had done it. Because even if they could only control the four elements, they were unpredictable and dangerous.

“This is not only your room,” I replied calmly because, by now, I was tired of having to defend myself over and over again. Day in and day out, I defended my existence on this campus with these freaks as if I had to. It was my family’s territory, not theirs.

However, with my beta position in the pack, there was no point in going on the offensive anyway. I would wait until they officially made a misstep.

“He has no business here!” the aggressive Blair cousin hissed angrily.

“As a matter of fact, this whole house belongs to my family,” I sighed, unimpressed, crossing my arms.

That had hit the spot. Her gaze seemed to slip out of joint very briefly until she regained her composure. I tried to look as aggressive as she did, though it seemed to work better for me. I let my eyes flash. Just a little. Grace’s shy counterpart took a step back.

That was the reason I could close my eyes at night.

“Grace, stop provoking her,” Julie whispered softly.

“I’ll be off then...” Julian said in a curt voice, rising from my bed.

Typical of him. When things got serious, he’d back off.

The two girls backed away suspiciously as Julian walked past them as if they were air, and I had to stifle a grin.

“Maybe your family owns this place...” Grace looked back at me and made a circular motion with her finger. “But unfortunately, we have to live here to be able to study, too. Believe me, we never wanted anything to do with you guys.”

“Holy shit, what’s going on with you guys?”

Larissa appeared in the doorway, and we all immediately fell silent. But our hostile looks were worth a thousand words.

Shaking her head, she entered the room, her eyes fixed on her friend’s bed.

“As if she’s still asleep.”

A strange feeling spread through the pit of my stomach. I couldn’t let her find out about any of this.

Grace was looking at me so hatefully again. As if she suspected something.

I jumped up and hurried to get out of here.
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Chapter 28

Julie

Getting out of this student housing was one thing. Getting enough distance from Grace was another. We had practically grown up together and in order to get a good foothold within the Circle, I had always stuck to her. This had worked well for a while until the cards turned, and next to the bright and powerful Earth Quatura, Grace, the daughter of the Domini, suddenly the small, unimpressive Julie had discovered her element. Air.

We had spent a lot of time together training our elements, and by now, I had gotten better, especially after she taught me how to properly use my natural inherent element.

And so, it had come to pass that we had hardly spent a day without each other since our early childhood, which was no wonder when you lived under the same roof.

For this very reason, I had gotten up half an hour earlier today and had fortunately been able to get out of the way to head straight for the already lightly filled campus. I needed more time for myself, even if that usually triggered unwanted thought carousels in my head.

In my jacket pocket, I felt my cell phone calling for me with longing.

I reached for it and opened Erik’s chat.
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I had spent all night on the couch in the student accommodation debating with Erik about this woman. He thought she was a goddess, but for the first time since I’d known him, he hadn’t been able to provide any clues.

I typed my message.
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I felt the entire time that Erik wanted to tell me something, but didn’t. Like he wanted to share a theory but didn’t dare. Was he afraid I would judge him?
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The thought of her story sent a dull feeling through my stomach and I felt sick. I barely manage to suppress the trembling in my hands.[image: ][image: ]
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No answer, but he was still online.

My fingers were tingling because I wanted to know his thoughts, what was going on in his head, and what moved him.
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With that, he dropped the bomb.

Unsure of what to answer, I slid the phone back into my pocket.

Of course, I would love to drink with him and philosophize about antiquity for hours, even in real life. But that was not possible.

As I walked, I took a quick look around and spotted Vivienna with her forty new Quatura friends, she hadn’t even known by name before this semester. Now she, the other two goats, and all these Quatura were sitting under a large gazebo that until yesterday had belonged to the prayer group, acting as if this were their personal temple.

The girls were talking excitedly, laughing loudly, especially the Air Quatura. Yet they all shared the same emptiness in their eyes. The same fate. But Gloria’s serum seemed to work better on them than on me.

Because I was running so fast, I bumped into a guy in the crowd. Startled, I looked up and jumped back.

“Excuse me...” That’s all I could say, as the confused student had already collected himself and continued walking.

And for a moment I had played with the thought that it could be Erik. But this thought was absurd.

I turned around again, but he was already gone.

What is wrong with you, Julie?

I would recognize him immediately if I saw him, wouldn’t I?

With questions now overwhelming me, I sat down on the old bench by the stone table, unpacked my laptop, as well as some binders that made me look busy, and entered my password.

However, I couldn’t help looking around again when suddenly my cell phone vibrated. I winced, not at all ready to answer, when I read who the new message was from.

Of course.
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Grace wasn’t used to me leaving without her, and that I actually could had surprised me a bit myself. But I couldn’t do what I was about to do in her presence.

So, I quickly texted her back.
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Reassured, I left the chat.

I had pretty much always been readable to others, especially to Grace. Another thing I didn’t like about myself. She could read me, but I could not read her.

My cell phone buzzed again. This time, it was Erik.
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My heart leapt. He wanted to meet with me. God, what was I supposed to say to that?

Until now, he had never asked me to meet simply because we both preferred texting. We were open-minded, just J and Erik, two nerds in their bubble.
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I had to smile.

It was a relief for me, even if I immediately felt bad. He was open to a meeting, and I was already having a panic attack at the thought of him being on the same campus as me.
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I wonder where he was right now? I wonder what he was doing right now. Maybe he was still in bed, had just woken up...on this campus? I wonder if he was sitting in a lecture right now? Or if I was most likely to find him on the athletic field or in the library?

All these unanswered questions made me put the phone aside so I could turn to my laptop undisturbed and a little too nervously. All the while, I couldn’t suppress the burgeoning feeling of excitement in my chest.

What was wrong with me?

This guy had literally triggered something in me, but I didn’t know what it was.

Interest in meeting him after all this time? Curiosity to see what he was like in real life? It had to be because, after all, my fingers moved as if automatically on the keys to get to the student lists via the university website.

It was forbidden, I knew that, but this was Erik and I just couldn’t live with the uncertainty that here every guy I ran into could be Erik, let alone that I attended the same university with him without ever having seen him.

My chest tightened at that thought.

What was this feeling? Almost as if I wanted to see him, as if I wanted to have all those conversations, we’d had in the form of text messages while walking across campus or spending time at the library.

A little further away from the responsibilities he had to carry through his complicated family circumstances. Like he sometimes implied.

We both had always wanted to escape the responsibilities imposed on us by our backgrounds, but with him, it had been a bit more complicated, he had said, without wanting to explain it to me in more detail.

I hardly believed that. His family could not make his life more complicated than mine did for me.

I turned to the list of names, which had just opened and brought me back to the present, and immediately entered Erik in the list.

A whopping twenty-five Eriks were located at Vanderwood, with seven of them spelled with a k. Of those, however, only two were in my semester, like Erik, who had just recently started studying at Vanderwood.

Thoughtfully, I looked at the two Eriks that were displayed to me: Erik Moos and Erik Finchland.

The first was the ungifted son of an Earth Quatura, but I didn’t have much to do with him, since he had been kicked out of the Circle because of his non-existent powers and was now, as far as I knew from Amara, devoting himself to his art studies. Normally all male Quatura babies ended up in orphanages or with foster families, but he had been thought to be one of the rare male Quatura, which in retrospect had turned out to be false. His memories had been taken from him.

So that left Erik Finchland, who even took the same minor as me.

Could that be a coincidence?

Erik Finchland.

I clicked on the picture, where there was a curly redhead with a plaid shirt and lanky shoulders.

I didn’t know why, but somehow, I was disappointed by his outward appearance. I had imagined him completely different: Brown hair, well-trained body. He had said himself that he was very active in sports.

Nevertheless, I decided to take a closer look at this Finchland. He actually looked quite nice and like a gentleman. Maybe he hid his second side well. The one he showed me every day.

“There you are.”

I startled so badly that I slammed the laptop shut and stared at Grace, who had appeared beside me out of nowhere with a raised eyebrow, a black dress, and her cardigan decorated with orange and black Brazilian patterns.

“What is my little cousin hiding from me?”

With a gleeful grin, she eyed my laptop, sat down next to me, and finally flipped it open.

Luckily, there was such a thing as passwords, otherwise Grace would have come across a red-headed curly-haired man with freckles by now and bombarded me with awkward questions.

“Julie?” Came the question now, with the familiar and often applied puppy dog look, usually used for any favors within temple lessons or if she wanted me to do anything for her.

“No, Grace... There’s nothing there,” I finally said with a little too much hesitation. “I just got scared,” I quickly added, fortunately benefiting from the noisy Copelands and their pack followers who were now also entering the campus and handling a football like savages.

My mind was back on Erik, who was also playing football, maybe even at Vanderwood?

There was a bang and we both looked around for the source of the noise.

“Holy Shit!” it came from one of the Copeland guys that I didn’t really know. He had to be new. And not only that... I instantly disliked him.

“Marten, you idiot! Can’t you throw any better than that?” it now came from Nash, who was the only one of them all who not only had the biggest muscles and wore the tightest top, but also had the smallest brain.

He looked at his buddy who was trying to justify himself, but unfortunately nothing could be heard as they were now talking more quietly and retreating from the open lawn near the parking lot to their oak tree while the other guys from the pack were laughing at this Marten.

“Ju...”

“By the way, where are Bayla and Larissa?”, I directly interrupted Grace, who stared at me, but then responded.

“Bayla is still asleep and Larissa wanted to spend the morning with her because she’s getting seriously worried,” she said, looking back at the Copelands, probably because nothing else exciting was going on here yet.

“Do you believe Julian?” I asked, because that thought had been on my mind since the moment he had shown up in our doorway, holding Bayla in his arms before laying her down in her bed.

I knew him from high school, but we had never exchanged a word there. Of course we hadn’t. He was one of them...

Grace’s expression filled with skepticism.

“I don’t trust any of them at all, and you know why...”

“But Julian isn’t part of the pack. His father even has a contract with...”

Grace raised both brows. “You think that changes who he is and what he has done?”

Indeed, what was heard about the Bardots in the Circle was nothing good, and yet my aunt tolerated their existence in exchange for their distance from the pack and because Graham Bardot was the town’s police chief. This was because of some stories that lay far in the past and were none of our children’s business, as Aunt Amara always said. I hadn’t inquired further, although I was interested to know if things had been as tense in her student days as they were now.

“Julian is a Senseque. He belongs with them, no matter how far away his father lives from them.” Grace sat down with a shrug. “But him living apart from them won't hurt, as long as he doesn’t screw anything up.”

I remembered my aunt’s words. “Your mother said that the young wolves would have to join the pack at some point, otherwise they wouldn’t learn about controlling their powers and would tend to run wild.”

“What?!” Grace looked at me in horror.

“Yes...” I continued. “That’s why I’m asking you if you think Julian...”

“Oh my God, we need to talk to Amara...”

“To your mother?” I asked skeptically. After all, she was the one who tolerated the Bardots and who had told me about the Senseque and how their pack structure worked. She had probably already thought about it.

“We can’t keep this to ourselves. He might have done something else to her...”

“Did you see any bite marks?”, I asked, scrutinizingly.

“No...” she replied with hesitation. “Let’s go check on her later, okay?”

A sinking feeling spread through my stomach.

Would Julian be able to do this? Did he have the alpha gene? As far as I knew, only one percent of victims survived this torture from hell. Just the thought of it...

“We need to talk to Julian,” I whispered in shock.

“We should stay away from him, Julie.” Grace responded quickly.

I looked thoughtfully across campus.

She was right. Julian was one of them, and we did, despite everything, need to be careful. We weren’t on our territory, which theoretically meant it was none of our business, but there was this contract for everyone that was supposed to prevent exactly such things from happening, so I didn’t want to believe that Julian would just hurt a person like that without fearing consequences from all sides.

He must have done something, though, because Bayla Adams was in bed for almost three days with an extremely high fever now, and not even Grace’s herbal tinctures had shown any effect.

My cell phone buzzed again.

Now he was present again, and if I wasn’t mistaken, he would even be very present to me very soon, because I had decided to sit down right next to him as soon as I entered the biochemistry seminar. And I already knew that my shyness would put a spoke in my wheel.
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Chapter 29

Larissa

If I had known that, I definitely would have stayed with Bay.

The sign that read “Lecture canceled” made me groan and kick away a rock that seemed as out of place here in the hallways of the university halls as I was. The sound that emerged was deep and somehow scary because the place was empty, and I had no idea why my lectures were always canceled.

An icy breeze brushed the back of my neck and goosebumps spread across my skin. I turned and looked out through the arched windows onto one of the many courtyards that existed here. This one was abandoned.

Actually, I would have had art history now, but that fell into the water...like the ravens here liked to do.

Hopefully, Bayla was feeling better by now. If I was lucky, maybe she was already awake, which was about time.

Even though it would cost me some effort, I had decided to call Ms. Adams after the next seminar, who, I should point out, absolutely disliked me. And when I said absolutely, I didn’t just mean minor disagreements. Ever since she knew me, she had always been suspicious of me because I was good at involving Bay in things she should stay away from. Bay was her sensitive little angel and I had suspected that she had moved away to keep her daughter away from me.

I wondered how she would react when she found out that I lived in Blairville from now on. I had to smirk.

But the smirk disappeared from my face when I heard the echo of distant footsteps on the stone floor in the hallways, and shortly after, an all-too-familiar laugh ringing through the hallway. Miles.

I looked around frantically and spotted a smaller, wooden door labeled Atelier and Design Workshop a little further away from my seminar room. I sped to the door’s handle, only to be relieved to find that it was open, perhaps offering me welcome salvation. I quickly slipped through the crack and closed the door behind me.

To my surprise, I found myself in a somewhat darker room with large windows that faced another courtyard, which was decorated with white stone benches as well as columns and round arches overgrown with ivy.

It looked almost like a fairy tale, and I decided to take a closer look at this until now unknown part, maybe even together with my camera and Bay, who usually always tried to resist my forced photo shoots. However, she still owed me something...

I meandered around the tables, on which art flyers and self-made posters lay, right to the large window. Once I was there, I enjoyed the view outside.

This building had to be ancient and yet it had held up over the centuries. On the dark green hoodie the Bardot guy wore and the one I had bought in the Vanderwood Shop, I had read 1866 under the white wolves yesterday, which didn’t explain to me why the building looked like it came out of a fairy tale.

To make matters worse, I didn’t have my camera with me today.

“Hurry up, please. David is waiting for you in the surveillance room. When you’re done, you come back here, understand?”

When I heard Adrian’s voice outside in the hallway, I automatically disappeared behind the dark green velvet curtain at the window. Just in time, because the door opened and someone entered the room.

Shit... I was stuck here, and to make matters worse, with Adrian DeLoughrey. Something about that thought made a tingle rise inside me, but the footsteps approaching me wiped out that feeling and made something else rise inside me: Adrenaline.

Adrian seemed to be pacing back and forth, very impatiently, because his footsteps quickened until he slowed them down again.

“What’s taking so long...” he muttered loud enough to be heard.

Only now did I realize that I had completely forgotten to breathe and took a silent breath. A mistake, as it turned out, because Adrian’s footsteps instantly paused, and I immediately held my breath again. The adrenaline in my blood rose, and I couldn’t deny that I liked it.

Relax, Larissa. He couldn’t have heard you...

I didn’t manage to calm down at all, because his footsteps had stopped, and I couldn’t place where he was. Damn it!

I paused.

Whoosh!

Within a split second, the curtain was ripped away from under my nose, and I was staring into the glowing red eyes of Adrian DeLoughrey.

This time, I wasn’t scared, but filled with pure fascination and a touch of curiosity.

It looked like his irises were playing with me, trying to pull me into a maelstrom.

Adrian’s expression was filled with suspicion, just like last time, but there was something else....

“What are you doing here?” he pressed out tensely, and I couldn’t help but eye his straight jaw, which underlined his masculinity, making this fucker damn attractive.

My eyes continued to wander down to his slightly unbuttoned black shirt, exposing his breastbone and some of his bare skin.

I instantly felt warm and probably blushed a bit, but luckily it didn’t show on me as much as it always did on my best friend.

Embarrassed, I looked up at Adrian, whose gaze was also in a completely different place.

He was staring directly at the upper end of my tight top, where a black lace bra peeked out and accentuated my cleavage, just the way I liked it best. Playful, yet subtle. It was perhaps not subtle enough, because Adrian lingered there a little too long with his intense stare, giving me tingles that turned into goosebumps.

He seemed to notice that, too, because his gaze wandered up to my sternum, straight to my neck, pausing there for a second, until he was able to look me in the eyes again.

An unintentional sigh escaped me.

This had been too much.

For both of us.

With a firm grip around my waist, Adrian pulled me close to him.

My heartbeat quickened noticeably, and I sucked in a sharp breath.

Within a second, he closed the distance that had just lingered like a gaping hole between our lips and pressed me against him.

His lips were soft and cooler than I had expected. They pressed down on mine and his tongue probed wildly over my lower lip before biting into it.

My whole body instantly reared up, and I pressed further against his, because that was all the throbbing between my thighs was asking for right now.

The next moment, Adrian grabbed me by my hips and pulled me up against him. I knew the game, so I wrapped my legs around his body and let myself fall deeper into the intense kiss.

Our tongues played with each other as if they were both searching for something, as if his were looking for something he hadn’t gotten in a long time.

I moaned softly and felt even more heat rising inside me as he carried me, barely noticeable, to a table near the window and set me down on it, not breaking the kiss. On the contrary, his lips pressed harder and harder on mine, pulling at my lower lip until he released and moved down to my neck. I threw my head back, closed my eyes, and surrendered to Adrian DeLoughrey’s demanding kisses. His lips traveled up and down my neck, my shoulder, along the nape of my neck, and my breathing quickened considerably.

Everything about this situation turned me on so much that I could no longer suppress the second moan and finally let myself fall completely. Should he do what he wanted... At some point it would have come down to this anyway.

Suddenly, I felt a very light bite on the back of my neck. It hurt and my whole body tensed. I curled my fingers around the edges of the table I had just been leaning on, sighing audibly.

Adrian sucked on my skin, kissing me, his tongue playing with my collarbone. I was sure he was turned on, because I could feel his hardness between my thighs.

Damn.

He was playing with me like I was his prey. And I was enjoying it...

Then he bit me again, this time in my shoulder.
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Chapter 30

Adrian

Never in my life had I met such an attractive human girl. And also, never before had the mere smell of blood driven me so out of my mind. I had to be careful that my teeth did not dig into her warm flesh, and that had never been an issue before.

My lips moved almost automatically on her soft skin, and the smell of her blood was now sweetly in my nose, clouding my senses in an unusual way.

Her moans were already stealing my mind, and so my teeth slid into her soft skin.

The sweetness of her blood was like a drug, and the first drop made me curse softly, but I couldn’t just stop, and so I kept sucking, biting her warm shoulder this time.

I had never been this close to being unreasonable before. But I had to pull myself together. One serious bite and her life would be over.

I was about to tear myself away from her when a drop of blood, already running down her neck, touched my tongue and almost hypnotically drew my lips back to her neck.

She had taken her hands off the table, clawed one into my neck with a sigh, and ran her fingers through my hair.

Her moan told me she liked it, and I kissed my way further down to her cleavage, where a garment peeked out that definitely belonged off limits.

Lace on such a body made even me lose my clear mind.

I wanted to taste this girl, to enjoy her completely before I sucked her out, which is why I pressed her even closer to me.

The moment my teeth dug into her neck again, deeper this time, I realized what a state I was in and what I had just been thinking.

Startled, I tore myself away from her and stared into her astonished doe eyes. As innocent as they looked, there was as much desire in them as I felt growing inside me.

Then I looked down at her bloody neck and lurched forward, placing my hands on the bloody area and watching the wounds disappear as I adjusted my breathing, because the sweet scent was once again trying to lure me in. To fuck with my sanity.

The unsuspecting girl in front of me was slightly out of breath, but quickly collected herself and pushed me away from her. She hadn’t even noticed that I had half-opened her neck.

Who the hell was she?

I was still perplexed by my reaction to the smell of her blood, so I let her close her leather jacket, which accentuated her wasp waist and made me hungry again.

I held my breath, as we were supposed to do when we were among mortals, because we didn't need oxygen.

The girl slid off the table, but I couldn’t just let her go. Before I did, I had to make her forget what had just happened. I grabbed her arm and stared at her. My gaze fixed on her eyes and she stared at me again, just like the last time.

“Forget everything that has to do with me...” I murmured, although it wasn’t even necessary.

“What are you doing?” she asked, and I instantly felt a pain in my head. The more I tried to focus on her, the more it hurt. What was wrong with me? Why wasn’t it working?

A slight premonition crept over me that it might not have worked last time either, but that was impossible.

“Who are you?” I asked her, trying to focus on her memories again.

“Your eyes are beautiful. What drug are you on?”

These words completely jolted me out of my stupor. Never before had anyone told me that they thought my eyes were beautiful, let alone spoken at a fixation...

And that human girl simply dared not answer my questions. Where had the respect gone? Didn’t she feel the power that emanated from me, like all the others who submitted to me when I played with them? When I was hungry...

“You like to play with fire, I suppose?” I asked and came a little closer again. I instantly noticed how her pulse quickened. Tied to it, my lust and desire rose again. But that had no place here anymore.

I buried any emotions that had come up inside, slightly disgusted with myself, and instead looked at the girl standing in front of the table, still looking into my eyes in confusion.

What was different about her compared to the others?

The fact that she didn’t answer again made me impatient and angry. On top of that, I had lost my control today once again and almost went one step too far – something Bastien and Camille had been warning us about for half a lifetime, something that I couldn’t seem to escape with all my control.

Everything had been under control until this girl had shown up here, in fact, until Bastien had sent us here.

Suddenly, I heard very distant footsteps in the hallway.

Shit. My blood brothers were on their way.

I looked at the girl whose name I didn’t even know. She had to get out of here before they realized my powers hadn’t worked.

I looked around, my gaze roaming the room, but what I was about to do was too risky. They would hear her and even if she was quiet enough, which I highly doubted, then there was still the smell.

My gaze lingered on the third large window, further back in the room, and I pulled the girl right there with me.

“Hey, what are you doing?” she said, unruly. I would have loved to pin her to the wall again for that insolence and pick up where I left off.

“Could you please not make such a racket?” I remarked dryly, completely focused on opening the window without making much noise myself.

“What are you doing?” she asked, confused, but I didn’t have time to explain.

I snorted tensely.

Miles and David would be here any second. There was no time for explanations left. So, I did the next best thing, picked the girl up and looked once again into her frightened eyes.

“Get out of here and stay away from me and my family...” I began. “And don’t you dare spy on me and my brothers ever again.”

“Wait... What...? No!”

Before she could say anything, I threw her slight body through the open window out into the garden, into one of the many bushes.

“Hey! You ass...!” she shouted with a little too much noise, whereupon I quickly closed the window and hurried across the room to the door. The two of them were almost there.

If the girl were smart enough, she would abide by my words and keep her distance. At least, that’s what I hoped.

I opened the door and stepped into the hallway where Miles was leaning against the wall, and David was staring out the glassless columned window into an adjoining courtyard.

I was about to ask a question when Miles raised his hand with a grin.

“Whatever was going on in that little storage room, we don’t even want to know.”

David smirked.

I pressed my lips together and straightened my shirt.

They must have heard us.

“Was she at least AB?” Miles asked, and I looked at him warningly.

“Come on...” His gaze wandered to the door. “She’s still in there, isn’t she?”

He started for the door, but I stepped in front of him.

He patted me on the shoulders and turned away from me again. I walked over to the window to David.

“Did you get everything done like I told you?”

“Everything is ready.”

“Then let’s watch and enjoy,” I said, gleefully lifting the left corner of my mouth so they couldn’t see it.

Miles joined me at the window. “You should have seen the blonde witch’s face when she saw the long scratch mark on her car.”

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 31

Bayla

The first thing I felt, even before I opened my eyes, was the sharp pain in my head. I blinked and immediately regretted it because the sunlight coming through the windows literally burned my eyes. Instantly, I curled up in the cozy blanket with a contorted face.

Why was I lying in bed at all? Didn’t I actually have a lecture with Prof...?

I sat myself up and looked around for Larissa, but neither she nor any of the other girls were here.

Shit! Why hadn’t she woken me up?

Blurry memories flashed through my mind.

Emely, the forest... Julian?

Confused, I shook my head, which I immediately regretted, because the pain became more intense. But I couldn’t lie here any longer. I felt as if I had spent several days in bed. Besides, a literature lecture was waiting for me.

I quickly looked for my cell phone on my desk, but gasped at the sight of the mess spread out in front of me.

What the...how had all the herbs, pill boxes, and rocks gotten there?

I carefully reached for a small brown fabric bag, but immediately put it down because it smelled so badly of lavender that it made me nauseous.

Whose stuff was all this?

The chaos in my head got worse.

This lavender bag...my memories...what had the others done that night? What had I done?

Confused, I kept searching for my phone until I finally found it among more colorful crystals, but somehow my battery was dead. I always charged it overnight, but strangely I had forgotten this time.

So, I plugged my phone into the outlet and quickly jumped up to change my sleeping clothes, but arriving in front of the mirror, I paused.

I couldn’t remember going to sleep in a hoodie and jeans yesterday. Suspiciously, I eyed the clothes first, then my face.

My eyes were dark underneath and my hair was a single knot.

Why couldn’t I remember last night?

I felt like I’d been to one of those Larissa parties that I’d just avoided at some point because my friend had shown her worst side there and always dragged me into a pile of trouble.

I frantically brushed my hair and changed out of my smelly black hoodie into a dark green one with “Vanderwood University” written on it and the university’s crest.

I had found that thing yesterday in the store here.

While I didn’t want to make friends with Vanderwood, Mady and Larissa had insisted I get something.

I grabbed my phone off the table and headed to campus.

By now, I knew that the Copelands owned this place and were investing heavily in the restoration and these new accommodations to make even more money. This family had to be one of the richest here in British Columbia. And even though I didn’t really want to believe this drug myth, one of the other Copeland mysteries, a certain distrust was gradually growing inside me. One did not come to this wealth just like that.

Suddenly, I felt dizzy and staggered as strange images of Emely came into my head again, sitting on the edge of my bed, staring at me with...yellow-glowing eyes?

What on earth had I taken yesterday to make me dream so wildly that night?

Still dazed, I regained consciousness and followed the path that brought me closer to campus. Actually, it should have, but somehow it didn’t stop, and suddenly, I found myself somewhere behind the stone walls of the university.

I groaned.

Great job, Bayla. First oversleeping and now lost.

For a moment, I stopped and looked around. Through the canopy of deciduous trees, I could make out the dark towers of clouds that had been lingering over the city for days. Deep black ravens flew through the area loudly expressing themselves. Nothing new either... The Gothic stone walls stretched upwards beside me and the path seemed to lead along the university, perhaps even to a back entrance.

Actually, I had no time at all for such jokes, but I was already too late anyway. Besides, this path looked like a welcome distraction to me.

Determinedly, I started moving to follow the endless path along the wall. The air was pleasantly fresh and relaxed my lungs, which desperately needed some more air and exercise.

I felt the limpness overtake me, and only now did I notice that my hands were shaking.

I decided to focus on the forest path before I got lost again, but the further I wandered along the wall, the less hope I had. Add to that the memories of the Blairville Daily news about the jogger who had never reappeared.

I was about to let it go and turn back when I heard angry voices in the distance and finally spotted a man-sized arched entrance in the wall, partly overgrown with ivy and white lilies, partly collapsed.

“I know for sure it was you, you filthy mutt!”

Relief spread through me as I slowly turned through the opening and found myself in a sort of circular walkway massively overgrown with ivy. The walkway surrounded a courtyard with an active fountain, around which a few faces I knew had gathered.

I decided to wait behind the column, from where I could follow the action, because it seemed that Vivienna and Emely were already at each other’s throats again, and I had enough of all the conflict.

“I don’t know what your fucking problem is!” Emely snapped, upset.

I had the English seminar and then a lecture to attend, but that could wait, if the others had nothing better to do than to kick each other’s asses again.

Cautiously, I peeked around the corner.

“You really think you can talk to us like that,” Vivienna laughed angrily.

I spotted her friends behind her and next to Emely...Julian.

I hadn’t quite figured out what they had to do with each other yet.

“Just shut your big mouth and take your breed of Satan back to your part of town! You don’t belong here!” Emely hissed back.

“Did you hear that, guys?” Vivienna laughed with a condescending smile, and I would have liked to see Emely’s face right now, but she turned her back to me so that she was now right across from the three girls.

“What are you doing, Vivienna?” Grace exclaimed, frantically entering the courtyard with Julie, coming to a stop behind Vivienna.

Apparently, more people were skipping their mandatory course.

“Your little friend thinks she can get away with everything!” Emely complained more angrily than ever.

“You disgusting dogs should stay away from us!” Vivienna barked back, much more serious than she had been a moment ago. She ignored Grace’s question. And her ice-blue eyes lay hostile on Emely, almost filled with coldness. “Don’t forget who is in control of whom here.”

With these words, she was about to turn to leave when, to everyone’s surprise, Emely grabbed her arm with such force that Vivienna was smashed against the nearby column and slid down it with a dull thud.

I pressed my hand in front of my mouth.

What the...

“Vi!” Amber shrieked, and the two girls rushed to help their friend, as did Julie, who crouched down on the floor next to her.

“Emely! Have you gone crazy?” Now Julian interfered, still glued to her side.

He pulled her back by the arm, and as she turned to him in anger, I could see her face for a fraction.

My breath caught as I saw her glowing yellow eyes. The same ones from my dream. Yellow, glowing, dangerous.

Was I still dreaming?

“Stay out of this, Julian!” Emely growled at him. “Or at least stand by your pack for once!”

Pack?

Julian looked at her as if he understood her strange words but said nothing more. There was contempt in his gaze.

“It’s pathetic that you can’t even keep your pack together, isn’t it?”  Vivienna had picked herself up again and was now walking very slowly toward Emely, as if she hadn’t almost broken her neck just now. “There you go again, seeing how much your authority is good for.” A mischievous grin spread across her face. “Nothing, Emely... Absolutely nothing.”

Unexpectedly quickly, she raised her hands. And then so much happened that my eyes could barely keep up. Julian was suddenly standing in front of Emely, and Grace dashed to Vivienna to yank her arm down. The other girls stayed in the background.

“What are you doing!!!” Vivienna hissed at Grace.

“Keeping you from making a very big mistake.”

Grace gave her a haunting, warning look, and you could tell Vivienna was struggling.

On the other side were Julian and Emely, who were engaged in the exact same battle of stares.

Only, their yellow eyes held all of my attention.

“Get out of my way, Julian!”

This dream was definitely too much for my overloaded brain.

“You heard her, Bardot! Get out of the way!”

Again, everyone except Emely turned to the source of the voice.

For a moment, I wondered if anyone was even sitting in Professor Copeland’s course, because Emely’s externally very attractive brother had entered the hallway with his guys, and now they were all joining Emely together in the courtyard.

“There seem to be some cocky herbal bitches here who don’t know what happens to their kind when they step out of line.” Nash looked at Vivienna and the other girls, then at Julian. “Get out of the way, I said!”

Julian narrowed his eyes, looked urgently at Emely one last time, then decided to get out of the Copelands’ way.

“Do what you want, but don’t drag me into your shit ever again,” he snorted, visibly frustrated, and turned to leave.

But as if Emely had just been waiting for it, she not-so-gently pushed Grace aside and grabbed Vivienna by the collar.

What in the world?

She carried her with her sheer strength to one of the pillars, and one of the ravens that had been prancing around the courtyard shot up startled into the darkened sky full of massive clouds.

Vivienna’s eyes were wide open, but of course, she didn’t put up with it and moved her hand. Her eyes glowed grayish, almost white, and again I was startled.

Thereupon, Emely flew through the group of young men directly against the opposite column. Stones could be heard crumbling.

I pressed myself tighter against the column next to me because, slowly, fear mixed in with the confusion.

If this was a dream, why didn’t I wake up? Why didn’t it feel like a dream at all?

“Emely!” Julian shouted, running to her.

Nash didn’t put up with the way my dream Vivienna was handling Emely and set to jump, but he too was whirled straight up into the air, spinning on his own axis two feet in the air.

I pinched my arm, not wanting to admit that I was actually feeling the pain. Goosebumps spread across my skin.

If I wasn’t dreaming this whole thing...

“Such big mouths and yet so weak,” Vivienna hissed and turned to leave again, but Nash was back on his feet faster than his sister.

Vivienna spun around in a flash, and Nash flew through the air again, straight at me. Before I could disappear from the column behind the adjacent small wall, it was too late.

Nash flew through the wall window and yanked me to the ground with him, where I landed softly on his heated body despite the force of the impact.

I swallowed as our eyes met, for just then that yellowish glow familiar from Emely extinguished from his eyes, and we stared at each other, motionless.

Nash, unlike his sister, had golden blond hair with a brownish base, which now fell into his sweaty forehead. This, in turn, accentuated his angular face immensely well. But it was the light blue eyes with the yellow sprinkles that looked so damn haunting in combination with the tanned skin.

My heart was beating way too wildly, which even my now completely fogged brain seemed to notice, because after all, I was currently lying in the middle of a supernatural conflict in a portico, to be more precise on top of the most well-trained guy at the whole university, and had been staring at him for more than ten seconds now. He stared the same way until I finally gathered all my sanity and courage and jumped up. I reached out my hand to help him up and he even took it. The heat continued to rise in my face.

God, what was I even doing here?

It had gone quiet, so I looked around.

My heart finally stopped as I froze into a pillar of ice. I stared into the center of the courtyard and a heavy shiver ran down my spine that I wished for nothing more than to finally wake up.

“What in the world is going on here?!” a man’s voice rang out.

Professor Copeland had now entered the courtyard as well.

He looked first at the girls, then at Nash’s buddies, and then at the man-sized brown wolf in the middle of the courtyard, who bared his teeth greedily and turned with yellow-glowing eyes... toward me.
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Chapter 32

Julie

Just a moment ago, I had expected that this day could not become worse, because the Senseque had been on the verge of tearing us into pieces. Now, Bayla Adams, a human with eyes wide open, was standing in front of us. And worst of all, in front of Emely.

I didn’t know how much she had witnessed, which of course complicated the situation even more.

We all knew theoretically what to do, but no one moved.

The first person to get moving was Emely Copeland. Or rather, it was the majestic wolf with the thick brown fur in the middle of the overgrown courtyard.

Until today, I had never witnessed such a transformation, but the sight of Emely a few seconds ago had made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Her body had deformed strangely, and she had fallen to her knees, her eyes still glowing. Grace had reflexively pulled me even further back, partially blocking my view of her transformation.

But for once, the Copelands were not the main problem, even though they had once again caused quite a bit of trouble and their behavior would not only have consequences on our kinds’ part, I recognized that in Professor Copeland’s eyes. Their Alpha would confront them all for it. More than that...

My eyes fell on the main problem: Bayla.

The professor, who had just joined all the others, stood motionless and stared at her. Then he turned to the wolf in the center of the courtyard.

“Emely...” he began quietly, standing wide-legged and now focused entirely on his niece.

“Emely?!” Bayla gasped in a shaky voice.

She sounded like me in seventh grade, when I’d had to sing that stupid weather song on stage in front of the whole school, which Vivienna had forced me to do because otherwise, she would have told Aunt Amara how I’d gotten a scared white cat out of a tree with my powers. Powers I should not have had back then.

The difference was that Bayla was a non-knowing, a human. And what she had just witnessed was pure poison to her existence.

Emely had been distracted by Professor Copeland, but now she turned her head alarmingly slowly, and then her entire wolf form, to Bay.

This was definitely too much, as Bayla turned and ran at speed toward the small passageway, almost into Nash, who dodged to the side instead of getting in her way, and finally disappeared from our field of vision.

The giant wolf, or rather Emely, wanted to go after her, but she had not made that calculation with Professor Copeland, nor with Julian.

Both were supernaturally fast in front of her. They completely blocked her way out of the courtyard and received an aggressive growl in return. Emely’s eyes blazed, and she bared her fangs.

“Emely...” the professor tried again.

I wasn’t exactly comfortable being here because at any second, we could have become food for the wolves. Suddenly, I realized that we were studying right on the wolves’ platter.

A buzz sounded from the middle of the courtyard and my heart stopped. My cell phone. I had to have lost it somehow.

Another buzz sounded.

Erik. The guy I had actually been expecting to see in the biochemistry seminar this morning. To my disappointment, this Erik was really just a boring guy whose parents spent their afternoons on the golf field near the harbor, and when I had gathered up all my courage and asked him about his hobbies, he had spent the whole lecture raving about his chess tournaments and the world debating championship, thereby robbing me of any chance of hope.

That definitely hadn’t been Erik. No one here was Erik, and yet he could be anywhere. What I knew now, at least, was that he was using a pseudonym, just like me.

I could ask him, of course, but then, sooner or later, he would squeeze all the information out of me, too, and he would certainly find me faster than I would find him. So, I stood there with nothing except a false name and information about his hobbies. Slowly, I realized that in the whole attempt to remain a mystery, I had stumbled upon a real mystery.

Again, it buzzed and brought me back to the uncomfortable present. And as if Emely had been waiting for everyone present to be distracted, she set to leaping, knocking the professor to the ground, only to disappear through the same passageway as Bay.

“Emely!” Professor Copeland yelled in a tense voice this time, with those same yellow glowing eyes, and got back to his feet.

“I’ll take care of it!” Julian replied quickly and was the next to disappear.

No doubt he would get Emely. But would Bay get away from Emely?

“What do you guys think you’re doing?!”

Professor Copeland was now beside himself with anger. He looked at each of us, then turned to the guys, who were still standing where they had come from, and finally to Nash, who was just not as relaxed as usual, leaning against a pillar near my phone, rolling his eyes.

“Why are you looking at me like that? The problem is over there.” He pointed in our direction, although he only meant Vivienna, who had placed herself with her friends a little further behind me.

Of course she would use her powers without thinking about the consequences. But to take responsibility for it?

To my surprise, she stepped forward again, glaring angrily at Emely’s brother, almost as if she hadn’t had enough, more so as if the thrill had just gotten to her.

Vivienna had always been like that – a proud Quatura, following traditions and gaining new power every day, yet one who often let her feelings control her powers. She prided herself on being the granddaughter of the Head of the Councils and blessed with strong powers that far surpassed mine or even Grace’s in its intensity.

Both Vivienna and I were Quatura of the air, which allowed us to break the law of weightlessness and use telekinesis, as well as a few other things that could be quite useful if it weren’t for that one prohibition, which became a problem right at that moment.

But Vivi, as usual, didn’t care.

“Don’t talk about us like that! You have no right to do that!”

“Watch your tongue, witch!” Noah growled.

He was one of the muscular guys, the one who already had a big mouth and had gotten into way too many fights in high school. I remembered that, after all, we sat in the same molecular biology seminar.

“That’s right. Get the hell off these grounds while we’re giving you the choice!” Caleb laughed with an angry smile.

What were they, ten?

Nash just grinned cockily, and his gaze dropped to the ground...straight to my phone.

I tried to suppress the rising inner tension.

“You better leave now, and if I hear one more stupid word from any of you here, I’m talking to Nickolas!”

Professor Copeland, despite the recognizable anger in his voice, sounded very collected for the fact that his brother’s pack had just gotten into a fight in a public place he was responsible for.

“So, you’re not going to tell Father about this?”

Suspiciously, Nash looked at his uncle, and turned away from my phone again.

“I’ll leave it at this, Nash, on the condition that you get your shit together!”

“You should have seen the witches provo...”

“Then they provoked you!” For a very brief moment, the professor looked at us. “However, it is your duty, and most importantly your duty as a future Alpha, to know the limits and control your anger. If you ever want to take responsibility for a damn pack, then you should slowly start thinking about the consequences of your actions!”

Nash looked intently at my phone again, as if he needed it to calm himself down inside.

The professor’s words had silenced the normally loud young man. But you could tell it was working inside him.

“And you...” The professor turned to us and ran his hands through his disheveled hair, messing up his slightly curly hairstyle even more. “Please take care of that girl.”

Everyone immediately looked at Grace.

She and Amara were the only ones in our Circle with the strongest command of the most common element, earth. The power to change chemical substances in their action and form, which allowed them to intervene in natural environmental processes.

Although there were many Earth Quatura, their powers were very difficult to train and required a very high level of concentration, years of practice, and a certain bond with nature. Grace's achievements since her Quatura maturity were impressive. She was a natural talent among all of us, had climbed from a Novice to a Servus faster than Vivienna, and it was rumored that she could be the future mother of the chosen one from the prophecy.

No one knew exactly who it came from, only that it had shown up at the doors of the founding families of Blairville one morning a few decades ago, in the 80s, which in my opinion made it untrustworthy, if not null and void. Still, the Quatura sanctified it, while the Ruisangors and the Senseque feared her.

“She must forget what she has just seen as quickly as possible,” Professor Copeland sighed, with a very insistent look directed at Grace. To my surprise, she nodded in obedience and then looked at me.

The young university director gestured with a hand gesture to the guys, who followed him just as obediently – though not without hesitation – out through the outside portico and into the inside of the building.

That was it for today with the English course.

I went to check my cell phone, but to my despair, it was no longer where it had been.

Instead, I bumped into a strong upper body and when I looked up in confusion, it was the deep blue eyes of Nash Copeland that I was exposed to without mercy.

My heart slipped out of its grip.

He was still the strongest of all present here and the one with the most hatred for the Quatura...for my kind.

I certainly looked scared, but he just eyed me briefly, insistently, and wordlessly held out my cell phone to me.

Just as I was about to take it hesitantly, the sound of a notification rang out again and the display lit up.

Larissa.

But it wasn’t her messages that kept my eyes on the display.

It was Erik’s.

Curiosity rose in me, and I was about to pull the phone out of Nash’s hands, but he didn’t let go of it. Startled, I looked up at him.

He was still staring at me and didn’t seem to be distracted by the sounds of my phone.

“Make sure your friends know to stay away from me and the pack, and especially to keep my sister out of their shit.”

I couldn’t say anything. As always, when he addressed me. Because, as always, he threatened me. “Understood?”

“Leave her alone, Copeland!” Grace hissed.

And then she pulled me away from him.
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Chapter 33

Mady

The cake in my hands was still warm, which was because I had taken it out of the oven half an hour ago and then driven straight here.

Maybe it really was a bit too cheesy, but it was exactly the kind of thing I’d want when I’d been lying in bed for days.

Larissa had told me after Bayla hadn’t shown up on campus for days. At first, I had thought she was avoiding me, like all the girls who were friends with Grace, but Larissa had brought me back down to earth. Bayla was sick and needed people to take care of her.

I took a deep breath before pushing down the handle to her room. It was just as open as the front door downstairs.

I put on my best smile, which didn’t disappear when I saw Grace in the middle of the room floor and Julie leaning next to her at the long desk.

The latter looked at me insecurely, then at the cake and finally back at her phone.

I bit my tongue. The fact that we weren’t talking anymore still hurt my heart.

Grace looked at me and jumped up. Only now did I discover the bowl of flowers in front of her, with little colorful gemstones around them.

I knew the Blairs were a little crazy, that they didn’t let anyone in their home except for their closest family, and I also knew they all wore these strange crystals around their necks that they called lucky charm.

“What are you doing?” it blurted out curiously, which I immediately regretted as Grace’s expression darkened.

“Nothing that’s any of your business, Campbell.”

I bit my lower lip, used to Grace avoiding me, showing me her suspicion as soon as we met, but with Campbell we had reached a new level in our co-existence.

“Larissa’s not here,” it escaped Julie, almost hesitant.

“I’m here for Bayla.” Smiling, I lifted the cake. “This is for her.”

Grace frowned at the cake. “Are you still sucking up to others until they realize you’re a false snake?”

My smile disappeared for good.

After all this time, Grace still saw me in the same light as she did then, and that despite the fact that I was really doing my best to prove that Nash hadn’t made me a worse person.

“What’s your problem, Grace?” I began in a firm voice, even though I would have preferred to turn on my heel. “I’ve never done anything to you. Never.”

“You are my problem, Madelin,” she hissed, pointing her index finger at me. I felt like the green crystal around her neck was sparkling, but I’d probably been out in the sun for too long.

“Just the way you are. Even back then... The Sunshine Girl...” She drew quotation marks in the air. “I should have known that was your cheap exterior before you went behind our backs like that.”

“Grace...” Julie began cautiously, but her cousin interrupted her straight away.

“No, Julie. You should be just as mad at her for allowing Nash to bully us like that.”

Startled, I looked into Grace’s upset eyes until I couldn’t hold her gaze any longer.

She was right. All that Nash had done for me had made me repress that he hadn’t treated the girls well. However, Vivienna and Grace had also contributed to the fact that it had escalated so often. So many times, I hadn’t understood why they were literally banging their heads, and neither Nash nor his friends had been willing to give me a comprehensive explanation. Every single time. Since I had lost my circle of friends for Nash, everything had gotten worse. I should have seen it coming, but I had been blind. My time with Nash had blinded me, but I knew that without him, I would never have gotten out of that hole.

I looked at the blonde girl who had eventually become the most innocent victim of all these rivalries. “I’m sorry, Julie.”

“Too late, Madelin!” Grace snapped at me in a rage. “You chose him, and something like that is permanent for us.” She took a step toward me. “You think your sorry is going to change anything about the way that asshole treats us?”

“I can’t help your hostilities, Grace,” I tried again in a calm voice, but inside I knew it was too late.

“Go now!” she bluffed back. For her, this discussion was over.

I looked at the cake with remorse. “Let me see Bayla, please.”

“She’s not here.” Confused, I peeked around the corner and sure enough... The bed was empty. “Take your cake and go. And best never come back.” I felt tears gathering in my eyes, but quickly managed to stifle them. “Bayla won’t want to see you in the future either, so I’ll say it right now.” She snatched the cake out of my hand like an upset child. “Stay away from all of us!” And with those words, the chocolate cake with the heart sprinkles landed in the trash can next to the door. The frosting layer shattered.

My throat tightened, and I wanted to scream at her, but I just took a step back, ignoring the shocked face of Julie in the background, and stared at Grace, stunned.

I really wanted to say something, but nothing came out. I couldn’t just let out my anger like they all did, because there was none. All I felt was bewilderment, sadness, and regret. Regret that I kept trying.

I turned and rushed down the stairs, leaving the house as if after a robbery. I just ran through the woods back to campus toward the parking lot, where I leaned against my car, out of breath. My gaze fell through the windowpane to the gym bag adorned with lilac-green flowers that I had packed into the back seat.

Actually, I should have been going to cheerleading practice. Instead, I’d been sitting in the university library for two hours now, on my third cup of coffee, wondering why my concentration had waned so much over the years. Added to this was the urge to just lie down and sleep. However, I was sleeping way too much. The medication I was taking certainly had a part in it, but I didn’t want to find out, because without the pills I could completely forget about my psychology studies along with a normal life.

I tried to forget the conversation between me and the Blairs by turning back to the flashcards I had just made. But after only ten minutes, I caught myself drawing green hearts in the margins, and my mind went back to the cake.

Sighing, I rose to my feet.

When my concentration faded, exercise helped. I probably should have gone to cheerleading practice after all, but seeing Vivienna and her friends there would probably have given me the rest. So, I just decided to take a few laps around the huge library.

Columns of stone lined a walkway that carried the second open level of the hall, and statues of gods unknown to me adorned the stairway entrances. There were also dark wooden shelves and pretty candlesticks that had been converted into lamps.

It looked like the National Library of France, lumped together with the library of Trinity College in Ireland, and placed in an old temple.

Someday, I would travel to all these beautiful places that literary fanatics had created before my time. Until then, I had to make money somehow, and that only worked if I made something of my scholarship and forced myself to study.

I roamed the hallways lit by warm green lamplights and marveled at the old copies that adorned the caramel brown shelves.

Somehow, I had ended up in the Classics Department, far too far from Psychology and Economics. But whatever. While I was here, I might as well see if they had any works by Edgar Allan Poe. Maybe even some first editions?

Since my parents were gone, I had managed to lose myself in mystery novels and horror stories, and even though my passion for literature was limited, I also enjoyed the seminars with Professor Copeland.

I let my finger glide over the gold engravings on the spines of the books, felt the fibers of the old leather, and whirled around the shelf, landing in the next row.

My good mood dissolved into thin air when I saw who was sitting there on the floor, leaning against a shelf, burying his head in a book named The Song of Achilles.

“Nash,” it escaped me far too quickly, and I regretted it right away. And since he immediately looked up and shock spread across his mine, I got the urge to defuse the situation. “You’re still reading?”

Nash slammed the book shut, looked around the hallway, and rose jerkily, as if stung by a tarantula, to place the book in front of him on the completely wrong shelf. Finally, he looked around one last time and then turned to me.

“Damn it, what are you doing here?”

His hostility hit me differently once again. It was like a person to whom you gave everything to, but he couldn’t see your love. And it just hurt, because the feelings for the other were just there, only they had no use, eating you up from the inside, greedily, looking for reciprocation.

“Learning...” I began but realized how this must be affecting him. “Listen, I’m not spying on you. I’m...”

Nash lowered his voice. “Stop it, Mady. I’m not stupid...”

He bent down to reach for his things, and I grabbed his arm. Another mistake.

“Please, listen to me for once.”

Nash looked down at my hand, squinted his eyes as if the conversation was causing him pain, and finally tore himself away from me.

“We broke up, Mady.” The stomach ache returned. “So, get that image of us out of your head and stay away from me for good.”

He didn’t say it in a loud voice, but quietly and thoughtfully, the way I knew him. And his words, that pain in his undertone, along with that haunting look, made old feelings well up inside me.

But I had promised myself not to think about that time. Never again.

So, I turned around, not even allowing myself to look at him again, and ran through the library far too frantically. I didn’t care that all the studying students looked up. I just packed up my stuff and stormed out of the building.

To make matters worse, it was raining, so I sprinted all the way to my dark green Beetle with my bag over my head.

Once in the car, it just burst out of me.

First a tear for my parents, then one for all the friends I had lost since their deaths, and finally countless for the last two years with Nash. The memories of his smile, his warmth, all his words that had mended my soul piece by piece.

“Hang in there Mady, I’ll be there if you need me. I’ll always be there.”

I sobbed softly. Because Nash was gone. We were gone.

“I need you back...” I sobbed louder and more insistently, and as if the rain wanted me to stop, it whipped against my windows. “I need you...” my voice broke, and I pulled my knees up onto the seat to rest my head on them. “I gave up everything for you. Please don’t leave me alone... not now.”

He had thought he would be able to let me go, like a bird that had learned to fly. Only he had forgotten that my wings were broken. I was a wreck. And he had known it. He had tried to fix me. But I wasn’t fixable.

“My Sunshine Girl.”

I didn’t know what hurt more. That after all the drama, I was still trying to live up to my high school reputation and failing miserably at it, or that people had ever thought of naming someone that.

My sun wasn’t shining like it used to. My sky had turned gray without people to share smiles with, without Nash, who had shown me a whole different side of life.

“Stay strong, Mady,” he had whispered in my ear the first time I had cried beside him. He had allowed me to not shine for a moment and pulled me into his arms.

“Stay strong,” he had whispered. “Even the sun doesn’t shine every day.”

I would stay strong. I had promised him. Old Nash.

Now I was alone. It was raining. The water traced blurry trails across my windshield, as if seeking a way into my car, as if trying to become one with my tears.

I still loved him. Because how could you hate someone who had saved your life?
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Chapter 34

Julian

I could find neither Bayla nor Emely, although one of the two should have the speed of a sloth and the other, which I had followed directly, smelled for miles like a wolf.

Two unpredictable girls who surprised me again and again, although I had known one of them for only two weeks and the other since I was a child.

And since I hadn’t found either of them, I had returned to campus.

A strange fear blazed within me, the source of which I could not pinpoint.

I stood before the door of the man most likely to help me, as much as my inner self tried to deny it. I was about to knock, but an exhausted, “Come in, Julian, and save the pleasantries” reminded me of the once good relationship between us and the fact that, even if nothing was the same, certain things would never change.

I opened the heavy, dark wooden door, decorated with ornaments and snakes, which led me into a spacious room with several full-sized windows and one huge one. The view of the campus was breathtaking, and I was not surprised that Alarik had chosen this very room as his office.

The university director, quite young for his age, sat at his desk cluttered with paperwork and didn’t even look up.

“Where’s Emely?”

“I couldn’t find her.”

Now, he did raise his head. “And the girl?”

“She’s gone. But don’t worry, their tracks got lost in different directions.”

He sighed. “At least it’s good news...”

Then he ran his hand through his messy hair and put down the feather pen.

To be honest, Alarik looked pretty exhausted. I wasn’t a bit envious of him, because being part of the pack and then also in his position as university director and professor, there were many responsibilities to carry. Another burden that probably pushed him to his limits on a daily basis.

After a while of silence and thinking, Alarik broke free from his stupor.

“You must find the girl. Because if you say you lost her trail, the Quatura won’t find her either.”

For whatever reason they wanted to find Bayla, it was too late. She had probably run home.

“She barely smells… if at all…”

“Don’t be silly, she’s human.”

“No, she’s not...”

Alarik stared at me intently.

“Are you telling me that this is how a Quatura reacts when she witnesses the transformation of a Senseque?”

He went to his desk to pour himself some coffee, but then set the mug aside again.

Alarik and stress had never been a good mix, even if he reacted surprisingly well in all kinds of stressful situations. It was about the reactions afterward, about the nights when he had always wandered restlessly in the woods back then, when I had still spent time with the Copelands on the pack’s estate.

I skillfully pushed the burgeoning memories aside.

Suddenly the feeling of confusion ran through me again, and instantly I had images in my mind. Images of Bayla in the woods, running and running, completely out of breath, looking around again and again. A road...

“Julian?” Alarik jerked me back into the present.

Out of breath, I propped myself up against the desk and threw my head back. The next thing I knew, Alarik was shaking me.

“Julian!” He pulled me in. “What’s wrong, boy?”

Confused, I blinked, but the sun suddenly seemed far too bright. Once again, I saw the road, and a feeling of fear flooded my entire body.

I groaned.

“When was the last time you turned?”

Even if I could have responded to his question, I didn’t want to because the answer was clear. They all knew the answer.

“Damn it, boy! Get a grip!”

I had snapped Alarik’s thread of patience because he grabbed me and shook me even harder until I opened my eyes and sank into the hard padding of the leather couch, overwhelmed.

Alarik let go of me, leaving me alone, but eventually came back, only to lift my head and dump a disgusting liquid that smelled like compost down my throat.

Goddammit!

I coughed violently, and the burning pain finally jerked me into the present, Alarik’s worried face in front of me. He had just given me liquid wolfsbane. Something he had shown me back then, shortly after the incident, and which I had been taking at least once a month ever since.

“Julian, we need to talk!” Alarik cursed.

But I shook my head. “What are the Quatura girls up to?”

I propped myself against the back of the chair to stand up again.

“They’re going to take away the girl’s memories.”

Shocked, I looked at Alarik.

If that was true...

“But, she’s...”

“Julian, I think you should calm down first and tell me...”

But I had no time to waste, so I jumped up and pushed past Alarik.

Whatever they would give Bayla wouldn’t work... She was one of them, and who knew how disturbed she was right now.

“Julian! Come back here, boy!”

I ignored him and stormed through the door.

“Where’s Bayla?”

Grace gave me a disparaging look before turning back to the bowl of plants. She was crouched in the middle of the girls’ room floor, waving a twig in the air. Her eyes turned from brown to greenish, beginning to glow, but then it stopped abruptly, and she looked suspiciously at me, then at Julie, who was leaning nervously against the desk, bobbing up and down.

“If even the wolf can’t find her, and apparently, your magic isn’t as strong as Amara always claims it is...” it came disdainfully from the far corner of the room, where a person I hadn’t expected at all was sitting.

“Vivienna.”

“Julian.”

That coarse exchange revealed everything there was to know about us. We didn’t like each other, but we left each other alone, even though she once knew how to provoke me as well as Emely and Nash.

Vivienna had always been one of the very strict Quatura who seemed to hate all Senseque, especially the Copelands. It was clear that Nash’s position as future Alpha made him a potential enemy. In fact, as far as I knew, she was also entitled to a fairly high position in the ranks of the Councils, the controlling opposition of the Circle.

However, I was not really interested in that.

And suddenly anger rose in me.

“You shouldn’t be here,” I snapped at her.

“Excuse me?” She sounded surprised.

“If you hadn’t made such a drama out of the whole thing, it wouldn’t have come to this in the first place.”

I wondered why I was just getting involved in such a matter and immediately regretted it. What was I doing here anyway? Not only was I on Copeland’s territory, but I was also in a girl’s room full of witches.

“I’ll have to agree with him on that one, for once,” Grace laughed, her eyes focused on the stone bowl she was now crushing the other herbs in.

“Wow, I don’t believe it!” Vivienna looked at Grace in indignation.

“Relax, Vivienna,” she replied, completely absorbed.

“No, I’m certainly not relaxing! And I’m certainly not going to let these mutts get away with blaming me for something that wasn’t my fault!”

She jumped up and came toward me. Her look was that of an angry wildcat.

“Just get a grip on your little wolf friend, and this won’t happen.”

“Guys...”

All three of us looked at Julie in surprise. It wasn’t that she said anything strange, more that she could speak at all. She was so calm, probably the calmest girl I had ever met.

“There’s a human girl wandering around out there who is the biggest threat to us right now,” she pressed out quietly.

“She’s right. We need to put our rivalries aside right now because there’s something far greater at stake right now,” I snorted in frustration at the situation.

Vivienna looked at me with concentration for two seconds but then muttered, “Whatever!” and dropped back onto the bed where Bayla had been lying not too long ago, rolling her eyes.

“Then let’s hunt a human like wolves do, shall we, Julian?”

I ignored Vivienna, mustered all my control, and was about to say something, but Grace started muttering something in a language completely foreign to me.

“Invenire animam in carne et ossibus.”

Questioningly, I looked at Julie, who seemed to be eyeing me, but then looked back to Grace, both hands clutching her cell phone.

Grace, meanwhile, repeated the words, this time a little more tensely.

“Invenire animam in carne et ossibus.”

She opened her eyes, from which the bright green slowly disappeared.

“No matter what I do, I just don’t see them!”

Grace put down her stuff, took off the necklace with the emerald crystal, and threw it on her bed, annoyed.

“This can’t be happening...” Julie muttered.

Vivienna just rolled her eyes.

“So much for the prophecy.”

There it was again, the prophecy. Even if I didn’t believe in this mumbo jumbo of the gods, everyone else did. The Senseque, even the Ruisangors, and above them all the Quatura. Even if only the latter believed in the gods themselves. Gods whose existence they had probably made up.

“Don’t question the prophecy,” Grace reminded Vivienna.

“Who says I do?” Vivienna twirled one of her golden blond strands between her thumb and forefinger and looked out into the forest. “I’m just firmly convinced that the Circle has made some misinterpretations.”

“Grace may just be having a bad day, Vivi.” Julie tried to relieve the tension somehow, but only earned a disapproving look from Vivienna.

“So did the Earth Quatura, who misinterpreted the prophecy.”

Grace looked at Vivienna angrily, but then stood up and began marching up and down nervously, which began to make me nervous.

I still hadn’t had a chance to let them know, and actually, we were just running out of time. Bayla was still out there somewhere, and she was in danger, even if Emely knew how to control herself at all times.  At the end of the day, she was as much of a monster as I was.

“Maybe the hair was too old?” Julie interjected questioningly.

“Naturalis don’t even lose their effect over centuries...and the magic was the same as always, too...” Grace sounded frantic, and I had no idea what this was about at all.

“Now you know why you shouldn’t always be so reckless, Vivienna!”

Grace had lost her temper and the clay vase on her desk shattered into a thousand shards.

I took a step back and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up, veins showing on my arms.

Fucking magic.

Vivienna had jumped up, ready to fight like she had this morning, completely ignoring Grace’s accusation.

“Don’t do that, Julian!” she hissed in my direction.

“I can’t control that if you use your powers!”

Julie jumped up and retrieved the necklace Grace had so carelessly thrown away first and handed it back to her. Grace accepted it and hung it around her neck again.

“You should always have it on,” Julie said.

“I know…”

The two exchanged very serious glances, then Grace looked at Vivienna.

“He’s not a threat right now, let him be, he can help us track her down.”

“They’re all the same!” Vivienna eyed me suspiciously again. “We can’t trust them. Who knows what they did to that girl...”

My gaze began to fix on her, my veins standing out more.

“I didn’t do anything with Bayla. And I’m not one of the Copelands either.”

It made me mad as hell that everyone saw me as someone I wasn’t anymore. Like I was being robbed of any right to self-determination.

“It doesn’t matter if you want to be part of them or not, you’re all the same!” Vivienna turned to the Blair cousins. “Sooner or later, they will kill us all if we don’t do something about them now.”

Vivienna’s family was one of those who hated the Senseque the most and attributed the dark part of that ancient prophecy to them.

I knew they actually hated all of us, but this was going too far.

I took a step toward them.

“Let me tell you this. I don’t want to hurt you, even though you’re pretty much a pain in the ass. So, leave me alone, and I’ll leave you alone, just like our families agreed.”

“Vivienna, leave him alone. He’s right.” Grace sounded serious.

“Vivi...” Julie sighed.

You could feel the Quatura’s tension so strongly that I wouldn’t have been surprised if Alarik had shown up straight away to defuse the next confrontation.

“You’ll see what you get out of trusting him.”

Vivienna had enough. She took a step back, gave each of us a withering look, and finally stormed through the open door of the room.

“I warned you!” she screeched loudly, then slammed a door.

“She’s always like this.”

“I know,” I indicated to Julie.

“You really couldn’t track her down, not even your friend?” Grace asked sharply.

I suppressed the urge to deny something again and moved closer to the girls.

“Their scents got lost in two different directions. I think Emely has returned to the Copeland estate.”

“Are you sure?” She looked at me searchingly.

“Yes. With Emely, I am.”

“Good, then at least Bayla wasn’t eaten.” Grace sat back down in front of her herb bowl and looked at Julie. “I never thought a human would cause us so much worry.”

“Bayla is not human.”

The Blair cousins wheeled around to me and looked at me startled, almost as if I had just told them I had joined the pack.

“What do you mean?” Grace asked with hesitation.

“Her mother moved back here with her a few weeks ago. They’re our neighbors...”

It almost slipped out that Ms. Adams had invited my family to dinner, and the last thing I wanted was for Ms. Adams to be cast in the wrong light. “Anyway, her mother is one of you.”

“Why didn’t you tell me that before?” Grace jumped up and gathered her herbal stuff, but Julie didn’t give me time to answer. The reason, by the way, why I hadn’t told them yet.

“Of course...Bayla Adams...why didn’t I notice this earlier?” Julie said with a thoughtful look on her face. “She’s the daughter of Ms. Adams, the new Air Quatura.”

“She’s not in the Circle, Julie.” Grace paused and dropped all the herbal stuff back to the floor. “We have to report her.”

Julie rose and they both sped toward the door, but I interposed myself.

“Wait a minute...no one leaves here until you tell me what you’re up to.”

“Let us pass, Julian.” Grace looked up at me, annoyed.

When I still hadn’t moved, Julie said, “When you move into a new territory as a Quatura, you are obligated to join the predominant Circle there.”

Of course, the witches were just like the Senseque. How could it have been otherwise?

“Let us pass now!” Grace sounded extremely impatient. However, I couldn’t let them go and just mess up the lives of others.

“I’m sure her mother has a reason for not telling her.”

“Ms. Adams is irresponsible if she keeps her daughter from us. She could be stripped of her memories as well as her powers for conspiracy or concealing a potential danger!”

I bit my tongue.

“Bayla is no danger, believe me. In fact, she sleeps in the same room with you.”

“It’s a matter of principle, Julian. Let us through now, or we’ll move you out of the way.”

That certainly wasn’t going to happen, Grace.

“I won’t let you erase her memories.”

I hope I had made my point.

“That won’t happen if we tell my mother in time before Gloria finds out.”

Grace was stubborn. Maybe she was right. Thanks to Amara Blair, my family and I were allowed to live in her district. Gloria, on the other hand, was one of the Quatura who wanted us all dead.

“But I didn’t feel her magic...” Julie remarked quietly.

Grace turned to her thoughtfully. “Neither did I...”

“Are you really sure, Julian?”

Damn it. Me and Emely not being able to smell her was one thing. But if the two of them couldn’t even sense Bayla’s magic....

“Do you think she’s an ungifted?” Julie asked, grabbing the almost translucent stone hanging from a silver chain around her neck.

“Julie, this could be why her mother didn’t bring her to us.”

A twinge in my stomach distracted me.

The fear had returned, and I had images in my head, just like before. This time, it was a room I remembered well, even though I had only been there once before: Bayla’s room.

The cousins took advantage of my moment of weakness to sneak past me, down the stairs.

“Whatever about Bayla. We need to get to Moenia.”

Those were the last words I heard before the images took me and I sank to the floor.
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Chapter 35

Bayla

Back and forth, back and forth.

I turned to the mirror, hitting my head as if it was my fault, as if I had actually dreamed it all.

Maybe it had just been a misunderstanding, a stupid coincidence. How many times had I not had delusions?

The guys, Nash and Julian, maybe they were just strong… But Vivienna...

Back and forth.

And the eyes, that might as well have been the sun. But this huge creature with its threatening look, which had suddenly appeared where Emely had been standing before...

Back and forth.

I couldn’t keep telling myself that a wolf had simply appeared there. Maybe the professor was just crazy. What if that had been his dog, who also happened to be named Emely? It was possible that he had brought him to campus with him.

God, Bayla...that was no dog. That beast had been as big as a damn pony, and I hadn’t been dreaming.

I didn’t want to believe it, but what if all those myths about supernatural creatures were true? What if the wild wolves in the woods of Blairville weren’t wild wolves, but...?

No.

I shook my head hard as goosebumps spread all over my body.

Thump.

Panicked, I froze in my movement.

What had that been?

Fear rose up inside me. The very same fear that had helped me run from campus to Mum’s dodgy summer house, where I had been pacing my room, terrified, until just now. I had been trying hard to find an explanation for the recent events. Unsuccessfully.

Now, I was fully back in the present. That noise had definitely come from downstairs, and all I knew right now was that I was home alone.

I had locked the door behind me, which didn’t make it any better, and the fact that I had taken karate back then only gave me the barest hint of hope.

Creak.

Oh, no.

“No, no, no, no, no...” I whispered desperately, but then pressed my hand over my mouth, realizing how stupid that had just been.

If there was a list of potential serial killer victims somewhere, I was certainly on top of it.

Creak.

Shit.

Some wild wolf was running around the first floor, possibly trying to eat me, and here I was, typically me, standing in my new room, panicking, looking for a place to hide.

Actually, I should have realized myself that there was none because the closet was too small for me, and under the bed, only those were hiding who always died first in horror movies, not to mention the idiots who went into the basement just to ask if someone was there. Of course. In the basement!

I did the next best thing, and at the same time, probably the dumbest thing: I tiptoed through the bulky door of the room and peered across the hallway.

Somehow, I had to get into the bathroom, where the window could be opened in such a way that one should be able to disappear silently over the side roof. However, once again, I hadn’t done the math with the creature on the first floor.

Creak.

My heart sank even lower.

It was the damn stairs.

I was at the mercy of this monster if I didn’t hide somewhere now. My eyes darted down the hallway in panic, and I discovered that the door to the room of death was open a crack.

I was about to reach for the door handle. But instead of a giant wolf, my mother appeared on the stairs.

“Oh my God, Mum!”

I rushed to her and threw my arms around her shoulders.

She looked at me in confusion.

“Bayla, what are you doing here, darling?”

“You won’t believe what just happened!” I gasped, half upset, half relieved. Then I realized I was probably almost smothering my mum and pulled away from her.

“What’s going on? Aren’t you supposed to be at Vanderwood?”

Just the name of the place triggered panic in me once again.

Where the hell had Mum sent me there?

“And anyway, why is your shirt so torn and your pants...Bayla, what happened?”

Her surprise gave way to a certain worry that I knew all too well.

“No, I didn’t have an attack, but there was this girl, and suddenly she was a wolf, and then there was this other girl with...”

“What did you just say?”

If there was supposed to be a peak of tension for my mother, she had reached it now.

Horrified, she looked at me and grabbed me by the shoulders. She seemed to be struggling with herself, but I didn’t know why. Right now, I knew absolutely nothing, only that my headache was starting again, and I just wanted to get out of this town.

“It’s dangerous here, Mum...” I urged, but her expression remained unchanged.

“Bay, what are you talking about? Are you okay?”

Her words felt like a slap in the face. Had she even listened to me?

I knew I didn’t know what was right and what was wrong right now, but this couldn’t have been a dream. It had felt so real.

Mum didn’t wait for a reaction but pulled me down the stairs to the kitchen, where she sat me down at the table, went to the sink, and a few seconds later, put a glass of water and a pill in front of me.

Stunned, I stared at the pill and finally at my mother.

She didn’t seem to mind my horror, instead she asked, “When did you take your last pill, young lady?”

She sounded ...angry? After all, the only person who should have been angry was me.

“When Bayla? When?” She paced impatiently.

“Mum, I...”

“Tell me what you dreamed,” she interrupted me, sitting down next to me.

Her eyes pierced me as if I were a piece of Swiss cheese.

“It wasn’t a dream, it all felt so real,” I tried again, hoping she would believe me. “The Copeland girl turned into a freaking wolf!”

Angrily, I pushed the pill and glass away from me.

“Bay, you forgot to take your pills. You’re hallucinating.”

“No, mum. Believe me, please!” I jumped up. “We have to get out of here!”

The panic inside me mixed with the feeling of oppressive tightness.

Why wouldn’t she believe me? I knew what I had seen there, and it scared the shit out of me. At any moment, a giant beast could show up here and make us its afternoon snack. But all my Mum did was give me one of those stupid pills that magically didn’t seem to run out.

Angrily, I grabbed the pill and tossed it into the living room, when suddenly the glass next to me burst and the water spread across the table like a flood, dragging all the broken pieces in the stream with it.

I jumped to the side, as did my mother, who was now looking at me in horror, as if it had been my fault.

I was shocked and didn’t understand anything anymore. My heart was pounding and there they were again, the veins. I wanted to pull down my sleeves, but I had completely forgotten that I was only wearing a T-shirt because I had stripped off my brown knitted sweater while running through the forest.

Mum stared at my arms in pure horror. More shocked than usual when I got my attacks.

Then, all at once, there was a knock on the front door.

“Bayla. Go up to your room now, please.”

I barely recognized my mother. The shock on her face was unfamiliar to me.

Tears of pain gathered in my eyes. The chaos this new life was causing was just too much for me. A faintness threatened to overtake me.

There was another knock and there it was again, the fear.

“Diana! I know you’re there. Please open the door, or I will,” a harsh female voice called out.

I looked at Mum.

“Who is that?”

“Go upstairs now, please, Bayla!” she snapped and started pacing again. I had definitely inherited that from her.

“Go upstairs!” she snapped at me, and I winced, because my mother had never yelled at me before.

Suddenly, an elegantly dark-dressed woman with straightened brown hair came striding into our kitchen.

I knew her.

Amara Blair. Mum’s childhood friend.

What was the mayor doing here now?

Determined, she looked at my mother, whose jaw dropped.

“She’s not going anywhere, Diana, until we have had an urgent word.”

By the time Amara had entered the house, more fuses had blown in me. I had lost consciousness and crashed to the floor.

Completely shaken up and with a head full of questions, I now sat at the kitchen table. In front of me, an undamaged glass of water. This time without a pill, because I had already had to swallow this crap thing when I had woken up on the couch and Mum had just shoved it into my mouth while the mayor had been distracted.

Right now, Mum was pacing up and down in the kitchen.

Her friend sat in front of me and looked at me with a gentle smile.

If she was trying to comfort me, she definitely wasn’t succeeding. I knew something was up, and I wanted to know now. But my head hurt, and I felt like a cat that had been run over while parking. I wonder if that’s how the squirrel had felt then, when I’d run over it with Mum’s car.

“How are you, Bayla?” the mayoress now asked, as if we were just sitting together in the café, trying to talk about Mum’s student life.

She continued to smile gently, radiating a certain authority with her entire appearance, one that could not be feared, but also not questioned.

“You can trust me, I don’t bite.”

Was she just making fun of me? Had Mum told her everything?

“Just give her some time, please, just a few days. She just passed out a minute ago.”

I looked over at my mother, who was leaning against the sink, looking at Amara with an exasperated look. And there she was again. The caring mother who always worried way too much about me.

“We can’t wait any longer. You’ve kept her in the dark long enough,” Amara replied to her without turning around.

Kept in the dark? Did she mean me?

“Everything was fine.” Mum came to the table and sat down diagonally next to Amara, looking into her blue eyes as if they had known each other forever.

“Diana, imagine if Gloria had found out before I did.”

“Who told you?”

Mum pressed her lips together.

Amara just ignored her and looked back up at me encouragingly.

What on earth was this all about? And was I supposed to tell Amara that there was a wolf out there somewhere chasing all of us, that as mayor, she had to do something about it?

“Bayla. Your mother told me what you saw.” She looked briefly at her hands – adorned with silver rings – which she had clasped on the table.

I only now realized what she had just said.

“What?”

“You were watching a Senseque transform,” she continued, looking me in the eye again. There was an incredible matter-of-factness in her voice.

“I can’t quite keep up...”

I also felt drained, exhausted, and as if I had slept too long.

I admired this woman’s patience as she began to try to explain something to me.

“The university you are attending is located in an area where people live who are cursed and who can turn into wolf-like creatures.”

What? Was she serious? If that was supposed to be a joke, it was absolutely not funny.

I fell silent and stared at her, stunned.

She was a grown woman, the age of my mother. That she believed me was one thing, but that she now mutated into Sister Grimm was another.

“You also have a certain gift, Bayla.”

I tried not to laugh. This whole situation was getting more and more absurd.

While I was trying to convince myself that I had only dreamed all this crap, she was telling me werewolf tales. All that was missing was coffee and cookies.

“Don’t get me wrong, but I’m not able to follow your words right now,” I sighed.

“That’s normal. You just found out things you should have been let in on a long time ago.”

I looked at Mum, who was still looking at me worriedly.

“Bayla...” I glanced at Amara again. “You are one of us, a Quatura.”

Before I could have asked, Amara moved her hand and pointed with it to a flower pot that was on the kitchen counter.

My eyes widened as, where so recently there had been nothing but black earth, a green tendril suddenly shot up and meandered its way to the top before buds could be seen popping open and presenting an elegant purple flower.

I wanted to jump up, but I was stunned. I tried to blink, but no matter how many times I opened them, that damn plant had really just appeared out of nowhere in three seconds.

“Our powers are a gift, and we are tasked with protecting humanity from other creatures like the one you saw.”

I looked at Amara, then at Mum.

“Mum, do you see this, too?”

Mum stared at the plant, but she didn’t seem startled or surprised at all. She looked blank.

“Your mother sees it, and besides, she knows what I just did there because she also has a gift.”

Completely confused, I tried to catch Mum’s gaze, but she just looked at the plant.

Whatever this was, I wanted to wake up.

I squinted my eyes and bit my tongue. Then I blinked.

“You’re not dreaming.”

Amanda still sounded calm, like it was normal to grow flowers. Out of nowhere. Just like that.

I looked at her, focused and slightly scared.

Couldn’t I please just wake up in our apartment in Sacramento and find Mum in the kitchen with pancakes and her relaxed smile? I’d even settle for the bed here if this was all just a bad dream. But it felt so real.

“Have unexplainable things ever happened to you?”

I blinked at Amara, confused.

Hadn’t that been enough inexplicable things today?

“Something like floating objects or wounds healing quickly?”

I immediately thought of my injuries, which had always healed unnaturally slowly. Mum had almost stopped letting me go to the playground when I was eight because I had come home with wounds all the time. It had always been like that, except that I had become more careful. Objects had fallen out of my hand many times, but they had also hit the ground.

I shook my head, still speechless.

Amara turned around to Mum. “Had she really not experienced any incidents yet?”

That word reminded me of my panic attacks and the pain that followed, on my arms. But it had nothing to do with this. I didn’t want to have anything to do with this. And I was not a wolf, nor did I have any supernatural connection to plants.

Again, I looked at the vase.

“No, there’s nothing there. She didn’t inherit any gifts,” Mum said tonelessly.

What did she mean by that? No gifts inherited?

“It’s extremely rare, and you can’t assume that...” Amara looked thoughtful. “Who destroyed the glass earlier?”

The glass that had just...shattered.

“That was me,” Mum said quickly, and I looked up in surprise.

She hadn’t even touched the glass.

Again, I tried to catch her gaze, to somehow reach out to her, but I couldn’t. Mum refused to look at me.

“You should wear your necklace, Diana,” Amara just sighed.

“I don’t understand what’s going on here at all. Could someone please explain it to me?”

Mum continued to be silent.

“Quatura control the elements, so do I, my daughter Grace, who you've already met, as well as the rest of my family and other families in town.”

Grace? Her daughter? They looked nothing alike...but Blair did. It made sense.

“Many other Quatura from Canada have settled here in Blairville to become part of our ancient Circle and use their skills to contribute to a safer society.”

Quatura? That sounded like a pest controller for plants.

It was getting more and more chaotic in my head.

“I don’t quite understand... What do you mean by elements...and what do I have to do with all of that?”

“You control an element because you were born a daughter of a Quatura.” She said now, sounding more certain than before.

My confusion grew like the plant back there.

I was supposed to control an element? I was supposed to be the daughter of a...

I looked up at Mum. This time, she looked at me.

“What does it all mean?” I asked in a shock of realization. “Mum, what does she mean?”

She looked at me pityingly, her mouth closed, tears in her eyes. And in that moment, all I knew was that she was scared and that I needed to end that fear.

I had enough and rose up. Everything was spinning.

“Listen. Whatever that pocket spell was there...”

“What you saw is real, Bayla.”

All right, if she insisted. I was too disturbed to be able to assess what was real and what wasn’t, so I left it at that.

“Anyway, my mum and I have nothing to do with it!”

“Your mum wouldn’t have come back if that was the case.”

“Mum came back because she’s ill, and her doctor lives here.”

I startled myself at my words and that I had just shared Mum’s secret with someone who was a complete stranger to me. Someone who was a potential danger.

I wanted to apologize to her with a look, but Mum just looked at the floor.

“Thankfully, that’s not the case,” it came from Amara.

“Yes, it is, Mum...” I looked at her. “Tell your friend that’s the only reason we’re here. Tell her to leave, and that this is all a huge mistake.”

I searched in vain for her gaze.

“Bayla, I know this is all a bit much at first, it’s the way a lot of young Quatura feel who didn’t grow up with a supporting Circle.”

I could no longer focus on Amara. My gaze continued to be on Mum.

“Mum...” I looked at her pleadingly. “Tell me that’s why you’re here.”

Silence.

“Please tell me she’s wrong.”

Why the fuck didn’t she answer!

With tear-filled eyes, I looked at her. That pain, that twinge in my heart, grew stronger, and suddenly, I felt alone. Abandoned and betrayed. On top of that, there was the feeling of being paralyzed inside.

“I’m sorry, Bayla...”

I just looked at Mum. With an empty look. As empty as I felt right now. And at the same time, I was so close to fainting.

Mum started to move.

I felt her arms around me.

“I’m so sorry, sweetheart.”

But I couldn’t. I didn’t want to, anymore.

I pushed her away.

“Bay...”

I shook my head.

“Understand, how could I have told you such a thing?”

She moved closer again, her gaze more desperate than ever. But I backed away.

“No, Mum, you should have told me!”

“It wasn’t possible, Bay. Just understand...” Some tears escaped her eyes as well, but I felt no pity. I was angry, disappointed.

“Please sit down, and we’ll talk about it...”

“No!” I yelled at her, and she backed away, frightened.

I ran past her, up the stairs, because I couldn’t take it anymore.

“Bay!”

“Give her time, Diana...” was all I could hear anymore as I finally slammed the door to my room behind me, vowing never to open it again.
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Chapter 36

Adrian

“It couldn’t have gone any better, could it?”

Miles laughed out loud from the back seat, putting his legs up on the cream-colored leather of my sports car and stretching out. Actually, I would have liked to tell him not to do that, but my mood was just too good for that. Instead, I stepped on the gas and drove straight through the yellow light.

“Considering it was your idea, yes,” David laughed with amusement. Not only did he laugh as infrequently as I did, but his ash-blond hair was a little messy. It reminded me of when all three of us were young and silly, romping across the meadows of Nicolaj’s mansion. Back then, we hadn’t known that one day, we’d be chasing whatever was playing in the meadows.

“Just shut up, David, and finally realize that I’m the one with the good ideas.”

“Oh, the one with the good ideas, huh? Did you hear that, Adrian?”

I snorted in amusement and pushed the gas pedal down further, savoring the open road with my new black Ferrari.

The basic idea had been mine, however Miles had given it the setting and the schedule. None of this would have been possible if we hadn’t relied on the temperament of those involved.

“These mutts are unpredictable and can barely control themselves,” I just snorted, remembering Monday’s conversation, the alpha dog and his whole pack and how out of control his oldest son was behaving. When it was his turn next, the pack would go down, which would solve the problem itself, or worse, become our problem.

“Do you think the human girl will cause problems?” David asked now calmly again, looking at me.

“It’s working to our advantage right now. Believe me, if the Alpha sees that a human has been dragged into this, we’ll not only turn the pack and witches against each other, but we’ll also fuel each of the internal conflicts a bit,” Miles explained from behind me. There was satisfaction in his voice.

It was a coincidence that a human had gotten in the middle of this planned event because we had actually checked all the walk-throughs beforehand.

“The most important thing is that we have the camera footage,” David commented.

A stick flew forward from the back seat in confirmation, and David caught it between his thumb and forefinger.

“What do you think, little brother.” Miles sounded amused. Apparently, he was still resting on his accomplishments.

David just shook his head, being the older of the two at 23. And in fact, the three of us weren’t brothers. David wasn’t even a born DeLoughrey.

“Good,” I said and drove through the increasingly dark and foggy forest, finally turning into the DeLoughrey estate’s rough forest access road with a soft squeal of tires. A few ravens shot up in fright, almost crashing into my windshield, as they always did.

Since I was brought here, the fog has blanketed this territory and kept the wolves from venturing in. The forest is silent on this part of the island, and one can sense any intruder from miles away.

However, it was rare for anyone to stray in here, because what idiot would want to mess with a pureblood Ruisangor, or better, with Nicolaj? Prestige, fortune, and the best training ensured that he trained his clan to be an easily underestimated weapon. If one could put it that way, our clan had supremacy in all of Canada, if not soon in all of North America, were it not for the Order of Tenebris in California.

The DeLoughrey clan had been headquartered here in Blairville since the founding days, and that would not change anytime soon. This part of the island was ours.

The fog lifted, and I had to stop again to wait for the electric steel gate to open in front of me, held in place by moss-covered walls that surrounded the entire property.

Two stone angels were looking down at my car from the right and left, probably still considering whether to allow me to enter the Receptum. Often, I felt watched by the countless statues on our grounds.

But no one was watching me. I was the watcher.

After the gate opened, I hit the gas once more to get across the gravel driveway between the entrance and the old baroque-style mansion that loomed 500 yards in front of us, like a castle.

“There’s someone waiting for you, Adrian...” Miles teased, and by now, he had sat down sensibly again.

I sped up one last time.

“Don’t overdo it.”

“Don’t be a killjoy, David,” it came from behind me.

Miles was right. A little fun was a must.

Then I slammed on the brakes, turning the steering wheel, and the car spun slightly on the flying gravel before coming to a stop.

Within seconds, I turned off the engine, and all three of us got out.

How good it felt to be able to live at normal speed again. This campus, with its slow life, was already hanging out of my throat.

“Ten minutes late.”

On the stairs, arms folded behind his back and wearing one of the newer suits, stood Bastien. He eyed me, then the knee-high planting in front of the building’s large windows, which by now must have had a zillion gravel stones in it.

“We had unfinished business,” Miles chirped with a bit too much glee, and I gave him a punishing look.

“I hope you didn’t have too much fun, boys.”

If he knew why we were late, I would bleed. Not that my mentor was particularly punitive, however, he should be taken seriously because he was the best trained, next to Nicolaj and Camille. And since he had literally moved mountains to get us to this institution, he would give me a good hard time.

“Oh, don’t worry about Adrian. He’s safe with us.”

Miles patted Bastien on the shoulders with a grin and walked past him inside the building.

Lucky for him, David had the USB drive.

He, too, disappeared into the entrance.

“Fortunately, it’s the other way around,” my mentor sighed, his eyes on me.

I came up the stairs slowly, eager to see what moral lecture awaited me today.

“Take your training sessions more seriously. You know I don’t want to be to blame if Nicolaj is disappointed in you, and you don’t want his punishment either.”

He eyed me in a scrutinizing way.

“Take him apart properly, Bastien,” it came gleefully from inside.

Couldn’t Miles keep his mouth shut for once?

“What had I told you about your feelings?”

I tried not to screw up my expression.

Of course, he was reading me again.

I straightened my Rolex Submariner and came up to his step, which had a good view of the wide lawn with the many oaks in front of the wall.

A good playground for children. At least, that’s what it had been for me and the guys back then. Just like the parks on the other side of the estate, with the rose gardens and the lakeshore overgrown with water lilies and adorned with small gothic pavilions which overhung the shore and could sometimes be found in the nearby forest.

“I always notice you slacking off when Nicolaj is away on business.”

Bastien was right, and it annoyed me. I knew he didn’t mean it in a blaming way, which didn’t make it any better.

If there was anything I hated, it was his pity and concern.

His hand settled on my shoulder, and I turned to face him.

Here, you didn’t do that. You didn’t touch unless you were in combat or named Miles, who couldn’t care less about the rules. Otherwise, you didn’t show any feelings. It was best not to feel anything. Unless you were Bastien, and you were allowed to do anything.

Sometimes, I felt something like envy toward him, but since he could feel it, it often reminded me that he too had had to pay a price early on. Even though he never talked about his training with Nicolaj.

His private life was none of my business. He was my mentor, and I was his student. Nicolaj had made that clear.

“I want you in the garden in five minutes. Bring the swords.”
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Chapter 37

Julie

“That with Mady was too harsh,” I sighed, making my way to the first floor of the largest Victorian mansion in town.

“She was literally begging for it. And besides, I was doing Bayla a favor.”

By taking away her chance at human friends and treating Mady like some Air Quatura treated me in the Circle?

I didn’t know what to say. There were all kinds of confusing feelings inside me that I couldn’t categorize, and the ones I could categorize, I couldn’t express. On top of that, Grace rarely let me express myself.

“Luckily, Amara resolved everything.”

It sounded that easy. All she could think about right now was the Circle. But what else could she be thinking about? What was I blaming her for right now? Nothing was different.

Julie, relax.

I bit my tongue.

“She’s even supposed to come to Moenia this weekend.”

“Who’s supposed to come to us?”

I stopped abruptly on the Victorian wooden staircase. A feeling of unease spread through me, and for a moment, I forgot all my other problems.

My mother stood in the hallway, her dark brown, straight hair sticking up in the form of a ponytail in a showy way, the way I would never wear my hair.

My hair was longer, my ponytail not as high, and we both looked as different as we could. Of course, we had similar face features, and we were both very short and slender, if not petite. But I had always been different from the rest of this family. Too soft, too weak, too quiet, too sensitive, and too lacking in strength.

Margot, as I called her, because she had never felt like a mother to me, smiled at me, but I looked away, over at the ornate stained-glass window in the stairwell of our hallway, through which sunlight dimly filtered.

Moenia was my home, even if it didn’t feel like it.

And Margot was back. I had hoped that, as usual, she would get in the car with the next guy and never come back.

“There’s a new Quatura,” Grace gave enthusiastically in response.

I couldn’t repress the feeling that it was anything but normal that Bayla would suddenly be participating in an initiation ritual. Or that Margot was standing down there in the hallway on the dark marble floor. Just as dark as her blue eyes...a contrast to mine.

“Already the 3rd new member this month,” she replied in amazement, as if she hadn’t just reappeared here.

“I wouldn’t have expected that, either”, someone commented from the dining room.

Amara had to be back from the Adams.

I started moving again and followed Grace to the dining room, where it was immediately much brighter than in the candlelit hallway and stairwell. The large windows let in the residual sunlight from our front yard, and combined with the candlesticks, created a cozy atmosphere.

“I never thought Bayla would be one of us,” Grace laughed as she sat down on one of the ten chairs of the richly set table.

“I didn’t notice her magic,” Amara sighed with a pensive expression.

Something like that could happen, and it meant that the magic was weak to nonexistent.

Knife and fork flew slowly through the kitchen passageway to the five covered places and settled next to our plates.

Margot’s powers.

“You brought in an ungifted girl, Mum?”

“Ivy!” Grace snapped.

“Grace, she’s not that age yet,” Margot said sympathetically, stroking Ivy’s dark brown hair. They looked more alike than we did.

Ivy was Grace’s little sister, only ten years old, and therefore, not yet bound by the naming law that required us to address even our closest family members by their first names. I had never had a problem with that, because I wasn’t really close to anyone here, except for Ivy and Grace.

We knew, of course, that it was for protection from stranger attackers, so we couldn’t give them too much power over us, but that tradition came from the founding days. It was downright outdated.

“She doesn’t have to be ungifted just because we can’t sense her magic, Ivy. On the contrary, just the fact that other Quatura can’t perceive her abilities can make her much stronger.”

Amara sounded serious.

I honestly didn’t want to know how Bayla must be feeling right now. This day must have been pure chaos for her.

When everyone was seated, Amara raised her hands.

“Habete gloriam in donis tuis.”

We looked up at the glassed-in salon ceiling with the image of a beautiful brown-haired woman holding a bowl of fruit in her hands, her robe the colors of the earth.

Darana, the goddess of harvest offerings, daughter of Moenia.

I always tried to recognize similarities between our gods and the Greek ones, be it attributes, objects, symbols. And as always, my fingers were tingling to text with Erik about the Quatura gods.

But he would probably laugh at me, and I would not be able to explain to him where these gods had their origin.

“Habete gloriam in donis tuis.” We all repeated together as our hands touched, mine Grace’s and Margot’s.

I had gotten used to blocking out this unpleasant feeling over the last two years, even though it was getting stronger every day. Margot stroked mine with her slender fingers adorned with gold rings, and this time, I couldn’t help but wince.

As soon as we said the words, a warm yellow glowing ribbon began to circle our arms, almost like a tendril growing around us.

It seemed thicker on Grace and Amara, but not as intense a glow as it did on me and Grace. Amara had her eyes closed and her head up, as did the rest...except me and Margot.

I looked at the thin, dimly glowing band between us, then at her. Her gaze irritated me.

I looked up again, where Darana was looking down at us with her soft gaze, as if everything was all right.

Nothing was all right.

At the same time, we released our hands again, and the bond between us disappeared as if it had never been there.

“Enjoy your meal, sisters,” Amara said, putting some of the baked potatoes on her plate. Ivy grabbed the bowl of fried onions with bright eyes, and I had to stifle a slight smile.

Blub.

My body tensed.

I hadn’t expected that.

I pulled the cell phone out of my back pants pocket and clutched it with both hands.

Blub.

“Could you please turn the sound off while we eat, Julie?” Amara asked, and I flinched, perhaps a little too startled.

No one seemed to notice except Ivy, who raised an eyebrow. I glanced at my phone.

Blub.

I felt Grace’s questioning gaze on my phone.

I felt my cheeks flush red...and my hands shaking.

I wanted to look at my display, but the fear of Amara’s punishing gaze was bigger than my curiosity.

Erik must have been waiting forever for my answer, and I sat here, putting it off until I had my peace from the others.

“Margot, I want you to set up a meeting for tomorrow, 11 pm. The moon will be at its fullest, excellent for the rite of passage.”

Margot nodded.

I felt my energy rising within me, and an overwhelming feeling spread through my chest.

I bit my tongue.

Where was this coming from all of a sudden?

Somehow, all the chaos from this morning seemed to be settling on my body. Or maybe it had been the afternoon class at Gloria’s in the Councils District...

I shouldn’t have thought about it, because my hands started to shake, and I let them disappear under the table, trying to pinch them between my legs to make it stop. But it didn’t stop. It only got worse.

Suddenly my hands got cold, literally pricking.

This feeling was completely foreign to me, but reminded me strongly of my panic attacks, which I hadn’t had in a few weeks.

There was something new. It felt like it was about to rip through my chest and erupt out of me.

I was breathing in hard, barely getting any air.

Focus on eating, Julie. Come on.

“Julie?” Grace touched my arm but immediately let go.

“You’re cold as ice...” she blurted out in shock.

My shivering intensified, and the stinging in my chest threatened to overwhelm me. When I couldn’t take it anymore, I jumped up.

“Julie...” Amara wanted to say something, but I couldn’t stay here a second longer. I rushed out of the dining room, up the grand staircase to the last floor, where I entered my room just in time, slamming the door behind me so hard that I’m sure it was heard throughout the entire house.

But none of that mattered anymore as I looked in horror at my arms, which had turned blue.

The cool sensation came impulsively, and when I realized it was the rhythm of my heart, my breathing quickened.

What was happening to me?

A soft crack sounded, and my pendant fell to the ground.

And then it happened. The moment when everything inside me seemed to come loose. It was as if I was finally letting go of all the pent-up frustration inside me, a painful but also incredibly liberating process.

My eyes widened as the water from my aquarium instantly shot up into the air and solidified into ice. The shimmering golden fish now looked like a shimmering work of art, victims of a brutal artist. Victims of a violence that had to come from me.

Panicked, I looked at my blue hands, then back at the aquarium.

The trembling had stopped. For a moment, everything seemed to stand still.

And then memories flashed through my mind, pulling me back in time to the trigger of the countless panic attacks that had accompanied me ever since.

“Shh, Mommy can’t hear you.”

I shook my head in panic, trying to focus on my hands that were shaking again, blue as if I were frozen.

“Don’t make it so hard for me...”

The space I had just gained in my chest filled again with pain, which robbed me of the last air I could breathe.

I was weak. This feeling had power over me. It ate and ate…always a bit more of my bleeding, scarred soul.

And the next thing I knew, I felt chaos, unbridled chaos.

“Just close your eyes, girl.”

I screamed as loud as I could.

My voice broke, and along with it, the ice of the aquarium, so that the container of glass was carried away and shattered on the floor. The ice dissolved into water as I moved, flooding my entire room floor.

I stumbled back against my window sill. My eyes wandered to the door of the room, which had opened a crack.

Ivy’s wide eyes were on the lifeless fish. Her face was ashen, as was my whole body.

Over the years, I had become used to the panic attacks, seeing them as the bane of my inability to fight back.

But what had just happened was not supposed to happen. I was an Air Quatura. Telekinesis was my ability.

Whatever just came out of me was inexplicable. And to make matters worse, Ivy, young and innocent, had witnessed this chaos.

“Julie?!” someone yelled from the hallway, and five seconds later, Grace was standing in the doorway. “What the...”

Then Margot, and finally Amara, who dashed across the soaking wet floor to me, gently placing her hands on my shoulders and looking into my eyes.

I instantly felt her warm hands.

“What happened, Julie?” she asked me urgently.

I felt a calm that almost made me want to just let it all out, to cry.

But the hatred for myself grew stronger.

Amara could not help me. No one could. No one would ever understand, when not even I understood myself.

I gathered all my strength to put my mask back on and looked at Amara, ready to find any excuse for this whole mess in my room, but Ivy was faster.

“She said to me that university was too stressful for her, and then she moved the fish tank.”

My heart had stopped because Ivy might as well have told them the truth.

Amara eyed me, then my neck. Finally, she looked around and spotted my pendant in a puddle of water. It was still whole, but the inside was a bit splintered and the silver chain was broken.

Amara bent down, picked it up and put the silver chain around my neck. I felt her melting the metal on my neck. Instantly, I felt trapped. And the feeling wasn’t that wrong. I was trapped in a cage of obligations in a dark city full of hostility, and there was not a single way out of here.

Whatever had just happened, I would talk to Ivy, that she kept quiet, and the only thing I could hope was that it wouldn’t happen again.
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Chapter 38

Julian

The rain pelted against my window pane as if it wanted me to stop playing, and when a fat raven finally flew against the window, slid down, and left a disgusting grease stain on the glass, I flipped the lid of the piano key closed in annoyance.

I had made too many mistakes today anyway, and I didn’t just mean the wrong key combinations while playing.

I looked through the dirty window.

She was still sitting there, curled up like a baby animal in need of help. Her cheeks glowed red, surely from all the tears she had shed until a few minutes ago. Her shoulder-length hair was all messed up as she kept tussling it with her hands.

Bay stared into nothingness, though I was pretty sure she knew of my presence. But recent events had to be getting to her. Her mother, the environment, this whole damn town...

In any case, I wouldn’t have felt any differently if I had been taken to a completely strange environment, to a place teeming with dark creatures whose existence I had only heard about in fairy tales up to that point.

I thoughtfully pushed myself off the piano to stand up.

We were all so fucked up in this stupid system, and I could very much understand Ms. Adam’s decision to keep Bay in the dark about her origins. I would have done the same, but I wouldn’t even let it get that far. Children did not belong in such a world. And even less of my kind.

I looked over at Bay again.

I felt sorry for her, sitting there, completely confused. And at that moment I realized who was really to blame for her unpleasant circumstances.

Damn it, I should have kept my mouth shut, and Grace and Julie could have just let her forget.

I remembered the fear I had felt yesterday – fear that something was going to happen to her. But it had all been so unnatural. Then there had been the headache and the brief collapse at Alarik’s and finally, the second time at the witches’ room. Something was wrong with me, and it had nothing to do with my control this time.

Two hours ago, I had drunk another portion of burning wolfsbane, because it was not long until the full moon. My body was going crazy. The transformation was threatening to set in, as it always did, and as soon as I looked in the mirror, my eyes lit up, and veins popped out everywhere. The reason why Senseque stayed home these days each month and kept away from humans.

I sucked in a sharp breath and wanted to go downstairs to the kitchen to Dad and Mia, but something unexplainable stopped me.

I turned to the window.

After that move of mine, I couldn’t just leave her sitting there.

An idea came to me, and I went to my desk.

A minute later I was back at the window, paper in my hand.

I waved my other one and Bay immediately looked up, her expression surprised, as if I had snapped her out of her daydreams.

She was wearing a blue hoodie that was a little too big for her, making her look even more crumpled.

I held up the paper I had written Hey on with a black marker, hoping I didn’t completely put my foot in my mouth and embarrass myself.

She looked at me blankly for a while, then looked up at the ceiling, leaning her head against her bookshelf.

Crap. I really wasn’t good at cheering other people up. However, I couldn’t give up now either.

Determined, I pulled out the marker, and drew a smiley face on the back and pressed it to the window.

Bayla looked at me, annoyed, and pulled the curtain closed.

That had really backfired.

I took another sheet and wrote Please respond if you’re not uncool, and held it up to the window. I was sure she could see me.

The curtain didn’t move.

Just as I was about to give up, a note appeared on her window.

I had to stifle a grin as I read Leave me alone, Julian.

That was progress, if only a little.

Her handwriting was even more scrawly than mine, but I could read it.

How are you? I wrote quickly.

I’m not in the mood for small talk. Came the next sign, Bay still not to be seen.

Me neither 😊

She ripped the curtain away and rolled her eyes.

Jackpot.

I couldn’t suppress the grin anymore, but tried to keep it in check, because I didn’t want her to close the curtain again.

She slapped the next note roughly against the window so I could hear it.

Don’t you have any other neighbors to annoy?

The corners of my mouth continued to move upward.

I do, but they’re on vacation 😊

She rolled her eyes, but continued writing.

What do you want?

I hesitated for a moment, then wrote: Find out how you are.

She looked at me unsympathetic and put the notepad down on her legs.

Well, crap. I had to keep writing.

Honestly.

She seemed to think very briefly, then angled her legs again so she could write on the pad.

Shitty.

What else did I expect? Certainly not that she was about to hug a tree out of pure joy.

Because of Ems? I briefly wondered if I really wanted to remind her, but sooner or later it would happen anyway.

Bay drew a question mark.

Emely, I wrote.

She looked tense, then eyed me. I was curious what was going through her head.

You’re one of them, too, aren’t you? She wrote on the note, still clearly tense.

The thought hurt me a little, because the last thing I wanted to be was one of them.

I hesitated too long, because another note pressed against the window.

A werewolf...

She really did make me laugh.

You’ll never see me as such a beast, I promise.

She looked at me suspiciously. Was there something else in her gaze? Fear?

I wrote, I’m sorry if I frighten you. That is not my intention.

I remembered what curse I had inside me and all the things I could do to her, that I was more than dangerous.

Right now, I don’t know what I should really be afraid of.

Bay looked at me with sadness, her eyes shining slightly, as if she were close to tears again.

She seemed to want to write something else.

There was a woman here earlier.

I knew immediately who she was referring to.

She said I was a... Bay paused and looked down at the note.

I forgot the word, she finally wrote on a new sheet. Next to her were the other written sheets in a messy pile.

I quickly wrote Quatura?

She stared at me for some seconds, as if it had occurred to her again that she couldn’t actually trust anyone here, then she wrote again. Yes...

My condolences I meant it as I wrote it.

Where did I end up here?

Welcome to Blairville 😊

She rolled her eyes.

My life has been a mess since I got here.

She looked at me in despair as the sunlight that seemed to be coming from behind our house broke in her eyes. I looked at the two colors which, along with the many freckles around her nose, made her look special.

I blinked and wrote Then that makes two of us 😊

Stop with the stupid smileys

I grinned again.

What do you have against smileys?

She wrote, with a slight smile on her lips.

They are just inappropriate.

Whatever you say 😊

I enjoyed annoying this girl.

She wrote again without me having to ask her for it, which made me not regret something in my life for once.

Tonight, 11pm, I’m supposed to go somewhere where they want to do something with me.

Concern rose in my chest. She had just been let in on all this crap, and now she was already supposed to join them. Probably because there was a full moon today.

I’m planning to run away. She continued to write.

I laughed, earning her raised eyebrows, then wrote again.

If it were that easy, I would have left here long ago.

She looked at me questioningly.

You can’t just leave. I continued to write.

Are you trying to stop me?

I had to grin again.

I’d like to help you, to be honest.

You? Helping me?

Her expression was full of disbelief. And that although I had already helped her a few times.

Yes, then I have one problem less 😊

She raised both brows again.

Funny, it came back.

😊

I’m serious, I’m going to go.

And leave your mother behind?

Despite all that had happened, I didn't believe she could do it. Ms. Adams was kind and didn’t seem like a bad mother to me.

I don’t want to talk about her.

I nodded. Bay just needed a little more time.

I just want to get out of here.

Believe me, they’ll find you.

“Are you seriously communicating with notes?”

I sped around to where Mia was leaning in the doorway.

How had I not heard her? That little beast.

“That’s fucking cute.” She grinned at me and I threw my pen at her, but narrowly missed.

“Maybe you’d hit it better if you weren’t so dreamily hanging around the window, bothering our new neighbor.”

I looked at her warningly. “Shut up, Mia. What do you want?”

“Dinner’s ready.” She winked at me, but then quickly disappeared through the door again.

I looked back over at Bayla. She had disappeared.

Great.

The note thing might have been a good distraction, but something was going to happen to her tonight that would probably absolutely upset her.

I would have liked to follow her, but that wasn’t an option. The last thing I would do was interfere in the Quatura’s business.
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Chapter 39

Bayla

The fact that I was sitting in my mother’s car, on my way to a Satanic cult, instead of fleeing over the mountains of North America with the backpack I had packed yesterday was definitely not my fault. I could have punched myself in the face for listening to my goofy neighbor instead of my uncomfortable gut. If something inside me told me Bayla that wouldn’t go well at all, it usually went that way.

I tried to imagine how far I would have gotten with my backpack now. Julian had probably been right, and this Amara would have tracked me down sooner or later with her superpowers... Or Emely would have found me and eaten me for dinner.

I thought of the note with the words, “I’m sorry if I frighten you. That is not my intention.”

My tension gave way to a certain reflectiveness. To be honest, I didn’t really know if and to what extent I could trust him. Of course, there were his words, but did they guarantee me safety? Or was it one of the next lies in this cursed city?

I was beginning to realize that I shouldn’t believe anyone at all. Not this Amara, not Julie or Grace, probably not Julian either, and certainly not my mother.

Right now, I was sitting next to her and we were both silent. It better remained that way, because I couldn’t guarantee anything. If only she knew how angry, disappointed, and confused I was at that moment. She had thrown my entire old life into a box and let little kids play soccer with it.

If I only had known I would move to a town full of monsters, where my mother belonged to a cult that grew plants. And not to mention her shady past in that place. Or the part where I was in her car on the way to some initiation ritual.

The events of that weekend were definitely beyond the scope. And worst of all. She had lied about having a disease such as breast cancer!

I looked over at Mum, who had just pulled over, her face glowing red from the traffic light.

I wanted to yell at her, but I wasn’t like that. Instead, I punished her with my stares.

Who in the world was this woman in the driver’s seat? Did I even know her?

Mum just looked at the road and pretended I didn’t exist. She was really good at suppressing problems, although she seemed to run from one to the next.

Until now, I had known her as the structured scientist, as a caring mother, almost like my best friend, if there had not been Larissa.

Shit.

I hadn’t responded at all to her Where are you all? Or to her Send me your address and just as little to her What’s going on?

I really wasn’t a great friend, even though Larissa was the only one I could still trust around here.

The last time I had seen her was a few days ago, before I had – in her eyes probably – disappeared from campus without a trace.

Mum turned into a so-called Blair Street, and something told me that it wasn’t far to wherever.

The darkness didn’t really allow me to recognize anything, except for isolated silhouettes of large houses that clearly had to belong to Blairville’s more well-heeled residents.

At the end of the street, Mum slowed down, and I recognized a locked iron access gate in front of me, which rose very majestically and was connected to a continuing iron fence, behind it a high hedge.

But my view was not blocked for long because the door opened automatically – as usual in these noble districts – so that we could pass.

Very inviting.

The driveway led us to a paved courtyard where several cars were parked, including one very familiar to me. Vivienna’s.

A few memories of Friday morning came back, when she had used her bare hands to move Emely and the guys. Of course, she also belonged to this cult. In fact, I would have believed her the most – such a witch as she was.

In the center of the courtyard was a fountain that also seemed to be active at night. A stone woman, whose aesthetic body was covered by a sheet, let the water speckle from her upstretched hands in the form of two bending fountains. All that was missing was for her knees to buckle, and she would have easily passed for a bar dancer.

A second later, I discovered the fish scales on her legs.

But it was not the beautifully decorated fountain that aroused my interest and, at the same time, made my heart race. In front of me rose a gigantic lantern-lit mansion in the Victorian architectural style with round-arched windows, a brick-built first floor and terraces typical of the architectural style as well as tower roofs.

Above the massive main entrance was a huge window, with a pointed tower above it bearing an iron sun with a crest with a raven in the center.

Whoever lived here was filthy rich, and somehow, I was sure it didn’t look any worse from the inside.

And, of course, those dangerous bird beasts were circling around again.

Mum had parked, but she didn’t get out. And if she didn’t, I certainly wouldn’t either.

Her nervousness seemed to be transferring to me. My hands were already shaking again.

“I’m sorry I brought you here. If I had the chance to undo it, I would.”

Wow. She had had countless opportunities to get in that car and just leave town.

“You lied to me, multiple times, and faked an illness that killed other people because you knew I would do anything for you if you weren’t well.”

Mum was silent. And that made me even angrier.

“Why did you put us in danger like that?”

“I’m sorry, Bay...”

“If you’re sorry, then come home with me now.”

I couldn’t accept her apology because words were just words. Her actions were what mattered.

Mum took a deep breath.

“You have to get through this.”

Of course, her words were worth nothing. Didn’t she care that much about me?

Mum continued to ignore me.

“No matter what happens now, don’t speak unless you’re told to. Do as you’re told, and don’t be afraid, especially of Amara. If you get nauseous, don’t stop, or it will get worse. And if they ask weird questions, let me answer for you, okay?”

If she had wanted to calm me down with that, she had achieved exactly the opposite.

Why the hell would I get nauseous? What was waiting for me there? Did I even want to know?

She put her hand on my forearm, and I suppressed the urge to slap it away.

“We’re late, come on.”

And then she got out, leaving me with all my questions and anger.

Close your eyes and get through it, Bay. You’re going to show them now that all of this is a mistake, and you don’t belong to the Garden Wizards, or whatever they call themselves.

I got out and briskly followed my mother across the cobbled courtyard, up the stairs, where she rang a bell as raven cries tore through the gloomy full moon night.

My heart slipped again as the door opened on its own with no one there.

Mum entered just like that.

“Diana, good to see you again.”

A short, petite woman with a dark ponytail, maybe ten years younger than Mum, smiled kindly at her before turning to me.

“You must be Bayla. Welcome to Moenia.”

Where the hell?

I eyed her suspiciously. Only now did I notice her floor-length black robe.

Great. Here one ran around like Gandalf.... What came next? Unicorns? Flying broomsticks? Witches’ hats?

“I’m Margot.” The young woman held out her hand to me, and I shook it out of reflex. Then she held out robes to me and Mum as well, her a black one, which Mum slipped on without hesitation, and me a white one.

I hesitantly accepted the thing before I did the same as both of her and Mum and I followed this Margot through the extensive hallway of the building toward a wide staircase that led down to another floor.

Somehow, the house seemed much larger from the inside, especially considering that the basement alone seemed to make up two levels.

This basement was mostly a hallway with old antiques and paintings from other centuries on the dark red wallpaper.

We passed dozens of bookshelves, and I was tempted to decipher the titles, but either they were faded or we walked past them too quickly without even a chance to run my finger, tingling with curiosity, over the book spines.

Yellowish lamps alternated with candlesticks mounted in wall brackets to light our way.

We came to the end of one of the countless corridors, where a meter-high golden globe waited for us.

There was no further to go.

Well, at least that’s what I thought until Margot put her hands on the globe and whispered, “Revelare”. The cities on the globe began to glow golden like little stars in the sky, and the globe slowly rotated until – how could it be otherwise? – a spiral staircase that wound around the globe to the next floor came into view.

In what extended version of Harry Potter had I landed here?

“Follow me, we’re the last ones. The others are waiting for you.”

The others?

Great. There was probably a whole armada of Gandalfs. And the fact that they were all waiting for me didn’t make anything better.

Margot went down without another word and the candlesticks on the brick walls went on by themselves.

I didn’t question it anymore, because I had realized by now that I was in a magical house where everything seemed to have a life of its own, even if a large part of me didn’t want to believe it.

Instead, I just hoped I could climb those stairs a second time, namely upwards.

“Put your hoods on.”

I obeyed Margot and pulled on my white hood, which fell deep into my vision.

Downstairs was a masonry of stone with two double doors of dark oak, framed by stone women. The statues wore noble robes, as at the fountain outside, this time, however, without water, but with real plants that they carried on their hands like something sacred. And their legs seemed to be normal.

Margot approached the door in front of us and made a quick gesture with her hand. The gate opened and Margot led us into a large, pillared underground hall, lit by torches alone.

My jaw dropped.

How could such a gigantic hall fit under this house? It reminded me of the interior of a massive temple, with its columns decorated by ornaments and frescoes, the upper side windows with glass art, and an altar in the center on which various tinctures, stone bowls, and other strange things were placed.

When I caught sight of at least twenty people in black hoods, nervousness spread through me again.

It actually seemed to me like a cult that was holding its ritual tonight to summon demons. All that was missing was the sacrifice.

My heart began to race.

What if...

“Step closer,” a woman’s voice commanded, hidden under one of the black hoods. She stepped up to the altar, and my mother closed her gap in the circle.

I obeyed again and stepped into the charcoal circle full of runes drawn on the floor, past two hooded figures. I tried to make out their faces, but the shadows were too large, and I only saw the greenish glow of their...eyes?

Everyone here seemed to have some sort of issue with their eyes, because that was the only, and at the same time scariest, thing I could make out.

Cautiously, I continued to approach the woman at the altar until I reached her.

She took off her hood and revealed her identity.

Startled, I paused, because Amara’s eyes were glowing green like the other day, even greener than the eyes of the others down here. Not as intense as Julian’s and Emely’s yellow irises, but the fact that they were glowing should be enough to make me throw in the towel and get the hell out of this goddamn place. I probably wouldn’t even be able to find my way out of the first basement floor, as disoriented as I was.

“Welcome to the temple, sister.”

I was definitely not her sister, and if she thought we would become best buddies, she could forget it right away.

Amara placed her hands on my shoulders, smiling. Then she nodded at me and put her hood back on.

With a hand on my shoulder, she escorted me to the altar. Now, I could see more exactly what was lying there.

Red blossoms, a small crystal-clear shimmering stone pendant on a golden chain, and a... dagger?

My eyes widened, and the warmth in my chest disappeared instantly, as quickly as it had come.

What on earth were they going to do to me? If I was going to die tonight, it was too late for one last hug from my mother. For a few seconds, I forgot about the resentment between us and looked at her in panic. But she was not there.

Hidden under a hood, two gray-white eyes shone at me instead, watchful and determined.

Meanwhile, Amara took the necklace from the altar and put it on my neck. Wasn’t there my other pendant? But I only felt the cold, glassy stone and remembered how Mum must have taken my own necklace off my neck when I had just woken up from my faint.

Amara paced around the altar and pointed to the large stone slab.

Startled, I looked for anything in her eyes that didn’t mean I should lie down there.

“Lie down.”

I swallowed.

Of course, I should lie down on the sacrificial altar.

Nervously, I did as I was told and lay down on the cold stone. The hood slipped off my head, and I felt exposed.

I thought I heard a sharp intake of breath behind me and wanted to look around, but Amara was quicker and smeared something strong-smelling red on my forehead. I deeply hoped that it was not blood and knew how gullible I thought.

What was it supposed to be, Bayla? Acrylic paint?

Concerned now, I watched each of Amara’s steps as she began to talk to the dagger.

“Nos sorores coniunge.”

Fiery glowing runes flared up at the dagger. Four triangles, all of which looked slightly different.

And then Amara slashed her finger and passed the dagger to the round, where everyone did the same.

I got a queasy feeling in my stomach.

Each of the members repeated the words aloud, and I thought I heard six familiar voices.

When the knife reached Amara again, she stepped up to me.

Panic made my entire body tingle, tightening my throat.

Actually, I had intended to study literature and perhaps someday bring my own book to the market. I didn’t want children so soon, but I didn’t want to die yet. Not here, in Blairville, on a fucking altar of sacrifice!

My pulse quickened noticeably at the now blood red glowing dagger.

Upon reaching me, Amara placed it on my palm and squeezed. Immediately, I felt a sharp pain and watched as blood dripped down my hand.

My body told her with a twitch that what she was doing was neither normal nor okay, but Amara didn’t seem to care.

If any of the people present had blood infections, chances were high that I now had it too. But I couldn't go on thinking about this terrifying thought because things happened too fast.

Suddenly, Amara threw up her hands.

“Eam ad nos!”

The others repeated the words in chorus, and my body instantly began to shake. Or was it the entire temple?

An uncomfortable trembling, almost as if I were freezing, settled over me. But I was not freezing. Instead, a bead of sweat ran down my forehead.

Only now did I realize that my body had detached itself from the stone slab and was floating in the air.

With a jolt, I felt nauseous.

What the...

I wanted to choke, but it didn’t work. And as if that wasn’t enough, my old familiar headache set in. The pain continued to travel down my neck, across my chest, down my back, and it increased. The feeling became more and more unbearable.

Under the stinging pull, I began to cry, as if Amara’s goddamn dagger had pierced me all over, dragging its gaping wounds across my thin skin like a fountain pen on the wafer-thin pages of a Bible. The pain seemed to grow stronger, engulfing my body.

Jesus.

A loud scream escaped my throat. Then, my entire body bent.

“Amara! Stop it! She’s in pain!”

Distantly, I became aware of my mother.

“Stay there, Diana. She has to get through this!”

“You don’t understand! Please!”

I screamed again under all the pain as if something was tearing me apart inside until my back cracked.

“Amara! Diana is right. Stop the ritual!” another woman shouted.

Then everything went black.

I startled up with a scream.

“She’s back,” Margot called loudly, and then I saw my mother rushing to me.

“Thank God, how are you?”

How I was doing was one thing. Namely, like shit. My skull was humming, my back hurt like a truck had rolled over me, and when I looked down at my burning hand, I was slightly frightened by the slash of dried blood crust. Very appetizing.

The other thing was: What in God’s name had I just witnessed? I had never felt so close to death in my life as I had just down there on the altar.

There were actually worse things than girls turning into wild wolves. And these were women, like Amara, with a magic dagger and a Latin vocabulary from ancient times.

When said appeared behind my mother in a doorway, I reflexively slid back.

Speaking of the devil.

But there also stood two other faces that looked very familiar.

Julie and Grace.

I had forgotten that they had also been in the – shall we say – conflict at the university and were part of these Satanists.

Despite the pain, I was wide awake again, but my head was in chaos, and I just wanted to go home. And I didn’t mean Mum’s vacation home.

“She seems paralyzed. Grace, the herbs.”

Grace disappeared on Amara’s instructions, leaving Julie alone in the doorway. The latter smiled cautiously at me, but I could only look at her, dumbfounded.

“How are you, my darling?”

Mum squatted in front of the dark leather sofa where I sat curled up in a dark burgundy blanket, looking at me with concern. It was that concern I had seen countless times before.

“I don’t know,” I confessed tonelessly, my gaze on Amara, who was now approaching, and just like that, without any warning, reached into my cleavage.

Hello?!

Her fingers encircled the milky white stone that had taken on my body temperature.

“Nothing,” was all she said before she stepped back again and began to march thoughtfully around the room. Back and forth.

Thankfully, no one was wearing the black robe anymore, and we were in a very different place as well. It was a kind of drawing room with burgundy wallpaper. The ceilings were dark wood and decorated with those recurring floral ornaments. The tiny bulbs of the chandelier shone in a warm glow above us. The arched windows told me that we were no longer underground.

Grace came out of nowhere with a glass bottle full of green stuff. She knelt beside my mother and took my hand.

I hesitated at first, but it was still Grace. The outgoing girl from campus with the brown corkscrew curls and all the crystals. One of them…

She gave me a pitying look before just dumping the stuff on my hand.

I groaned and twisted my face in pain.

“Press it together, and your pain will lessen.”

Then she stood up and disappeared back through the doorway.

“How is it possible that her powers cannot be activated?” came a voice from the hallway just before a woman with shoulder-length blonde hair and ice-blue eyes entered the room, dressed in a dark blue business dress. She looked very pretty, and somehow, she also looked familiar, but I had certainly never seen her before.

It was immediately obvious that she must be Vivienna’s mother, because they were the spitting image of each other.

When our eyes met, she paused for a moment and unease spread through me.

Her thoughtful look gave way to suspicion, then she looked back at Amara.

“Could you please give me an explanation of what happened there last night?”

Last night? What time was it, exactly?

“I don’t know, Amanda.” Amara ran a hand through her hair. “What are you even doing here at this hour?”

The woman addressed propped both hands at her sides.

“I’m worried about our Circle,” she snorted in disdain.

“That’s news to me,” Margot laughed, earning a stern look from Vivienna’s mother. I was pretty sure it had to be her mother.

“She’s possibly an ungifted one. Extremely rare, but yet it has happened many times in history.”

An ungifted one? Amara could have just said ordinary mortal or human. But in the end, it came out the same, and that was that I didn’t have any freaky gifts.

I cleared my throat audibly.

“Listen, whatever you all are and can do here. I don’t. And no matter what my mother has to do with this, I’m just a normal person and I don’t want anything to do with any of this.”

“Impossible,” the woman in blue hissed without giving me another look. “Ungifted Quatura don’t cause reactions like that, Amara.”

Amara looked at my mother.

“Where’s the father?”

“Doesn’t matter anymore,” Mum said quickly, but swallowed, because I knew it had very much mattered in her life.

To my surprise, Amara just nodded knowingly, as if that answer was enough for her. Suddenly the suspicion sprouted in me that perhaps he had also been one of them. But would I really be ungifted then, as this cult – or rather their cult leader – claimed?

“Whether she is ungifted or not, the Councils are unsettled by what took place yesterday, and the Councils demand an answer.”

The Councils?

“What does Gloria want now?” Amara asked suspiciously and stopped.

“Order and stability, Amara,” Amanda said and then pointed an outstretched finger at me. I blushed. “Whoever she is, she means chaos.”

Thank you. That was an accurate adjective for my life.

“So, what do you suggest?” Amara asked.

How about this: let me finally go home, and everything will fall into place. When would they realize that I didn’t belong here, let alone that I didn’t want to be here at all.

“I want to go home,” I sighed softly so that only Mum should hear it.

She looked at me regretfully and stroked those of my hands that hadn’t been mutilated by a dagger.

Couldn’t she just take me and leave? Just get out of this witch’s house.

As if Mum had read my mind, she grabbed my arm to pull me up.

“You’re right, this place isn’t good for you right now.”

But apparently, Amanda objected. “She’s staying here until we sort this out.”

“No, we’re leaving now, Bayla has to go to university in a couple of hours, and she’s had a rough night,” Mum insisted firmly, pulling me past the little salon table.

“You’re still as you were in the old days!” Amanda murmured, striding to the salon doorway.

“And you’re still interfering in matters that are none of your business.” Mum looked challengingly at the woman. “Bayla is my daughter, and if I have to, I’ll use my word against Gloria.”

Julie’s eyes widened, and Grace sucked in a sharp breath while Vivienna’s mother pressed her lips together.

Wow, what a dynamic. And apparently, it had its origins in Mum’s mysterious past, too.

“You’d better not do that, Diana,” Amara now interfered again. “You know yourself that she can’t be convinced. And besides, Amanda is right.”

Named raised an eyebrow suspiciously.

“What does Gloria want?” Amara asked, turning to Amanda with a sigh.

“The ritual is to be repeated. In a month.”

My heartbeat stopped.

Not again would I throw myself on that altar down there for the vultures to eat.

“If nothing happens...” The woman looked pityingly at Mum. “...She’ll have to forget.”

Mum swallowed nervously and stared motionlessly at Amanda for three seconds. I looked questioningly at Amara, but she ignored me. Then I looked at Julie, who was still leaning against the doorway and seemed to be eyeing me as pityingly as Amanda was eyeing my mother.

What had been meant by forgetting? Did they want me to forget all of this? If so, what was so bad about it? Wasn’t it better, if I just forgot? Would I even be able to convince Mum to move away from here?

Just the idea raised hope in me that there was still an escape from this nightmare here.

I wanted nothing to do with any of this. I wanted to live a human life together with my human friend at a university full of humans.

“Agreed!” it blurted out abruptly, as if I had any choice at all.

“Bay...” Mum looked at me in shock.

I would explain to her later.

“If it doesn’t work again next time, you’ll erase my memories, and I’ll be free. Did I understand that correctly?”

I looked at Amanda, then at Amara. The mayor of Blairville nodded in hesitation.

“Good. That’s settled then,” I said hurriedly and was about to pass Amanda through the doorway when she made a quick arm motion and I flew back through the air to the couch.

Stunned, I looked up at her.

Had she seriously just let me fly? Controlled me?

“You should teach your daughter some manners.” Amanda looked at Mum with amusement. “And maybe teach her the rules of the game, too, so she knows where the ball is in our court.” She looked at the slim silver watch on her equally slim wrist. “If you’ll excuse me.”

She looked at me again and shook her head as if she’d seen a ghost. Then she disappeared as frantically as she had come.

“Free.”

Julie was the first to say something which I was definitely not used to from her.

“Excuse me?” I asked.

“You said earlier in Moenia that you would be free after we erased your memories.”

I looked dumbly ahead at her, and she stared out the passenger window.

“You don’t know how much truth there is to that.”

Julie sounded thoughtful, almost melancholy.

I had a month to convince this cult. Of course, that also meant another month in this town, although it wasn’t even certain I’d be able to convince Mum at all. She just had to say yes if she had meant what she had said in the car last night.

“Don’t be silly, Julie. Forgetting is painful, and lots of things can go wrong.”

The usually talkative Grace was focused on the roadway ahead of us, where the oncoming rush hour traffic was stalling. We were on our way to campus.

What did she mean by going wrong?

Julie looked over at her seriously, as if Grace had just said something she didn’t want me to know. As she did, her now elfin platinum blonde waves, pinned up with a silver pin, slipped over her shoulders.

“Wait a minute... Painful?”

Grace scratched her shoulder.

“Yeah, but don’t worry, if it was that bad, I wouldn’t be allowed to do it on you.”

I widened my eyes in shock.

“Don’t worry, Novice,” Grace laughed nervously. “You’ll be fine, and we may even have discovered your gift by then.”

“Novice? And why would they allow you to do that to me? I thought Amara was your head witch.”

And anyway, where did she get the idea, I had a gift?

Grace looked at Julie with a grin before starting up again and crossing the crowded downtown intersection.

“Amara is our Domini.”

Grace assumed I understood Latin.

“Now, in my language, please?”

“Domini means master,” Julie kindly explained. “Every Quatura Circle has a ranking system. Newcomers are called Novices. When they start lessons, they become apprentices, in other words Discipulus. When you have learned enough, you rise to Servus and serve the Circle in more complex ceremonies. If you are very talented, you can also progress to Oraculi, meaning teacher. And above this level there are only the Councils, which act as opposition to the Circle and control the Domini, the highest rank.”

I blinked, overwhelmed

“Julie... That was absolutely not necessary.”

“She should know how our system works.”

“And all of that means?” I asked, trying to process how that cult worked.

“It means nothing except that you must obey Amara absolutely, just like the rest of us. And we’re not witches; we’re Elementals.”

Great.

“But I’m not one of you, Grace. Why doesn’t anyone here believe me?”

“You’re just a Novice, and what works for others doesn’t necessarily work for a Novice. Julie was a late bloomer, too.”

I wasn’t one of those. I was Bayla Adams, who just got another headache and would have preferred to sleep for a few more hours.

It had been surprisingly cozy at the witches’ until a dark-haired girl, about ten years old, had woken me up and sent me out to join Julie and Grace in the driveway.

Mum had left right after the argument with Amanda and had just left me behind on the condition that I got to campus on time and called her this afternoon.

Thankfully, my anger had subsided somewhat in the newly blossomed hope. Somewhat...

For the rest of the ride, Grace tried to explain something about crystals and memory magic to me, but my body won the battle against my consciousness and pulled me back into peaceful sleep.
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Chapter 40

Larissa

Oliver Bexley was hot, even if all he did was talk about this storm like it was the end of the world.

Short golden-blond hair, dark green eyes and the hell of a biceps that was worth showing off, even if he hid it under a pastel green shirt and wore his tie far too neatly. He seemed to be the only one in the family, apart from Penny, who didn’t use implants and therefore looked like a normal person. A hot normal person.

I had made myself comfortable on the couch of the student accommodation in black sweatpants and my Vanderwood hoodie, together with a chicken salad and my laptop, in order to edit a few photos during my upcoming free seminar period. And I preferred it when the TV was on in the background, even if Oliver was more than distracting.

Footsteps sounded behind me on the stairs and I spotted Emely, who was the only one who had reappeared in this accommodation. She had turned up here an hour ago, ending my lonely weekend.

Bayla had simply disappeared on Friday and, strangely enough, had only managed to text me thirty minutes ago. The other girls had apparently all been home, too.

But what was I complaining about? At least my best friend seemed to be okay, and that was the most important thing. And besides, I’d had this awesome place all to myself.

Emely seemed absorbed in her phone, so I leaned back into the couch and tried to carry on working.

But a few seconds later, I heard someone’s voice on speakerphone.

“Fuck, Emely, do you know what time it is?”

The voice was pleasantly deep, male. Probably a friend of Emely’s. Her boyfriend?

“Seven o’clock, like for me,” she laughed, and I heard her running through the kitchen. “Don’t be such a pussy and be happy that someone is even asking about you.”

“I don’t need anyone to ask about me,” the voice on the other side of the phone murmured. I immediately paid attention because the man's voice sounded like mine did whenever I responded to Bayla's calls. “I’m fine.”

I wondered if that was really the case, but dismissed the thought again and tried to concentrate on my laptop.

This phone call was none of my business, and Emely probably hadn’t noticed I was sitting here because the TV had been on since she got here, and I was very quiet and unobtrusive at the moment.

“But because it’s you and I promised you we’d give updates once a month,” the guy continued. “Wait a minute.” He laughed in disbelief, and I’d have to be lying if I said his laugh was unattractive. “Do I hear Oliver Bexley in the background right now?” He laughed again, this time gleefully. “Are you still stalking your middle school crush?”

I wheeled around to Emely in astonishment. “No way!”

Emely wheeled around as well, spotting me with a startled look.

“Who’s that?” the man asked.

Emely immediately reached for it and pressed the display. Then she took a deep breath and started walking around the kitchen with her cell phone to her ear, stacking bowls from the sink.

“Humans,” she sighed. “The campus is full of humans.”

I didn’t know what should concern me more. That Emely did have a crush on the weatherman, or that she obviously had issues with her fellow human beings.

“Yeah, I’ll have to get used to it,” she continued, confirming to me that she no longer had her caller on speakerphone. “But why I’m actually calling...” She sighed again. “Julian and Nash are acting like children. Nash isn’t doing anything at all to prepare for his future role, and Julian doesn’t want to come to us.” Her voice seemed stressed. “Yes, the usual. And on top of that, they seem to hate each other now, even though there are enough other problematic people running around here.”

I stifled a grin. This girl was strange, but right now, she seemed to me as if this conversation was doing her good. At least, this was the first time I didn’t see her looking hostile.

“Blairville Daily with Breaking News!”

I looked back at the giant TV, and suddenly, the lively news presenter with a fake face – Oliver’s father – was on screen.

“We apologize for the brief interruption in the weather forecast, however, a tragic accident occurred – according to experts – last night, on the borders of Fogs Forest. Two hours ago, a pair of walkers found a body. The victim is a young woman, but her identity is unrecognizable as her face is torn open.”

Shock spread through my body, making me lower my laptop. In the corner of my eye, I saw Emely step closer.

“Harriet on the scene, with the details.”

The man disappeared and a woman with a perm emerged, behind her a dense forest of fog, police officers and more reporters frantically rushing through the camera footage.

“The whole police department is here, and it’s hard to get to the scene, but Detective Bardot is willing to give an interview.”

A stressed-looking man in a police uniform with a gray hairline appeared on the screen. Written in the corner of the screen was Head Detective Graham Bardot.

Wait a minute. Wasn’t this Julian also called Bardot?

“Detective,” the woman began, holding the microphone in front of him. “Are there any bite marks? Is it possibly an animal attack?”

The policeman’s jaw began to work. “No, not an animal attack.”

“Is it a murder?”

The policeman hesitated. “Probably. However, we’re waiting for the lab results from DLSC.”

“Graham, we need you for a second...” another cop called out, and immediately they switched back to the studio.

“This is frightening news for residents of this city, but we ask that you remain calm,” the newsreader said with a dismayed expression.

“The question of whether the young woman is one of the many people missing is still unclear. However, we are now officially warning people not to enter the woods.”

“Kieran...” Emely whispered barely audibly into her phone next to me. The look on her face was the epitome of shock. “I have to go.”

And with those words, Emely stormed out of the house.

I was still sitting on the couch, paralyzed, even when the newsreader continued and switched back to the scene where the body was found.

Her face was torn open.

Nasty goose bumps crawled down the back of my neck.

Who would do something so disgusting?

My thoughts slid back to my time in Sacramento, to all the things I’d witnessed there.

How could I have thought I had escaped this destructive side of humanity?

I opened the news page of the Blairville Daily, where old missing person cases were already listed, but this was the first murder.

I discovered an article about Fogs Forest and the...DeLoughreys.

My chest began to throb violently, and the goosebumps intensified.

Mayor’s Office

“The woman’s neck is torn open,” the police chief sighed with a regretful expression. “Her body is drained of blood.” He took a deep breath before stepping closer to the mayor’s desk and lowering his voice. “And the location on the border of the Copelands forests is no coincidence either.” His jaw worked, making it look painful. “I think someone’s trying to send a message.”

The mayor sat tensely in her chair, staring at the man in front of her with a blank stare.

She had made her way to the town hall two hours ago, confused by the failed rite of passage when she had heard the news.

She hadn’t dared to go to the law office because she didn’t want to know the truth, but now she had learned it from the police chief.

Her gaze focused, and she looked up at the policeman.

“I’m begging you, Graham,” she began in a shaky voice. “Keep those details to yourself. The last thing this town needs is a war.”

She would keep her own mouth shut. Because if Nickolas or Gloria found out what had really happened, it would only be a matter of time before they rolled out their secret war plans on the tables and resorted to more radical means.

“As long as possible,” the policeman replied, nervously glanced outside, over to the law office, before looking back at her and stepping closer to the table. “Please, Amara...” His voice was insistent. At least give us a search warrant for the DeLoughreys.”

Something tightened inside her.

“You know that won’t work,” she said quickly. “They want us to become their enemy, too. But as long as we’re neutral territory, Nickolas’ pack is protected.”

She didn’t want to admit it just yet. And she didn’t want to keep getting caught between the fronts when she actually belonged to one of them.

Every day was a balancing act.

“Keep calm,” she finally sighed urgently. “And put more patrol vehicles on the border areas.”

The police chief didn’t expand on this, and withdrew from the mayor’s office with a tense nod.

She looked out the window, past the black raven-studded rooftops, to Graham, who was trying to fight his way through the crowd of reporters outside the town hall.

This town was a minefield. And she knew she wasn’t strong enough to keep all the mines from exploding.
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Chapter 41

Emely

“Why are you walking so fast?” My steps quickened. “Why don’t you slow down?”

I was usually fast. I could keep up with everyone, especially my brother. Only today he was running so fast, probably because of the conversation with Alarik.

If there were two people in our pack who were always at each other’s throats, then it was the two of them. Alarik rarely turned, but when Nash took it too far, the two of them would face each other in wolf form on the big meadow behind our house.

“You’re protecting him, even though he’s not part of our pack!” my brother had growled in anger when I’d turned up on the lawn thirty minutes ago to find out if Father had been watching the news. And five seconds later, a white wolf had pushed Alarik’s upper body to the ground. Alarik hadn’t put up with it, of course, because even though they were both betas and Alarik took things calmly, as our uncle and the Alpha’s closest advisor, he was above Nash.

At some point, Nash would have to pass the alpha trial, and that wouldn’t be a piece of cake for my brother.

Anyway, Alarik had also turned and beaten my stubborn brother in a heated duel.

It reminded me of when Nash had fought with Kieran and Julian and not Alarik when all four of us had roamed the woods.

And there they were again: The thoughts of someone I should let go of. And I didn’t mean my best friend, who was currently spending time in the US and who I had reached by phone this morning.

Again, I tried to focus on my brother, who had arrived on campus and was walking to our spot under the oak tree with his gym bag draped over his free torso. This time, though, at a human pace.

“Nash, honestly. We have a much bigger problem now.”

I had caught up with him by now.

“Hey, Nash!”

Two pretty dressed-up blondes walked past us and waved at my brother.

I would have loved to hit them, because I was getting really annoyed at how all these human girls were glued to my brother 24/7. As if it wasn’t enough with Mady back then.

“And wear a T-shirt next time, for fuck’s sake,” I added with anger as three more girls walked past us and waved at Nash.

Nash didn’t seem to notice any of this. He was just staring at the screen of his cell phone, as usual.

“Nash, what’s wrong?” I pulled him by the arm and stopped.

“Nothing, Emy, okay?”

“We have to...”

“That’s the problem. You always want to do something. Yes, someone’s been murdered and yes, those bastards are probably behind it.” He pointed across the campus to the DeLoughreys’ still empty parking spaces. “But it’s enough to make Father go nuts already.” His jaw ground against the taut skin of his face. “At least keep your cool and wait until Father has spoken to Alarik.”

Father had indeed lost it. I had arrived at his office, where he had been pacing around in a state of complete agitation, and had suddenly knocked over his chessboard. He had cursed, loudly, so that Nash and Finn had also come into the office.

Now, Nash tore himself away from me and went to the guys, where his mood seemed to change abruptly when the Jones brothers, Harry and Hunter, greeted him.

Sometimes I really didn’t understand him. How could he ask me to keep my cool when Father obviously needed help?

Thoughtfully, I shook my head and turned toward the parking lot, where I had intended to go. I caught sight of my target. Of course, he was there early, and he seemed to be waiting for someone.

I gritted my teeth with suspicion.

This weird witch girl wasn’t with him. Good for her.

Determined, I set off to catch him before he could notice me and quickly disappear.

He stood there like a lone wolf, watching the growing stream of students as if he had nothing better to do.

“Julian...” I called out loudly, and my brother must have heard me because I felt his gaze on the back of my neck.

“Ems,” Julian said, looking past me to Nash.

I had been right.

“Your brother seems to have a problem with you talking to me.”

I gave Nash a look of mock annoyance.

“Although, he probably has his reasons,” Julian continued with a grin, and I automatically grinned back. I tucked my loose dark hair behind my ears, feeling sheepish.

“I’m not here to talk to you about the pack.”

“How relieving.”

He’d probably change his mind about that in a minute.

“The murder.”

Julian immediately raised both hands.

“Oh no, Ems,” he began in frustration. “I’m not going to spill any details now.” Frustration spread through me. “Simply because I don’t know any.” Why didn’t I want to believe him? “Talk to my father if you’re so sensationalistic.” I raised my eyebrows. “It’s enough that the entire campus seems to be talking about it.”

In fact, snippets of conversation had been reaching my ears since this morning, with people spreading rumors of a cold-blooded Blairville Killer or predator attacks.

Normally, I would have laughed at the rumor mill on this campus, but this time it was no joke. If only these people knew that the danger that was probably behind this was walking around this campus in ridiculous black suits.

“Damn it...” I pressed out. “Julian, can’t you see it? That was definitely the DeLoughreys.”

I was the first to say it. Neither Father nor anyone else in the pack had said anything yet, even though everyone else on campus was talking about the incident. Father had already called a meeting with his Delta and Beta men.

“And even if it was the DeLoughreys, it’s none of my business.”

“You’re stubborn!” I snapped.

How could he be so ignorant?

I scrutinized his features, then his jawline.

Damn, he had changed so much. The soft Julian from back then had become a young, athletic man.

I looked up at Julian, slightly caught off guard, but he didn’t seem to have noticed my staring.

“Hello, Julian,” an all too familiar voice chirped. “Surely, you’re ready for an interview?”

Without hesitation, I wheeled around to Jenny Bexley, suppressing the urge to snatch the pill out of her hand and throw it across campus.

“No, he’s not.”

Jenny wanted to protest, but I pulled Julian after me, away from the parking lot and toward one of the unoccupied oak trees.

“Thanks,” he mumbled.

“Always happy to help.”

I couldn’t smell Jenny. Literally. That girl reeked of drugstore and jumped at Julian and Nash every time she thought the two of them could provide good interview material.

“What else, Ems?”

The memory of last night brought it all back. First and foremost, the pain.

It had been a full moon, which meant that unless you were Julian Bardot and swallowed some kind of herbs, you were forced to leave your human form as a Senseque. The irony was that Julian had gotten these herbs from my uncle.

“I had this dream...” I began.

Julian raised an eyebrow, and for a moment, I scrutinized him again.

“A dream?”

“Yes, I was in a temple. It must have been a temple because there were a lot of hooded people gathered in a circle around me.”

I remembered wandering through the forest with the guys and, a second later, being surrounded by ornate marble pillars.

I was about to continue when Julian looked around as if someone might be listening and then pulled me by the arm behind him toward a path that led to one of the university’s many porticoes. Further away from Nash.

I looked at Julian, who had his eyebrows drawn together in concentration. He looked tense.

“I had a dream, too,” he said quietly as we both walked on, past gawking girls.

No matter which guy I was with, there was always one of these female students gawking as if her lunch snack was walking next to me.

“And something tells me we had the same dream.”

Julian’s words brought me back to the present. I paused abruptly.

“I don’t know Ems, but I saw them too. Those women with hoods, and a temple. But then there was one of them right in front of me, dagger raised. And I know her.” He lowered his voice even further. “It was the mayor. Amara Blair.”

My eyes widened, and my gut told me there was more to it. Because I had seen the Circle leader, too.

“Did you also wake up because you felt a pain in your back?” I asked.

Julian fell silent and then continued to look around the campus.

“Who are you looking for?” I asked. As if there was nothing more important right now. We had apparently had the same dream.

But what did that mean?

“Julian?” I waved my hand in front of his face.

“Wait...”

“What’s wrong with you today?”

“Sorry, Ems, I’m trying to find Bay right now.”

“Bay...” I blurted out soberly.

I told him about my nightmare, and we both realized that we had dreamed the same thing, and all he suddenly cared about was Bayla?

“What’s she got to do with it?” I asked with raised brows.

“I had a backache when I woke up, too. A scream woke me up.”

He continued to look over my shoulders.

We’d definitely both had the same dream. Without a doubt.

He looked back up at me. His gaze was more insistent than usual.

“I got up and went to the window because I had such a strange gut feeling.”

I no longer understood anything. But Julian just kept talking.

“She told me she had to go to the Quatura.”

“Who?” I asked.

“Bayla. I sensed that she wasn’t home last night. It was so strangely quiet over there.”

The fact that Julian too was sleeping five meters away from a witch sent a shiver down my spine. Just the fact that he could sleep peacefully in that neighborhood was a miracle.

Julian ran a tense hand through his hair.

“I swear to you, they did something to her.”

I looked at him uncomprehendingly.

“Julian... Let them do what they want. It’s none of our business.”

“You’re with us...” I almost said, but I kept my mouth shut. I couldn’t scare him off any more.

“No, Ems, you don’t understand.”

“Then explain it to me.”

“I think we both saw what she saw.”

By now, I was convinced that Julian had lost his mind.

“What are you talking about?”

Julian’s shiny green eyes snapped open as if he had just learned something earth-shattering.

“Ems!”

He grabbed me by the shoulders, and I shuddered a little. His hands were warm, his grip firm. He himself looked worried.

“Did she touch you?”

I could only stare at him questioningly. Wherever his thoughts were, they were far away from mine. I didn’t understand him at all.

“Touch me?”

Julian looked around again before continuing.

“Remember last week when I told you about the incident with her eyes in the forest?”

I nodded. How could I have forgotten a single detail from last week?

“You said you saw it, too.”

Again, I nodded, remembering the day I’d looked into her glowing eyes.

I swallowed.

“In the forest, she had touched me and for a moment she had blocked out everything around me. That feeling... I can’t really describe it.”

“As if you had arrived home,” I added, shocked by my own memories.

Julian looked at me in silence.

“Do you think she put a spell on us?”

“If she did, it wasn’t on purpose...” Julian whispered thoughtfully.

A slight anger was gathering in my chest.

Bayla Adams had cursed me and Julian. A damn witch had gotten inside our heads. Whether on purpose or not didn’t matter.

I clenched my fists.

“Ems...” He loosened his hands on my shoulders and ran them down my arms, where he paused, bringing me fully back to him.

My heart began to leap.

If he only knew the effect, he had on my emotions...

I looked him in the eyes.

“Please don’t do anything rash.”

I suppressed the burgeoning anger, but it came back. I took a step back from his manipulative hands and hoped he didn’t take it personally.

“But I don’t want a witch going into our heads whenever she wants and making us feel her pain,” I snapped.

“I’ll find out what that means, Ems. Don’t worry about it for now and leave it to me.”

“Whatever...”

I snorted and decided to go back to Nash and the others in the pack. It was important that I was somewhere where I could let off steam without messing things up with Julian. At the same time, I was stunned.

How had one of them managed to get into my head? Didn’t they only control the four elements?

When we reached the others, Nash looked at me with scrutiny. Hopefully, he hadn’t overheard. Otherwise, not only would I be screwed, but Bayla as well. Then Julian would probably get involved somehow, and the other witches...

“God! Why is everything so complicated?”

I kicked the tree like it was its fault.

“Hey, Emely, are you okay?”

Irritated, I turned around, straight to Hunter.

Hunter was tall, not as tall as Nash, but he was at least as trained. His former Afro was now trimmed short. Patterns had been shaved into the sides, emphasizing his facial features.

I sometimes wondered if he had roots in Jamaica because his father was definitely not from here. And his brothers, Harry and Joshua, looked the same.

Most of the pack had roots here or in other parts of North America. Some were descendants of the former Esadowa tribe members, which you couldn’t tell by looking at most of the pack members. In the Copeland family, in particular, the indigenous features had become somewhat blurred, and I was always amazed at how much Nash looked like our father and I looked like our mother. She had belonged to one of the last Esadowas, and now I wore her dark black-brown hair, bronze skin, and dark eyes.

“You seem a little shaken up since last night.”

“Just a few annoying witches...” I replied, and we both grinned at each other.

“You should do more with us again and not deal with things that get you down inside,” Hunter said a little more calmly now.

“Exactly, your brother is far too weak in the games without you,” Noah laughed.

His light brown hair showed just as little of the Esadowa gene, earning him an annoyed look from Nash.

Cody, the smallest of the group with the darkest hair, patted Noah on the shoulder with a laugh.

None of them showed that they had heard the news. Because that’s what our Alpha had ordered through our bond.

“What’s that supposed to mean? Huh?” I crossed my hands in front of my chest.

That you haven’t been hunting with us for a long time. Hunter replied in my head so that only I could hear it.

Sending messages to others through our bond. To one or more pack members. Something we often did, especially in our friend group.

Communicating with others in the pack using this method was only possible if the alpha had previously placed his alpha bond on you, something only an Alpha or someone with the alpha bond could do.

People who were not part of the pack could not send messages to others. This protected the pack from enemies and strengthened the authoritarian bond that originated from the Alpha himself.

In the beginning, especially for young Senseque, it was often difficult to control this and even experienced Senseque sometimes unintentionally shared their emotions and thoughts through this bond when they were too emotional.

I looked into Hunter’s dark brown eyes and sighed.

“Tomorrow we’re going hunting,” I shouted loudly, and all the guys started cheering.

“Who would have thought that?” Hunter said with a slightly raised eyebrow.

I grinned.

How could he think I would just let hunting slip like that?

I was a Copeland, and I was an Esadowa. Nothing could ever separate me from my nature.
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Chapter 42

Julie

Professor Copeland wasn’t in today, so Grace and I used the free seminar period to prepare for Economics.

Even though it was dry for Grace, I did pretty well with it because numbers and graphs were my area of expertise. I would have liked to go in the science department with my major, but we all had responsibilities to fulfill out of a sense of duty to the Circle. Computer science, math, and chemistry had to wait.

But since my role in the Circle wasn’t of much importance, and I would probably never be part of the Councils because I was far too weak, I would study again after this business degree.

“Shit, Julie. Do you think the DeLoughreys are behind this?”

I looked up from my laptop at Grace, who, of course, was no longer on the university server’s page but on the Bexleys’.

We’d heard about the murder in Fogs Forest on the car radio while Bayla had been asleep in the back seat.

Grace had already spoken to Amara on the phone, but she just told us to stay calm and avoid interviews and the campus rumor mill. An easy game for me, a challenge for Grace.

Jenny had wanted to interview her about measures taken by the town council, and now Grace was stuck on the topic with a horrified face instead of concentrating on her studies.

Of course, I was curious and wanted to know who was capable of something so disgusting, but another part of me wanted to escape the madness of this town for a day.

I didn’t want to know if a human, or worse, a supernatural being, was behind it. It would be extremely unwise to break the contract and risk war, but what kind of person would tear open their victim’s face?

I realized that the perpetrator might even have done this specifically so that the woman’s identity could not be identified as that of a Blairville resident. If it really had been a supernatural being, then he would have avoided breaking the contract. Among other things, the contract forbade the killing of Blairville residents.

The dominance of the murder topic was too immense, so I finally logged out of the university server and ended up on the net.

I was one click away from the Blairville Daily news page, but I spotted another open website. It was the DLSC’s.

I remembered that I had wanted to research about the strange molecular biology professor again. A welcomed distraction from all the chaos that was currently raging in town.

I typed the professor’s name into the server, read all the posts about the awards he had received as the youngest professor in the field of molecular biology or as an expert in the field of epigenetics until I finally landed on his publications.

When I spotted the title of his latest publication, I sucked in a sharp breath.

The science of elemental magic

Without hesitation, I opened the description of the publication.

A molecular biology and physics perspective on the power of nature. In this captivating publication, the renowned molecular biologist, Professor Quentin Tiberius, explores the interactions between the elements and the subtle energies that permeate them. From chemical reactivity to quantum physics, the author thematizes the fundamentals of elemental magic and shows how scientific explanation expands understanding of the power and influence of the elements.

I blinked.

What in the name of the gods...

“Are you all right?”

I looked up at Grace, caught, and nodded. Thankfully, she immediately looked back at her laptop screen.

However, nothing was fine. And it didn’t get any better when I discovered the other publications.

Unraveling the mysteries of lycanthropy

Molecular mechanisms that enable immortality

Unmasking metamorphosis

The influence of the lunar cycle on genes

After half an hour, I slammed the laptop shut. Undecided what to do with the information about my professor. Obviously, this fanatical human was onto something he was never allowed to find out.

I hadn’t found any other personal information on him, as he seemed to keep his private life off the net. But what I knew was enough.

I had to do something. Or at least make sure this man didn’t find out about Blairville’s secrets.

Grace and I had tried to communicate with Bayla again, but she didn’t seem convinced or in the right state of mind for it. Especially after last night’s incident. Something that strange had never happened before, or at least not in my presence. Although, to be fair, I hadn’t been an active Circle member for long and a new member didn’t join every month.

I could still remember my own ritual, which had made me nauseous, but I couldn’t remember my neck cracking so horribly or losing consciousness afterward.

I had even feared that Bayla would die because she had simply slipped off the altar and the activation spell had lost its effect.

Amara must have been right. Bayla Adams was an ungifted.

We would find out in a month, but until then, Bay was under our protection. In Grace’s words: We were babysitters.

Amara had put us in charge. As if we didn’t already have enough on our plates with university and our own elemental lessons.

Goosebumps spread up my arms.

Just don’t think about it, Julie, and nothing will happen.

I breathed in deeply, then out, in and out again.

My body gradually relaxed.

“I’m allowed to sit down, right?”

Two hazel eyes looked at me questioningly.

Embarrassed, I slid closer to Emely, who eyed me suspiciously, to make room for Larissa.

I hadn’t expected to see Larissa in my business English tutorial. Even less had I expected Emely Copeland to remain seated instead of jumping up and leaving as she usually did.

Grace had a theory that one of the Copelands had committed this murder. After all, they had all had to turn last night.

I pushed the thought away, because sitting next to Emely and thinking about ending up as her next meal wasn’t really comforting.

“Have you seen Bay, by any chance?”

Larissa looked at me questioningly.

I noticed Emely starting to play with her pen. She probably didn’t know about the news. I wondered if she had been punished for the incident. However, Vivienna had gotten off lightly.

“She came here with me and Grace.” Larissa looked at me scrutinizingly. “I think she has literary history now,” I added cautiously.

Emely gave me a suspicious sideways glance.

I felt uncomfortable talking a lot, especially in front of strangers. Larissa had been very friendly so far, which made it easier for me to open up to her, even if I needed a little more time to do so.

There were people who were livelier, like Grace, and there were those who were quieter. And usually, the former kind of person had a talent for either annoying the latter relentlessly or dragging them everywhere with them. And from what I’d noticed so far, the latter was the case with Larissa and Bayla.

“Wow, that was quick,” Larissa laughed and unpacked her black backpack, taking off the large camera around her neck to slide it into her bag.

“That’s how fast it happens when people change.”

I looked startled at Emely, who rolled her eyes.

How could she say that so casually? Larissa didn’t know anything, and that’s how it should stay. Wasn’t she the one of the Senseque who had made the contract and their Senseque Code her religion?

I looked at Larissa again and tried to activate my non-existent social strengths.

“She’s kind of trying to adapt here, I guess.”

Larissa looked at me with an unclear expression.

“You should just talk to each other, I think,” I added, but I didn’t know if that was unnecessary. As always, when I talked.

“Yeah, you’re probably right,” she replied, shrugging her shoulders.

She picked up her cell phone, and I reflexively did the same.

Ten unread text messages from Erik immediately jumped out at me.
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I swallowed, and immediately a deep sense of guilt spread through me. The longing inside me for our nightly texting, especially after emotionally overwhelming days when he would randomly text me and make me forget this life here for a few minutes, grew and grew.

Why hadn’t I answered him?

After my attack, I hadn’t been able to do anything for a day and hadn’t left my bed. I hadn’t drunk anything, hadn’t eaten anything, had tried to forget, had started hurting myself again, and had racked my brains about this damn magic inside of me.

I was broken. That was the only logical explanation. I was broken, and I must have deserved it somehow. And the worst part was that Erik had to suffer for it. First, Ivy, and now him.

I’d been dependent on people my whole life and Erik was, too. I wanted to be a friend to him, to take care of his needs as much as I was able. I wanted to be there for him, but how could I do that if I couldn’t even be strong for myself?

All these thoughts about Erik made my stomach tingle pleasantly. A strange feeling. One that I didn’t know until now.

Confused, I typed my message.
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When he immediately went online, the tingling got a little stronger. So did the guilt.

Please, just don’t be mad, Erik.
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I swallowed.
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My heart made an overwhelming leap.

Mostly, we texted about the books we were reading, about gods, and of course we had developed our insiders and jokes over time, and shared our other interests. But it had never been as personal as it was at that moment.

[image: ]

He replied quickly.
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Awkwardly, I replied.
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I sucked in a sharp breath and felt warmth in my cheeks.
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More warmth.
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And even more warmth.
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And my breathing immediately quickened again.

Oh, no. No, no, no, no, no...
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The thought that he was sitting somewhere ten meters away in another lecture hall left me breathless.

On the one hand, I felt so wrong, like I was lying to him because I was too much of a coward. On the other hand, he was human, and therefore completely misplaced in my complicated world.

While Erik typed his answer, I looked around the lecture hall. Nash and his guys had just entered the hall, and he looked up from his smartphone, spotting Emely, then me, next to her. His eyes darkened and his expression hardened. Luckily, his buddies pushed him into the next best row of seats.

I looked at my cell phone again.

It took Erik a long time before he finally answered.
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My face was literally glowing now.

He wanted to text with you, Julie.

How had I come up with the idea that he would ask for a meeting again? Erik knew my inhibitions and respected them.

Was I perhaps the one who secretly wished to be friends with him in real life?

I had never had any friends, especially not outside the Circle. Grace and I had grown up together, or rather, had grown together through similar problems due to our backgrounds. We were united in many ways, except for our attitude toward the Circle. While she tried to immerse herself in it all, I stayed in the background and suffered from the countless duties as Discipulus.

I had thought I was socially incapable of finding someone else, or even someone with whom I could share so many personal things.

“Whoever this Erik is, he seems to care about you.”

I pulled my phone to my chest, startled.

Larissa grinned.

“Your boyfriend?”

I felt my cheeks almost burn.

“You have a secret boyfriend?” she continued, turning to face me completely. “How did you get together?”

There was a gleam in her eyes.

I looked at her ashamed, shook my head quickly and looked around, hoping no one had heard us.

“You’re not even together yet? Oh my God!”

“Larissa!”

I signaled her not to be so loud and just hoped she’d back down. She just grinned at me with a mischievous expression.

The thought that Erik could be my boyfriend in a romantic sense gave me a violent shock and I immediately pushed it aside.

I had no room for something like that in my life.

“I’ll talk to you about it sooner or later,” Larissa said with the same look on her face.

I just hoped she would forget about it.

I cautiously opened the chat, squinting over at Larissa to check that she wasn’t shadowing me again, but she was still looking at her own phone with a grin.

I’d love to. I texted Erik back, but he had already gone offline.

Neither the lecturer nor the rest of the students showed up for the rest of the seminar.

Something was wrong with the professors today. Probably that meeting Grace had told me about?

It was just strange that no one had posted anything in the substitution plans. But everything was going haywire here anyway. The director was a lost cause, and so was Vanderwood University.
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Chapter 43

Julian

I would never have thought that Bayla Adams would turn my life upside down like this. Only a month ago, she had moved in next door to me and knew nothing about anyone here. She also had tried to avoid me, which I had accepted.

Three weeks later, she was suddenly confronted with the Quatura and a completely new system, and I could sense her feelings in a strange way.

Everything could change so quickly and, yes, I didn’t understand a thing.

Then there was the phone call with Diana Adams a few minutes ago. I wasn’t surprised that she asked me to do something like that, but it anchored all this crap deeper in my life than I wanted it to.

However, it wasn’t just anyone who had asked me to keep an eye on Bayla earlier.

“Make sure she stays away from the Copelands.”

And oh man, how I had empathized with that sentence.

Emely was different and hopefully wouldn’t cause any more problems. She had told me that when she had followed Bayla in her wolf form, that strange feeling had kicked in for the first time, and she had automatically run in a different direction. Bayla’s fear had literally gone through her bones. And it was precisely this curse, which seemed to have been on us for a week, that kept me busy day and night.

I had done some research, but what was I actually hoping for? I had also tried to talk to Julie, but it was hard to find her without her paranoid cousin, Grace.

“Try to keep her away from the other Quatura, if that’s possible.”

That had been the part I hadn’t quite understood. Why was Ms. Adams asking such a thing of me, especially when these people were stuck to her cheek, and there was little I could do about it as a Senseque? And besides, weren’t they just the right people for an inexperienced Quatura?

“You’re one of the good ones. I’m glad she has you there.”

The thought had been on my mind. Intensely. I didn’t want to have anything to do with anyone here, but since Bayla was here, I kind of had a purpose. It didn’t feel like I was babysitting her, but I couldn’t describe it any better. She simply existed, and now everything was different. I didn’t know how or if I should even judge this. What I did know was that I was very close to giving a Quatura a place in my life, which was pretty much the last thing I wanted.

Bayla was somehow involved, and I was probably driven by the will to protect her from having to lead a life like mine. Or it was her strange magic.

How could she let us get so close to her feelings without realizing it herself?

“Just keep an eye on her, if that’s okay with you... Tell her to stay away from the forest. And by the way, it’s still Diana.”

Then she’d hung up, leaving me slightly embarrassed but also overwhelmed. I didn’t even know where she’d gotten my number from, but it could only have come from Dad. Anyway, now, I had Bayla Adams’ number, too, and I didn’t know what to do with it or whether it would even be wise to contact her.

I hadn’t told Diana about the incident because that would probably have caused more trouble.

I almost felt like she wanted Bayla to have no abilities, as if she wanted her to be human.

Sometimes I thought about how different my life would be as a human. Where would I live? Would I study music like I do now? Would I let my father convince me to become a police officer? Would I want to start a family one day?

There was no question that my life would be easier.

“Bay!”

My own words brought me back to the filling campus.

It was Monday afternoon and the still-warming fall sun was high in the sky, occasionally masked by gathering cloud towers.

Bayla Adams walked across campus in black trousers, a brown knitted sweater and a dull dark brown leather backpack on her back. A few thick tomes tucked under her arm.

“It’s easy to see your major,” I joked, grinning in amusement at her appearance. She reminded me a little of Alarik when he was absentmindedly walking around campus or always forgot to adjust his shirt collar. Always carrying some kind of book. “I wouldn’t be surprised if you became Alarik’s favorite student.”

Bayla, who had stopped and turned toward me, gave me an annoyed look.

With her free hand, she brushed one of her dark strands of hair behind one ear, revealing a few more of her freckles and her turquoise eye.

“If I ever get the chance to take part in his seminars...” She actually got in on my joke. “Until now, I’ve either been permanently ill or cursed with all this witchcraft stuff. And when I did get to the English seminar, the professor didn’t show up. But maybe I’ll be murdered by the Blairville Killer before then...”

I had to grin, even though there was nothing funny about that story.

Dad had left early this morning and told Mia and me that it was an emergency. An hour later, he had called me and told me that from now on I would always take Mia home straight after school. The murder of the young woman affected him deeply, and if he was so worried about Mia, it could only mean one thing: There must be a Ruisangor behind the murder.

“You shouldn’t worry about it,” I sighed, because it was enough for me that Emely was already so concerned about this attack. Probably because her father was hitting the roof about it.

“Everything feels surreal right now. One of those fucking ravens might as well be attacking me in the next second...” She pointed to the tower of the east wing, where most of the ravens were circling. “I’d laugh.”

I smirked.

Bay looked at me questioningly. “What do you want, Julian?”

I ran my fingers through the back of my hair, trying to find a phrase that was appropriate and, more importantly, not too awkward.

“I just wanted to check that you were okay. You were gone yesterday and didn’t come home.”

This time it wasn’t me, but Bayla, whose lips curled into a grin.

“Am I dreaming or is Julian Bardot, my cocky neighbor, worried right now?”

I scowled at her, but couldn’t help softening my features.

“I’m being serious. You’ve been away for a long time.”

I probably sounded like her mother. If only Bayla knew that she had hired me to babysit her...

“Especially after you told me it had something to do with the Quatura Circle,” I added quickly.

All of a sudden, Bay looked unsettled.

“What is it?” I asked with interest and when Bayla wanted to turn away, I hurried to her side. “Come on, tell me.”

“I just don’t trust them...”

“That makes two of us.”

Bayla looked up at me, confused.

“Aren’t you enemies?”

I realized that Bayla knew next to nothing, which was actually a good thing. The more she knew, the more stressful it could become for her. And yet there were things she simply had to know.

I quickly looked around to see if Nash and his guys were around and caught a glimpse of Emely.

I was sure she could hear every word, but I didn’t want to forbid her from doing so. Ever since she was somehow involved, I was careful how I interacted with the Quatura and especially what and how I communicated with Emely.

It was bad enough that I had to deal with both fronts at all.

Bayla did the same, and her gaze lingered on Emely as well, causing her to look at me once more before turning to the guys she spent most of her time with.

She definitely enjoyed a special status as the only known female Senseque in the entire territory of Canada, next to my sister, I might add. Something like her was so damn rare in the inheritance system of these genes. It would have been a curse for me to have other male Senseque cavorting around me all the time. And with all certainty, I would keep Mia away from that crap.

“I don’t know if I should be afraid of her or not,” Bayla whispered softly, as if she wanted only me to hear.

“Emely is no danger to you, believe me.”

I looked again at Emely, who seemed to be struggling not to turn around because she heard us. I knew that. I’m sure she didn’t like what I said.

Bayla looked at me again.

“That’s what someone who can turn into just such a monster tells me...”

Ouch. Her words really did hit me again and again. It was a slightly painful reminder of the truth.

“Just the fact that you haven’t run away from me yet shows that your fear is weaker than your curiosity.”

Bay scrutinized me with an insistent look. As so often, my gaze lingered on the different-colored eyes and the cute snub nose.

“You should try to stay away from all that witchcraft.”

I was sure Diana would be proud of me right now.

“Do you think they’ll give me a choice?” Her gaze was insistent, and a few cloud shadows darkened her delicate face. “They still think I’m one of them.”

I almost told her that maybe that wasn’t so far from the truth, but I kept my mouth shut.

All this was foreign to her. Unlike people like Julie, Grace or Vivienna, who had grown up here, Bayla was an outsider. Just like me.

“You’re not one of them...” I began slowly. “Even if you could do everything they ask of you, you’re not used to any of this.”

She looked at me as if I had somehow understood her.

Then, all of a sudden and only in the corner of my eye, I noticed the football flying straight toward Bay and me.

I caught the ball with one hand just before it could hit Bayla.

“Wow” Bay was a bit perplexed by the speed of things. “How the hell...”

“Hey! Bardot!”

Bayla and I looked at the source of the voice.

What a jerk.

None other than Nash Copeland stood shirtless and with both arms crossed on the green open space of campus, grinning condescendingly at me.

“Good catch!” he shouted loudly, and his guys laughed.

In the corner of my eye, I saw Emely shake her head and put on her pine green Vanderwood baseball cap.

Bayla looked first at Nash, then at me.

“Do you know each other personally?”

“You bet we do,” I gritted.

“Don’t always flirt with the girls, Bardot!”

Again, his guys laughed.

“Don’t take it personally,” Bayla said, and I tried to listen to her, but Nash didn’t seem to want to stop.

“I’d like to know if you can play as well as you can flirt.” He looked at his friends. “So, obviously, not at all...”

“Oooh!” It came from Noah and also from a few others around us who had paused in their actions and were now looking at me and Bayla or at Nash.

“Julian, let’s go.”

Bayla grabbed my arm, but I stood still. More than that. I looked at Nash.

“Come on, Bardot!”

“Bardot, Bardot, Bardot!” he shouted, clapping his hands, and his friends joined in.

Don’t do it. I heard Emely in my head. She was trying to communicate with me, but I cut the connection.

Neither Nash nor her father had put an alpha bond on me, but Emely somehow always made it into my head.

“Hold this,” I said, taking off my shirt to hand it to Bayla, who accepted it, partly confused, partly overwhelmed.

Again, people cheered as I ran onto the field in just my sweatpants to show Nash how to play properly.

We’d practiced together for years in high school, until it had been over for me.

Now Nash looked at me with a condescending grin, as if he’d forgotten those days, and divided his guys into two teams. Hunter and Noah came to me.

Of course, he sent the one who probably liked me the least and one who couldn’t really play, even though he was very well trained.

What we were going to play here wasn’t a real football game, but something similar, a silly little game, part of the pack duels.

I threw the ball to one of the guys from my team on Nash’s side, got into position and ignored all the people gathered around us, some of whom had their cell phones out.

“Let’s go!” one of the guys on the edge of the imaginary pitch shouted.

The ball flew up into the air, and with a leap, I caught it just in time to run for it. The crowd cheered, but I didn’t really care. I ran straight at Nash, who was standing there with his legs wide and focused, ready to tackle me to the ground.

Just at the right second, I ducked, slid under his outstretched arms, rolled and kept running until I reached the finish line and pushed the ball to the ground. Loud clapping and cheering filled the campus.

Only Nash looked at me with a grumpy expression. Apparently, he hadn’t expected me to be in such good shape.

“Come on, Nash!” one of the guys I didn’t know called out, probably a newbie.

Immediately, people on the outside joined in to cheer Nash on.

I briefly looked for Bayla, who seemed a little distrustful of the game.

We repositioned ourselves and one of Nash’s team members stood behind me on the right, holding the football.

“Go!” the blonde guy on the sideline shouted, and the ball flew over my head to Nash, who was standing about 30 meters away from me. He threw himself up to catch the ball.

The crowd cheered as he immediately took off running.

I concentrated on his steps, his movement and his muscles.

However, just in front of me, something happened that I hadn’t expected.

Nash didn’t seem to want to avoid me, instead he rammed me so hard on the shoulder that I flew to the ground. A murmur went through the crowd as I stayed on the ground a little longer, twisting in pain.

But I got up.

In the corner of my eye, I saw that more people had their cell phone cameras out.

I looked at Nash, who was grinning slyly at me.

I didn’t know when he’d started acting like this, but I knew he’d become a real bastard over the years. He was definitely no longer the quiet boy of three years ago who wrote poetry alongside all the sport and mostly stayed out of all pack affairs. He had become one of them.

Back then, I had thought we were so different because I had always been the rowdy wild one who broke all the rules. I would never have thought that we could become even more different by turning the tide.

“Take your place!” the blonde Senseque guy shouted from the edge of the pitch.

We got into position.

But Nash wanted to get something off his chest.

“Don’t be so weak this time, Bardot!” He looked at me challengingly. “Your mother would turn in her grave if she saw what you’ve become.”

My whole body tensed up. I dropped the ball, and slowly, my hands clenched into fists. I felt the anger creeping into every fiber of my body. With a deep, angry roar, I threw myself at Nash.

His words had been a mistake. He would pay for it.

I yanked him to the ground and my fists smashed down on his face. Blood sprayed from his nose onto his tense upper body.

Nash didn’t just lie there. He threw me off him with force.

I jumped up and immediately sat on him again.

My fists hammered at him and helped to suppress the emerging transformation.

“Julian! Stop it!”

Emely stood next to us and pulled on my arm. I pushed her away. A little too hard, because she stumbled back.

I looked back at her to make sure I hadn’t hurt her, but then Nash’s fist hit me right in the face and I felt the taste of metal in my mouth.

Nash pinned me to the ground and went to punch, his face covered in blood, his hair all mussed up, and he was pulled off me.

I was about to jump up and lunge at Nash again when Hunter and Emely grabbed me from behind.

“Boys!” Alarik stood between the two of us, arms outstretched, his jaw tense. “Enough!”

He gave us both angry looks. Then he looked into the crowd.

“Stop filming! Damn it!” he shouted loud and clear and the crowd seemed to disperse immediately.

“And you two!” He looked first at Nash, then at me, his eyes still full of anger mixed with disappointment. “In my office!”

I had never seen Alarik as angry as he was now. I had grown up with him on the Copeland estate and had gotten to know him there as the quiet and idealistic, as well as a bit of a nutty professor.

He was usually very patient. But his nerves must have been so shattered by what had just happened that he was now out of his mind with rage.

His huge office seemed much more peaceful than the atmosphere was at the moment, with the large windows overlooking the campus letting in the soft light.

Nash was sitting in one of the chairs in front of Alarik’s oak desk with a compress over his eyebrow and some tissues held to his nose.

I had sat down on the couch, trying to suppress my transformation, but the dark veins on my arm wouldn’t go away.

If Alarik hadn’t been here, I probably would have torn Nash into a thousand pieces. I would have become the beast that lay dormant deep inside me. Because mentioning my mother was below dignity, even for someone like him!

“What on earth has gotten into you out there?”

Alarik had taken off his tailored suit jacket, which he had probably worn for a special occasion, and was only wearing the dark blue shirt with the black vest over it.

He stood in front of us with both hands on the desk and then grabbed his head.

“You should have seen yourselves! Like animals… On the verge of your transformation!”

He sounded more stressed than usual.

“I’m already under observation. And you know what kind of light that could shed on the university or the pack, especially in the eyes of the Quatura!”

“Fuck the pack,” I snorted, glaring provocatively at Alarik.

Nash looked angrily at me as if he would have liked to tear me to pieces now, too.

“Julian, you almost turned!” Alarik looked at me with a furrowed brow, as if I were a child, you didn’t know what else to do with so that it would finally listen. “What you’re doing can’t go on for much longer.”

He had given me the herbs, helped me. He contradicted himself.

“As long as you live in this town, your behavior endangers the pack!”

I thought he would have made a better alpha than Nickolas because he had always been much more concerned with the pack's stability. When something didn’t look good for the pack, he had taken care of it. He even managed Nash’s father's territory, and when there had been conflicts, he had always intervened. Even the newcomers had always been trained by him back then.

Emely had told me years ago that Nickolas’ and Alarik’s father had wanted to make him Alpha, but Alarik had refused.

He was also trying to assess the dangers of my behavior for the stability of the pack, and it was really annoying. That look on his face alone. As if he was worried about me. He actually gave me that feeling over and over again, and I hated it. And yet he kept letting my behavior slide.

That was his weak point. The reason why he had never been able to become Alpha. For him, the pack didn’t come first. It had always been the Vanderwood.

“Nash, I want you to stop provoking him.”

Nash looked at Alarik, stunned. “I...”

“No! Enough! I’m not going to argue with you. What you did back there, both of you...” He looked back and forth between us. “That was way beneath you!”

“You’re always defending him, even though he’s not even looking at the pack with his ass. Don’t you forget the rules, either!” Then Nash looked at me, again with that hostile look in his blue eyes. “I’m fed up with his presence!”

He stood up and pushed the armchair back so that its massive little legs scraped across the old wooden floorboards which only existed in the lifted part of the office.

Then he disappeared through the door out into the halls without another word.

The door slammed shut.

Alarik stood motionless for a few seconds, probably lost in thought. Then he shook his head, laughed quietly and came over to me, sitting down on the couch opposite me.

“You’re endangering others with this behavior.”

His look was serious as one of his brown curls fell into his forehead.

I looked at him blankly. Everything inside me felt even more upset.

Somewhere, I knew he was right, but my mind was fighting it.

“I can’t let my body take control,” I said seriously. “You know that...” I looked at him in desperation. “You’ve seen what we’re capable of. You know what I’ve done!” I squeezed out in agony and my eyes narrowed in hatred for myself.

Alarik swallowed barely perceptibly and eyed me silently.

“I don’t belong to the pack because I don’t want to belong...”

I looked deep into his eyes.

Mine were probably already in the first stage of transformation.

I jumped up abruptly.

“I wish every day that this beast inside me wasn’t a part of me!”

My voice trembled. My heart slowly tightened.

“Every damn day I wish it had taken me! Me! Not her!” The trembling of my body turned into a tear running down my bloodied cheek.

I looked at Alarik. He looked at the ground.

I couldn’t take it anymore. It was too much. I had to go running, somewhere. I wanted to get as far away as possible. Somewhere north, where it was colder, quieter, where I was alone with myself and my thoughts, far away from anyone I could hurt in any way.

I hurried to the door.

“Julian...”

I paused and looked at Alarik, who was looking at me with a pained expression.

“What you did out there earlier...” He looked at me sympathetically. “I wouldn’t have done it any differently.”
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Chapter 44

Emely

Noah’s hand pressed against mine and he moaned softly. I looked deep into his dull blue eyes, but he couldn’t hold my gaze. Sweat trickled down his forehead. The one vein protruding from his temple pulsed violently.

The corners of my mouth moved upwards with confidence. Then I pushed his hand down onto the log and shot upwards.

“Damn it!” Noah groaned in frustration and pounded his fist on the log.

The guys around us started cheering loudly and a few people on campus glanced over at us, but I had learned early on to ignore the looks from the girls here.

I smelled their jealousy over the fact that I was often the center of attention for the most desirable guys on the football team – without even wanting to be – and their distaste for my challenging side.

I might dress like a girl, I might have long hair and feminine features, but growing up as the only girl among my brother’s friends had definitely left its mark.

It was in my nature. And even if I didn’t take my shirt off or – unlike most of the pack – wasn’t often on the verge of getting into a fight, I liked to join in the games.

“Someday, Emely...” Noah warned me with an acted somberness and I laughed.

There were only two men who had beaten me at this game so far. One was running around campus with a witch like he was her bodyguard, and the other was spending his semester abroad in the United States.

I was jolted out of my thoughts, which had been about to wallow in old memories. It was the loudspeakers on the far too classy-looking campus lanterns.

Someone cleared his throat, and I knew immediately that it was my absent-minded uncle who seemed to be having trouble with the microphone. But his throat-clearing was enough to make everyone on campus pause, probably because he’d just torn Nash and Julian apart half an hour ago.

I still cursed them both for their recklessness.

“Dear students of Vanderwood. It’s that time again. Three years are almost up, which means the next presidential elections for the Student Council Committee are coming up next March.”

The elections. Something that only existed at Vanderwood in this form.

“Any student at Vanderwood University who is nominated by at least eighty students and wants to actively participate in shaping campus life, in addition to the general student challenges, can participate.”

I snorted.

This campus was in a disastrous state. Witches and Ruisangor offspring trying to mess with us and, most recently, Jenny Bexley’s news channel project, which had wanted to interview me four times last week.

Wasn’t it enough her parents were already terrorizing the town with their ridiculous news station?

“The election will proceed as it does every year, which means that after the nomination period of four months, votes will be collected for the nominated candidates in the first week of March, and the top four who advance will have to develop their campaign program, including suggestions for improving campus life, and defend it in the form of a campaign speech.”

My gaze wandered across the campus to the two sports cars. A Lamborghini and a Ferrari. The Ruisangors were leaning against the engine hoods. Three young men in their twenties with sunglasses who had no business being here.

The body had been found in their wooded area just a few hours ago. A young woman with the pictures of two little girls in her locket, as word had spread half an hour ago.

If the two girls had been her children, she must have been very beautiful before someone had peeled the skin off her face.

The turmoil in my stomach grew louder and louder as I became more and more certain that those heartless bastards were behind it. I didn’t even want to think about what they were capable of.

I’d had a quick word with Alarik this morning, begging him to follow the code for once. And I had stupidly given up. My mistake, as I realized at that very moment.

“You have four months to get nominated and already work on an election program.”

There was one more way to get the DeLoughreys off this campus. With democracy.

“Feel encouraged to get your friends and fellow students to nominate you for the election. This is your chance to make a difference.”

The speakers fell silent with an electric crackle.

My gaze drifted down to the bracelet with the Esadowas’ patterns of blue, red, and orange woven into it. It was one of the last mementos of a woman I had never had the chance to meet. But I knew that she would have stood up for her people.

Determined, I wheeled around to the guys.

“Nash, how about this?” Cody laughed. “You’re going to be the new campus president?”

“Fuck man, forget it,” my brother said grimly, his chest rising and falling as if he’d just run a five-hour marathon. He was still holding tissues to his nose.

“Why not?” Cody replied with a teasing smile. “I’m sure the girls would all vote for you.”

“He’s right,” I interjected before Nash could protest. “You should get nominated.” I pointed at his closest friend. “And you too, Hunter.”

Nash looked at me, unimpressed.

Sometimes you just had to force him to be happy.

“What?” Hunter stammered.

“I’m putting myself up, too,” I added quickly. Then there was only one person left to take us to the final. I looked around, and my eyes fell on Harry, Hunter’s big and reasonable brother.

“Wow, wow, wow...” Hunter exclaimed and stood in front of me, placing his strong hand on my shoulder. “Wait, Emely.”

I narrowed my eyes determinedly.

“This is our chance to get rid of the DeLoughreys.”

The guys exchanged conflicted glances. Nash and Hunter looked at me searchingly.

“You want to kick them out by becoming president?” Cody asked, confused.

“Not such a bad idea...” Noah returned with a raised thumb before tapping the tree stump. “I’d be happy to support you.”

“Then take part in the election,” I urged him. “We’ll all nominate each other and round up people to help us.”

Noah looked at me, thinking.

Why were they all so hesitant? Just like me and the rest of the pack, they wanted the DeLoughreys to crawl back into their bush and preferably never come back.

“How about this,” Noah suggested. “We all nominate one of us. And since Nash obviously doesn’t want to, and Hunter doesn’t exactly look like the campaign champion either, I’d suggest you.”

Noah seemed serious. And the guys around us, except for my brother, nodded in agreement.

“Just me?” I asked suspiciously.

I could already see the booing, because I was definitely not one of the most popular students.

“You’ve got what it takes,” Noah said. “Besides, you’re studying law. I’m sure you can defend yourself well.”

Funny. I had only just started studying.

“I’m all for it,” Cody said, patting my free shoulder.

That was the moment Hunter finally let go of me and backed away in thought.

“If anyone can kick the DeLoughreys out, it’s her,” Cody added.

I really appreciated how much Cody always supported me in everything.

“You guys should still get nominated.” I looked back up at my brother, who hadn’t said much about my plan until now. “You, Nash. You’re popular.”

And suddenly, I had an idea.

The guys started arguing.

I wheeled around and started walking.

“Where are you going, Emy?” I heard Nash call out.

“To see Alarik.”

Alarik shook his head, and disappointment instantly spread through me.

“No way.”

“But you make the rules here,” I returned impatiently. “And it would only be fair if we had a voice at this university. This place belongs to us.” I pointed outside through the huge window next to his desk. “It’s the last thing our family still owns.”

At least when it came to real estate, and you left out the Pavati Lake housing project and the hospital.

“I won’t support any sort of hatemongering,” Alarik replied sharply. His look was filled with...disappointment? “It’s time you learn to coexist with the other species.” Shaking his head, he turned back to his papers. “I found it alarming enough that you transformed in front of the Quatura and attacked one of them.”

I crossed my arms in indignation.

“That was Vivienna. Everyone hates that girl.”

My uncle sighed, lowered his quill and looked at his open laptop.

“Apparently, just as many people like her because she’s already been nominated with 40 votes.”

I widened my eyes.

“What?”

It had only been half an hour since Alarik had announced the elections, which would take place in early spring...

Of course, that arrogant little witch had already let herself be nominated. I didn’t even want to know what her intentions were.

I would wait until November... I probably needed the time to find someone who was willing to vote for me.

“By the way, I’m glad you want to join the campaign.” I thought I could see the hint of a smile on Alarik’s lips. “Here you can show the potential that’s drowning at home.”

I stared at him. It was all I was capable of.

“Alarik.”

I wheeled around and spotted my father in the doorway. He looked at me, but only for a split second before he looked back at Alarik. And he didn’t look happy at all.

I wonder if he had heard what Alarik had just said, or if it was still the news that was driving him up the wall.

“A word,” he demanded, looking at me again. “Emely, if you’ll excuse us.”

The formality in his voice left a tug in my chest. But before it could become more than that, I nodded.

“Of course...”

I left the office and closed the door behind me.

This time, just go down the hall and let Father and Alarik talk.

I really wanted to, but my father’s angry voice made invisible chains grow around my feet like tendrils, forcing me to look around and then put my ear to the cold wood of the solid office door.

“Do you realize who you’ve let into our university? These young men are murderers!”

I was aware of who Father was talking about. There was only one family in town he would call murderers.

“I doubt that any of these three young men are responsible for the murder in Fogs Forest,” Alarik replied in a calm voice.

The only reason Father hadn’t yet taken the Director title from his younger brother was because Alarik was the only Senseque in the pack worthy of leading a university. And he was a Beta.

“Think, brother!” Father pressed out impatiently. “The timing of their clan leader sending them here right now...”

“Bastien sent them,” my uncle replied immediately. “From what I understand, the clan leader himself was less than enthusiastic about it.”

Silence. I knew Father was struggling with himself.

“I don’t like the fact that you know these criminals by name.”

Alarik sighed. “I assure you I have nothing to do with them, yet we cannot simply exclude students. This institution is public. And having them here might help you keep the peace.”

I almost snorted in annoyance.

Alarik really was living in fairyland if he believed that.

“Don’t be a fool, Alarik!” Father snapped at him. “Even if I wanted peace, Nicolaj DeLoughrey doesn’t.”

Nicolaj. The clan head about whom dark stories circulated in the pack.

“He wants me dead; he wants my sons dead, and he intends to see the pack bleed... He can’t wait to wipe us out!” I heard Father pacing nervously. “And he proved that by almost completely wiping out our line before the witches’ treaties.”

I wondered where we would be without those treaties. If one species would have wiped out the other by now?

“Now, we have the treaties, which, mind you, have kept peace between the species for two centuries.”

The urge to tear open the door and defend Father against Alarik’s optimistic arguments grew stronger and stronger.

“You really are a fool if you don’t also sense the instability of these treaties!” Father stopped walking. “Nicolaj never wanted peace. He was forced to sign the treaties. And these attacks on humans are just the beginning!”

Alarik said nothing in response to Father’s words.

Something distracted me. I felt a strange cold sensation on the back of my neck as if someone was watching me.

I looked around. The corridor was empty. I smelled... nothing. But the feeling remained.

“This university is yours.” My father’s words rang through the door. They were closer now. “But sometimes, I wonder if I haven’t made a mistake leaving it to you.”

Footsteps approached the door. And as always, I stole away unnoticed before anyone could spot me.

We had just arrived at our family’s country estate when Finn hurried through the doorway across the stone terrace, one of the countless Jeep car keys in his hand.

“Finn...” I called out, and he looked up, pausing briefly. “Are you all right?”

Finn looked in a hurry, as if something had happened. He must have just come back from school.

“Dad’s out of his mind,” he replied with a pitying expression. “So, watch out and just do what he tells you to do.” He waved the car key in the air. “I have to go to the guys.”

He could only mean his high school friends, who were all about to undergo their first transformation soon.

As a result, the stronger among them would not only rise from the Omega rank to the Delta rank, they would also all have to submit to Father's alpha bond.

Finn hurried down the terrace into the pebble front garden and disappeared along one of the paths that led through the bushes around the house.

Nervousness grew inside me.

I looked at Nash, then at my father’s office window.

“Come...” I urged Nash, and we disappeared into the house, walking through the wide entryway to Father’s double office door.

Nash knocked and after Father invited us in. I closed the door.

Father was pacing back and forth like he was getting ready for something. When he looked up, he looked grimly at Nash, stepped toward him, and put his hands on Nash’s shoulders.

“Listen to me, son. Your uncle doesn’t want to do anything about the Ruisangors.”

I had tried to keep my mouth shut, but the comment just slipped out.

“You’re his Alpha, Father. He’s under your command. He must obey you.”

Father had wanted to say something else to Nash, but he fell silent, looking at me instead, for longer than a second...longer than two, three...

My nervousness returned, and I began to fiddle with my bracelet.

Had I interrupted him?

“Emy’s right.”

Father was still looking at me, but it felt more like he was looking through me. Then, in a hurry, he turned his eyes away from me.

“That man has a mind of his own,” Father growled in displeasure. “I didn’t call you here to discuss Alarik. I want you to be careful and tell your men to stay away from the borders of Fogs Forest.” He let go of Nash and paced around his desk, rummaging through his files as if looking for something. “My men already know.”

He didn’t find what he was looking for, tapped the top of the desk for a moment, then hurried away from the desk again, past his organized chess table, toward the window.

Nash stared at Father with concern. Or was it confusion? The same confusion I always felt in this room?

Father wheeled around and looked at Nash urgently.

“What are you waiting for?”

Nash snapped out of his stupor, turned and hurried past me, out of Father’s office, while Father turned back to the window.

I felt like I was glued to the floor. I wanted to leave the office, but it didn’t feel right. I didn’t want to leave Father alone with these problems. I wanted to support him somehow.

The words left my mouth on their own, even if they were well-chosen.

“I’m going to get involved in the university’s election campaigns and make sure the DeLoughreys are de-registered.”

Euphoria filled my chest. Father would be proud if I managed that. And I wouldn’t let him down.

He turned toward me. Something I hadn’t expected, because he often tended to stare into the garden, or rather, into the void.

But now he was looking at me, fixating me with his gaze, which, as always, I couldn’t interpret.

Father had never put his alpha bond on me, and I had stopped worrying about it. He probably didn’t want to make it difficult for me to accept Nash as my Alpha someday.

His stare brought me back to the present, pooling all my nervousness in the center of my chest until I couldn’t take it anymore and reached for my bracelet.

Father’s gaze traveled down my arm and lingered on the spot where the fabric of the bracelet nestled against my wrist.

Something in his expression hardened.

I fought the urge to clasp my hands behind my back so that he could no longer see the bracelet.

Somewhere outside the house, tires squealed.

The sound was enough to snap Father out of his stupor. He turned his eyes away from me, paced across the room, past me.

“Tell Nash he has to be in my office at eight o’clock tonight.”

I nodded, even though he couldn’t see it. Then he was gone.

I didn’t know how much longer I stood there staring into nothing, just like him, until the confusion inside me was enough that I had to move to get rid of it.

Lost in thought, I wandered through the hallway to the lounge, where old paintings from the early days and model ships were displayed in glass cabinets next to the floor-to-ceiling windows, past the seating furniture to the burning fireplace.

I simply stood there and stared into the fire, which brought out the veins in my arms as well as my glowing eyes and captivated me with its fascinating flicker.

Almost of its own accord, I slipped the bracelet off my wrist. It took effort to look away from the flames, not only because I was magically drawn to them, but also because the bracelet in my hands seemed to repel my gaze.

My eyes settled on the fabric anyway, scrutinizing the zigzag pattern and the wooden pearls.

I had always tried to feel something when I looked at them. Devotion, longing... guilt, regret. But all I felt was painful confusion.

Mind drifting, I held out my hand... And let the bracelet fall into the flames.

A crackling sound made the hairs on my arm stand up, and I watched as heat ate into the pattern, reducing the fabric to ashes far too quickly.

A tear tried to escape my eye, but I turned away from the fireplace in time, left the lounge, hurried up the stairs, and retreated to my room to study for law school for the rest of the day.
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Chapter 45

Julie

“These are just elections, Grace,” Larissa laughed, apparently better able to handle the stress Grace was scattering everywhere in her election madness.

She wanted to be part of the Student Council Presidential Committee. And best of all, president.

I doubted she really wanted that. All she was striving for was to practice leadership positions because she didn’t feel ready to take over the Circle as Domini someday.

“You don’t understand,” Grace snorted, her dark brown curls bouncing up and down as she stopped and wheeled around to face us. “A lot depends on that here.”

Larissa and Bayla exchanged glances as if Grace no longer had her wits about her, then Vivienna pushed past us with her two best friends.

“Don’t waste your vote, Grace,” she sighed, “I’m on the same side as you.” She tossed her hair back over her shoulder. “Your behavior is going to lead to the dogs’ winning.”

She, Amber, and Kelly laughed before Amber and Kelly strode past me toward the molecular biology seminar room, and Vivienna walked alone toward the law school.

“How can someone be so arrogant...” Larissa murmured, shaking her head.

“Let her talk,” Grace replied and turned to leave. “And don’t vote for her in March. She’ll only cause problems and fuel more conflict.”

Without another word, she strode off toward the Business French seminar room, leaving me behind with the others.

There were still three months to go. She really shouldn’t have to worry about it already...

I turned to Larissa and Bay, who were both looking at me with expectation.

“What are you waiting for?” I asked nervously, because although I could sense that they wanted something from me, I couldn’t read it in their faces.

“We want to see the hot professor that Amber has been gushing about so loudly all night long that I couldn’t sleep a wink,” Larissa said with a conspiratorial undertone and a treacherous grin.

She could only be talking about Professor Quentin Tiberius. A professor who was definitely wrong here. Outwardly, in terms of age, and professionally. It worried me that someone like him was in Blairville. If this guy knew how close to the truth he was with the theories in his publications...

I still felt like a stalker because I had ordered all his publications to find out how close to the truth he really was.

“I’ll correct her,” Bay sighed. “She wants to see the prof.”

“What is your obsession with professors?” I laughed softly, feeling the blush creep into my cheeks.

“Hello?” Larissa exclaimed with indignation. “He’s supposed to be the hottest professor at this university. And the youngest.”

“It’s not an obsession with professors, but with anything that smells of testosterone and can’t escape her fast enough,” Bayla waved her hand and rolled her eyes.

“I’m standing next to you,” Larissa grumbled, visibly unimpressed.

In the corner of my eye, I spotted champagne-blonde hair. My head turned toward the classroom.

He was already in the room and with him, needless to say, were all the girls from the course. One of them was leaning over his table, hanging on to his lips while he explained something.

I had little desire to sit down in this estrogen-soaked room, but after researching the professor I knew he was the best person I could have ended up with, because the other professors and lecturers in molecular biology hadn’t landed a desirable job at the DLSC.

“Oh my God! Is that him?!” Larissa exclaimed way too loud. “Holy shit...” Her eyes widened when she spotted Mr. Suspicious. “No wonder everyone orgasms just talking to him!”

I widened my eyes.

“Larissa!”

She started laughing, which she often did, just like Kelly, only she wasn’t as annoying as Kelly.

“Good thing you already have your Erik,” she joked, and my eyes widened a second time.

“Erik?” Bayla asked, irritated.

Well done, Larissa...

“I’m ready to end this conversation,” I somehow managed to get out, and Bayla’s pitying smirk spoke for itself.

“I’ll get her out of here,” she said quickly, already tugging on Larissa’s arm.

“Come on! As if you don’t think he’s hot,” I heard Larissa grumble before Bayla had already dragged her down the corridor behind her. “He’s hot as fuck!”

I smiled at Larissa’s manner. How often I wished I could be so relaxed and honest without sinking into the floor with shame. And how much I would like to be human.

I entered the seminar room unnoticed and thankful that the other students were blocking my view with their questions about the first exams and homework.

Without asking, I sat down next to David, who didn’t seem enthusiastic but didn’t send me away either.

“And I thought you had left the course out of fear.”

I turned to the handsome Ruisangor in confusion.

“Fear of what?”

“The professor, who is fascinated by magic.”

Surprised, I paused while unpacking my backpack.

“You’ve read his publications?” I whispered, barely audible.

David looked ahead at the professor.

“He works at the DLSC. It’s my duty to find out about him.”

I nodded silently and also looked ahead to where the last of the girls were moving away from his table and he was organizing a stack of papers.

Shit. My protocol...

I flipped through my folder and, luckily, found it quickly. I jumped up from my seat and rushed forward so fast that I didn’t even have time to panic.

He was walking around his table, but I just followed him until he noticed me and turned toward me.

A slight panic flared up inside me. 

“Miss Blair,” the professor remarked in surprise and scrutinized me with that look that could mean anything.

“Here’s my protocol,” I said quickly. “And the others from the last few weeks.”

Ashamed, I pushed my notes onto the pile on the edge of his desk.

I had wanted to hand in the protocols in one of the professors’ letterboxes by the deadline, but his had been stuffed with whatever.

The professor looked up from the protocols with my scrawly, much too small handwriting. His gaze was unclear, but he seemed to be thinking.

“There were deadlines for that,” I pressed my lips together. “But I’ll overlook it. For once.” Relief spread through me, even though I didn’t know what I had done to deserve this treatment. “Although, I have to say, I wasn’t expecting you at all.” I looked up, tried to meet his gaze, and got caught by his peridot-colored irises. “I would like to remind you that although attendance is not mandatory, you should still take the course seriously.”

In all my years at school, I had never received a negative or warning comment from a teacher. So, it sat all the more heavily that Mr. Suspicious, of all people, was the first to think this was necessary.

But how could I blame him? He didn’t know how good I really was.

“Why don’t you put something up on the server like other professors do?” I asked, realizing too late how that must have come across.

Mr. Suspicious raised both eyebrows, which, by the way, were the most perfect eyebrows I’d ever seen in my life.

Hell, I didn’t even want to find this man attractive, but how could you deny something you’ve been confronted with from all sides?

“Because I highly value the interaction between fellow students. That’s important in research. Especially when we’re working in the lab.”

Great. He was one of that And today we’re doing group work professors.

“As long as I do the required work, there shouldn’t be any problems, should there?” I returned impatiently, and he raised his eyebrows again, but this time...with interest.

“You seem to have a lot of confidence in your performance.”

He stepped closer. And inwardly I trembled because of his statue.

This man was tall, three heads taller than me.

I wanted to take a deep breath to calm down inside, which was a mistake, because a pleasant citrus scent floated toward me, mixed with male pheromones that could only have come from him.

Something in my traitorous stomach began to tingle. And I stepped backward.

Something sharp pricked my waist and as I turned around, I saw one of the piles of papers that the professor must have placed on the edge drop to the floor and scatter behind his desk.

For heaven’s sake...

I quickly bent down to clear up the mess I had made and grabbed the first few sheets of paper.

I saw him bend down as well and sped up.

“I’m...” I paused as I spotted the black ink rune on the parchment in front of me, and memories flashed through my mind. Memories I wished Gloria had erased. “...sorry.”

I couldn’t help but stare at the rune. A jagged, serpentine mark with three rounds of circles, decorated with splashes of ink.

The last time I had seen a mark like this, it had been in a forbidden book. The woman who had owned it had been robbed of her memory in front of the Circle and the Councils, and the book had been burned. The reason: Umbra. Shadow magic. Magic, I didn’t know much about simply because we were not allowed to know anything about it, let alone mention it at all.

I spotted another mark.

Suddenly, his warm hand brushed mine as the professor reached for the paper, and only now I noticed the simple golden double ring on his finger.

Without removing my hand from his paper, I looked up.

His bright green eyes sparkled with indecision, eyeing mine.

“Julie...” he whispered, tugging at the paper and I finally loosened my grip.

“I’m sorry...” I replied just as quietly, realizing too late what he had just called me...and how forbidden good it had sounded...and how forbidden those marks there on that sheet were.

I stared at him while he tidied up the rest of the papers with a working jaw. I shook my head absentmindedly and reached for the pieces of paper under my feet.

As I handed them to him, his gaze lingered on my wrist.

My gray wool sweater had ridden up a bit, revealing my forearm...or rather, the thirty-seven faded scars and the two new ones.

He stared directly at it, his features tense.

My fingers began to tingle with a traitorous coolness.

I shot upwards.

He did, too.

Our eyes met...

That was too much.

“I’m really sorry,” I pressed out somehow, brushing a strand of hair behind my ears and turning around.

Before my insecurity could express itself in any way, I ran back to my seat and sat down, glad that none of the other students had noticed.

Everyone was engrossed in election gossip. Only David gave me a suspicious sideways glance.

The professor was sorting through his papers with his lips pressed together without giving me another glance before he began with the topic of today’s session: epigenetics.

He handed out worksheets and had us work with the internet, and I had time to reflect on this strange moment from just now.

No doubt those had been runes of forbidden magic. But where had he gotten them from? How had he gotten them? The paper had looked old, worn...

Without attracting attention, I looked at the professor, who was sitting behind his desk doing something on his iPad.

My gaze lingered on the glasses he had put on and the tingling in my stomach returned, with it, the warmth in my face.

Of course, this man looked hot even with reading glasses.

What had he done in his last life that the gods had blessed him like this?

My gaze slid back to the ring.

And, of course, he had a wife. How could someone like him not be married? There had probably been several women fighting over him, and the one who had managed to get him into a marriage was now fighting with his thousand female worshipers.

Shocked by my thoughts, I lowered my head.

Out there, with the other girls, I pretended to be innocent and here I was gawking at the guy just like the other female students.

What was wrong with me?

I didn’t want to have thoughts like that. Not about a married man who was ten years older than me and in addition my professor.

I pulled out my cell phone and guiltily opened the chat with Erik before I started typing. Erik was online, which increased the excitement in my stomach even more.

[image: ]He read my message immediately and started typing.

I smiled, but the feeling of guilt didn’t really go away. But at least it distracted me.

Then my message sounded. Unfortunately, it was too loud.

Everyone around me stared at me. And the professor looked up from his iPad. Right at that moment, my message tone sounded for the second time and I gritted my teeth. The professor turned his head toward me.

Oh damn.

“Ms. Blair?” He stood up and set the iPad aside. “Would you like to share with us what you’re typing there?”

“No,” I blurted, far too panicked, and I shoved the phone under my desk.

He smiled challengingly. “Then please turn off your ringtone.”

I obeyed and took a deep breath while the girls around me giggled and Noah snorted at the back of the room.

David was the only one who didn’t make a sound, probably because he had also been on his cell phone and had now discreetly slipped it into his pocket.

“Well, then I’d like to compare the assignments,” the professor began, walking toward my table. “And since you seem to have finished quickly, I’ll put your worksheet under the camera as an example.”

I didn’t even have time to protest as he simply pulled it off my table and walked back to the front.

Kelly giggled gleefully next to Amber, who gave me a condescending look.

Didn’t this girl have any other facial expressions in her reservoir?

A glance ahead told me that Mr. Suspicious hadn’t expected me to finish everything. He ran his examining gaze over my worksheet.

I couldn’t help but smile triumphantly, even though I regretted it, because he looked up and studied me before pinching his lips together as if he was annoyed.

Nevertheless, I left the classroom proud of my achievement. And when the strange thoughts about the runes tried to catch up with me, I quickly reached for my cell phone to read Erik’s messages.
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The smile disappeared from my lips.

What if Erik was one of those who knew about the dark side of the city? What if he was one of them? What if he was a Senseque or a Ruisangor?

I shook my head.

What a stupid thought.

Probably his message was simply referring to the campus drama, the murder and the ongoing election preparations.

And as if the devil had been spoken, someone pressed a flyer with Vivienna’s face on it into my hand.

I sighed grimly and put it in the nearest garbage can.

If anyone wasn’t getting my vote, it was her.
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Chapter 46

Larissa

“I swear to you, my mother thinks the Copelands had something to do with the murder,” Barbie nagged next to Vivienna.

I rolled my eyes. This girl was the epitome of hysterical and spreading fucking fear around campus. To make matters worse, her friends were no better.

“Her whole face was scratched up... Doesn’t that speak for itself?” Amber squeezed out with a dry laugh.

Bayla next to me looked at the two of them, as if she wanted to believe their brilliant words.

I looked at her dumbfounded, and she looked back in shame at my laptop, where we were looking at the pictures of yesterday’s fight.

“Girl, he’s hot,” I exclaimed when we got to a picture of Nash running, his dark blond hair a little tousled from the wind.

I’d managed to get some damn good footage of the fight between Nash and Julian yesterday. And it looked like Vanderwood was the perfect place for hot footage.

“He’s an idiot,” Grace just said, shaking her head and continuing to lean over the stone slab of our seat on campus.

She was in the middle of writing a campaign speech, and so far, only she and Vivienna had registered for the March elections.

“A hot idiot,” I said to Grace, shrugging my shoulders. “We should vote for him if he’s running, Bayla. Don’t you think so?”

I knew Vivienna and Grace were looking at me like I had lost my marbles, but I didn’t care.

“Or, how about this? We vote for Emely!”

I was sure she would let her friends put her up for election. At least, that’s what the rumors were saying.

Vivienna’s jaw dropped.

“You’re joking...” Kelly remarked next to her as she reapplied her pink lipstick.

“Julian, Nash and Emely... They’re the last people I’d do anything with, if I were you,” Vivienna continued, looking up from her phone. First, she looked at me, then at Bayla, as if she wanted to tell her something else.

“I agree with her for once. These are not the people you should be spending your time with, Bayla.”

Grace looked at my best friend with a meaningful look, almost as if Nash and Julian were from some drug cartel, ready to make her pay for her complicity.

“Are they part of some gang?” I asked, remembering all those guys from Sacramento with their pocket knives and brown boxes full of smiley pills. One of the things I missed the least.

“Sort of...” Grace looked at me with hesitation. “You have to think of it like a gang dealing drugs. The Copelands are the head and the other members do what they’re asked.”

Bayla looked at Grace as if she had just exaggerated a little, so I asked, “And Julian?”

Grace looked at me, perplexed, but Vivienna spoke up.

“He’s just as much a member of that pack, precisely because his family was in it once.”

“Isn’t it a bit unfair to judge someone because of their past?”

I looked at Grace, then at Julie, and finally at the other girls.

“People like them don’t change. Trust me, we know what we’re talking about,” Amber snorted glumly.

I hadn’t had a problem with anyone here so far. But this mass of prejudice, first toward the DeLoughreys, who actually seemed to be quite aloof and probably had dirt on them, and then toward the Copelands, seemed a bit off.

When it came to Bay’s neighbor, I knew I was right, because he seemed pretty reasonable. And I didn’t know a single guy who wouldn’t have reacted with his fists if someone had said a bad word about his mother.

Bayla didn’t quite seem to agree, either, because she sat there and gave the others one of her WTF looks.

“By the way, Vivienna, let’s go to this new clothing store on the weekend. I’ve seen some really cool dresses there that I’m sure would look great on you at the party.”

Amber played with one of her dark strands and looked at Vivienna expectantly.

“Oh my god, yes! I need a costume, too!” Barbie squealed in excitement next to her.

I only needed to hear the word party and my attention was fully present. For me, parties were something like complete relaxation. A place where you could just dance, let go and forget all the shitty shit about life. There was also good music and hot men.

The last time I’d been to a party was maybe two months ago, which really annoyed me, because what were you young for?

“What party?” I asked with interest, hoping it wasn’t some kind of private thing.

All three girls looked at me immediately until Vivienna finally said, “If you want to have some fun, you should come to the biggest Halloween party in town. In two weeks.”

I automatically looked at Bay, who quickly shook her head.

“Oh, come on. When was the last time we went to a real party?”

“Definitely not enough time has passed...”

I looked at her in mock horror. “How can you let me down like this?”

“The parties in this club are not without their problems...” Julie remarked, a little concerned.

The more I heard about this party, the more I was drawn to it.

“As if there’s that much going on in this backwoods area,” I remarked with amusement.

“The parties at this club are really popular.” Grace looked at me. “But they often escalate a bit.”

“Bayla and I are from Sacramento. I think we know what a badass party is,” I laughed, pretty convinced that a little fun couldn’t hurt.

“Larissa, really... I don’t think I’m that into it.”

Typical Bayla.

I looked at Julie and Grace, but they were both shaking their heads.

“They’re wimps. If you want to experience something, come with us. You’ll have fun, I promise.”

Vivienna looked at me with her icy blue eyes. She was the only one who seemed to be in the mood, even if I didn’t like her.

“I’d love to,” I said, earning a few questioning looks from Grace and Julie and a Seriously, Larissa? look from Bay.

“Well, if you guys don’t like fun, I guess I’ll have to find other friends.”

It had been a joke, but Bayla seemed to take it a bit more seriously and looked at me with a disbelieving expression.

“Them again...” Amber sighed with a worried undertone, as if she had seen a ghost. She had her eyes fixed on the campus.

In the distance, I recognized three very familiar figures.

Immediately, I pulled out my camera, focused on my target, and pressed the shutter release.

“For fuck’s sake, Larissa! What are you doing?” Grace exclaimed hectic, and pushed my camera down.

“What?” I asked. “Don’t worry. They won’t notice, anyway.”

I put my camera back up and looked through the lens.

As if they had noticed me after all, all three men looked at me.

I felt a little uneasy, but I didn’t bother to press the shutter again. It was as if I was playing with fire.

“They’re heading toward us. Let’s get out of here,” Vivienna hissed, and all three girls immediately stood up.

Sure indeed, the DeLoughrey men came walking straight toward us, which worried me, but I wasn’t alone. This time Adrian couldn’t act out.

Our last encounter had been intense. Just thinking about it made my skin tingle warmly. At least until I remembered that he had simply thrown me out of the window at the end. That arrogant asshole.

“Well done, Larissa. Now you’ve lured them to us.”

The three men came to a halt in their fancy suits right in front of our table, and Miles gave Grace a challenging glare, which made her look at him all the more hostile. But he didn’t seem to care.

It was Adrian, however, who caught my attention completely.

“What do you want?” I asked in a firm voice, trying not to sound nervous.

“You like playing with fire? What?” he murmured in a low voice, looking down at me intently. His left collarbone seemed to stick out a little more than his right, his chin was freshly shaved, and his eyes sparkled in an unusually playful way.

His attractiveness made me block out all the unpleasant encounters.

“Delete the pictures,” he ordered coldly.

And he was an ass. Couldn’t he just enjoy being the center of attention like his brunette buddy?

“That’s not going to happen,” I said firmly.

No one would ever be able to forbid me to do what I loved. My camera, my rules.

“Larissa...” Grace grabbed my shoulder, her expression a little frightened. “Just do what he says.”

Why was she so scared of this guy? Just because he drove a fancy car and ran everywhere with his lapdogs like he owned everything, like he was some kind of God?

“You should listen to the Blairs. They have smart thoughts, for once,” he responded in a patronizing way to Grace’s words.

They seemed to know each other... But from where?

I looked at him challengingly.

“Or what?”

He didn’t seem to be used to people contradicting him, because for a moment he dropped out of his unapproachable façade and looked at me, slightly annoyed.

But it didn’t take long before he came closer, leaning with his hands on the table past Bay so that we were only half a meter apart.

His eyes were dark, like the night, black as wet wood so that they formed a strong contrast to his pale skin. Then there were the ravens circling in the sky behind him, like predators.

Adrian leaned forward a little more and my body tensed.

“You’ll regret talking to me like that.”

I sucked in the air lightly through my lips. His gaze seemed to linger on them for a moment.

If the others hadn’t been here now, I would be lying on this table with Adrian pressed against me, just like in the art room.

The thought turned me on. I didn’t know why, but it sent a pleasant shiver down my spine. He was frightening, and yet a part of me desired his dark nature.

Adrenaline spread through me. But that wasn’t a bad thing. On the contrary. He was right. I loved playing with fire. And I loved the danger even more.

“We have to get to the lecture, Adrian,” the blonde reminded him and Adrian pulled away from me.

He looked at me one last time, his eyes full of desire, as if he wanted to make my fantasy come true. As if that hadn’t been our last encounter.

A strong feeling, a longing, pure desire spread through me. And I knew that this wouldn’t be our last encounter.

Deep down, I wanted him to come and take me into his dark little world, kidnap me piece by piece.

I stared after him as he walked in the middle. And in that moment, I knew. He would come for me. Whether I wanted him to or not.
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Chapter 47

Julie

“Hey, you, computer nerd...”

I looked up from my laptop in confusion at Grace, who was waving her car key in front of my face.

“What did you say?” I asked, because I’d been focused on the codes on the screen in front of me until now. I had tried again and again via the university’s database, but somehow the IT security team of Vanderwood University had managed to replace the old firewall with a better one. As a result, I only had limited access to the lecture overviews and none at all to the students’ files.

I had been too slow.

“I’m going to Moenia again. Amara said she needed me for a healing ritual, and I also need a few ingredients for the bracelets.”

If I hadn’t been Julie, I would have rolled my eyes right now. Grace was so scared of the Copelands and the DeLoughreys that she wanted to make silver bracelets with wolfsbane extract for both of us.

“I’ll be back in an hour.”

I looked at her, nodding, as she grabbed her black denim jacket and disappeared through the door of our large shared room.

Grace had disappeared at just the right time because it was 9 pm and Larissa had dragged Bayla to Midnights to meet Mady there. She had been raving to Bayla about Ezra, Mady’s brother, the whole time. And Emely wouldn’t show up until midnight, anyway.

The door to the room opened and a condescending-looking Vivienna peeked through the crack, looking around before her disapproving gaze lingered on me.

“Where’s Grace?”

Despite the urge to avoid her gaze, I studied her eyes.

Grace always said she was jealous that Vivienna was so lucky with her genes, but all I saw when I looked at her was that emptiness in her eyes that all Air Quatura our age shared.

Images flashed through my mind. Images of her sitting in Gloria’s office chair, tipping the cloudy contents of the vial into her mouth, and swallowing them.

“Julie? Are you responsive or back in your little world again?” Vivienna sighed and I winced.

“Grace is in Moenia...”

Vivienna just snorted and finally disappeared from the room.

I looked down at my hands and froze when I noticed the small ice crystals on my fingertips.

Panicked, I wiped them off on the bedspread.

No... That hadn’t just happened...

I looked at my fingertips again. But there was nothing there anymore.

Maybe it was the paranoia I’d had since the incident.

I hurriedly reached for my cell phone to distract myself.

Not only that, but Erik had texted me an hour ago, and I had been eagerly waiting to make good on my promise. It had been weeks since we had last texted through the night, and I was missing the exchange.

I opened the chat expectantly.
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I had to smile.
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He was online immediately.
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Again, I had to smile.
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I still felt bad about my absence on the weekend. In retrospect, I realized how that must have looked. Like I didn’t care about him.

I bit my lower lip.

Erik had somehow become very important to me.
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I sighed.

[image: ]

I texted thank you and that’s what I was feeling right now. I was so grateful to him for all the understanding I couldn’t expect from anyone else around me.
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My chest started to hurt a little because that was all I wanted to do – to tell him everything, to describe everything down to the smallest detail. I wanted to cry, to open up to him. But the rules told me not to. Erik was a human being, and I couldn’t forget that.
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I hated always having to beat around the bush.

I thought about the best way to describe it to him. A little too long, apparently, because he texted again.
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My heart tightened in despair.

I looked down at my hands digging desperately into the sheets... That’s when I discovered my fingertips had turned blue.

Shock spread through my chest, traveled to my stomach and I couldn’t help but stare at my hands in a daze.

I tried to look away, at the chat in front of me, but the tingling in my fingertips wouldn’t go away.
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Immediately, the tension inside me eased, and my heart jumped slightly.

I was important to him...

What if this friendship was real after all, even if we were separated by a screen? What if Erik was proof that I wasn’t socially incompetent after all, as everyone in the Circle accused me of being?

I checked my fingertips again, but the bluish tinge had disappeared.
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My heart was beating a little faster than usual. Normally, texting with Erik calmed me down and distracted me from my life, but right now, I was far too emotional.
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I wondered what his social life was like, if he had friends and if I was just one of many internet acquaintances or if he struggled as much as I did... After all, he was a football player and...

I realized once again that I didn’t know much about him, not even what he was studying.
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I hoped that I wasn’t banging the door down. But that’s the kind of question you ask your friends, isn’t it? That’s what Grace did and that’s what I’d seen Larissa do.
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That was the last thing I wanted... Maybe I needed to be more specific.
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Erik did nothing for a moment, but then he started typing.

[image: ]

It sounded exactly like my family, except that as a human he certainly didn’t have such devastating problems as a Quatura.
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He spoke from my soul. I was asked to integrate myself into the Circle, to help Grace fulfill the prophecy. I had to give everything, give myself up. After all, that’s what it meant to be part of something bigger.
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I had to ask this question. Something inside me wanted him to at least be able to put that burden down with me.
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I smiled sadly, albeit with relief.

I wanted to ask more questions, wanted to know what exactly his family wanted from him. What if I could help him? If I could be useful to at least one person in my life. One person who saw that I only wanted the best for him.

My own thoughts were enough to remind me of the fragility of all our relationships. Of how I must have been important to my mother until I reminded her more and more of my father every day.

I had never met him, but that was normal for us. The fathers were there to impregnate the mothers and were not allowed to know about us any more than other people.

I looked at the display again.
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I swallowed.

If he knew that nothing felt uncomfortable with him except the fact that I couldn’t tell him everything...even having to lie to him.
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My heart jumped without me asking it to.
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I couldn’t help but smile at his words.

“You seem to have fun.”

Startled, I looked toward the door where Larissa was leaning in her black leather jacket with her arms crossed, grinning at me with amusement.

She seemed to have a talent for catching me texting with Erik.

“I’ve got you to myself now, by the way,” she said, with a broad grin, as if she had planned an assassination attempt on me and came straight toward me, only to drop onto my bed.

“I’m allowed, right?”

Larissa was the epitome of graceful extraversion.

But maybe it was just me. I was too quiet for this noisy world.

I couldn’t help but nod.

She grabbed me by the shoulders and I looked at her in surprise.

“Now tell me, who is this mysterious Erik?”

“Now I want to know who this Erik is, too” it came from the door.

Bayla Adams looked first at Larissa, then at me, a thousand question marks above her head, before looking back at Larissa with a smirk.

Thank you, Larissa. Really. Thank you.

“Julie has a secret boyfriend.” She looked at me as if I had some information for her that everyone was dying to know. “Does Grace actually know about this?”

“No, and I want to keep it that way,” I said, giving Larissa a serious look.

“Ooh, seems to be something very secret indeed.”

She winked at me.

“Not anymore,” I sighed.

I looked at Bay, who raised her hands with a grin. “Sorry.”

“Wow, now that’s what I call deep talk.”

I looked at Larissa, who was grinning and holding my laptop in her arms.

Startled, I snatched it out of her hands and immediately felt my cheeks heat up.

“Does he go to university here, too?”

“Larissa, stop interfering in other people’s lives. There are things you can’t always stick your nose into.” 

Bayla made it sound as if Larissa’s behavior was nothing out of the ordinary.

Just the way she’d talked to the DeLoughreys earlier had scared me. And I was worried that this guy was serious and might even turn up here and cause a bloodbath.

Even if the Ruisangors were playing by the rules of the treaty here in Blairville, they couldn’t be trusted. They were gradually buying up parts of our territory, and that was slowly making them a bit too powerful.

“Larissa, leave her alone now!”

“It’s all right, Bayla.”

“No,” Bay looked at me. “You have to tell her if something’s bugging you. Larissa likes to overstep boundaries.” Bayla paced around the room. “And you can call me Bay.”

Exhausted, she dropped onto her bed. Somehow, she looked paler than usual.

“Don’t talk like I’m not here.” Larissa looked at me, rolling her eyes. “I just want to help Julie.”

“I’m fine on my own,” I refused with gratitude, but something told me I wasn’t going to get out of this one just like that.

“So, how is it that you’re never seen making out on campus?”

“Larissa!” Bay looked at her best friend with widened eyes.

“He’s not my boyfriend!” I said with a little nervousness. “He’s a friend.”

Larissa raised one of her eyebrows as if she didn’t believe me. “Why don’t people see you two on campus anyway?”

I didn’t know what to say. Actually, I was pretty much sitting on the serving platter.

“Larissa...” Bay reminded her again, but just shook her head in resignation when Larissa seemed to ignore her and continued talking instead.

“Simply because you two have never met.”

My heart stopped treacherously.

I saw Bay’s jaw drop in the background.

“How the heck would you know that?” she asked in amazement. “Stop making such predictions about relationships and study for your degree instead.”

“She’s right...” I sighed a little too softly, but loud enough for both of them to hear me.

“Ha!” Larissa looked triumphantly at Bayla. “That would be my twenty dollars.”

“You told her without my permission and immediately made a bet on it?” I asked, dumbfounded, and pulled my laptop closer to me to close the open chat.

Now, Bayla was blushing. “We always bet on whether her relationship predictions about other couples are right, and in case she’s right, she gets 20 dollars from me, if she’s wrong, I get the money.”

“You’ll be poor soon, Bay.” Larissa laughed, but then looked back at me. “And now for you.” I just wanted to sink into the ground. “Why haven’t you two met yet?”

It was none of her business, but how was I, of all people, supposed to talk my way out of this now?

“Because he doesn’t know I’m studying here.”

Larissa and Bayla looked at me, puzzled.

“Wait, that means you’re both studying here, you’re texting with him, and he doesn’t know that he could theoretically meet you?”

I took a deep breath, then nodded.

“Oh my God, that’s so romantic,” Larissa exclaimed excitedly.

Could she please stop pretending that Erik was more than just a friend? 

“But wait... you’re not stalking him, are you?” Larissa pointed at my laptop; her eyes widened.

“No...” I said quickly. “I’m just trying to find out who he is and if that’s really his name.”

Larissa gave me another crooked grin. “That’s a nice euphemism for stalking, sweetheart.”

“Why don’t you ask him out?” Bay interjected into our awkward dialog.

The thought of meeting him in person overwhelmed me inside.

“First of all, I’d like to know who he is,” I lied, because what I knew about him was enough for me to want to meet him.

“It sounds like you need our help,” Larissa said, standing up and pacing around the room in deep thought.

“I can really manage on my own.”

“That’s why you’ve already found out everything about him, I assume?”

Larissa was right. And yet. This conversation was too uncomfortable for me.

“So... this Erik isn’t called Erik at all?” Larissa sat down cross-legged on her part of the long desk.

“I don’t think so...”

“Mh... And all you have is his number and the information that he attends university here...” She continued to think aloud and adjusted something on her camera. Her long dark blonde hair, which she usually wore in a ponytail, now fell casually and fully over her shoulders. “Do you have any other clues?”

I thought for a moment.

“He does a lot of sport...”

Larissa looked down as if she needed to think.

Then I remembered something I hadn’t even thought about.

“He’s probably part of the football team”

“How long have you been texting?” Larissa asked.

Bay also looked at me with curiosity.

“About a year?”

I wasn’t sure... Maybe even longer?

“A year and you both don’t know who each other’s real personalities are?” Larissa looked at me blankly. “I think it’s about time you met him.”

“I can’t,” I confessed nervously.

“I know, you want to know what he looks like beforehand, okay...”

It was nice not to have to lie when she finished my sentences for me.

It wasn’t about his looks, but about the fact that I liked the way things were right now.

“We already know that he might play football here. We could go to a game.”

It wasn’t a bad idea, but who had mentioned we?

“The season for that is coming to an end,” Bay replied to her friend.

“A training session then.”

“Too obvious,” I said and Bay nodded in agreement.

“Mh...”

Larissa should stop worrying about my private life. But how could I make her understand?

“Honestly, if I wanted to find out if someone was taking a sport, I’d just look through the team list in the student records. Maybe then, you could determine by process of elimination who from the list could be Erik.”

Bayla made it sound so easy.

“I can’t get to the digital files...”

Larissa looked at me, and I shrugged my arms. Then she looked at Bay, and the latter raised her head.

Bay’s smile disappeared.

“No,” she said, shaking her head.

Larissa’s grin widened again. “It was your idea.”

“Over my dead body.”

“You lost the bet.”

“You’ll get your twenty dollars!”

“But I don’t want your mother’s money.”

“Then you’re out of luck.”

Larissa jumped up from the desk and knelt down in front of Bay’s bed.

“Come on,” she said, “we’ve done so little lately.”

Guilt automatically spread across Bayla’s face.

This was definitely not what I’d meant when I’d advised Larissa to talk to Bayla in our business English seminar.

“Please, please.”

Larissa’s puppy eyes were stage-ready.

Bayla seemed to be thinking.

“Okay... This one time,” she finally said warningly.

“Oh my God, I knew you couldn’t keep your nose out of such exciting things!”

Had they honestly just gone over my head and decided to look for Erik’s sports record? I couldn’t believe it.

“Where are the files stored at Vanderwood?” Larissa asked.

“In Professor Copeland’s office...” I began, but realized in mid-sentence that I shouldn’t have said that.

Bayla looked at me urgently when the name Copeland came up.

“Perfect! Then we’ll look there.”

Before I could warn Larissa, someone else appeared in the room.

“Where are you going to look for what?”

Grace was standing in the doorway. When I saw what she was holding in her arms, I forgot all my problems for a moment.

“In a café...” I stuttered.

Grace walked over to my bed, sat down and placed the little tuft of golden fur on my white blanket. It had its eyes closed and was sleeping peacefully.

“Is that a puppy?” Bayla sounded confused.

Larissa laughed. “What do you think? That this is what a kitten looks like?”

“Possibly,” Bayla said, annoyed, and Larissa rolled her eyes.

“Kittens are small, naked and ugly,” Larissa whispered and came over to the bed. “Oh, how cute.”

I looked at the sleeping puppy, which was the size of a paperback book. He turned his head briefly and curled up even more so that the tip of his nose disappeared under his paws, and his long, floppy ears covered his eyes.

Then I looked at Grace, who was sparkling at me with her brown eyes.

“It’s for the fish. I thought you might need some company when I’m not around.” She winked at me, and I couldn’t help but hug her with gratitude. “I thought he’d live a little longer.”

Her words drove away the pleasant feeling inside me that the puppy had just triggered. Instead, a feeling of unease spread through me.

What if I had another outburst?

I stared at the bundle of fur.

I was dangerous. And this dog was absolutely not safe in my presence. Because sooner or later it would happen again, and I would destroy everything around me. It was only a matter of time before everything that had built up inside me would burst out again.
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Chapter 48

Adrian

It got colder. Just the way I liked it.

The fresh evening air blew through my hair and messed it up in an unpleasant way.

Bastien had called me and he was never late. I couldn’t shake off the feeling that something must be wrong.

I was standing alone on campus, and it was now 11 pm.

At this time of night, only hormone-driven couples or drunken idiots from the Midnights came here.

Everything seemed empty today. It was abnormally quiet. A few hours ago, feral Copelands had been playing with their balls here and that annoying reporter girl had tried to interview Miles.

Her curiosity would eventually get her killed, as it often happened with reporters who stuck their noses too deeply into our family affairs.

I glanced over at the largest oak tree on campus, under which, of course, none of the dogs were hanging out at this hour.

“The Senseque are dangerous,” David had warned Miles, who was considering running for election in March just to piss them off. “You shouldn’t aggravate them in their territory.”

And while Miles, as usual, wouldn’t give a shit about David’s warning, David’s words bothered me, until now.

None of them knew that I was the most dangerous person on this campus.

A very familiar black BMW pulled into the campus parking lot, almost too slow to pass for one of us. But that was Bastien. Adapted to humans, like no one else, and yet one of our strongest.

He got out of the car and his crooked tie immediately caught my eye.

Untypical. Unprofessionalism was not one of his characteristics. Something was up, and I could literally smell it as the scent of cigarettes and rum wafted toward me.

Bastien didn’t drink rum. Never. He preferred scotch. And he didn’t smoke, either.

“Where the hell have you been?”

Bastien’s gray hairline shone in the moonlight. Still, he looked younger than he actually was.

He looked around as if someone was following him. Not a good sign.

“Tristan is here.”

The tension in my chest returned.

I hadn’t expected this.

I furrowed my forehead.

“He wanted to meet me to tell me something important.”

“And?” I asked, trying to sound visibly unimpressed by Tristan’s appearance.

Tristan was the traitor of the family. A black sheep, if you wanted to look at it that way.

Shortly after my transformation, he had left the family to join the dark side. And if he was here, the Tenebris Order couldn’t be far away.

That filthy gang would ruin Nicolaj’s reputation in town. Because the damned Senseque wouldn’t see any difference between those fucking outcasts and us. They’d probably be rubbing their hands together, just looking for a weak spot in the contract to get rid of us.

“He didn’t show up...”

Bastien sounded annoyed.

He was unable to let him go.

“Be glad. Maybe he used his head and figured out for himself that it wouldn’t be smart to show up here.”

I looked around. The wind had picked up. A cool breeze brushed the back of my neck, and it was as if I felt something like goose bumps. Unusual.

“Hardly. One of his men was there and said their master had reprimanded Tristan, and we should be careful.”

“Did you tell him that he can go to hell?”

I gave Bastien a scrutinizing look.

He really seemed different than usual. Not so calm, but as if Tristan was a threat – or at least what he brought with him.

Bastien was a master of his emotions. And if he reacted like that, then we were all in for something bigger.

“I want you to be careful and report any suspicious activity on this campus to me.”

I looked at him in question.

“What would he want here?”

“Not him...”

I couldn’t believe my trainer was actually talking about the Tenebris Order.

“Here?”

“Think Adrian. Where would you go to cause chaos when there’s only one place in an area full of split territories where all three species clash.”

He was right. I’d been a bit brain-locked since the incident yesterday at lunchtime with that girl. She had wanted to put me in my place just like that. And nothing about my aura had frightened her. On the contrary. She seemed to enjoy being played with.

But there were more important things now, and I had to think straight.

Turning women into problems was something only sentimental fools did.

“It could be that someone from the Order is behind the murder. Someone who wants revenge on Tristan and his family.”

I pressed my lips together and looked across the campus.

I couldn’t allow myself to let anyone see how much I hated this man for what he had done to our family.

And I hoped Bastien didn’t feel into me. Then he would have questions. Questions I would never be able to answer.

“Whatever you find out, report back to me. And tell Miles that Laurent and I are increasing your training stakes.”

As if I hadn’t already spent enough afternoons wielding a dagger, letting Bastien kill me with his fencing training, or spending hours in hand-to-hand combat. The most annoying were the observation lessons and the chemistry lessons, where Miles always mixed up the chemicals so that the windows on the first floor had to be repaired at least once a month.

He was good at fencing. I had to give him credit for that. But he'd never been good at science.

“Every evening.”

I nodded.

Bastien’s expression relaxed a little.

“Do you think he’s here to warn us?” I asked.

Bastien looked at me thoughtfully. His body had been tense the whole time.

That was usual when it came to his favorite brother. He had always tried to keep him out of these dark things. Unsuccessfully. Tristan had become one of them. And at the same time, he had completely crashed. An alcoholic renegade.

“I hope not.”

I understood him. He preferred Tristan to be on the wrong track than to do the right thing and die because he was too stupid to get his own life under control.

I nodded.

“I have to go. Laurent is waiting for me.”

Whatever mission the two of them were on, he wouldn’t let me know anyway. Professional secrecy, as he always called it. Although, he often did things on his own. I never questioned it, because it was none of my business. We all had our private missions, I learned that early on. But with him, I always wondered what was going on in his head, what had made him this quiet yet determined man.

He never talked about his past and even when he seemed closest to me, he kept his secrets to himself.

Each DeLoughrey kept his own dirty little secrets. Secrets that could ruin the whole family if they came to light.

Bastien said goodbye to me before getting back into the car to meet Laurent.

When he was gone, another icy breeze blew in my face. It had become even colder. Almost too rapid a drop in temperature at this time of day. There was something ironic, almost symbolic, about the way the weather changed with Bastien’s bad news.

The wind blew through my hair and the dark crowns of the oak trees swaying in the breeze cast huge shadows over the terrain.

Then, for a brief moment, I felt as if a shadow was scurrying past the walls. Too quickly.

I scanned the surroundings, looked more closely at the spot. But there were only the shadows of the trees. Slow and quiet. As if the approaching storm had only just arrived, ready to envelop the town in a thick wall of clouds.
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Chapter 49

Larissa

“How do you always manage to drag me into things like this?”

Bay looked around in all directions as if there would be someone else around at this time of night, while I was busy trying to open the little iron lock decorated with stone tendrils and snakes that just wouldn’t open.

The last time I had broken in somewhere was three months ago. It must have been a ring store, yes. And the locks of jewelry stores were always harder to pick than the conventional ones anyway. So, I was all the more annoyed that this damn lock from the last century wouldn’t open.

“Now, relax and try to help me,” I sighed, frustrated.

Bay stood next to me with her arms crossed. “Which one of us is the one with the criminal background?”

I ignored the comment.

Bayla thought she knew my whole story, but she didn’t know the half of the shit she’d been spared as the child of a rich scientist.

“This lock is weird. I’m only used to those cheap things or jeweler’s locks... What this is...” I hit the stupid snake again, half of which was covering the lock. “I absolutely can’t tell you.”

“Let me see.” Bay pulled me aside as if she actually had a clue.

“Whoever this professor is, he seems to want to protect himself well... For whatever reason!” I let out in frustration.

He couldn’t seriously expect someone to think of breaking into his office. A boring university director.

“Maybe he has good reasons,” Bay muttered in thought.

“Do you think he’s involved in this drug thing?”

All those things Grace said every day about the Copelands made no sense at all. It felt like everyone was dangerous if it was up to her or Vivienna’s clique.

Who could you trust if even the director of Vanderwood was a mafia member?

Bay looked at me for a moment, as if she wanted to get something important off her chest, but then looked back down at the lock.

“If you know something, you should tell me now.”

I leaned against the wall and gave my best friend a scrutinizing look.

It was a wonder I’d managed to follow the Adams all the way to Blairville without them seeing me. I’d driven right behind them a good five times, and that was on a motorcycle.

“I don’t know, Larissa, I wouldn’t trust anyone here if I were you. This town is the embodiment of a rumor mill, and maybe not without reason.”

There we had it. You couldn’t trust anyone. Still, it was a dull little town. Nothing remarkable.

I could hardly imagine anything being worse than the streets of Sacramento. At least I had a roof over my head now, and a very nice one as well. I didn’t want to go back to that stinking hole, that old life on the streets without a permanent home.

It really felt like a new chapter, as I had had the opportunity to take my best friend with me and leave all the garbage of the past behind me. Jackpot indeed.

It was horrible how hard it had been to get rid of all those toxic relationships and gangs, because they had always found me again. Sacramento had never been safe. Even for someone like me who had been born into it, where mums did drugs, drunk dads beat their kids and disappeared to the cigarette machine, never to return. The place where homeless children struggled on the streets for everything they were denied.

I had already seen a few people die. And I was glad that I had made it this far.

I deeply hoped that everything would change from now on, and I hoped that things would work out with my studies. I simply had no other choice.

Bayla paused and looked at me.

“Larissa...” she began hesitantly. “I wanted to ask you what you think about the idea of getting out of here.” I raised both eyebrows. “I have a packed bag at my mother’s vacation home, and...”

“Wait a second...” I interrupted her, confused. “You want to go back?”

She pressed her lips together as if she was afraid of my reaction.

“This town is weird,” she continued. “Girls disappear from campus here and die in the woods somewhere.”

“You’re not still thinking about that murder...” I murmured, tilting my head with a furrowed brow.

Bay widened her eyes. “Larissa, something like that is horrible!”

“Don’t be so loud,” I warned her in a low voice. “And don’t be like that.” If only she knew that one death was nothing compared to the crowds of people who died every day in big cities because they overdosed, were killed by gangsters or simply starved to death on the street. “We have it really good here. And just because the people here are a bit weird doesn’t mean we have to be the same.”

Bay looked down at the ground in despair.

I put my hand on her shoulder.

“You’ve got me, and I won’t leave again, I promise.”

She looked up. Then she nodded, slowly, but still with a desperate expression, and turned back to the lock.

I wondered if I’d ever be ready to talk to Bay about the past, or if she’d judge me the same way Olivia did back in high school.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I asked Bay, who by now was sliding her hands along the doorframe instead of turning her attention to the lock.

“The lock looks like it’s locked by a certain mechanism... But I don’t understand it... Maybe there’s something on the frame.”

Bayla had a wild imagination when it came to this. She had been writing stories or telling me about her books full of mystery and intrigue since elementary school. We’d spent hours with our flashlights in my old orphanage because Bay had been sure she’d seen a ghost, and at her house, we’d decorated castles of blankets with fairy lights and cuddly blankets so she could read to me late into the night – at least until the renowned spoilsport Diana had turned up and sent us to bed.

“Only you could come up with something like that.”

I grinned at her with amusement. She tilted her head and gave me that typical Are you serious? look.

“I’m trying to help you, okay?”

She sounded more irritated than usual. Something seemed to be stressing her out.

Outside, the wind howled, causing an eerie noise in the empty porticoes of the ancient building.

I automatically pulled my biker jacket a little tighter around my waist. It had suddenly become so cold.

“Do you like him?” I asked Bay, trying to distract myself a little.

She seemed to know immediately who I was talking about because she paused for a moment before continuing to examine the door frame on her tiptoes.

“He’s so annoying.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Oh, yeah?”

She always said she wasn’t into go-getters.

I’d tried to convince her to flirt with Ezra yesterday at Midnights, but she’d complained nonstop about having a headache.

What a lousy excuse.

“Really.” Bayla sounded annoyed. “And don’t always raise your eyebrow like that. It’s unfair.”

I grinned.

Typical Bay.

Clack.

“Oh my God!” I gasped.

The stone snake moved over the massive lock and finally disappeared into the keyhole.

“What the...”

Bayla and I looked at each other in surprise and I couldn’t suppress my joy.

“Whoever had been the architect of this building, holy shit.”

I couldn’t describe it any other way. Who came up with such creative and yet really unnecessary ideas? Especially as it had looked almost real.

“Your turn,” Bayla whispered, taking another look at the lock.

I took my tools, which were my only memento of Sacramento, and fiddled with the now exposed lock until I heard another soft click.

“Wow, why am I friends with you, you little criminal?” Bayla laughed with amusement, and I couldn’t help but look at her with mock annoyance.

“Come on, without me, you would have grown up like a little princess in a glass castle.”

I pushed down the handle and indeed, it worked. The wooden door opened, and a dark room lay in front of us, bathed in the moonlight that shone through the huge windows.

I turned to look at Bay, who only now seemed to realize that she had volunteered to do this.

“Do I have to go in there alone?” She looked at me in remorse.

“We can’t both go in. One of us has to keep watch.”

She looked around the corridor for a moment, as if there was a lot left to think about, but I simply pushed her into the room.

“You’ll manage.”

“But...”

Then I just closed the door and looked around carefully.

It was even scarier here alone than together. The wind had picked up. A storm was raging outside. The weather here took me some time to get used to, and I was struggling hard with the cold. I wouldn’t survive here on the streets.

But why was I still even thinking about it? I was here now, and I had somewhere to stay.

Clack.

The sound of a stone echoing in the corridors snapped me out of my thoughts. I looked around frantically, but there was no one to be seen.

Larissa, relax. The wind is just too strong.

I leaned against one of the columns in the corridor.

The office was in the middle of the building, right in the large tower that connected the east and west wings, so it was in a good position to get caught.

Then there was a scratching sound on the stone floor.

Creak.

I looked around, but it was too dark.

The wind, Larissa. Relax.

I could just go in to Bay, but the aim wasn’t to rot in there, but to disappear again along with what we were looking for.

I suddenly became impatient.

For fuck’s sake! How long did it take to find a piece of paper?

A howl sounded in the distance and I got goosebumps again.

It definitely hadn’t been the wind. I wondered if it had been one of the wild wolves in the Blairville woods.

I heard a sharp gust of wind from one side of the corridor and spun around. I suddenly felt like I was being watched, as if I wasn’t alone.

In a hurry, I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket and shone the flashlight in the direction where the noise had come from.

Nothing.

I turned around to check the other direction, but something was blocking my way.

Someone.

I wanted to scream, but this someone put his cold hand over my mouth so that only a soft whimper escaped.

He looked around to the right and left and then dragged me into a side corridor where the moon was shining directly on us through the side windows.

This made me realize who I was dealing with.

My heartbeat slowed down a little, only to speed up again.

It was fucking Adrian DeLoughrey, standing here in front of me, slowly taking his hand away from my mouth and indicating with his finger in front of his mouth that I should be quiet.

When I nodded, still a little shaken, he walked to the corner of the hallway, looked both ways and came back.

I had absolutely no idea what was going on.

“What are you still doing out here at this hour?” he asked me searchingly.

His brown eyes literally pierced me. Then they began to glow dark red. I staggered back, startled.

“What the...”

Adrian turned away from me and looked into the corridor. When he looked back at me, his eyes were back to normal.

It could well be that my subconscious was playing tricks on me again, perhaps because I was so excited. Or he was really on drugs.

He came closer.

“You still haven’t answered my question.”

He sounded impatient, almost demanding.

I swallowed, thinking about Bay, who was still in there, but I couldn’t tell Adrian about that. We had a mission and the guy would snitch on us, no doubt about it.

“I wanted to take pictures.”

He looked down at me.

“Without your camera?”

“I have my cell phone...” I said quickly.

He eyed me as if he didn’t want to believe me. Then, to my relief, he moved back a little and looked around the corridor again, almost as if he was afraid of being caught. Just what for?

When I remembered his threat from the last encounter, I was overcome with fear and stumbled backwards toward the window. He seemed to notice, because he turned back to me.

“Larissa,” he murmured as he grabbed my arm. “Even though you seem to be bursting with boldness...” His grip loosened, and his hand traveled further up, over my shoulders. “...especially after what you said yesterday…” His finger traveled along my collarbone, and up my throat. I swallowed again and realized that my breathing had become shallow. “You better watch out for me.” He looked me in the eyes again, firm, convinced by his own words. His expression was made of steel. “But, at this moment, I’m the least of your problems.”

What did he mean by that?

A howl could be heard, this time a little closer than before.

Adrian listened carefully.

Clack.

He wheeled around, but there was nothing there.

He quickly turned back to me and grabbed my arm, only to lead me out of the side corridor and back into the main corridor where I was supposed to keep an eye out for Bayla. He kept pulling me toward one of the wide spiral staircases that led us down to the first floor and out of the main building.

“Wait,” I pressed out in tension, because I wasn’t ready to leave Bay behind. “Where are you taking me?”

“Away from here,” he said, looking around in several directions and then pulling me past the wall, toward the way I always came from in the morning.

“Why?” I asked, a little out of breath because he was walking so fast.

We were already in the overgrown colonnade that led to the new off-campus houses.

I wanted to stop again, to say something, but I didn’t know what to say without endangering Bay or the mission.

Adrian looked at me thoughtfully for a moment, his dark hair all tousled from the wind. I recognized a blue line on his jaw. Was that paint?

But he turned away from me too quickly, ready to drag me along with him.

A little too late, but at least at all, an inner voice reminded me that you didn’t just let men drag you along, no matter where, if you didn’t know the guy or his plans.

I stopped so abruptly that I automatically forced Adrian to pause.

“I’m not taking another step until you tell me where we’re going.”

“Why do you have to be so stubborn and insistent?” he asked, then came toward me.

“Wait, what?”

Without warning, he grabbed me by the waist, threw me over his shoulders like I was a sack of potatoes and started moving again.

I wriggled as hard as I could.

“Don’t even try,” I heard him growl.

He picked up speed. The trees rustled around us. By now it had become a really violent storm and I could see branches sweeping past us.

I tried to break free again, but his grip was so damn tight.

What on earth was going on with this guy? Was he perhaps trying to kidnap me?

Heat burned in my cheeks.

Then, very abruptly, he stopped and set me down. Natural light illuminated our faces, and now I could see him better. I looked around and, to my surprise, we were at the front door of my accommodation.

That had been quick...

“How do you know where I live?”

He scrutinized me.

“You ask too many questions.” Before I could protest, he continued. “I want you to go in now. This is neither the right time nor the appropriate weather for that kind of activity.”

Wow, Adrian DeLoughrey was being protective. Only there was one problem: I didn’t need a daddy substitute.

“Excuse me, but are you trying to dictate how and where I spend my time?”

Adrian narrowed his brow. He seemed to be getting impatient.

“Just listen to me.”

And again, he looked around, but apart from the storm and the treetops dancing in the wind, there was nothing.

He must be paranoid.

“Trust me. If you go outside, I’ll notice.”

I rolled my eyes and turned to the door to go inside and contact Bay as soon as possible. Then I remembered something else.

I looked around, but... there was no sign of Adrian. He was gone as quickly as he had arrived. And our mission with him.

Bay was on her own and somehow, I didn’t like the thought at all.

What if Adrian had had a good reason for taking me away? The reason he had been looking around the whole time...

The wind whistled through the trees, cracking the branches. I felt a little queasy in my stomach. Then, very quickly, I slipped back into the house through the door and decided to text Bayla.
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Chapter 50

Bayla

I would love to be with Julie and her cute golden retriever puppy, whose soft fur Grace loved to use as a pillow for her head when she watched her series about female prison inmates.

That’s how quickly pets became tools...

The dog was immediately named Buddy by Larissa, to which only I objected.

“That’s not a dog’s name...” I had told her.

In any case, the name hadn’t really been creative. But you couldn’t argue with Larissa. If that were the case, I’d be snuggled up in my bed with a good book right now and not out here snooping around the university director’s office in this storm.

The moon was shining brightly, but that was of little use to me because it was still pitch black.

The room was surprisingly large, and the gigantic windows reminded me of those in a castle.

Larissa had simply thrown me into the lion’s den. All I needed was scary piano music, and I wouldn’t be able to control my fear.

I was in the office of my English professor, who was also the university director and one of the Copelands, which didn’t make my situation much better.

Grace had warned us about the Copelands yesterday, even though the excuse about the drugs had been really bad. Larissa did not believe that for a second, I was sure of it.

Knowing that Professor Copeland was one of those hairy beasts made my goosebumps break out again. I hated knowing all this. It scared the shit out of me at that very moment.

I slowly walked across the wooden floorboards of the large room.

The ceiling was very high, and I wondered what the room had originally been built for. Had this always been a university?

Suddenly it became brighter.

I stopped and stared in horror at the candles in the room, whose flames gradually lit up.

What the...

I blinked. Once. Once more.

This wasn’t normal. Nothing in this town was normal.

I tried to ignore the dimmed candlelight and kept walking.

My gaze fell on the two-step stone staircase that led down to seating and a fireplace decorated with stone serpents.

Of course. Snakes everywhere. Ornaments everywhere. The building had many unusual mixes of architectural styles. But everything at Vanderwood University radiated a certain glow, something almost mystical and fairytale-like.

To the left and right of the room, the walls were decorated with green exotic plants and bookshelves, as was the wall at the end where I was standing.

The candlelight shone on the bookshelves, which contained numerous first editions.

Just like in this witch’s house, my curiosity grew, and I walked around the solid oak desk with its velvety emerald green armchairs and the dark-brown leather office chair on the other side. Everything looked so classy, almost antique and yet in good condition.

I stroked the covers.

Of course, they were classics that everyone must have heard of. Middle March by George Elliot or Bleak House by Charles Dickens. But other, lesser-known works by authors I hadn’t heard of before also immediately caught my eye.

Tack.

I glanced at the door, where a clock was hanging, which suddenly began to play a soft melody. The hands of the clock showed me that it was already midnight.

The candles flickered and cast far too large shadows through the dim office.

As if it wasn’t ironic enough to be searching for student files in an old building at witching hour, I could hear a wolf howling in the distance.

I felt woozy, so I tried to focus on the mission to get out of here as quickly as possible. And as long as Larissa was out there, I shouldn’t worry.

My eyes fell on the large desk.

Come on, Bayla, where would you put the student files if you were a professor?

I pulled the first drawer.

It was locked.

“God...”

The one underneath was open, but only filled with elegant pens and quills, as well as countless inkwells.

I was fascinated by the professor’s aesthetics. That immediately gave him a sympathy point on my list, because in the age of cell phones and throwaway pens, who still wrote with quill pens and ink?

However, the minus point came for the next closed drawer.

I pulled out my cell phone to text Larissa to come in and do her job, but she didn’t answer.

This girl was always on her cell phone, and right now she wasn’t responding.

I sighed.

A low whistle, accompanied by a breeze, made me glance around. The windows here were definitely not completely airtight.

I quickly pulled the nearest drawer. With success. A row of files came into view and I pulled the drawer out further until its entire length was touching the bookshelf.

Wow, I wanted a desk like that.

Second sympathy point for Professor Copeland.

I read the little labels that stuck out. When I read the dates, I knew I was in the wrong place.

1960 to 2000. I was unlikely to find Julie’s mysterious admirer there.

I pushed the drawer back into its holder with a crash and squinted.

“Damn!” I cursed as quiet as possible.

Why did old things always have to make so much noise? Larissa was probably wondering if I was taking the professor’s office apart.

I hurried to get to the other side of the desk without tearing anything off the table, and pulled out the bottom drawer.

Perfect. Also, files. Up-to-date ones this time.

I searched for the year, then our year. A little overwhelmed by all the files, I sat down on the floor, but immediately regretted it, because a terrible creaking sound rang out underneath me.

My eyes fell on the black dividers between the years, which on closer inspection were not dividers but entire files. I pulled out our year’s. Sports courses and leisure activities. Jackpot!

I didn’t have to browse for long before I found what I was looking for. Quickly, I took a photo of the football team list with my cell phone.

Now let’s get out of here.

I pushed the file back into its holder and closed the drawer. Then I straightened up.

“Did you find what you were looking for?”

I looked around, caught off guard, and swallowed hard when I saw a dark shadow standing in the doorway. As he quietly closed the door behind him, more candlesticks and the chandelier on the high ceiling illuminated the entire room, bathing the walls in a brighter, albeit dimmed, light.

Professor Copeland...

“I...” I started, trying to talk my way out of it, but he raised his hand.

“We all have our secrets...” he said, and it seemed to me that an amused smile played around his lips.

He crossed the office and poured an auburn-colored drink into one of the crystal glasses on an antique cupboard next to a chest of drawers.

“It almost seems like life is coming back to these old walls after a long time. Young men fighting, female students looking for things that shouldn’t be their concern.”

He looked at me and sipped his drink. The warm light illuminated his handsome face, making him look younger than he probably had to be to run such an institution. The flickering candles cast a moving shadow on his emerald green satin vest.

“And yet, appearances are deceptive... Every time anew.”

He motioned for me to come to him, and I obeyed.

How had I not heard him come in? And how had he seen that I had been at the sports files?

The professor held out a glass to me, but I refused.

“I’m only eighteen,” I said, trying to process that my English professor had offered me a drink.

“I can make you a year older if you want,” he laughed, one of his slightly longer hair strands falling into his forehead.

Professor Copeland strode over to the couch and gestured to the other side, which made me sit down opposite him.

He himself went to the fireplace, where he lit the fire and looked thoughtfully into the flames for a moment, as if he saw something specific there.

Grace had told me that many Senseque were afraid of fire, but that the intensity of this fear depended on the strength of the creature.

“You’re not afraid of fire.”

The professor laughed softly and sat down opposite me.

“Everything is controllable.”

I said nothing, just stared at the blazing flames of the noble fireplace as he did.

“So, you are a Quatura?” he asked, propping his elbows on his knees.

It sounded less like a question, but I decided to be polite and answer him.

“I don’t think so... How do you know, Professor...?”

“Oh, please. Call me Alarik. These formalities are not for me, especially not outside of my classes, Miss...?”

He looked at me questioningly.

“Adams...” I stuttered a little sheepishly. “But I prefer the first name, too.”

By now, I had lost my fear. For whatever reason, the professor was still here at this hour. It must be some kind of wolf thing. Nothing frightening at all...

He looked at me in surprise.

“Adams? Is that your mother’s name?”

I hesitated.

If I found out anything else about her that I didn’t know, I would probably have to confront her again. But she would most likely close up and lie to me, as usual…

“Yes, why?”

The professor smiled.

“And so, our paths cross again.” He looked at the fireplace, lost in thought, before drinking from his glass as if he needed it badly, and finally looked at me as if I’d escaped from the zoo.

In the end, he laughed, shook his head, and leaned back.

“Diana Adams has a daughter...”

Curious as to how he knew my mother, I watched the man.

“We were in the same year, your mother and I.” He took a sip of his whiskey, then looked at me again. “She was such an ambitious researcher. Molecular biology.”

He seemed to remember her really well.

“You don’t seem that enthusiastic about science? What was your name again?”

“Bayla,” I helped Alarik out. I didn’t hold it against him because his seminars hadn’t taken place that often.

“I’m more of a literature type,” I admitted shyly.

Alarik looked at me with a friendly smile and nodded. “Then you’ve come to the right place.”

He turned the glass in front of him in his hands, leaning his elbows on the backrest, and rested his leg with his calf on his other knee. With a nod, he pointed to the shelves filled to the ceiling.

“Tell me, what do you like to read?”

Don’t say Jane Austen. Just don’t say it Bayla....

“Jane Austen.”

I gave a shy smile and brushed one of the strands of my shoulder-length hair back behind my ear.

Instead of laughing like the others always did, he stared at me in puzzlement.

“Did I say something wrong?”

I knew I hadn’t said anything wrong. Maybe he just thought her books were bad and was disappointed in me.

He was still staring at me.

“You just remind me a lot of someone.”

Was that a good thing or a bad thing?

“I hope these are good memories.”

A soft smile filled his face, then that thoughtfulness again.

“Sometimes it’s the best memories that can make us sad.”

I immediately sensed the pain behind these words.

My question had been too personal. However, Alarik didn’t let it show. Instead, he stood up, placed the glass on the table and walked to his desk, stepping around to the many books.

I was jealous that he had so many first editions, including ancient books, that must be damn expensive.

Longingly, I bit my lower lip.

“Let me show you something.”

He bent down and reached further down the shelf. Then he came back with a dark blue-bound book, which he placed on the table in front of me, and sat down again.

When I saw a golden dragonfly on the cover, I held my breath. It looked exactly like the print on the secret box the old woman had sold me at the market.

Curious, I read the title: The Dragonfly Society.

I searched for an author, finally picked up the book, but couldn’t find a name anywhere.

“Who wrote it?” I finally asked.

“A good friend of your mother’s and mine.”

I looked up in astonishment.

“There was only one edition, which is why there are only seven copies in existence.”

I found it impressive that he had contact with the author, just like my mother.

“My mother knows this person?”

As I looked up from the beautifully decorated leather cover, Alarik stared into his glass.

“You know, a lot has happened since then.” He took a sip before his strained gaze lingered on the book, and I saw his expression relax a little.

“I want you to read the book and tell me if I’m the only one who’s so fascinated by it.”

I nodded in awe, because if there were only seven copies of it, then what I had just held in my hands was something very special. And the fact that my English professor lent me this copy was more than an honor. Especially after I had broken into his office.

“By when... do you want it back?”

He laughed. “We’ll see each other for at least three years now. I think that will be enough time.”

I thought about telling him that I would be leaving in a month’s time, but decided against it. I would certainly have finished the book by then. So, I just nodded.

“One question... Alarik,” I began, but hesitated. “How do these candlesticks work?”

As far as I knew, he wasn’t a sorcerer... Or was he? “You’re a hybrid?”

Alarik Copeland laughed in amusement.

“There are no hybrids.” He smiled again. “And if I, as a man, were one of you, that would definitely make me special.”

“Why?” I asked with interest.

Alarik seemed to be patient with all my questions. At least someone who wanted to answer them for me.

“Have you ever seen a male Quatura?”

Grace, Julie, their family, my mother... They were all... female.

“I didn’t even know they existed until three days ago.”

He looked at me for a moment before saying, “Diana must have had her reasons...”  His gaze slid to the fireplace, where the flames blazed high and made the stone snakes on the mantelpiece frame shimmer. “And I think I would have done the same.”

I looked at the flames again.

Everyone acted like this life with all these superpowers was a burden. Maybe that really was Mum’s reason. After all, there was a cult you had to join and the risk of dying wasn’t exactly small either.

“Where were we? Oh, yes... Anyway, the chances of a male Quatura with elemental powers being born are 1 in 1000.”

So, there were no hybrids and only a few males of these Quatura...

“So, almost only girls are born?” I wondered aloud.

“There are also boys born, but they are almost exclusively ungifted and have to be sent away by their families.”

First of all, Professor Copeland was a fucking encyclopedia. Second, he knew quite a lot about the Quatura, although as far as I knew, he wasn’t even allowed to have anything to do with them. And third, couldn’t I have just been born a boy and everything would have been fine? Because deep down, I knew Mum wouldn’t have given me away anyway. And maybe it would have even stopped her from moving here with me, to this bloody hole, full of wolves and witches, Latin curses and cults.

“And to your first question... All these lights here...” He gestured around the room with his hand. “A Quatura has stored some of her energy in here.”

I immediately wondered if my mother could do something like that. And if so, how? How did this elemental crap actually work?

“You should go now. It’s getting late.” Alarik looked outside, where the storm was still raging. “I’ll take you. I have to go that way, anyway.”

“It’s okay,” I declined gratefully and rose from the soft leather cushioning, but Alarik insisted.

“You shouldn’t be out anywhere alone at this time of night. Especially not in Blairville.”

“He didn’t!” Larissa exclaimed, looking at me in amazement.

“Yes, he was actually really friendly and open-minded.”

Larissa grinned. “You’re so lucky that you like books. If I’d been him, I’d have thrown you out of there in a heartbeat.”

“I’m sure it wasn’t because of that.”

I pretended to be offended. I probably would have been if I’d gotten out of there on my own and Larissa hadn’t been there. She hadn’t yet told me how she’d got back to the accommodation and why she hadn’t warned me beforehand.

“So, we know who his favorite student will be.”

“Larissa!” I gave her a warning look.

“Who’s going to be whose favorite student?”

Grace and Julie sat down behind us. It had taken them a little longer to get ready, and Larissa and I had left before they did.

“Professor Copeland has lent Bay a book.”

“What!” Grace looked at me in shock.

I avoided her gaze.

No matter what kind of enmity they had with the Copelands, it wasn’t my problem. I would soon be out of here. And until then, I would convince Larissa to come with me.

“This was supposed to stay between us,” I said, turning to Larissa.

“Whoops.”

Nothing whoops. Now, Grace and Julie probably thought I was hanging out with the werewolves. I could hardly believe it myself, but the professor at least seemed all right.

“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen.”

Alarik came a little late, like the first time, rushing down to his desk in the stair-like lecture room and dropping his thick file folder on the tabletop with a crash. A few loose sheets of paper fell out and sailed to the floor. Some of them had brown coffee stains on the edges.

Alarik’s hair was a little messy, and today he wasn’t wearing a vest, but a blue knitted sweater over his white shirt, the collar of which was slightly creased.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said, clearing his throat, and a few of the guys around Nash laughed and began to whisper.

Nash himself was busy on his cell phone again.

“And I’m sorry I wasn’t there the day before yesterday. I’m sure you all missed me a lot.”

He grinned, and it reminded me of the way Julian always did.

“Hardly...” Nash sighed, visibly pleased.

Alarik looked at him for a moment. He seemed as if he was considering saying something, but didn’t.

Instead, he continued. “I’ve prepared a project for you.”

“Great, this is going to be fun,” groaned the brunette guy from Nash’s group of guys.

“That’s right Noah. You’ll have to spend some time on it, but a little more dedication wouldn’t hurt.”

Alarik went to one of the more modern lockers and opened the door. He took out a large box, which he set down in front of Emely with a clatter.

She also seemed unimpressed and looked with mistrust at the box.

Alarik pulled out a black book and placed it in front of her. Then he went on and handed out the same books to the guys.

“What are we supposed to do with a notebook?” this Noah asked, flipping through the empty book.

“That’s exactly what I want you to ask yourselves.”

Alarik put one down in front of Nash and pulled the cell phone out of his hand.

“Hey!”

“You’ll get this back after the ninety minutes.”

Nash snorted and took the notebook in his hands.

When Alarik finally reached us, he placed two books in front of me and Larissa. Then he gave me a friendly look and went back to his desk.

I could feel Larissa’s grin from the side.

“You’ve been given blank pages. I want you to do something with them.”

“He really thinks we’re creative...” the brown-haired DeLoughrey laughed from the very back.

I noticed Adrian staring in our direction, but when he spotted my gaze on him, he too turned his attention to the book in front of him.

“Indeed, Miles.”

The professor smiled encouragingly in the direction of the troublemaker with the undercut man bun, who turned the book back and forth, his eyes rolling.

For a moment, the werewolves stared at them tensely, and I knew they were trying to ignore the fact that the DeLoughreys were here too.

“This is not just any book. Think of it as a gift from me to you,” Alarik continued.

“Great gift,” exclaimed one of the other guys next to Nash, whom I didn’t know.

“Can you guys shut up now!” Vivienna sounded annoyed, as usual.

Nash looked at her, slightly tense and probably wondering if he should respond to her, but Alarik spoke up before anything could happen.

“There’s some food for thought I’d like to share with you.” He held up the notebook. “Books are meant to connect.” He glanced around the room and stopped briefly at me. “Books serve as a means of communication between at least two parties. The sender and the recipient. Also known as the author and the addressee.”

I picked up the notebook and felt the black leather and the golden metal edges. It seemed to be of high quality.

“That’s why I want you to find a partner with whom you can design the book together. How you do that is entirely up to you.” The gleam in his eyes almost showed how enthusiastic he was about his own idea. “As always, it’s not compulsory, but it might inspire one or two others.”

A groan went through the group of guys. I looked back at Julian, who was looking thoughtfully out of the window into the courtyard.

“And now let’s get on with the classics.”

Alarik pushed the book aside and started talking.

Maybe I should tell Mum about the strange conversation with the professor...

I would spend this weekend with her, and maybe I should use the time to do something with her, push away all the resentment and get my mind on other things. Maybe there would even be an opportunity to talk about her past and perhaps find out more about her teenage years.

I wondered if the professor’s words last night came from a longing for the old days. The days where Mum had also gone to university here.

And suddenly, there was something melancholy about sitting here, walking through these halls. As if I were part of something bigger.

Mum did have a life here. Perhaps even a very nice one.
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Chapter 51

Julie

Larissa and Bayla had found a list of the football team, but it was from the previous semester. The director of the university must have somehow filed it wrong. So, the whole thing had been for nothing, especially considering the risk Bayla had taken.

And here I was, back at square one, trying to come to terms with the fact that I would never know who Erik was and that it was okay. It should be okay. The distance between us shouldn’t endanger our friendship. Quite the opposite...

It was already Friday, and somehow it felt like my whole sense of time had changed. It felt like it was only yesterday that Grace, Vivi and I had been playing with dolls in the gardens behind Moenia, and today at lunchtime we had driven from the university to our temple service...

We were becoming adults and everything about it felt like an ever-worsening nightmare.

Grace and I both had our temple lessons three times a week. Every damn Friday was a nightmare for me and I had no one to talk to about it. No one would understand. Not even Vivienna, or the other Air Quatura, because the serum seemed to work on them.

While Amara always went into the forest to the Terra Temple with Grace, Amber and the younger Earth Quatura Discipulus, I spent my afternoons with Vivienna in the underground main temple of Moenia. And our teacher was the woman for whom every Council member and Circle sister had the greatest respect...or fear...or both.

Vivienna and I were the only two Discipulus Quatura with the gift of air, as this was somewhat rarer than the gifts of plants and minerals – all the other Air Quatura in town were Novices or already Servus. And Novices were not allowed to use their magic until they passed the elemental tests in New York or Blairville. A test that showed how far the magic in a Quatura had already developed.

Kelly was an Air Quatura too, but she hadn’t reached Discipulus status yet because her elemental magic was too weak.

And while Grace and Amber learned about the characteristics of certain plants and to control their powers for spells and potion mixtures, Vivienna and I either learned various defensive maneuvers from her mother Amara or, more recently, the highest form of this art with Gloria: Tempesta, the control of storm and wind.

Defensive maneuvers didn’t work for me at all. I hated Tempesta because of the person who taught us.

Gloria was an elegant Westcode woman who, like her daughter Amanda, and Amanda’s daughter Vivienna, had ice-blue eyes. She wore her straight white hair chin-length and her fifty-eight years didn’t show at all, which was due to the power this woman held within her.

She was the head of the Councils, the controlling opposition to the Domini, Amara Blair, and wherever she entered the room, all eyes were on her. Because she symbolized power, control and superiority. Without exception.

We were with her in the temple of Moenia, the mother of the element earth. According to legend, she had been the daughter of the goddess Celestia, who had distributed her gifts of fire, water, air, and earth equally to her four children in order to bring balance to the world.

After eighteen years, I still didn’t know whether to believe it or not. What did this legend even matter if we were all cursed anyway? What value did the gods have if they had imposed these burdens on us in the first place?

“You two are never on time!”

My whole body tensed, ready for a few torturous hours with this woman. Only this time it was different.

I hadn’t had any control over my gifts since my strange power outburst next to the aquarium, which must have been due to the crystal on my neck being shattered from the inside.

This fact had had me searching Moenia’s library and teaching floor for any information on the control stones a good five minutes ago, but time had simply been too short to find anything helpful.

“Amanda drove me,” Vivienna snorted, earning a reproving look from Gloria.

“All the bad manners in this family come from your grandfather!”

Then Gloria looked at me as if she was referring to me, even though I had nothing to do with this family.

Whenever she looked at me like that, I had to be careful not to suffer a tremor. Because every time she was down here, it felt much colder than when I was here alone, even though this woman definitely had no influence on the temperature.

Telekinesis worked independently of the temperature and also did not affect it.

“Next time, I’ll let you know differently that you’re late. You have duties to fulfill. Both of you!”

Again, she looked from Vivienna to me and I looked down at the floor, embarrassed.

She seemed to be in a good mood today, because no objects had flown toward us, at least not yet, and Vivienna hadn’t been disciplined yet. But that was probably coming soon.

“I hope that at least you’ve cemented the knowledge you’ve learned in the last few hours, even if one of you does like to cut herself off from her duties.”

She walked past us both, toward the altar, where she took the gray robes and tossed them to us. She herself was already wearing her floor-length white robe with silver embroidery, which made her look almost elven. Only she was the complete opposite of an elf.

“I had appointments,” Vivienna hissed and rolled her eyes in annoyance.

I remembered the last lesson with Gloria. We had been alone. It had felt like torture.

My hands suddenly began to shake...

Come on Julie... Come on. Just control yourself.

“I’m sorry if I can’t be like Miss Perfect over here.”

Vivienna squinted at me, her gaze disparaging.

I didn’t envy her living under the same roof as Gloria Westcode, but I did envy that she wasn’t currently any better with her magic than I was.

But I was far from perfect, especially now, with my broken crystal.

To be clear, Vivienna was miles ahead of me in combat, and even though I had used my powers for the first time when I was six, when I hadn’t been supposed to have any powers, they had only returned later and Vivienna had been miles ahead of me by then.

The only thing that got me Gloria’s attention was my ability to control myself and everything around me with my air powers. I always hit the exact speeds and made the maneuvers on the first try, which made me excellent at Tempesta. But none of the Quatura understood that this meant nothing. Vivienna would forever believe that I had it better than her, but she didn’t know the price I was paying for it.

Gloria ignored Vivienna’s last words.

“I don’t care if you have appointments, girl, as long as you’re here when I want you to be, and you have your magic under control.”

“I have...”

Gloria wheeled around to face her granddaughter with anger. “You don’t!”

Vivienna fell silent.

“We both know that your emotions control your powers, not the other way around. And emotions are poison for your elemental powers.”

Vivienna now also looked down.

Whenever I had lessons with her, I always felt sorry for her. It was her own grandmother who treated her like that. And if she was perhaps treated the same way at home, then that explained a lot.

“Maybe you can convince me otherwise.”

Gloria went back to the altar, where there was a pile of ashes.

As far as I knew, we didn’t have Fire Quatura in our Circle, as they were very rare. There was only one Fire Quatura in the world, and it was a man from the Salem line, but he lived in New York, from where all the Quatura Circles were managed. So, this pile had to be part of Gloria’s lesson.

If I had been little, I would have been curious. But I was no longer a child. I was down here with Vivienna, and we were both puppets on Gloria’s strings.

She pointed to the pile with both hands and took three steps to the side. I did the same because I knew what was coming.

Vivienna looked at the pile because she didn’t know what to do with it. She looked back at me, and I made a circular motion with my finger. Gloria gave me a punishing look, and I looked down. Then Vivienna took a step forward and began to move her hands in the air as if she were spinning a ball, which of course wasn’t there. Her irises began to glow grayish, and it didn’t take long for the ash to rise into the air and spin.

“Faster!” Gloria ordered; her eyes fixed on what was happening.

I noticed how Vivienna tensed up a little under the command. She was the one who didn’t like to be told what to do and had always found it difficult to please her family.

I knew her mother. Amanda did what was asked of her. At the same time, she allowed her daughter to do anything. And I didn’t even need to start with Gloria.

Vivienna seemed to have difficulty controlling the speed of the ash whirl. The gray and white pieces all flew in circles, but every now and then, a few pieces shot out, and the speed was just as inconsistent.

“Steady, Vivienna!” Gloria called out to her, but the more Vivienna tried to concentrate, the more pieces of ash shot back and forth.

“Stop!” Gloria shouted and the pile of ash fell back onto the altar. “This is disastrous!”

Vivienna stepped back with her head down, and I knew a storm was raging inside her.

“You need to work on your fine motor skills. Still!” Gloria put a hand to her forehead, barely able to look at Vivienna. “Why is hardly anyone here able to learn anything?!” She seemed to be controlling her anger. “If you had grown up in my time, your education would have been different. More structure, discipline, and the value of the temple as a key to greater things...” She turned in circles, upset. “You have no idea how important it is right now that you master your skills properly! Especially when you’re studying at this poacher-infested university!”

She looked at both of us and then stopped at me.

Knowing what was about to come my way, my heart began to beat faster.

“Don’t be a disappointment like Vivienna, and show her how it’s done properly.”

She pointed her bony finger at the altar.

I stepped closer.

Come on Julie, you can do it. Just try like you did last lesson.

I took a deep breath, then exhaled.

“Today, child!” Gloria hissed impatiently.

I put both my hands on the altar, hoping that something would happen. The dust remained motionless on the altar. My hands began to tremble with nervousness, but still nothing happened.

“Julie, I want you to...” Gloria began impatiently as the dust suddenly rose. “Finally.”

What might look like acceptable performance to her felt like a loss of control to me. I felt no connection to what was happening in front of me. It was my pure fear of Gloria that had sent the ash flying. It had started to form a small, compact ball that kept moving higher and higher. And with every movement, it developed a life of its own and began to spin at breakneck speed.

“What the hell are you doing?” Gloria didn’t sound thrilled that instead of a tornado, a small gray and white ball was flying upwards, toward the ceiling, which was decorated with a large painting of the legend of the goddess Celestia and her four children: Moenia, Haizea, Amphetrite and Tanazar.

“Do what I told you last lesson!”

Her icy voice rang out behind me. She was getting closer, I could feel it, and my body began to tremble again.

I could see small ice crystals forming on the tips of my dark blue fingers.

What the...

“No...” I said shakily and pulled my hands back into my robe so that no one else could see.

As soon as my hands were no longer in the air, the ash shot in all directions, and finally it slowly rained down on us, making the temple look more peaceful than the situation was.

Vivienna dodged behind a pillar.

I stared motionlessly at the altar. My whole body was shaking, and I couldn’t tell whether it was because of the cold around my heart or because of what was about to happen.

With a growing emptiness inside, I stood in the rain of ashes.

“Vivienna, I want you to go.”

A moment later I heard Vivi’s footsteps, then a door sliding loudly across the stone floor until it had closed.

Gloria was still standing behind me without saying a word. She must be seething inside, but if anyone could control her emotions, it was her. As long as she wanted to...

I tried not to focus on her, but on my trembling hands. I wanted to prevent anything worse from happening.

Very briefly, I had felt what I had felt last week. The feeling that something had to break out of me without me having any control over it.

I felt a hand on my shoulders and flinched as Gloria forced me to turn around. A thousand images flashed through my head.

“Hold still, stupid girl!”

I squinted my eyes. It didn’t help, I still saw him with his ugly skull tattoo on his neck, the fake smile, the pain.

My stomach tightened.

“Should I tell Mommy you’re crying again?”

“No!” I sobbed.

He came closer and put his hand on my chest.

I felt sick.

“What’s wrong with you, Julie Blair?!”

Gloria snapped me back to the present. Her hands clawed lightly into my upper arm and I suppressed the rising pain. It wasn’t half as bad as what was going on in my head, eating me up, devouring me.

Gloria grabbed me and dragged me to the huge temple entrance. With a swift movement of her hand, the two massive doors opened, and she pulled me through the hallway into the room to the right: Her office. There she pushed me down on the leather-upholstered chair and closed the door which made the candles flicker. Then she fetched a glass vial of white cloudy liquid and poured it into a glass. She pushed it toward me.

“No...” I shook my head.

“Drink it!” she said tensely. But I refused. “Drink it, Julie Blair, or he’ll have control over you!”

I looked up at her, startled. Memories flooded my head.

She’s standing in the doorway, handing him money.

“You have your duty to fulfill, and anything that prevents you from doing so must be eliminated!”

Little did she know that this wasn’t helping, that it hadn’t been helping for a while and that she couldn’t make me function anymore.

I was broken and all she was trying to do was cover it up.

She only had the prophecy in mind, the fact that Grace was the chosen one and that I, as an Air Quatura, existed to protect her. I had no more value than that.

She didn’t know how much I would love to just forget everything, but this time everything...forever.

I had tried once, but she had given me back all my memories. From that very day, her elixirs no longer worked flawlessly on me. I was broken for good.

She held the glass out to me.

“Drink it, or I’ll have to make you!”

I swallowed.

One look in her eyes told me how serious she was. Her ice-blue irises had begun to glow grayish.

With numb fingers, I brought the glass to my lips. And then I drank.

I simply drank, because I was used to the bitter taste by now. I ignored the burning in my throat. Nothing burned more than the pain of my memories. And Gloria had me in the palm of her hand. Every portion of this potion increased her power over me. I was no longer forgetting, but I was losing my feelings, losing them more and more. I was still okay, but I knew it would soon get worse. I also wondered when I would no longer feel anything, when I would have complete control over my powers.

I knew one thing for sure. I would envy Vivienna forever. She thought I was Gloria’s favorite, a role model, Grace’s future protector. But everything had its price.

“Feelings are our greatest enemy!”

Gloria’s words penetrated my clouded consciousness.

For a brief moment, I wished I was Erik, wished I had his carefree human life... Then a second later, the longing feeling faded and I felt a deep inner emptiness.
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Chapter 52

Bayla

“And then I gave Finn the middle finger and sat down in his seat with my friends,” Mia laughed aloud and nibbled on the cookie dough that Mady had mixed. Mady immediately came running over to her and slapped her on the fingers. Mia laughed with a grin and pulled herself up onto the kitchen counter.

“It's hard to believe you're Julian's little sister,” Larissa said, the corners of her mouth turning upwards in amusement as she filled the three bowls with all kinds of nachos.

She had been the one to remind me of Mady's offer and now there were the four of us at the Campbells and, to be honest, it was a welcome distraction from all the supernatural crap out there.

I was aware of what Mia was, but we didn't talk about it, and so what we were doing here felt like we were just normal girls enjoying our time together.

“Finn is Emely and Nash's brother, isn't he?” I asked with interest, because Mia had mentioned the name Copeland.

Mia made a waving hand gesture and snorted. “Yeah, but he's really okay when his guys aren't around.”

So, every Copeland was surrounded by a few werewolf guys?

“Maybe all Copelands are like that,” Mady commented, pouring the dough onto a baking pan.

She was wearing one of her dark green summer dresses decorated with white flowers, black tights and the usual black cardigan. I wondered if she wasn't freezing.

I was wearing one of those Vanderwood hoodies and my normal jeans, and the cold was still trying to creep under my clothes. I would probably get sick soon. That was all I needed right now.

“In case you were on the verge of coming up with reasonable excuses for Nash being an asshole to you, don't.” Mia looked at Mady with a serious expression.

The latter put the baking tray in the oven and hurried to the sink, avoiding our scrutinizing glances.

Mia turned to us. “Is it true that he had a fight with Julian?”

Larissa looked at me with a grin, then at Mia. “I even have photos to prove it.”

Mia shook her head in bewilderment, and we all laughed.

“Could you please not be so loud, Mady? I have to study.”

We turned to the doorway where Ezra, Mady's handsome brother, was standing.

He held index cards in one hand, made his way past us, waving hello, and refilled his water bottle at the fridge before turning back to his sister.

“You can't be a spoilsport for one night?” Mady snorted and opened the fridge. “Beer?”

“Are you serious, Mady?” He looked at her scrutinizingly, and she immediately put the bottle back. Then he looked at us. “You drink alcohol?”

“Ugh, no,” Mady laughed.

He didn't know that she had welcomed us with champagne, but I hadn't drunk it because I felt like a walking corpse. Larissa finished her glass.

“Come on, let's go upstairs.” Mady looked at us promptly and reached for the sodas. “The cookies need a bit more anyway.”

“No alcohol, Mady!” Ezra called after us, but we were already upstairs.

Mady just rolled her eyes and pulled another bottle of champagne out from behind her back two seconds later, whereupon Larissa patted her appreciatively on her shoulder.

“You lied to your brother?” I asked Mady, knowing she was nineteen and therefore old enough to drink in British Columbia.

I looked around her spacious room. The first thing I noticed was the colors. White bed linen with pastel green roses, which were also on the curtains. Pastel green and white cushions, a white carpet that stretched halfway across the room and a closet full of band posters by Imagine Dragons and Cigarettes After Sex. Mady also had a bookcase full to the brim, next to which a huge gray plush wolf leaned against a mirror. On her dresser was her jewelry and other hair bands.

“God, Bayla,” laughed Larissa, who must have misunderstood my comment, and pushed me into the soft beanbag from which I would certainly never get up again because it was soft and cozy as hell. “We want to have fun. We're not fifteen anymore.”

“Um...” Mia laughed sheepishly, earning a grin from Larissa. “You're not getting anything either, Mia.”

Mia just rolled her eyes and I offered her the divine beanbag because my urge to look at Mady's books was stronger than my aching limbs.

I realized that Mady mainly read thrillers, which I didn't expect from her.

“This is champagne.” Mady held up the bottle and looked at Mia. “And I won't forbid you anything.” She gave us a crooked grin and her eyes sparkled. “I'm not your brother.”

She tried to open the bottle, but was unsuccessful.

Larissa finally snatched it from her and a few seconds later I flinched as the cork flew to the ceiling with a loud bang and then into the monster plush toy. Larissa and Mia laughed loudly and Mady filled the glasses.

Larissa turned on Mady's jukebox.

“Larissa! Ezra wanted to learn,” I admonished her, feeling like the spoilsport, but at least Larissa turned down Ban All the Music by Nothing But Thieves.

“Ezra's from the last century,” Mady laughed and handed Mia her glass. She shook her head.

“I'm not going to drink anything. It's enough that my father has a drinking problem.”

Larissa and I looked at each other in surprise, and she turned the music down a little more.

“He's got it under control again, but he always sits in front of the bottle and stares at it like it could get him out of Blairville.”

Mia sounded like she really needed to talk about it. I wondered if she communicated in this open way with Julian. The two of them had seemed very familiar at dinner.

Larissa came over to Mia and sat down cross-legged in front of the two girls. “Shit, Mia, I'm sorry...”

I sat down on the windowsill.

Mia just smiled, as if she could just shrug it all off at the age of fifteen and looked at Mady. “Never mind. I've got my Sunshine Girl.”

Mady smiled, but her smile seemed surprised and artificial.

“Why does everyone call you that?” I asked.

First Julian, then a few guys in the campus bar and now Mia.

Mady's cheeks had turned red, and she started to laugh nervously. “Long story.”

Larissa looked at her challengingly. “We have time.”

After some hesitation, Mady finally began to tell.

“Nash called me that even before we got together.” Oh, no. What if I had touched the wrong topic? “Before we got together, I wasn't doing very well. My parents died in a plane crash when I was sixteen.”

I had definitely touched the wrong topic.

“I'm sorry about that, Mady...” I tried to salvage it somehow. “You don't have to go on...”

Mady, however, smiled gently, though I wasn't sure if it was genuine.

“It's all right. We're at it once.” She took the black emerald colored hairband out of her hair. “Nash approached me at some point. He said I was the girl who had always smiled so much. The sunshine girl in the schoolyard.” I had been expecting something else typical of Nash, something condescending, but the story took a surprising turn. “I hadn't managed to talk about it up to that point, but somehow it worked with him. I did tell him about the accident at that moment.” The corners of her mouth moved slowly upwards, and this time it felt real. Just like the tears that gleamed in her eyes. “He invited me to Lola's Diner and, somehow, we met up more often, talked a lot, did things. He was there for me, even though he wasn't feeling well himself. And he helped me smile again... Until he broke up with me out of nowhere.” That must have hit home. “He used to be so different compared to now...”

Mady fell silent, and I could see her fighting back tears. But then she quickly reached for her glass.

“But whatever.” She raised it. “Here's to a future without toxic relationships.”

Larissa quickly raised her glass.

I knew she could sing a song about such things.

“Now, it's your turn,” Mady looked at me with a challenging look. “Have you ever had a boyfriend or girlfriend, Bay?”

Old memories came flooding back, but I hadn't felt the pain for a long time.

“David Eaton, blond athlete and exchange student from England.”

“Oh, come on,” Mia admitted in amazement and reached for the nachos Larissa had stashed around her.

“I thought he was the love of my life, but then he slept with the popular girl.”

“Oh, shit.”

Mady showed her clenched teeth.

Larissa just groaned. “Olivia McConnell, that little bitch. She's been snatching up my ex-boyfriends too.”

I was glad that Olivia was now studying in Boston. Law, if I remembered correctly.

“What about your family?” Mady looked at Larissa with interest. “They must miss you terribly.”

I watched my best friend closely because I knew that was her sore spot. But she had already shared half the bottle of champagne with Mady, so she just started talking.

“I grew up as an orphan in a children's home and was later thrown out of the house for causing too much trouble.” No one said anything. “My mum was a drug junkie, and my father left her dying when I was born.”

Mady and Mia looked at Larissa, stunned. They probably couldn't imagine what Larissa had been through. And the fact that my best friend talked about it as if it was just a point in her biography didn't make it any better.

I let my gaze wander out of the window toward the dancing treetops. But it remained fixed on the road. My breath hitched.

“But it's only half as bad. The Adams were good hosts.”

I could no longer concentrate on the conversation. My attention was gone. Because in front of me, just twenty meters away, in the middle of the street, stood a man. He was dressed completely in black, wore a slightly longer coat, and didn't move at all.

I swallowed. Because he was staring up at me. With red glowing eyes.

“Bayla, are you all right?”

I jerked my head around to the girls. To be more precise, to Mady, who blinked at me with a worried look.

I turned to look out of the window again.

The man had disappeared.

Now, fear and confusion spread through me.

If the guy was no longer standing there. Where was he now?

“There was someone in the street...” I stuttered, almost breathlessly.

“My brother, maybe. He always goes running at this time of day.”

What? Julian was out there? On his own?

“He should be home by now if he doesn't want to get in trouble with Dad.”

I knew that hadn't been Julian there.

I couldn't take my eyes off the road.

What if Mady had a stalker? What if there were other crazy people up to mischief in Blairville besides the wolves and witches. What if there really was a murderer in Blairville?

“We should enjoy the evening now and listen to some decent music. Otherwise, I'll fall asleep!”

Larissa had jumped up and run to the music box, which she turned up again before opening a second bottle with Mady. The two of them giggled so sweetly that it completely distracted me, and then they were already dancing around Mady's big room, singing loudly to the song Easily by Fort Lean. Mia pulled me up, and reluctantly I followed her until we were all dancing through the 2000s together.

It was one of those moments where you forgot about the world around you because the music and the people were right. Everything felt good. For a moment. The present was what made the past and the future relative. And even if I hadn't consumed anything, I felt high.

We talked all night, and I felt more and more sorry for Mady. She had been friends with Grace and Vivienna before they had excluded her because of her relationship with Nash. And it was all because of this supernatural stuff.

Larissa talked a lot about her burglary stories and showed off her tattoos, just like she had always done with the guys when she had dragged me to one of the many clubs. She ignored the questions about the date under the knot tattoo next to her breast. She hadn't even told me what it was all about.

We played truth or dare, I had a drink after all, which I immediately regretted as my headache returned, and Mady and Larissa were so drunk at one point that they convinced us to play hide and seek in the house.

But the feeling of being watched wouldn't leave me, so I woke up in the middle of the night from a dream in which the shadow of the dark man had followed me through the woods. But every time I turned around, no one had been there.

Breathing heavily, I sat up and looked at the other girls, who all seemed to be deep asleep. I rose as quiet as possible, trying not to stumble over Mia's legs as I made my way to the window to check the street.

Without the music, everything seemed so strange, like I was in a less beautiful version of the present. The part they called reality.

Holding my breath, I pushed aside Mady's rose curtains and looked at the Victorian lantern in front of our house. The street was empty. Only a few leaves swept across the sidewalk, branches flew through our front garden and the letterbox squeaked in the wind. A black raven was sitting on the box, as if it was waiting for me to get the post so it could attack me again.

I looked over to the forest into the dark thicket that swayed threateningly back and forth.

It was as if I was looking for the red eyes. But they had disappeared.

After the little party at Mady's, I had returned home, where Mum had welcomed me with concern.

It wasn't as if she had left me in this witch temple only a week ago, and anyway, as if this wasn't all her fault.

I tried to concentrate on the book in front of me, the one Alarik Copeland had given me, but my eyes kept falling on the three new boxes of pills on my bedside table.

There was something about them that worried me, which was why I had started to stop taking these pills for my attacks a week ago. And sure enough, I had had no more outbreaks, no more strange veins on my arms and even the itching had stopped.

I had decided to observe my body's reaction for a while before confronting my mother.

What if I had been taking the wrong pills for years and the doctors had just thought something was wrong with me?

“Bayla!” I heard Mum call from downstairs. “Dinner's ready!”

I slammed the book shut and decided to take it downstairs with me.

I looked out of the window one last time at the street, which was covered in colorful autumn leaves that were whirled up by the wind every few seconds.

I actually liked fall. But Blairville was in a doomsday mood because of all the thunderstorm warnings and there were ravens everywhere you looked, which scared me more than the massive Halloween decorations in the streets of this little neighborhood.

Larissa called me paranoid because I had once told her that I felt stalked by these creatures. She was probably right. This town made me paranoid.

“Bay!”

I jumped up from the carpet next to my window, feeling dizzy and a painful tug rushing through my chest.

Since this morning, I'd been feeling a strange pressure between my breasts, like something was stuck there that didn't belong.

Something was wrong with my body, because I was also freezing all the time.

Larissa had said I wasn't used to the weather here, but it felt more like chills.

I didn’t know what was wrong with me, but ever since Mum's witch friend had almost broken my neck on the altar of sacrifice in the witch temple, the symptoms of illness had been alternating. Headaches and tiredness went hand in hand day and night, and now I was also freezing.

The smell of freshly baked blueberry pancakes and hot butter filled the entire first floor, and my mouth automatically watered.

Mum definitely knew how to wrap me around her finger.

Last night, she had called me and told me to go with Julian, which I had done.

I didn't mind sitting next to Julian in a slightly older tin car, not at all. He hadn't exactly been talkative, almost over-focused on the road. We'd exchanged a few words about the Copelands, and I'd asked him questions about the English professor. He'd only meant that I should stay away from the Copelands and their pack, if Julie and Grace said so.

Very helpful.

He'd answered the question of what part he played in all this with a curt “none” and I'd accepted it as I don't feel like talking to you.

Before Julian had let me out at Mady's, I had used the time to read Professor Copeland's book.

From what I'd understood, it was about a group of young students whose mission was to bring their families together, so they formed a secret alliance.

It was easy to get into and the author, whose name I still didn't know, had a relaxing writing style. It really wasn't bad, but I was barely on page 30 of 400.

I sat on the couch with my professor's book and successfully blocked out the fact that he was a werewolf.

“Et voila!” Mum came into the living room with two heavy plates, a smile on her lips that I had missed a little.

How could she be in such a good mood with all she knew and after the torture last weekend?

I still hadn't forgiven her for lying to me about being sick. Especially because there really were people out there battling cancer.

“You can read on later. For now, I have something for you that I'm sure you won't be able to say no to.”

With reluctance, I placed the book on the table next to me and moved so that Mum could sit down on the couch.

She handed me a knife and fork, as well as the plate full of pancakes, which smiled at me with their roundness dripping with maple syrup.

“At least maple syrup is cheaper in Canada,” Mum laughed, plopping down on the couch next to me with a carefree expression.

“Can witches even get cancer?”

Mum made a face because she knew what I was indirectly criticizing her for.

“We're bound to a human body. Of course, we can get sick, just like anyone else.”

“Can't illnesses just be magicked away?”

Mum looked up from her plate.

“It's not that simple.” She put a piece of pancake in her mouth and finished chewing before continuing.  “Healing diseases is one of the gifts of the Earth or Water Quatura. And even though there are many Earth Quatura, only a few have mastered this gift.”

“So, there are several types of witches?”

“Please try to use the word Quatura when you're in Moenia, okay? I don't mind it, but the others do.”

Mum had explained to me over the phone what the witch house was called where the Blairs lived above this underground temple, and as if that wasn't weird enough, it was a rule, no matter how close someone was to you, to call them by their first name.

I'd told Mum straight away that she couldn't force me - not even in exchange for blueberry pancakes - to call her Diana.

That must have been her inspiration for our Saturday dinner today. Something we were now going to make a tradition of, as much as possible. It was my mother's pitiful attempt to overshadow all this crap with normal human activities.

“There are four types of Quatura. Most of us, about 70 percent, have the gifts of the earth. Just like you saw with Amara. This means that they are able to combine plants and minerals in such a way that they become effective.”

“So, they make potions?” I asked with sarcasm, and Mum laughed.

“Something like that... Only we call it something else. But more on that later. Because that's not all. Quatura of Earth can also shape materials, influence biological processes, or use plants to work healing magic, for example.” I immediately thought of Amara, who had nursed up Mum's plant. “These Quatura are the ones who perform the temple service, lead the rituals, and are often the Domini of a Circle.”

Mum called these cults, which apparently existed all over the world, Circles, and the idea that Grace and Julie had grown up there sent shivers down my spine.

Mum speared a thumb-sized blueberry onto her fork and popped it into her mouth.

The food was so damn delicious, but I had completely forgotten to continue eating.

“Tell me about the others,” I prompted her, cutting my pancake pile into four even pieces.

“Fifteen percent of the Quatura are guardians of water. They can shape and use water, but they can also communicate with creatures in the waters.”

I looked up from my plate.

“Mermaids, then?”

Mum sighed. “They were actually Quatura of the water who practiced by the sea back then. You must know that they can breathe underwater.” I looked at Mum in amazement. “They use the water to heal, but they are very private souls. They're often consulted when there's a problem with the weather, but otherwise, they tend to stay on the seaside of the island here, where their powers are stronger.”

Blairville was located on a slightly larger peninsula that jutted out into the sea and was therefore, perfectly isolated from the outside world. The best place to found a cult.

“Another twelve percent of the Quatura have the gift of air. But it's actually more like telekinesis, you know?”

She moved her finger, and suddenly, my plate of pancakes rose into the air, only to fly to Mum, who handed me one of her pancakes and let the plate fly back into my hands.

“What the...”

“Don't worry, it's nothing dangerous. We're being trained to protect the temple, to ward off possible supernatural enemies.”

Of course, she was still one of the people who put themselves in danger. I wondered if she had ever fought the wolves, who were obviously one of the Quatura's enemies.

“What's the fourth element?”

Mum looked at me for a moment as if she didn't know what to say.

“It's a very rare and dangerous power. That of fire.”

It didn't sound any more dangerous than being catapulted around by Vivienna or her mother.

“Only three percent of Quatura have this gift, which makes them very rare, but also very powerful. The dangerous thing about them is not the fire itself, but the source of their gift.”

I looked questioningly at Mum, who placed her half-full plate on the coffee table. If she didn't want it anymore, I would eat it.

“All Quatura use their gift to control elements that are already there. A Water Quatura uses the water. That would hardly be possible in the desert. A Quatura of the earth uses the plants and rocks around her, and the Quatura of the air also need certain conditions.”

It all sounded terribly complicated. I wondered if she had grown up with it. More and more questions arose in my mind.

“What about the Fire Quatura?”

“The fire lives in them.” Mum spoke quieter than before as if we could be watched. “They create the flames through an inherent source of power and can do a lot of damage with it if they're not raised within a Circle and taught how to use it.”

It sounded like she had some experience with it.

“Do you know a Fire Quatura?”

Mum looked at me. She seemed to hesitate. Again. So, I just asked my next question to take her mind off it. This strategy had worked well since last week to avoid conflict. And I only did it because I would soon forget all about this anyway.

“And what about the children? Do they have the same gifts as their mothers?”

Telekinesis wouldn't be that impractical...

Startled by this thought, I stopped chewing. I could hardly believe that – for a moment – I had found anything desirable about being part of this magical society. No. That would never happen, because I was ungifted.

Mum gave me a calm look.

“Mostly, yes, but there are exceptions, for example if the child's father comes from a Quatura family where other elements have been passed on. He doesn't have to have active elemental magic himself, and can be ungifted. Also, if other elements have already been inherited within the family line.”

I couldn't help but think of what Alarik had told me. I felt sorry for all the sons who were simply given away because they didn't fit into the family without an elemental gift. Children who had to grow up like Larissa. Orphans.

Larissa really didn't have it easy, which is why I had never judged her for anything. She had to be better off here in Blairville, which was probably why she didn't want to go back.

“Would you have given me away back then if I'd been a boy?”

Mum looked at me in surprise, then laughed.

“What makes you think that?”

I looked at her seriously.

“You know what I mean.”

“Bayla, you're a girl.”

I knew what I was, but I also knew what I could have become.

“Mum...”

Her expression became more serious.

“No,” she finally said. “I would have had a choice because I lived far away from here. But if the Circle had found out, it would no longer have been my choice.”

How could these people have so much power? And how could Mum just accept it?

I had a feeling something was bothering her right now, but I didn't know what it was. I'd learned so many new things about Mum in the last few weeks that there was a huge gap between my original mother and the woman I'd met in Blairville.  She used to have a life with me and a life here. Maybe I knew Mum, but did I know who Diana Adams was?

“Mum, you can tell me everything. Don't forget that.”

I looked into her eyes. Into those in which there were just so many unspoken words, so much she could tell me.

“Now that I know about your old life here in Blairville, that you're a witch and that there are werewolves, I don't think anything can surprise me anymore,” I tried in a different way.

The expression on her face instantly told me that this wasn't true, that there was much more to it than that.

The more I knew about her, the more I knew that I didn't actually know anything. And that felt like I was standing on a wobbly bridge with no railings.

“I'll lose my memories in a few weeks anyway.”

One last attempt.

She looked at me with pity.

“Even if I don't believe it, Bayla. I hope it with all my heart.” She sounded remorseful, sad. “I want nothing more for you than a normal life, away from this society, away from all these circumstances here in Blairville.”

She looked down.

“Mum, if you want it so much, why did you move back here with me in the first place?”

“I had to, Bayla. The Circle doesn't give us a choice. I am a registered Quatura, and we aren’t allowed to live alone for too long.”

She looked at the ground, away from me. Her gaze lingered on the blue leather book with the gold engraving on the coffee table.

“Where did you get that?”

Suddenly, she didn't look so embarrassed, but tense.

“One of your old friends gave it to me,” I joked, trying to lighten the mood a little. The exact opposite happened.

“Bayla...” She sat up straight, ready to take the book.

I quickly grabbed the copy and slipped it into the large belly pocket of my dark pine green Vanderwood hoodie.

Mum's eyes widened.

“Who gave you this book?”

“My English professor,” I admitted meekly, without mentioning his name.

“What's your English professor's name?” she asked me tensely as if she had forgotten the letter from a few weeks ago in which he had already appeared once.

I was silent for a little too long. “Um...” And I hated that I was so bad at lying. “Professor Copeland?”

Mum's face filled with horror.

With my hands up, I jumped up and stepped back.

“I know you want me to stay away from the Copelands. But the professor is actually quite nice, and we had a conversation about books... And he said he knew you...”

My attempt to talk my way out of it had failed. I had only made it worse.

“Give me the book!” she said, demanding as if the professor had given me forbidden literature.

“No, Mum, it's a special copy, and the professor wants it back, and besides...”

“No, not besides. If he wants it back, he shouldn't have given it to you.”

She stood up and came toward me.

“Mum!” I gasped, overwhelmed by her sudden change of mood.

“Bayla Adams! I said, give me the book! Now!”

I was startled by her harsh tone and the way she spoke to me. It was another one of those sudden personality changes and it upset me.

My headache came back.

I didn't know what to do, so I just let it out.

“No, Mum!” I replied in a sharp voice. I was sorry to have to talk to her like that, but she couldn't always dictate the world to me. “You can't always make decisions about me. I'm an adult, and you shouldn't care who I talk to and whose books I borrow!”

Mum was about to say something when the front doorbell rang.

“You have your life, so respect mine too!” I snapped at her, my anger growing.

Mum's eyes had become a little watery, and I immediately felt sorry that I had spoken to her like that. Ready to apologize, I wanted to go to her and hug her, but she just walked away, leaving me in the living room to open the front door.
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Chapter 53

Larissa

“Good evening, Diana,” I said with my best smile to my friend's mother, whose jaw dropped.

She seemed upset, which certainly wasn't my fault. The last person who could make Diana emotional was me.

When it came to the feelings I triggered in her, the list was still very long. It ranged from anger to worry to mistrust. And it had been like that ever since the day I had turned up on her doorstep without Bay, even though I had gone to the playground with her. I didn't know if she still hadn't forgiven me for that, but hey, I'd been eight years old and shit happened.

“Larissa,” she said, a little taken aback. “What are you doing here?”

“Picking up Bayla. We wanted to meet up.”

That was such a lie.

And then Bay appeared in the doorway.

“You look like hell,” I said as I eyed my best friend, who was standing there in a Vanderwood hoodie and gray sweatpants. Her hair looked thinner, and her face was ashen. “You should get out in the sun again, sweetheart.”

I grinned, and she looked at me with a sideways glance that said something like: Very funny. Do you see any sun here?

“Why are you here?” Bay and her mother asked at the same time, both meaning something different.

“I was longing for your daughter and decided without a second thought to study here too.”

I knew I was being spontaneous. Diana knew it too. And only one of us liked it.

“And you put on something proper before we leave,” I continued, pointing at Bay's outfit. “I'm not taking you with me like this.”

“Leaving?” Bay looked confusedly at me, Ms. Adams at my black Kawasaki H2R in her front yard.

“Come on, it'll be dark soon,” I warned, even though that had been my plan.

Bay wanted to say something else, but thankfully changed her mind and disappeared back into the house. Her mother stayed behind, still not seeming to have regained her composure.

“How did you get here?” she asked me, and I pointed to the motorcycle behind me, which she had just been eyeing with suspicion.

“Didn't you have a scholarship for...”

“Yes, but it wasn't that important,” I lied again.

Of course, I thought day and night about the photography scholarship from the university that Bay and I had actually wanted to go to. But mourning something that was no longer there anyway didn't get me anywhere.

Diana just nodded as if she was an overworked robot.

At this point, she had to know me. After all, she had seen me grow up, even if not entirely by choice.

Bayla and I had met for the first time on the playground, and I had quickly realized that I could have a lot of fun with her. She wasn't such an annoying bigwig kid, like those upscale rich kids from the neighborhood where my former housemother had always sent us girls to the luxury playground. The place Olivia had lived with her father.

And even though Diana Adams earned a pretty penny, she knew how to raise children into decent young adults and didn't spoil her daughter with too many things.

“Finally, there you are,” I said to Bayla, who had reappeared in the doorway. This time in warmer clothes. The jeans she was wearing clung to her legs, and it looked as if she had become thinner.

“Where are you going?” Diana asked, addressing me, because Bay didn't usually know where I was taking her, especially when it was spontaneous.

I threw a helmet to Bayla, which she barely managed to catch. Already last night she had seemed so exhausted.

“To a coffee shop,” I chirped, and it wasn't a lie, at least if you assumed that keeping parts of the truth a secret wasn't lying either.

If Diana knew what I was up to, she'd rip my head off and chain her daughter to her room with a steel lock.

Bay looked at me for a moment as if I'd lost my mind, because I'd never been in a coffee shop with her for as long as I could remember, but luckily Diana was looking at my bike and not at her daughter.

“Please drive carefully, Larissa!” Diana warned me, concerned.

What was she thinking? I'd never had an accident before. Funny enough, she still didn't like the motorcycle with me and her daughter on the back.

“And please bring my daughter back to me in one piece before curfew.”

“Of course,” I laughed and inwardly hoped that I'd get back safely myself.

“You want to do what?” Bayla sat in front of me, a look of concern on her face. “Have you forgotten that we got busted last time?” she hissed, barely audible.

We were in Lola's Diner, and Lola must be the nice old lady in her sixties who had hired all the students to satisfy the hustle and bustle.

I didn't expect the place to be so busy at this time of day, otherwise I would definitely have gone somewhere else, but we were in Blairville and I only knew this diner, which Grace had recommended to me.

Grace just happened to be working a substitute shift here along with Mady's way too hot brother and shy Penny Bexley among other people, none of whom I knew. She came to our table with two full milkshakes.

“Strawberry for one lady and blueberry for the other,” she joked, placing the milkshakes in front of us.

Of course, Bayla had ordered something with blueberries. What else? And of course, Grace had to come and sit with us now. Not that I minded. But Bay and I had no time to waste.

“I've only got a few minutes, so tell me, what are you doing here?” Grace looked at us both with expectation, and Bay glanced at me looking for help.

“We're planning our costumes for the Halloween party next weekend.”

Bay's eyes widened.

I had to stifle a grin.

“So, you're both going?”

There wasn't as much concern in Grace's voice as there had been a few days ago.

“So...”

Bay tried to talk her way out of it, but it was too late for that. She would come and she would have fun. I would personally ensure that. Sometimes, you just had to force her to be happy.

“Of course, Bay's coming with me. You wouldn't leave me alone, would you?”

I winked at her.

The idea that she'd tear me apart as soon as Grace left made me grin.

“I thought about going too, but I don't know.” Grace played with her dark painted nails. She had her cocoa-colored corkscrew curls tied back with an orange ribbon to match the waiters' diner uniform.

I grinned broadly at her.

“I think you all need to have a bit more fun.”  Because what was student life without parties? “I couldn't spend all my time studying and working only to get up the next day and do the same thing.”

“I know what you mean...” Grace sighed, as if she really wanted to think about it again. “Julie always doesn't want to.”

Julie was even quieter than Bay, which made it harder to judge her. On the one hand, she was not really talkative and super shy, but then she had this mysterious internet boyfriend she didn't even know in person and who was walking around campus somewhere without even knowing she was there.

If I'd been Julie, I'd have grabbed the guy long ago, because judging by what I had read on her cell phone, they got on really well.

I didn't see myself as capable of having a relationship. Not just because I had failed seven times, but because I was simply attracting the wrong kind of men. Over and over again. Drug dealers, wannabe machos who preferred to cheat, and men who treated women like objects. Over time, I had realized that maybe I wasn't the type for long-term relationships.

I needed excitement and adrenaline.

“Attention! Dear Blairville residents. Due to the worsening weather conditions, we ask that you please drive home carefully and lock all doors and windows,” Joe Bexley's voice rang out and as I looked up at the TV, I recognized the man who actually shared similarities with Jenny and Penny. “We also recommend you to park your cars in the garages and bring loose items from the gardens into the house.” He smiled with pity. “Stay safe.” Then he disappeared and the Vancouver football game faded back in.

I looked out the window, outside the diner, where only one table was occupied.

A raven, its feathers fluffed up by the wind, nabbed a bag of fries from one of the unoccupied tables and flew off triumphantly. Three more ravens followed, apparently not liking that their friend wasn't sharing with them.

Somewhere in the distance, an empty trash can flew across the sidewalk and took another one with it, narrowly missing a grandma with her rollator.

I looked back at Grace, who was looking at the clock on the wall, exhausted.

I tried to remember the conversation we'd just had.

“You can come with us...” I offered.

She looked at me as if she was actually thinking about it.

“Grace! I need your help at table seven,” Ezra called out, and Grace stood up in a flash.

“I'll think about it,” she said before turning away from us and disappearing across the freshly mopped diner floor.

“What the hell?! Larissa!” I looked at Bay, who was gesticulating wildly with her hands in the air. “I said no. Why are you putting me in a situation like this?”

“Because you're going to that damn Halloween party with your best friend and have some fun.”

I looked at her with encouragement.

She glanced annoyed out the window into the parking lot, where a couple of guys were smoking with a girl who looked a lot like Mia. They all looked very young, maybe just fifteen.

Bayla watched them for a while, then turned back to me.

“Larissa, I think your idea is absolutely insane. Especially in this weather. Didn't you hear what Joe said? And besides, there's a killer out there!”

“You haven't even listened to my idea yet.”

“It's enough for me to know that it has something to do with the DeLoughreys and their mansion.”

Bayla sounded annoyed.

Had I overdone it with the party?

“Why are you suddenly so obsessed with this family? Ever since that guy had spoken to you, something's been different.”

I remained silent.

If she only knew it was about Adrian DeLoughrey… At least that had been the case until I'd googled them on the internet and my breath had been taken away.

“Let me show you something,” I said, pulling the slim laptop out of my backpack without wrecking my camera.

“This family basically owns half the city...”

Bayla listened and looked at my screen as I turned the laptop toward her and slid to her side.

“There's the DeLoughrey Science Center, both towers; the bank, and office building too.” I showed her the two skyscrapers that jutted out of Blairville as if they didn't belong, and then the two other smaller buildings. “But also, the entire mall. Or here...” I pointed to a big part of the island, Fogs Forest, which stretched out far and wide on the map. “There are supposed to be old nineteenth-century mansions there that they want to renovate and restore.”

Bay took a closer look at the map.

“Okay, they're rich and have a lot of influence over the city...” she confirmed, nodding.

“I did some more research and came across lots of articles about businesses in Blairville.”

I opened the internet. The benefit of getting free Wi-Fi in a diner.

“The DeLoughreys seem to have a huge wine empire.”

“Wine...” Bayla said, unimpressed.

I opened another tab.

“But what's much more interesting is this.”

Bayla looked intently at the screen.

“The DeLoughreys are said to be in a nearly twenty-year business dispute with the Copelands and the Blairs, not really over individual buildings, but over the territories of the whole island.” I lowered my voice as Grace cleared the table two tables away. “Maybe that's why Julie and Grace have something against the Copelands and why they don't like the DeLoughreys.”

I looked at Bay, who was focusing on my laptop.

She seemed much more interested than a few minutes ago.

“I have a feeling there's more to it than just a business dispute,” Bay whispered conspiratorially, looking at me.

“I feel the same way. Because this dispute has been going on for quite a long time. And also, that they've divided the whole island into three territories...”

I took the laptop and opened a map of the city that I had created myself and edited with markers.

“Look, here. According to what I found; these are the territories. Here we have the entire center of the city up to the abandoned amusement park, the harbor and a small part of the forest near the sea. This area belongs to the Blairs.”

I circled the orange outline without touching my laptop.

“When did you do all this?” Bay interrupted me.

“Wednesday night. I was interested, okay?” I continued. “Look, here... All these woods around the university, this housing project by this lake, and the whole coastline here are Copeland territory.”

I had marked the area in green.

“What's left is this huge forest with the smaller lake. Just a forest. That's the funny thing. No settlement, no industry, just a forest.”

Bayla zoomed in and did the same thing I'd been trying to do, which was to find a house, but there wasn't one. At least not on the satellite map.

“You can look for ages. But I had the same thought. If they own an area and go to university here, then they must live somewhere in town.”

Bayla kept looking anyway.

“I don't think the drug thing is true either, but it could also be that Grace is right. So, the DeLoughreys would make their money from investments and wine, and the Copelands from illegal things.”

“The only question is how the Blairs finance their territory...” Bay finished my thought. She seemed puzzled, but I had reacted the same way when I had found all this out.

“And besides, look, the DeLoughreys have been buying up all this woodland from the Blairs for the last ten months. Just forest. There's something weird going on.”

“Maybe they're running a timber mill?”

Bay grinned.

I sighed in frustration because the DeLoughreys didn't look like they were into the logging business. Plus, there was this weird gut feeling.

“I don't know if this business dispute is any of our business, Larissa.”

Bay pushed the laptop back toward me.

“We both know the answer to that. But it's not about that. I have a feeling there's something going on.”

She had to feel the same way. Bay had always been the first to notice such strange things.

“I don't have a good feeling about this at all. We shouldn't do this because I think it's out of our league.”

I didn't know her like that at all. It felt like something had changed in her, but there was no reason for it. Was she really scared of the Blairville Killer?

“And I don't think it's a good idea for us to go into DeLoughrey territory and look for a house that might not even exist.”

God, had she eaten a sloth for breakfast?

“Come on, Bay, we're not even doing anything forbidden.”

“You want to spy around, and especially on people who I think are way too big for you.”

Her expression was serious and full of concern. Just like when I'd told her about the break-ins at the jewelry stores of the McConnells, one of Sacramento's richest families. Olivia’s family.

“We're just driving there and if there's nothing to find, we'll drive right back.” I looked at her pleadingly. “Come on, Bay. You can't tell me you're not interested in something like this all of a sudden, can you?”

She seemed to be thinking.

This was my chance.

“The forest, Larissa. A body was found there. Besides, it's fucking storming. Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

I took a deep breath.

“Listen to me. You're safe with me. My bike is very fast and, in an emergency, you have a best friend with self-defense experience.”

Bayla still didn't look convinced.

“Please, Bay... Don't leave me hanging.” I made a pouty face. “We'll go there, see if there's a house and if we don't find anything, I'll take you straight back home, no arguments.”

Bay seemed to consider whether this was really a wise idea.

“No risky break-in maneuvers,” she demanded.

“Okay, whatever you want. Just, please, let's do it before it gets too dark.”

“Damn, Larissa...”

The corners of my mouth moved upward, and I jumped up, nearly knocking over a waitress with pink hair next to me.

“I'll take that as a yes!”
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Chapter 54

Bayla

By the time we drove through the part of the forest marked on the map as the Blairs' territory and crossed the border into the DeLoughreys' territory, dusk had fallen.

You could tell because the asphalt was suddenly rougher, and the thicket next to the road became denser. The forest seemed deeper, darker, almost dead. As if, if you dared to set foot in it, you would be instantly devoured.

I swallowed and wrapped my arms tighter around Larissa's wasp waist.

I didn't want to end up like the woman on the forest border.

As much as I would have liked to tell Larissa everything, I didn't want to burden her unnecessarily with this creepy werewolf stuff if we were leaving here soon anyway. But I couldn't just let her drive here on her own, either.

I had to protect her, because if I told her about all the shit that was going on here, she probably wouldn't want to leave. And I didn't want to lose my best friend to a serial killer, hungry werewolves or a crazy cult.

And then there were the DeLoughreys…

I didn't understand why these rich people were buying up forests as if they were obsessed with wood. Besides, I hadn't yet understood the DeLoughreys' role in this whole game about the town. If they were human, the Blairs and the Copelands would certainly have an easy game. Something really stank about this family, and the fact that Larissa was throwing herself headlong into it worried me all the more.

We took one curve after another on the dark asphalt.

The fog was getting thicker and thicker.

I didn't really think we were going to find anything.

Did I even want to find anything? No. I didn't even want to be here in the late evening. Especially since I knew there were fucking werewolves in the woods surrounding the town, I'd always tried not to be out after 7pm. No offense to Julian and the professor, but you never knew...

Larissa hit the gas, apparently assuming that we were alone on the road and that this road would never end...until it did, abruptly as it had started.

Larissa stopped a little gruffly and took off her helmet.

“What the... This can't be...”

She sounded disappointed by the forest piling up in front of us, leading toward the three higher mountains of this surprisingly big island, surrounded by misty dark woods.

Somehow, I didn't feel comfortable here at all. It was freezing cold, even though I had put on many layers of clothing.

There was a rotten crackling in the undergrowth. Or was it the bony branches of the few deciduous trees that were overhanging the road?

“I don't get it...” Larissa muttered and got off before securing the motorbike from falling.

How could she not find this place creepy? The dark sky, the black thicket, the snarling branches and the noises made by the wind...

I would have loved to go back. Now. Right now.

But Larissa went to the side of the road and bent down to take a photo.

The branches creaked a little louder, and the wind suddenly whistled ice-cold through my hair.

I shivered.

“We should go. There's nothing here, Larissa,” I insisted, hoping that there really was nothing out here.

I had the feeling that it was getting icier and icier.

But Larissa didn't seem to be so convinced, because she continued forward to where the forest began.

“Larissa, come on, the deal was that we'd leave if there was nothing there.”

Larissa didn't look back at me, but walked further into the thicket.

“But I think there is something there. There must be something here.”

The fact that there was nothing there was somehow more comforting than the thought of anything else. What should be in a forest like this?

As if the forest was telling us to leave, a branch crashed to the ground just off the side of the road to my right, and I was so startled that an abrupt scream escaped my throat.

“What the... Bayla! What's wrong with you?!”

Larissa came running to me.

I'm sure she thought something had happened to me, but my heart had just dropped, and I was clutching the seat.

“Can I leave you alone without something happening to you?”

That had been a lousy statement. Just because I was clumsy didn't mean I was a little kid. I didn't like this place, and I had a good right to be scared of falling branches.

“I don't think you should leave me alone at all when you take me into a forest like this.”

She looked at me blankly.

“What? It was your idea. I didn't want to come here?”

“And it would have been smarter not to come here.”

Larissa spun around.

My eyes widened at the sight of a man with countless scars on his bare scalp. His eyes were completely black. The veins around them stood out.

Larissa took a step back and bumped into me and the motorcycle.

My heart slipped into my pants a second time, only this time a little deeper. I held my breath.

The abnormal-looking man spread his fingers before clenching them into fists, inhaling the air in a deep, threatening way.

“How come you both smell so good?”

I swallowed because I knew immediately that we were dealing with something inhuman. A freaking werewolf?!

I should have known. We never should have come here. There were reasons why there was no one here. We were alone. Alone with a supernatural psychopath.

“Larissa, let's go, please!”

I quickly handed her the helmet.

“You're not going anywhere!”

The man contorted his face into a disgusting grimace, and came closer.

We both shuddered but didn't move an inch.

Every step closer he came, my heart tightened. I didn't want to die. Not like this. Not in Blairville.

Suddenly, out of nowhere, a second man stood between us and the disgusting psycho.

Larissa glanced quickly at me, as if she no longer understood the world. She looked frightened, which was a rare phenomenon. Anyone who grew up on the streets of Sacramento had actually seen a lot.

Her uncertainty increased my fear.

“Who gave you permission to be so greedy?” the one in the long black coat asked, turning his face away from us. He had dark brown hair and was slightly thinner, but very tall, taller than Larissa.

“Get out of my way!” the bald man pressed out. He sounded angry, furious and demanding.

“You're too conspicuous.”

The other man pressed his hand against the psycho's chest, who didn't seem to like it at all.

“What would your Nicolaj say if he knew how much you're out of his preferred manner?” the bald man snapped back.

The dark-haired man seemed to feel offended, which was why he wrapped his fingers around the other's neck to push him back a little further.

“Nicolaj wouldn't want us causing indiscriminate damage within his territory, don't you understand? There's far more at stake here than your hunger.”

The psycho shoved him away, back toward us.

“It's too late, they've already seen us in our dark form.”

Larissa did something very clever and slowly put on her helmet.

Both men immediately turned toward us. The psychopath was unchanged, but the other one also seemed to have a problem with his eyes, because they had become just as dark. Completely black. He was a little younger, maybe in his late thirties, and more attractive, albeit dangerous and threatening. And he seemed to be eyeing us.

Then I recognized his silhouette.

My eyes widened, and his gaze lingered on me.

No doubt about it. This was the man from the street yesterday. And he seemed to know that I recognized him.

“Can't you smell it, too? And you know what that means... They both have it in them. If Nicolaj knew what a treasure we'd found, he'd be delighted.”

I didn't know what that meant, and I didn't want to know. The dark-haired man seemed to be thinking about the other's words while eyeing us, which didn't make it any better. But above all, he was looking at Larissa in a strange way.

I just wanted to disappear. But Larissa didn't move.

“They've seen us, Tristan. We can't let them go now,” the psychopath laughed loudly and approached again.

That was the last straw for me. I wouldn't stay here another second.

I pulled Larissa onto the bike.

“Drive!” I shouted loudly and Larissa started the engine.

But the bald man suddenly jumped in front of the vehicle in a flash and held it with his sheer physical strength.

What the...

“I'm afraid that's not going to happen, pretty ladies,” he laughed disgustingly and showed us his filthy teeth.

Then everything happened far too quickly. A shadow pulled the man in front of us away from the bike so that Larissa simply shot off, and I struggled to hold on to her without slipping backwards. Larissa accelerated more and more. I looked around, where I could vaguely make out that a third figure seemed to be fighting with the psychopath. He simply flew through the air into a tree, then the brown-haired man disappeared into the forest, leaving the bald man behind with whatever had just appeared in front of us.

Larissa took the first curve, then the second and finally the third. Another long section of road followed.

I looked around again to make sure no one was following us, but the fact that no one was there didn't reassure me one bit.

What in God's name had just happened?

I realized that it hadn't been one of the Copelands.

An icy breeze swept past my shoulder and I jerked my head toward the forest. Larissa was driving far too fast, and I shouldn't have recognized anything, but I spotted something. Him. The man with the knee-length coat. He was running through the thicket at the speed of the motorcycle, dodging every single tree without taking his piercing eyes off us.

“Fuck, Larissa. Drive faster!”

I didn't have to tell her twice, and although the needle on the speedometer was already way too high, Larissa sped up again.

I looked back into the forest, where this guy wouldn't stop running alongside us. He got closer to the edge of the forest, but stayed in the thicket.  And the scariest thing was that he looked me straight in the eyes.

Goose bumps ran down my spine.

Then, suddenly, he looked ahead and disappeared deeper into the forest again until he finally disappeared out of my field of view entirely.

We came out onto a more even road, where isolated Victorian houses appeared at the side of the road every hundred meters.

As far as I remembered the borders correctly, this was the start of the Blairs' territory. We drove through it until we were back in the city center and Larissa took me to Mum's house.

She braked loudly and got off the hot machine she'd been given for her birthday by one of her ex-boyfriends. Probably the one with the rich parents in the drugs business who'd always said he'd change. And I was grateful to that bastard, because without that bike, Larissa would still have had that piece of junk from back then. And that wouldn't have saved us.

“Holy shit!”

Larissa took off her helmet. I did the same.

My breathing was going crazy and I suddenly felt so weak. Then I got off the bike, coughing, and propped myself up on my shaky knees, but when I gasped for air, I couldn't breathe.

Was this a panic attack?

“What happened?”

We both wheeled our heads around in panic, where a person I was all too familiar with just jumped out of his bedroom window like it was a normal thing to do.

Julian's face was full of shock, as if he had just been in the middle of this chase.

Larissa eyed him with suspicion until she recognized him.

“You must be Bay's neighbor. The one who got into a fight with Nash Copeland...” she realized and continued to scrutinize him. “And you just jumped out of the second floor...” she continued.

Julian ignored her and looked at me.

“You're shaking, what happened?” When I didn't answer because I was simply in shock, Julian looked at Larissa. “Where have you been?”

“Somewhere in the woods. I don't know...”

His expression darkened.

“What happened?” he repeated his question, which no one seemed to want to answer.

Larissa didn't seem to understand anything. And I understood even less, because how did Julian know that anything had happened at all?

“There was some crazy guy with completely black eyes in the middle of the forest, and he and his friend wanted to do something to us... But we managed to get away,” Larissa groaned, running a hand over her forehead.

Julian's jaw was clenching hard. He seemed to be struggling for composure.

“What the... What were you looking for in Fogs Forest?!” He gave me an intense look, his olive-green eyes sparkling, then looked back at Larissa.

She was silent, probably because she didn't want to reveal that we had been looking for something that was none of our business.

“I don't want you to ever set foot in there again!” he said harshly. But more to Larissa, who raised her eyebrows.

“Whatever's wrong with you, we barely escaped two very nasty men, and I don't think I want to go back there any time soon.”

Only then did I realize how much I was actually shaking. My knees had gone weak and the headache that had disappeared after the blueberry milkshake earlier had returned. And for the first time, I considered taking Mum's stupid pills again. By choice. I wanted the throbbing behind my temples to stop.

“Good!” Julian grumbled.

He looked tense.

Little did he know Larissa. I knew that she had convinced me to go there for the last time. But did that also apply to her? Her curiosity was bigger than her fear. This trait powered her into every adrenaline rush.

“I'll take you inside,” Julian said, addressing me.

I just nodded, because I felt too weak to argue now. I just wanted to go to bed, with the unrealistic hope of being woken up by Mum's vacuum cleaner in Sacramento in the morning. I never thought I'd miss that stupid thing so much.

“And you should go home now, too.”

He glanced over at Larissa, who snorted and put her helmet back on.

“We're texting, Bay!”

I nodded.

Then, she disappeared on her motorcycle along the lantern-lit street. Into the night.

I jumped up and realized with relief that I had only been dreaming that Amara Blair had taken off her hood and suddenly turned into that psychopath from yesterday who had tried to shove a blood-soaked dagger into my heart.

I was going mad in this town!

Julian had simply picked me up after the upsetting events of yesterday and carried me through the whole house to my bed.

I must have been in such a state of shock that I'd allowed something like that to happen.

He had sat me on my bed, told me that I should sleep now and also that I was safe here in the house. A werewolf had told me that I was safe here, and I had believed him.

Somehow, I must have fallen asleep.

The memories of yesterday seemed like a surreal dream.

How had Mum not noticed?

Reflecting, I got up, texted Larissa that I was okay, and went to make my bed, which rarely happened. But I dropped the pillow, in shock.

I grabbed my head and when I looked at my hand again, it looked like the pillow: Full of brown hair?

I jumped up in horror and rushed to my standing mirror. Examining my head, I came closer to look at my scalp.

I felt sick to my stomach.

It looked like I had less hair. My freckles seemed paler, like the rest of my skin.

A radical fear grew inside me.

What if Amara had made me ill? What if something had gone wrong with this ritual? A small mistake? Maybe because I wasn't one of them? What if my body couldn't take it?

A sweet melody snapped me out of my destructive daydream.

Julian was playing the grand piano again.

I tiptoed to the curtain and pushed the hair thing out of my mind. Peering past the curtain, I spotted Julian sitting at his open old floor-to-ceiling window, shirtless as usual, playing on the keys in front of him. 

His broad shoulders were relaxed, and I caught a glimpse of his taut skin and large chest muscles.

I shook my head.

No, Bay, better give him his T-shirt back.

I walked across my room to my backpack, where his – fortunately not sweaty – T-shirt from a few days ago lay, and took it out. A pleasant smell hit my nose.

What? Wait, no...

I grabbed the piece of clothing in shame and went back to the window.

Lots of people smelled good. And besides, that was probably just his cologne...

A little confused, I pulled the white curtains away and opened the window so that I could sit down and let my legs hang out. Then I waved at him and held up his T-shirt.

“You left something with me,” I croaked in my morning voice, feeling instantly embarrassed.

Oh God, I sounded like one of the ravens, like I was catching a cold, which, by the way, happened quite often. My immune system was broken.

Julian stopped playing and eyed the T-shirt. Then he closed his eyes in embarrassment for a second.

I had to grin and threw the T-shirt, hoping it would make it over there.

Julian held on to the window frame, hung himself out a little and caught his top. His upper body muscles tensed as he did so.

He was certainly doing more than jogging to keep that body in shape.

I was still wearing the same clothes as yesterday, and although they were thick, I was freezing again.

Julian didn't seem to mind the low temperatures. I wonder if it had something to do with the fact that he was a werewolf.

“How are you?” He gave me a worried look, which brought back all the memories of yesterday. “I mean, because of last night, you looked knocked out.”

“I just want to get out of here, Julian.”

I looked at him, exhausted.

There was pity in his expression, and I didn't like it one bit.

“You shouldn't have gone into that area. It's dangerous and no one goes there unless they have something to do with the DeLoughreys or a death wish.”

I looked up.

“What were you even looking for there, at this hour?”

Julian suddenly seemed very interested in what was going on. He'd been acting so strangely yesterday.

“Were you there?” I asked, seeing invisible question marks pop up above his head. “Did you follow us?” That look again. He didn’t answer, so I continued. “We were attacked yesterday until something fast suddenly appeared and snatched this man away.”

“Tell me about this man,” he demanded.

I would probably still be able to describe this guy in 50 years' time.

“He was bald and his eyes were completely black. And the skin around his eyes...”

“Completely black eyes? Not red?”

I looked at him again.

“No, black...”

Julian's expression darkened.

“What?” I asked. “Do you know him? Is he one of you?”

Julian shook his head.

“He's a Ruisangor.”

“A what?”

Julian looked at me with a serious frown. “If you ever wondered if vampires existed, you met one yesterday.”

“What?”

That was the only thing I could say in response.

First, I was chased by a werewolf, then my mum's cult tried to convince me I was a witch, and now fucking vampires wanted to kill me?

“Just give me a minute to process this.”

I lowered my head against the white window frame behind me, hearing the soft crackling of crumbling paint.

“Is there anything else I should know? Unicorns, goblins, maybe even dragons?” I joked, though by now I couldn't assume it was fun. Who knew what was out there?

Julian laughed and sat down in the floor-to-ceiling window frame. “Not that I would know.”

“Hybrids?” I asked jokingly, because the question of whether werewolves and witches could have children together was still on my mind after the conversation with Alarik.

Maybe he didn’t know the whole truth.

“There's no such thing.” Julian seemed to scrutinize me, so I looked down at the grass, which grew quite lush on our side, while the Bardots had mowed theirs. “Ask your mum, she's researching something like that.”

I looked up.

“How do you know that?” I asked, confused.

Mum worked at the DeLoughrey Science Center as a molecular biologist, but she hadn't told me what she was working on.

Why would Julian of all people know that?

“Dad and her know each other from the old days,” he reminded me and stroked his hair briefly, trying to fix it, but it remained messy. “I've heard them talking about work.”

Great, more secrets.

“I feel like even my neighbors know my mum better than I do,” I sighed, disappointed in her again. I was still angry that she had reacted in such a sensitive way to the book yesterday.

“You shouldn't hold it against her.”

I raised my eyebrows.

That was easy for Julian to say. He didn't know what it felt like when a parent lied all the time and yet everyone else knew what was going on.

“I'm sure she had her reasons for leaving back then, and just the fact that she'd had the chance to get away from here, even if only for a while...” He paused and stared at our front yard. “If I had the chance, I wouldn't do it any other way.”

I looked at him.

He was staring at his hands, lost in thought, the veins running elegantly beneath his skin.

“Then, why don't you just leave? What's holding you here?”

He laughed as if I'd made a joke.

“Won't the pack let you go?”

He looked up again.

“I have nothing to do with them, and that's the way it's going to stay. They allow me to live in peace as long as I live in this area of Blairville. But if I leave this territory, I will be forced to join their pack or another one.”

I'd noticed he had something against the Copelands because he cut himself off from them. He had assured me that he was different. Did he mean that?

“Aren't you friends with Emely?”

He laughed dryly.

“We get on well, but since I've been out of there, I try to keep it that way.”

I'd seen the two of them together on campus a few times and wondered how deep their friendship went and if they were really just friends.

I would ask him about it again later, because even a blind man could tell that Emely was seeking his company.

“Why did you leave?” I asked instead.

“You ask a lot of questions, don't you?” Julian looked at me insistently, and I had to keep my grin in check.

“This is all new to me, and I'd at least like to understand it,” I sighed.

Of course, I wanted to get out of here as soon as possible, but learning a bit more in the meantime wasn't a bad idea either. Who knew, maybe it could save my life sooner or later. If I had known about those vampires, I would never have gone into that damn forest. Never!

“Normally, each species minds its own business. And normally we wouldn't even talk to each other, because you're a Quatura, and I'm a Senseque.”

What a poor excuse. Here I was being pigeonholed again.

“First of all, I'm not one of them.”

He laughed.

“What?” I asked demandingly.

“It's just funny how we both don't want to belong to our species. And believe me... Life here can really suck. Once you belong somewhere, you have duties to fulfill.”

The last thing I wanted to do was fulfill any duties for this sect.

I wondered whether such a wolf pack also functioned like a cult, whether they had their own temple and also performed such rituals at the full moon. I wondered if they howled at the moon together.

“Do you transform on the full moon?”

Julian's expression became more serious. “Normally, we do. I don't.”

I raised my eyebrows questioningly.

“There's a plant that was originally used against us by the Quatura that weakens us. Wolfsbane. If you use it on a regular basis, you won't have to turn.”

The Quatura had used it against the Senseque? What was going on here that they hated each other so much?

I sighed. “It's a good thing I'll be gone soon and won't have anything to do with all of this.”

“You're not leaving.”

“I will.”

Julian raised both eyebrows. “You're so stubborn.”

“I'm an ungifted,” I said firmly.

I didn't belong and would soon forget everything.

“You don't smell, which is extremely strange, but you have gifts.”

“I don't smell?” Stunned, I looked at him. “You sniffed at me?”

Maybe he would remain my strange neighbor after all.

“No!” He raised his hands defensively. The grin was back. “We can smell everyone, even from hundreds of meters away. But there are so many species in Blairville that it's sometimes confusing.”

I relaxed a little. “And I don't smell like...witch?”

“No,” he said. “But that doesn't mean anything, apparently, as long as you have a gift. It's just unusual to me, because normally one can be recognized by his scent.”

So, their senses were very heightened and even nuanced... But I didn't quite understand about the gift.

Julian seemed to want to say something, but left it at that.

“Okay, one last question...” I changed the subject. “What's keeping you here?”

Julian swallowed and looked at his hands again. “My family.”

And that opened up so many more questions for me to ask. But he was just my neighbor. And I shouldn't be so rude as to pester him with all these questions.

“Julian!” Mr. Bardot's voice came from the garden. “What are you doing there again? The girl can hardly get a break from you.” 

Julian's father gave me a friendly wave, and I greeted him back with a grin.

“Tell your mother that we'll do a bit of work in your garden later.” I nodded before looking at his son. “And you come down now and eat something. I hardly ever see you at the dinner table anymore.”

Then Mr. Bardot disappeared around the corner of the house again.

“Listen to your father,” I laughed, and Julian ran his hand through his hair with a grin.

“I'll see you in the morning,” he said and stood up. Then he jumped down from the window onto the ground and disappeared into the garden.

I shook my head.

That man...

Tomorrow, he would drive me to university again.

Mum hadn't managed to get me there yet, let alone pick me up. She worked very long hours and seemed to be absorbed in it. And I was beginning to wonder what exactly she was working on...

I got up from the floor and went to my mirror to take another look.

Of course, nothing had changed. I looked like a corpse in a coffin, ready for burial.

Dissatisfied, I turned away.

I would read something and maybe my condition would improve as the day went on.

I looked for the hoodie and when I discovered it in the corner of my laundry and reached for it to get Alarik's book out of the pocket, I groped in the void. The book had disappeared.

“Mum...” I whispered.

Without hesitation, I stormed down the stairs.

“Mum!”

I spotted her at the kitchen table, with her reading glasses over some lab papers.

“Where's the book?”

Mum looked at me questioningly.

“What book, darling?”

“You took it from me because you didn't want me to read it!”

Mum raised both eyebrows. “I don't know what you're talking about.” She gathered up the papers and stowed the glasses in their case. “But while you're here, feel free to clean out the dishwasher.” She walked past me and planted a kiss on my forehead. “I've got another shift now, so we won't see each other again until next week.”

And with those words, she disappeared through the front door.

My jaw dropped.

She couldn't be fucking serious!
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Chapter 55

Julie

“I hate it!” Grace threw her notes to the floor. “How am I supposed to learn all this crap when I have absolutely no clue about the basics?”

She looked stressed.

Normally, Grace was cheerful and easily swallowed discomfort. But right now, Grace wasn't being rational, and that's what made it so hard for me to understand her.

“What's wrong?” Bayla asked.

She looked up from her black notebook, where she had started making countless notes since last Thursday. Mostly a few moments after she'd asked me or Grace questions.

I had a bad feeling that – if we really had to erase her memory – we would have to get rid of this book too.

“I hate statistics!” Grace looked angrily at her binders, which were now strewn all over the floor. “I wish I was a Fire Quatura and all this was on fire.”

I looked up in surprise away from my puppy, who had just rolled over on my blanket.

He was cute, but he was nibbling on all sorts of things. But I couldn't be angry with him because he was still so small and every time, he scratched his ear with his little paws and tipped to the side, my heart melted.

I'd only had the little guy for a week, but already I got on better with him than with anyone else here.

It was relaxing to run through his soft fur or play with him.

My mother had taken him to her heart first when I had brought him to Moenia, which had immediately turned me off. She had stroked him and played with his little ears until I had simply picked him up and disappeared into my room with him.

Amara had asked Grace why she had brought such a hairy troublemaker into the house and told her that we both had enough on our plates and couldn't take care of a dog, but Grace had argued that it was my dog and I could manage it.

“Julie would need a few more friends.”

“Very funny,” I had replied, but Grace had been serious.

She often wanted me to meet up more with the other Quatura because socializing within the Circle was important. Unfortunately, I didn't function that way. I had Grace, Erik, and now a little dog who seemed to be looking for attention.

Buddy sat up and shook himself before he slipped off my bed and pranced across the floor to disappear through the open door.

“Then change your major. You still have the chance.”

Bayla made it sound like it would be so easy.

“We both would have liked to study something else...” I said and reached for my smartphone.

Bay looked at me with a slight grin, but I tried to make it clear to her with a begging look not to make any hints so obvious in front of Grace.

My heart leapt when I read who had texted me.
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I had to smile a little.

“And why didn't you do it then?”

“Believe me, if we were allowed to, we would have. But there are duties we have to fulfill before we can do what we want,” Grace laughed without really laughing. An expression I never understood why people used it, perhaps to be sarcastic?

Grace's curly hair bobbed up and down in her fury. She gathered up all the pieces of paper again and threw them on her bed.

“The dog can pee on it for all I care,” she hissed angrily. “He seems to mistake our beds for his toilet anyway.”

“Don't tell me that's what this Circle wants...”

Bayla had put the notebook down on her legs and was now wide-eyed.

I nodded in confirmation before answering Erik with warmed cheeks.
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“Have you ever actually rebelled? Did you do what you wanted? I mean, they can't forbid you to lead your own lives, can they?”

I wished from the bottom of my heart that this would be possible, but unfortunately it wasn't that simple. The Circle was our top priority. Had to be our priority...

“We can't afford something like that. If you only knew how many duties I have.”

I looked up again. “Grace, I don't have any fewer duties.”

“I guess you do. I wish we could swap for a day. Then you'd know how hard it is to have to fulfill your role as part of the prophecy.”

Her words made me tremble inside, not out of disappointment at her misjudgment, but because it reminded me why I wouldn't wish anyone to have to step into my shoes. The terror in my head, all the duties and the role I had to play for Gloria and Grace. What Gloria did to us Air Quatura…

My hands got cold again, and I felt like I was drifting off.

“Don't say that,” I said in a shaky voice.

I hated that my voice broke so often.

My mind wandered painfully back to all the Quatura in my life. Margot, Vivienna, Amber, Gloria... They all reminded me that I was a failure. At least Grace should see that she had it better than me. But that wasn't going to happen.

Grace fitted into the system and I continued to keep my head above water.

“Leave it, Julie!” Her voice got louder. “I have the right to complain because it's about me! I wish it wasn't about me, but this whole prophecy is such a damn burden!”

She looked at me in anger and it hit me. She was never loud with me, never, unless it was about this ridiculous prophecy. She knew it confused me, only she'd probably forgotten that I couldn't handle that amount of emotion.

“Honestly, you could even study what you want. You're just not doing it because of Gloria, even though that woman doesn’t even care about your private life. So, stop pretending you're in exactly the same position as me!”

Her words hit me with unexpected pain, stabbing through my heart like a rough finger through a soap bubble.

But I couldn't defend myself. Something inside me was blocked. All I was able to do was my usual attempts to calm her down.

“Grace, please. You're making a big deal out of this. That damn prophecy shouldn't limit you. You don't always have to try to be perfect just to fit into this picture.”

Grace didn't seem to take my words the way I wanted them to come across. She gave me a furious glare.

“Okay, guys, relax for a second. What kind of prophecy is this all about?”

Bay seemed to have been watching our argument.

“How can you say something like that!”

Grace had to be in a rage. To the point that I couldn't even start talking because she was already turning around before disappearing through the door, which crashed into the lock.

I flinched.

“Grace!” I shouted, but my voice broke.

Grace was gone and with her my chance to explain myself better. I had never spoken out against the prophecy before, but what Grace was doing was too much. For her, for me.

“Could someone please enlighten me?”

I looked at Bay, who was still sitting in the corner, her face full of questions.

“There's this prophecy,” I sighed and flopped back into the soft pastel blue cushion. “It says that there will be a chosen one, a baby, who will change the fate of the species. Anyway, the Circle thinks Grace could be part of this prophecy because of her strong earth magic, which is why she's been preparing for this role all her life.”

“And what exactly is Grace's role?”

“From what I understand, she is supposed to have a child when the time comes, preferably with a male Quatura. And that child will take on the most important part of the prophecy, namely saving Blairville.”

I thought about how annoying it must be to carry so many expectations on your shoulders, as Grace did. Immediately, I felt sorry for how I had just reacted.

“Wait, what? She's supposed to have a baby?”

I nodded, but then thought again about how strange that fact must sound. Bayla seemed to think the same.

“Your cult wants to impregnate her?”

“Who should get impregnated?”

Larissa stood in the doorway.

I felt the blush rise in my cheeks.

I almost said no one, but luckily Bay was quicker.

“We were just talking about dogs.”

I was impressed by how casually she could lie. But I was even more impressed by Larissa's indifference.

“Whatever... Can someone explain to me what's going on with Grace? She's just been running around the residential complex like a madwoman and completely ignored me.”

I looked at Bay, hoping she'd lie for me one more time.

“She's not that excited about her major,” it came from Bayla.

At least it wasn't a lie.

“I think I'd go hang myself if I majored in economics. I'm already fed up with the minor,” Larissa complained, tossing her shiny long hair over her shoulder, revealing her high cheekbones.

Today, she was wearing a black lace top under her leather jacket, which softly framed her chest and made her breasts stand out a little.

I hoped she knew how pretty she was.

She walked lightly across the room and flopped down on my bed, which – by the way – she did often. It was okay because I had gotten used to it.

Her own gray-covered bed was full of photos, papers, and pens because she didn't seem to get along well with desks. On the wall above her bed were beautiful photos of various places at Vanderwood University, the kind you could only see in very brief moments. Namely, when you perceived this place as a university and not as the enemy's territory.

I realized how longing was rising in me, and I looked back at my phone.
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I didn't know how to answer that. Since the day he had opened up to me and told me about his family, we hadn't said a word about Greek gods, even though he had wanted to tell me about Atlantis.

A lost city... How ironic that we both lived in one that had probably come close to sinking several times.

Out of nowhere, images of my last temple session with Gloria flashed through my mind and I tried to blink them away, but fell into a stupor without success.

Gloria had made me forget on Friday afternoon, had once again taken away my feelings, but by now my body was so used to it that the forgetting part no longer worked so well, but the numbness part did. I felt partly dependent on the stuff she gave me because it not only made me feel empty, but also less vulnerable. Something that enabled me to survive my time in Moenia without completely breaking down.

Funnily enough, there was only one thing the serum couldn't erase. If anything remained, it was the warmth that my friendship with Erik brought me.

“Do you get paid to be a drama queen here?” Larissa asked without taking her eyes off her camera. “If so, I'd like to apply.” Then she turned a cog. “And I thought Blairville really was a bucket with a hole in it. But there seems to be quite a lot going on here.”

I had a feeling she was hinting at something, but dismissed the idea. Bay wouldn't tell her anything. Grace had talked to her.

Bay looked at me, then back down at her book.

“One question, Julie... What made your family so rich?”

I looked at Larissa in wonder, because if there was one question I had never expected, it was this one.

“Why do you want to know?” I asked slowly, and noticed that Bay was looking at Larissa as if she had just said something she shouldn't have.

“Everyone knows you're rich. It's no secret,” Larissa continued, tilting her head with a knowing look.

I immediately thought of the business Amara always discussed with us at the table. Everything to prepare us. But I also knew what another one of our more official main sources of business was.

“Maple syrup,” was all I said and looked down at my cell phone, where the message from Erik had arrived in the meantime.
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I'm sure he wanted to text me tonight, and there's nothing I'd rather do than that. Couldn't we just sink into a never-ending discussion about Greek myths?

His message arrived.

My breath stopped. My eyes widened.

Larissa snatched the phone out of my hand.

“Oh my God!”

Larissa looked at me as if I had found out who Erik was.

I took my cell phone from her hand in a panic and read it again to make sure I hadn't misread it.
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I hadn't replied, which is why he had sent another message.
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“What is it?” Bayla asked, closing the book and standing up.

“You won't believe what Erik just texted her.”

“Now come on...” Bay came over and sat down next to me. I let her read, because it was too late anyway.

“What?!” She looked at me, smiling. “This is your chance!”

Erik wanted to meet me. Here. In Blairville.

It was only now that my body realized what exactly was happening. I started to tremble slightly, which Larissa noticed and put a hand on my arm.

“It's not a big deal. And the Halloween party as a meeting place is your opportunity!”

She sounded excited and started to type something, but I snatched the phone out of her hand in a panic, nearly dropping it because my trembling hands became sweaty.

“No!” I gasped and checked to see if she had already sent it. Luckily, she hadn't. But Erik was still online and must have seen it, because now he was texting.
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“You have to!” Larissa squealed euphorically and jumped up to snatch the phone out of my hand again to type something.

I tried to snatch it from her, but she was already pressing send.

“What have you done?” I asked in shock and read her message.
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I held my breath. Of course, I would love to, but I would never have...

What had Larissa done?
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I immediately felt bad because I had almost said no. What kind of lousy friend was I?

“Guys, I really can't do this.”

I threw the phone aside and put my head in my hands. Panic spread through me.

If I met Erik, I would open a whole new door...

“Why not? I'm sure you want to see him too. If I were you, I'd be bursting with curiosity.”

That was easy for Larissa to say. Yes, I wanted to meet him. But everything was fine the way it was. Did I really want to ruin what we currently had?

“Are you scared of him?” Larissa asked, and I looked up, startled.

“No...” I said hesitantly. I would never be afraid of Erik.

“Then meet him at the party and everything will be fine!”

“You don't understand,” I said and started playing with my fingers.

“I think she likes it the way it is, being anonymous,” Bay stated.

At least someone who understood me.

Larissa looked at me thoughtfully.

“Oh, sorry...” Larissa finally said. “But this can't go on forever with you two. You must want more one day.”

I looked at her, startled.

When would she finally realize that Erik and I were just friends?

“Larissa!” Bay said and kicked her in the shin.

“Ouch! Girl, what are you doing?”

“Don't always be so direct!” Bayla warned her with a serious look before turning to me.

“I have an idea, Julie,” she said, and I looked up, hoping it wouldn't get any worse.
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Chapter 56

Emely

I didn't think the Quatura would affect my first semester at university so much, and it annoyed me. No matter where I was, they were around. And if they weren't, they were in my head.

Last night, I had had these strange visions of Bayla Adams again. Just a few minutes ago, I had talked to Julian about it and found out that she'd been in the territory of the fucking DeLoughreys, and that, with her crazy human friend.

So, either this witch was tired of living or someone just needed to fill her in on everything.

Besides, it just got on my nerves that she was still haunting my mind without me asking her to. And now I was supposed to deal with it, or what? If this was Julian's ultimate solution, then I would soon break our agreement and deal with Bayla.

I was on my way to the accommodation.

This morning I'd overslept and forgotten breakfast, which forced me to go to those pathetic Quatura and make myself something to eat, because I couldn't make it home until the next law lecture started.

An angry Grace had crossed my path, which meant I had one problem less.

I walked down the wooden footbridge to the modern accommodation my father had finished building last year. It had style, but it had been an expensive investment, especially because it was only for students. There were twenty of these groups of flats scattered around the campus. It was one of Father's many housing projects in Blairville, as he had originally studied architecture before becoming the city's chief doctor. Just as his father had demanded of him.

I shouldn't question this investment in housing any further. Father knew what he was doing. Unfortunately, when it came to the university, he had left Alarik in charge.

My uncle had been acting weird lately, constantly missing pack meetings, disappearing when father needed him, and ordering Nash around more and more.

Not that my stubborn brother didn't deserve it, but Alarik defended Julian over and over again.

Secretly, I thought it was a good thing, because maybe it made Julian more open with the pack, but it also caused more tension between all the members of the pack.

Hunter and Harry's father, Maverick, had questioned Alarik's role at the university and as father's closest advisor last week, which had caused further unrest within the pack. He'd said there were rumors of contact between Quatura and Senseque at Vanderwood. But we couldn't just banish the witches, because there was still the treaty.

What had the founding families been thinking when they had these contracts drawn up two centuries ago? That we would all go to the same university together without confrontation? Ridiculous.

I opened the door of the big house and immediately entered the living area, where everything seemed to be quiet.

Satisfied that no one was going to get on my nerves, I hurried to the kitchen.

My stomach craved meat, so I opened the fridge and sighed when I saw its contents: lettuce, potatoes, tomatoes, tons of fruit, butter, and cheese.

Then I spotted the package of ham. I grabbed it with a sigh and closed the fridge again, only to pull myself up onto the large white marble kitchen countertop.

As I opened the package, the delicious smell of juicy meat hit me, even if it was nothing compared to a fresh deer from the forest.

God, this hunger was driving me crazy.

I took out a slice and was about to eat it when I heard a rustling noise from the garbage can.

I immediately looked toward the source of the noise and saw a small puppy with thick golden fur digging in the trash.

“What the hell?” 

The dog looked up and tilted his head. Then his long, fluffy tail started to move from side to side. He let go of the garbage can and came trotting straight toward me.

“Where on earth did that dog come from?” I cursed quietly, remembering that I had been sleeping at home for the last few days.

But who could have guessed that the witches had overgrown the house with animals during that time?

The puppy stopped in front of the kitchen counter, sat on its hindquarters and looked up at me.

“What do you want?” I asked, annoyed.

The little puppy tilted his head and gave an “Ow?”

I looked at the piece of ham in my hand.

“How about no,” I replied and popped the piece of meat into my mouth.

The dog started squeaking and running back and forth as if there was a staircase leading up to me on the kitchen counter that he just had to find.

When he realized that this was not the case, he came back to my side to stand on both hind paws to paw up the wall with his front paws, of course without success. However, this caused a slight scratching noise, which made me sit up and take notice.

“Not good,” I said and pushed his paws away with my free hand, which he immediately licked off.

“No, please, don't do that,” I groaned.

Talking to a dog was a whole other level.

He sat down again and wagged his tail as if I had invited him to dinner.

“I'm afraid you've misunderstood me.”

“Ahhhhh! Oh my God! Who was that?!” a high-pitched screech rang out, and the dog jumped as someone came down the stairs like a furious elephant.

When the unnecessarily dressed-up Vivienna saw the dog, her eyes widened.

“That creature has pooped on my bed!” she hissed angrily.

I couldn't help but grin before shoving another piece of ham into my mouth.

Vivienna looked up at me and took a step back.

“You! That's your mutt!” She looked at me with anger, reminding me of the fight a few days ago.

“Hardly,” I laughed, trying to cover up the hostility.

The little dog came running to her and tried to jump up, but she started shouting again.

“Go away! Shush!”

The dog ran to the couch and hid there.

I grinned gleefully. “The mighty Vivienna. Afraid of a little puppy.”

Vivienna looked at me in disgust, probably because she didn't like the way I was sitting here eating ham.

“You're no different from that dog, you Copeland scum!”

I jumped up and she immediately jumped back.

“What did you just say?” I asked with a serious look and a slight yellow gleam in my eyes.

“What is going on here?” it came from the stairs, and Julian's neighbor came down the steps. She stopped for a moment, probably because the last time she'd seen Vivienna and me talking to each other, a lot had gone wrong, but then she came down further.

“Your stupid dog shat on my bed!” Vivienna continued to bitch, reminding me how annoying it was to have to sit with her in most of my law lectures.

However, she wasn't the worst person in the law department, no, it was one of those arrogant DeLoughreys who I would have expected to be the last person to go to law school.

Today I had spotted the brunette Ruisangor with the undercut man bun at the very back of the lecture hall.

He probably studied law, because his family ran the law firm downtown. Just maybe not for long... I would make sure of it.

Bayla had to stifle a grin, which brought me back to the present.

“What's so funny about that?”

Vivienna gave her an evil glare.

“Nothing...” Bay muttered, still grinning.

“I should hope so. I want someone to get rid of this or there will be consequences for you!” With those words, she stumbled up the stairs in a hurry.

I looked at the dog and clicked my tongue until he peeked out from under the couch and looked at me. I waved a slice of ham in the air, which the dog didn't need to see twice. He forced his little body out of the crack and came prancing happily to me. I threw him the slice of ham, which he immediately pounced on and licked up.

“Good dog,” I sighed, and finally continued eating.

The package was almost empty and my stomach was still growling.

That's what you get for sharing your food with a pet, Emely.

Bayla eyed me with suspicion, then grinned again.

“You seem to get on well with Julie's dog.”

What did she want from me now?

I already found it annoying enough that she was in my head, now she wanted to pretend that nothing had happened.

Couldn't the Quatura just leave me all alone to study?

“I hate dogs,” I said, jumping off the counter and pushing the dog aside.

“Yeah, right,” Bayla replied, still grinning.

Her comment was enough to make me throw all my principles overboard.

I approached her until there was only a hand's width of air between our faces.

Hopefully I didn't smell too much of ham.

“Listen. Whatever Julian sees in you, you're one of them, and that means I want nothing to do with you. Stay away from me, or you'll regret it.”

Bayla swallowed, but she didn't seem afraid.

“I'm not one of them.”

“Yeah, right, and I was just bewitched out of nowhere.”

“Bewitched?”

She looked at me, confused.

“Listen, you might be able to pull Julian's leg, but you can't pull mine. And another thing, I'm only going to tell you once: Get out of my head!”

I hoped she had understood me, because next time I wouldn't talk.

I turned to leave.

“Why are you always like this? I didn't do anything to you,” Bayla said, and I paused to turn around one last time.

She looked at me helplessly, almost as if she really didn't know anything. But there was something else. Blood.

“Your nose...” I gasped, my eyes widening.

Bayla touched her nose and looked at the dark red fingertip. Then, just like that, she fell over.

My head started to hurt, and I threw myself onto the floor with her.

“Bayla!” I shouted. “Bloody witch, what's the matter with you?!”

I slapped lightly against her cheeks, but it didn't bring her back. Instead, it only made my own headache worse.

I listened to her heartbeat, which thankfully was still there.

“What have you done?!”

I looked up to see Vivienna standing on the stairs, Julie behind her. Larissa pushed past them.

“Bay!” she shouted, but her friend didn't answer.

She had lost consciousness. And my senses were heightened to the extreme, even more than usual.

Then my cell phone rang. I answered it.

“Emely. Are you with her?” Julian seemed shocked and out of breath. “Wait, I'll be right there.” Then he hung up again.

“What happened? Emely!” Larissa shook her friend, but at that very moment everything went black in front of my eyes.
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Chapter 57

Julie

Bayla Adams was unconscious again, and I had the feeling that Grace's herbal mixtures wouldn't help this time either.

Only, to make matters worse, Emely Copeland had also passed out, as if some sort of plague was going around.

Julian had suddenly appeared and after bringing Bayla up to the room, which had caused a huge riot among the other Quatura girls, he had put Emely on the couch and sat opposite her, burying his nose in his hands as if he were on the verge of a mental breakdown.

At some point he had caught me staring, and it had seemed as if he had wanted to get up and walk toward me, for whatever reason, which was why I had left early for my next seminar.

I shook my head in bewilderment and broke out of my stupor to enter the molecular biology seminar room.

It seemed that there was no such thing as being too early because, as always, there were female students clustered around the young professor's table.

Mr. Suspicious himself, however, looked up this time, directly in my direction.

And when our eyes met, I wanted to freeze, because, as always, I was overwhelmed by the strange peridot green that seemed to sparkle even from this distance.

I remembered my triumph from the last seminar, removed my gaze from his and strutted more confidently than I felt, let alone would ever feel, to the table where David, as usual, was already sitting busy with his cell phone.

I couldn't let that man up ahead see through me, let him find out that I had started reading his insane, if frighteningly accurate, books.

This professor was a danger to the existence of supernatural beings, and knowing that unsettled me immensely.

How was someone as weak as me supposed to stop him? He was human, but that was what made him so unpredictable.

I hadn't told Grace anything because she never let me finish, and I also could never discuss this crazy fanatic with Erik.

The thought of Erik made me open my laptop absent-mindedly.

We would meet. Here in Blairville. I would see him. He would see me…

My stomach began to tingle in a strange way, and I could feel my fingertips getting colder. I gritted my teeth and shoved my hands under the table.

What was wrong with me? Couldn't I just be happy that this meeting might take our friendship to a new level? What if I did manage to have a normal friendship with him, just like other Quatura did with humans? What if I was simply overreacting? What if I was able to keep these two lives well apart?

Deep down, I knew what I was afraid of. That he wouldn't like the real Julie, that my personality would repel him and that I wouldn't be able to keep these two sides apart because I would risk putting all my weight on his shoulders, breaking down in front of him and maybe even hurting him with my magic.

“Neuropathic pain, muscle weakness...” the professor's far too pleasant deep voice rang out, bringing me back to the present.

The girls had already scurried to their seats, and he had walked around his table, to the front, leaning against it and, as always, rolling up the sleeves of his white shirt.

On purpose, I tried not to stare at his forbiddingly handsome veins, but my gaze landed on his gray vest, wandering further up over his tie to his neck.

“Paralysis, seizures...”

I swallowed as his sharp Adam's apple moved as he spoke, and I wanted to slap myself for not being able to take my eyes off his skin.

“...and psychiatric symptoms such as disorientation, anxiety and hallucinations.”

He stopped rolling up his sleeves and crossed his arms, putting one foot over the other and looking around the seminar room with expectation.

“What did I just list?”

Amber's arm shot up.

Professor Tiberius nodded at her.

“Neurobiological symptoms.”

He nodded with satisfaction. “Right, Miss Smith.”

I almost rolled my eyes at this remarkable accomplishment, but controlled myself and forced my eyes on my laptop, where I opened my notes program.

“They are triggered by disease,” the professor continued. “I've brought you the example of porphyria.”

He walked around the table to his laptop to open the PowerPoint.

“Porphyria is a rare genetic metabolic disorder in which enzyme defects lead to an excessive accumulation of porphyrins in nerve cells.”

I started taking notes. And even though I would have preferred it if Mr. Suspicious had put the PowerPoint up for us the day before so that we could prepare ourselves optimally, I liked learning by taking notes.

“In ancient times, certain diseases such as porphyria or xeroderma pigmentosum contributed to rumors and legends about vampirism because these diseases caused skin sensitivity to sunlight.”

I looked up, startled. Perhaps a little too startled, because the professor was looking directly at me, as if he wanted to observe my reaction. His expression was unclear to me.

In the corner of my eye, I earned a warning glance from Amber and David next to me leaned in slightly to whisper, “Make it more obvious, Quatura girl.”

Was I that easy to read?

Oh man, I really wasn't qualified to take care of the Mr. Suspicious problem. I would probably even betray my own kind if I continued to react so conspicuously to his theories.

“Today we know that there are no supernatural beings,” Professor Tiberius continued, and my pulse wanted to calm down, but he went on. “At least, they deny it.” He gave the class a challenging, almost sly look. A look that gave me goose bumps. “But just because something hasn't been proven doesn't mean it doesn't exist.”

I bit my lower lip and looked at Amber, who also seemed to be looking at the professor with irritation. Then I looked behind to Noah, who was sitting there with his legs apart, just staring at the professor. Even David stared at him. They all sensed that something was wrong with this man, but no one dared to say anything.

Damn... If I didn't do anything, then...

The professor wanted to continue, but I was quicker.

“So, you're encouraging us to turn conspiracy theories into scientific hypotheses?”

For once, my voice didn't break, but I felt the cold returning to my fingers, so I slipped them under my legs.

Mr. Suspicious pulled up the right corner of his mouth, showing one of his dimples.

And I hated myself for the warmth in my cheeks.

“In fact, I encourage you to question the very things that society minimizes or labels as untrue.” He looked around the room. “All the creatures of legend: Witches, vampires, werewolves... All these myths have their origins somewhere and if you take a closer look at these topics with the help of science, you will quickly realize that behind every so-called conspiracy theory...” He looked at me again. “...there is a truth.”

Great, Julie. Now he was building a castle of arguments on top of your rescue attempt. And there was only one way to bring down this castle of sand.

“Don't you think it's unscientific, after so much evidence against the existence of such creatures and things, to still insist on it and link a subject like neurobiology to mythology?”

It wasn't a precise counter-argument, but it was a considered attack that could make others question his respectability as a grown man with a PhD.

“God, Julie, leave him alone,” Amber hissed.

I looked at her, feeling confusion rising within me.

She must have decided to just let the professor talk and let the dust settle, as Grace always liked to say. She didn't seem to realize how close this man was to the truth.

“No, I don't think it's acceptable for our honored professor to keep putting the actual subject of the seminar in the wrong light with his second degree.”

Amber's jaw dropped, which gave me a lot of encouragement, and I looked ahead at the professor, who glared at me suspiciously.

“Neurobiology is not the study of mythological thinking.”

I'd be lying if I said I wasn't dying inside, because Mr. Suspicions’ gaze buried itself in mine as if he could see straight into me.

And I regretted ever exposing this man like that as the cold spread through my hands and I felt them freeze...solid against the chair beneath my legs.

I had to calm down. And I could only do that by distracting myself, which worked best when I was dealing with scientific topics.

“Mythological stories merely serve as metaphors or allegorical representations of important human themes such as love, loss, heroism or moral dilemmas.”

You can do it Julie. Just keep talking.

“Science, on the other hand, should deal with demonstrable things because demonstrability is a fundamental principle of scientific thought. Objective knowledge based on observable facts and verifiable evidence... These are the things you should be teaching us.”

My hands became wet because the cold disappeared.

“Oh, shit...” I heard one of the human girls whisper. “She didn't just do that.”

Sometimes I found it difficult to maintain eye contact, but the gaze of the man ten meters in front of me became fixed in my subconscious, and it was as if I wanted to detect every little facial expression and memorize it in order to understand what he was feeling.

The twitch of his left eyebrow, the pressed-together lips, the jaw grinding against his taut skin.

I found it difficult to interpret what was behind that complicated look, what thoughts were circulating behind those warm green eyes.

Had I revealed something? Did he already know what I was? And did he want me dead?

The professor cleared his throat and pushed himself away from his desk.

“I'm open to suggestions for improvement, Miss Blair,” he said, finally cutting eye contact. “However, I will not stop combining my two favorite disciplines.”

This time, I pressed my lips together.

And in that moment, I knew what he must have felt.

Inner tension.

For the rest of the seminar, I avoided his gaze and tried to ignore all sorts of comments about conspiracy theories and their supposed kernels of truth, drawing lines in the margin of my notepad for each of them, so that by ten minutes before the end of the seminar, I had drawn fifty-five lines and felt like a prison inmate.

As much as I disliked it, maybe Amber was right and letting him talk was the best way. He was a human being. Maybe I was overestimating his ability to reveal us.

And suddenly I felt nervous about the vial of forgetting serum that was in my backpack.

“Since time is almost up, and since you're probably all about to rush out, I'd like to take the last five minutes to announce that I have two internship positions available at the DeLoughrey Science Center,” Professor Tiberius explained. I listened and immediately felt conflicted. “The internship starts next semester, and you would be working with me and a colleague on a genetics experiment, which – unfortunately – I can't tell you more about.” His gaze lingered on me, and the uneasy feeling in my chest intensified. “In order to qualify, I expect top grades in this semester, scientific commitment and written applications.”

The girls to my left all began to whisper enthusiastically. They were probably all going to rip each other's heads off to get one of the two positions, if it wasn't already just the one left.

I looked over at David, who was packing up his iPad.

“Let me guess, you already have a position in the DLSC?”

He looked over at me and sighed, “I won't lie to you, Quatura.”

Of course, he would get that one spot. His family owned the labs.

And so, unofficially, there was only one position left.

I pressed my lips together again and started packing my things.

Before the semester started, I would have done anything for this internship, but thinking about working with this man now sent shivers down my spine.

“Miss Blair,” My head shot up, and I looked at the front as I zipped up my backpack. Professor Tiberius looked at me with a serious expression. “Why don't you stay a minute?”

My fingers froze on the strap of my light gray leather backpack.

No. No, no, no, no, no...

Amber gave me a vicious smile as she strutted past me with Kelly, only to pause briefly beside me and whisper, “I hope he expels you from the seminar.”

My heart froze, my fingers started to get cold again, and it was as if the temperature in the room dropped abruptly.

I tried to control my breathing while all the other students left the room one by one.

The professor did nothing, didn't pack up his stuff, didn't sort his papers... He stood there, ten meters away from me, leaning against his desk, twirling the gold ring on his right ring finger with his left hand.

Shortly after the door closed, and we were finally alone in the seminar room, he looked up. Two messy champagne-colored strands fell into his forehead.

“You've embarrassed me,” he said, his eyes flashing dangerously and the right corner of his mouth turned upwards. “How very bold of you.”

I'd never been to a zoo before, but this must be how the animal felt when it was put down in the lion cage to be fed.

I suppressed the urge to swallow and straightened my shoulders.

“You're talking about fairy tales and magic, Professor,” I began. “Things that don't exist.” His gaze studied me calmly. “Maybe it has something to do with your age.”

He laughed softly, his look surprised, and... walked toward me. He stopped a meter in front of me. Once again, I caught a glimpse of his unusual green irises, which sparkled like exotic crystals.

“I usually get compliments on my age.”

I couldn't help but make the next comment.

“From people who confuse intelligence with wisdom and don't actually attend your seminar to further their education.”

His smirk returned, and he walked past me on the left.

I didn't dare turn to the side. Not even when he stopped next to me.

“From humans, Miss Blair,” he whispered, continuing to walk around me, and this time I had to swallow. “Don't you think you are a little close-minded about the truth?” He came to a halt on my right. “One might assume you know more than you're willing to admit.” He stared at me, piercing me from the side with his gaze, and it was as if I felt him on my bare shoulder, especially when he leaned down toward me. “Is that why you get insulting?”

His whisper reached my ear and I thought I could feel the warmth of his breath on my skin, causing goose bumps to spread up my neck.

And there it was again, the light citrus note mingling with his masculine scent.

I didn't know which Greek god was with me at the moment, but I found the courage to turn my head in his direction without being frightened by the proximity of his face.

“I don't know what you're talking about.”

It was strangely mesmerizing to look up close at how his jawbones moved and how much masculinity the shimmering golden three-day beard gave him.

“You know exactly what I'm talking about, Julie,” I looked up automatically and our eyes met.  That was the second he turned away from me and walked past me. “Blair...”

He headed for the windows facing the courtyard, where some stone Greek gods lounged in the center of a fountain.

“Let me guess.” He stopped and turned back to me with his hands behind his back. “Earth Quatura?” I couldn't help my eyes widening. “No?” He smirked and came back. “Then all that's left is air.”

He stopped half a meter in front of me and looked down at me as if he wanted to humiliate me. As if he wanted this tingling sensation to spread through my stomach while I lost all control over my facial expressions.

“How...” I barely managed to get out.

I knew I had lost. And the only thing that could help me was the bottle in the top pocket of my rucksack.

“I would be lying if I said research,” he continued in a lowered, sharp voice, a slight smirk on his lips. “So, let me put it this way.” He stepped toward me, but this time I stepped back, toward the table where my backpack was. He followed me. “Old unpleasant acquaintances...”

Without hesitation, I reached for my backpack, but someone placed his hand on the top pocket. A hand on which a ring I didn't recognize was enthroned. A signet ring with a snake and a raven, not the wedding ring.

“Did I say you could leave?”

I looked up from the bag and his defined hand at him, probably like an idiot, unable to defend herself.

He gave me a devastating smile, and immediately the chill from earlier shot back to my fingertips.

“Don't you even think about telling anyone about our little conversation.”

So, he was actually planning to let me go?

This hope made me scrape together the last of the courage I needed to open the small side pocket of my backpack and pull out the transparent vial with the thorny rose seal. The symbol of the Councils...

I wanted to slip it unnoticed into my side pocket and continue walking backwards, but the professor was quicker and grabbed my wrist, freezing me in mid-motion.

His hands were incredibly warm. Or was I just...cold?

For a moment he stared concentrated at my wrist, then he lifted it.

“Open it, or I will!” he ordered in a calm voice, and I opened my hand.

It was too late anyway. I had lost.

If the Circle – or worse – the Councils, found out about this, they would take care of the professor, but I would also receive a suitable punishment for not reporting the problem immediately.

How could I have thought it would be a piece of cake to make this person forget?

Professor Tiberius took the vial from my hand and slipped it into his pocket before jerking me toward him and forcing me to look into his eyes.

“I can do things to you that will make you wish you had never challenged me, Julie.” Heat shot through my body. “And don't you ever think of erasing my memory again.” Another strand of hair fell into his forehead, right in front of his left eye. “I'll be able to erase yours before you take your next breath.”

Wait...what? Was he joking right now? Was that an empty threat? How on earth... Did he really think he could use the forgetting serum on me that he had just stolen from me?

If only he knew that I drank it every week and that it had long since lost its effect.

His stare was too intense, his gaze so menacing that all my rational thoughts went into overdrive and his grip so firm and warm that my heartbeat started to go crazy.

Suddenly he pushed me off him and I stumbled back.

This was my chance.

In a hurry, I grabbed my backpack, trying to ignore my blue fingers, and dashed backwards across the room.

He remained standing there, his face as hostile as ever, as if he hated everything about me, as if he hated those like me.

But by then I was already wheeling around and sprinting out of the seminar room and into the corridors of the west wing of Vanderwood.
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Chapter 58

Bayla

When I opened my eyes again, the memories flooded into my head. And not just any memories, no. All of them.

I tossed and turned under the pounding headache I now had, even after waking up. And just for the record: My hair loss was still a disaster.

I groped for the alarm clock that must have woken me up, but there was nothing there, just a black notebook. The one Alarik had given us.

I had spent hours trying to note down everything I knew about Blairville so far in order to get a halfway overview.

I would have preferred to read, but my professor's book was gone, and I was annoyed that I hadn't been able to assess Mum better. She had stolen it. I was sure of that. And I had to get it back, because what was I supposed to tell Alarik?

Sorry, but your former university friend took your book away from me. Why? I have no idea.

I didn't understand. What was so wrong with this book?

“Of course, you always wake up when I'm with you,” Emely said, annoyed.

I jumped up with a jerk.

She had been the last person I had seen before I collapsed...

“What day is it?” I asked, hoping I hadn't missed too much.

“I don't want to worry you, but it's Wednesday.”

Emely played with her very beautiful natural nails before closing the law book. I wish mine were naturally like that, but unfortunately that wasn't the case.

Then I realized what she had just said.

Wednesday. Monday, I had broken down...

“And whatever's going on with you, I want you out of my head.”

“Ems, we had an agreement.”

Julian stepped into the room and I immediately looked down at myself. Luckily, I was wearing clothes.

How could I have been without consciousness for so long? What had happened anyway? What did Emely mean by getting out of her head? And anyway, what was Julian Bardot doing in our girls' accommodation?

“I think I'm getting dizzy right now,” I groaned, but straightened up anyway. I couldn't possibly spend my entire first semester here in bed, even if everything in my body was screaming for the soft mattress beneath me. This was not how I had imagined my university life.

“It's scary, Julian. You've seen what it does to us.”

I looked back up at Emely, who was visibly unhappy, slamming the rest of the law books on her desk shut.

My brain was so foggy that I needed some time to process her words.

Emely turned off her Bluetooth headphones and looked at me, annoyed. “And you snore.”

Julian laughed and crossed his arms in front of his chest so that his biceps were clearly visible. I tried not to look. Instead, I straightened up further.

“Could someone explain to me what's actually going on here?”

“You fell over after your nose started bleeding,” Julian sighed, as if he had been there.

Automatically, I grabbed my nose as if there was still blood there, but someone must have wiped it away.

“By the way, I still think we should have gone to get your father.”

Emely looked at Julian as if he'd made a bad joke.

“For a Quatura?”

“I'm not a...” I wanted to protest, but Emely interrupted me.

“How about you finally get it. You're a bloody witch!”  She looked upset, and her eyes began to glow slightly yellow. “And if you won't believe me, at least believe him.” She pointed at Julian, who once again looked at me with pity, as if Emely was right. “You've bewitched us with your strange powers. And you're in my head 24/7, and it's really annoying!”

I didn't understand anything anymore. How could I have bewitched her?

“Excuse me, Julian, but I'm about to...” Emely said, before rushing headlong out through the door.

“Where's she going?”

Julian was still looking at me with concern, reminding me of my mother, which made a negative feeling rise up in me, because right now I couldn't help but be angry with her.

“She's going for a run, turning.”

My eyes widened.

“Into a wolf?”

God Bay, into what else?

Julian grinned. “Have you fallen on your head?”

“Very funny,” I snorted and tried to stand up, but I could barely keep my balance, so I had to lean against the wall to prevent myself from landing at Julian's feet.

“Are you okay?” Julian asked again in that slightly worried undertone I remembered from the weekend.

“Yeah, I'm fine.” I heaved myself over to my little closet to at least get out a new knitted sweater, because I was cold, and I must stink, especially for a wolf who smelled everything for miles.

“You should lie back down, you're far too pale.”

He came to me as I detached myself from the wall to walk hands-free, and carefully put his arm around my shoulders.

I remembered the last time he had been this close to me: The night he had carried me up to my room.

My cheeks glowed a little. I hoped I wasn't blushing.

“I want to get out of here, Julian. This room doesn't feel right at the moment.”

I looked at him pleadingly.

In all honesty, it bothered me that I was so small and fragile. I got the feeling that I was inferior to him, which of course was complete nonsense. To the point where you considered that he could turn into an oversized wolf. I could have been his lunch. Although, as much as I had lost weight without meaning to in the last two weeks, I was probably just a snack.

Julian's jawline relaxed.

“Get changed.” I opened my mouth slightly to say something, but Julian raised his hand. “And no, you don't stink.”

I looked at him, startled.

Had he read my mind?

“And when you're done, you'll come out.”

I looked at him questioningly. He just smiled, a twinkle in his eye.

“It's time you get to know the beautiful side of Blairville.”

The fact that I'd let myself be talked into that had been a miracle. Julian was either convincing or manipulative, maybe a bit of both.

It had taken me an indescribable fifteen minutes to get dressed, as my body seemed to have significantly reduced its ability to function, slowing everything down. To cut a long story short: I felt like shit.

And now I was sitting in the passenger seat of Julian's rusty red pickup truck, hoping he had a little more common sense than Larissa and wouldn't take me toward my death again.

We were currently driving through a part of downtown that brought us closer to the harbor, but instead of going straight to the harbor, Julian turned onto a surrounding road that led uphill into the golden deciduous forest of the city, where the Victorian mansions were beginning to look classier and more historic.

“Where exactly do you want to go with me?” I asked impatiently.

“Has your curiosity led you to go with Larissa to the DeLoughreys' area?” came his counter-question.

I couldn't help but punch him in the shoulder, but all I got in response was the typical Julian grin. Could he do anything else?

“She's a good friend, and sometimes she just has very... headstrong ideas. And thanks to her, I now know that maybe one shouldn't go into this area after all,” I defended her.

Of course, I wouldn't even dream of going back there.

“The Copelands' territory, their forest... Is it safe there?”

“Theoretically, you’re safe there,” Julian said as he tried to concentrate on the road.

“Theoretically?” I dug deeper, guessing that his answer was based on the recent events at the Fogs Forest border. The news hadn't stopped warning against entering the woods, as someone had disappeared again. This time it was a student from Blairville High.

I wondered if I should tell Julian about my suspicion that these two strange vampire men might be behind it. But I was still trying to process the fact that vampires actually existed.

More and more trees rushed past next to us, occasionally a few villas.

I remembered this road. Mum had brought me here to Moenia. But just before I could look for the witch's house, Julian turned into a side road, which was more of a rough forest path.

“Actually, the contract ensured the peaceful coexistence of the families. This also means that you are forbidden from attacking, injuring or killing people from the other families. Including regular human citizens.”

For whatever reason, I had to think of Alarik Copeland's book, which was also about securing the coexistence of hostile families. The book had reminded me a lot of this city, and I had wondered whether the author had belonged to one of the species.

“So, there's a treaty between the Copelands and the Blairs?” I asked with interest.

“Yes, something like that. But it's more than that. If you take it literally, it's a treaty between the Quatura, the Senseque and the Ruisangors, separating them territorially to keep the peace.”

I remembered the car ride with Julian to the university a few days ago, where he had explained to me what exactly these Ruisangors were.

All I knew so far was that there were two different kinds of them: Legacy Ruisangors and so-called Changed. The Legacies stopped aging at some point and had dangerous powers, the Changed did not age from the point of their transformation. The sun had an effect on their skin or their gifts, and they were extremely fast, stronger than humans, though not as strong as werewolves.

Everything about them sounded like what vampires were like in those countless horror stories. But what concerned me much more, and what scared the hell out of me, was the fact that they fed on human blood. Julian had assured me that the DeLoughreys lived from donated blood, but something inside me didn't want to believe that, especially after the attack in the forest.

“They all have their territory where they can do what they want, on the condition that no humans or members of the other species are harmed, of course.”

I remembered that Julian didn't live in the Copelands' territory.

“You live in the Quatura’s territory...”

Julian focused on the road.

“When my father left the pack back then, there was a special clause he negotiated with Amara. Unfortunately, not every Quatura is pleased by her decision, especially not the Councils.”

I nodded thoughtfully and looked out the window at the yellow, orange, and brown fall leaves decorating the trees and the forest path.

“You seem to know which territory is which,” Julian said, and I simply replied, “Larissa.”

“I don't want to worry you, but your adventurous friend should stay out of it.”

Julian sounded serious.

I nodded, even though I didn't know how to appeal to Larissa's sense. She wouldn't leave Blairville and I understood. She didn't know that there were a thousand reasons for it. And if I told her, Grace and Julie would probably find out and mess with her memory. I was already scared of this crap myself, but what did I have to lose?

“I'll talk to her, but I can't promise anything. She can be very stubborn.”

“Just like you,” Julian laughed and parked the car at the side of the road.

I looked at him in surprise. He seemed to study me closely now. His green eyes shone softly, but didn't turn yellow like Emely's did so often.

I couldn't avoid his gaze, and this time I felt the urge to touch the small scar on his temple. I wondered if it was as uneven as the one under my breast, or if you could feel it at all. I wonder where he got it from?

That was the moment when I realized that I didn't seem to be mentally clear and turned away from him.

How hard had I hit my head on the floor on Monday?

“Let's get out of the car. It's right up ahead.”

Whatever was supposed to be right up ahead, I got out and followed him across the dirt road.

The leaves rustled under my feet and were whirled into the air by the wind, flying around me as if they wanted to play with me.

I smiled and realized how even that was draining my energy.

When I spotted the black raven hopping around in one of the piles of leaves, I paused for a second.

It's just a raven, Bay. Relax.

I ignored the animal and hurried after Julian.

As we came around the corner of the forest, my breath caught, and I had to stop to take in the view.

Julian and I had to be on a gigantic cliff somewhere. A cliff with a huge white lighthouse, decorated with features of Victorian architecture. But even if you weren't up there at the top, the view of the city, the harbor, and the roaring sea deep below us was breathtaking.

Julian whirled around to face me and threw his outstretched arms in the air. “May I introduce the Cloud Castle of Blairville.”

Speechless, I watched Julian walk over to a noble Victorian iron railing and lean over it, sticking his head in the air and closing his eyes. The wind greeted his curly hair, tossing it around. And there was something aesthetic about it, as if the wind was the artist and this man there was his work of art. For the first time, I noticed his prominent Adam's apple.

Julian opened his eyes and wheeled around to face me.

“You should see yourself standing there, Adams girl.” His dimples were now particularly obvious. “Like a scarecrow.”

“Shut up, Julian!” I laughed, snapping out of my stupor.

“Just look how beautiful this town can be when you look at it from above.”

Of course, Blairville wasn't ugly, quite the opposite. The architecture alone seemed to want to tell its own history, probably hiding some mysteries.

What Julian meant was what was hidden within the city, behind walls and in deep forests. But I had the feeling that I would never be able to see it the way he or Julie did, because I hadn't grown up here, hadn't been born into this life.

Along with Julian, I let my gaze wander over the historic panorama of the city with its Victorian rooftops, the church steeple, the two science towers, and – in the distance – the gothic tower of Vanderwood University. Surrounded by the colorful autumn forest. Parchment brown, streaked with orange.

Further in the distance, I tried to keep an eye out for the dark coniferous forest, but the autumn forest lifted up a little, as if it wanted to show that it wasn't alone, that there wasn't just the historic center in all its glory.

Only very far in the distance could you see the three mountains of the island.

I spotted something big sticking out of the forest, something I'd already seen from the Vanderwood library window.

“Is that a roller coaster there?”

I pointed into the distance, past the largest bell tower at Vanderwood, toward the wooden frame. Next to it was a clearly recognizable Ferris wheel.

“The old funfair.”

“Why is it closed?”

“I don't know. It's been a long time... Something happened in the 80s.”

I nodded in silence and turned my gaze away from the mysterious image of the abandoned amusement park peeking out of the treetops, as if to remind us that it still existed.

Instead, I looked out to the sea, over which dark towers of blue and purple clouds were gathering. They seemed to be heading toward the town, ready to swallow us up as soon as the sun disappeared into the sea.

“A storm is coming... More violent than what has been raging here in the last few days,” Julian remarked.

Only now did I realize that he had been watching me. And once again, I couldn't help but look directly at him, even though there were so many things up here that captivated me.

Julian's cheekbones stood out slightly and made him look incredibly masculine. And yet there was something boyish about him. The soft dimples seemed to be hidden, but instead I looked at the slightly full lips with their sweeping lines for the first time.

I took a deep breath and looked into his eyes again, which didn't seem to lose their shine. But my eyes couldn't help but slide back to his lips.

And in that moment, just that one brief glimpse, I had the urge to kiss him. I wanted to know what it was like to feel Julian Bardot's lips on mine. Were they rough or rather soft? Warm?

I shuddered at the thought and wanted to look down, but only made it as far as his chin.

What was wrong with me?

Dizziness hit me and I held on to the railing.

“Bay? Are you all right?” Julian asked, looking worried and trying to steady me, but I backed away.

“Everything's fine. I’m fine,” I said quickly. “I'm not a little kid.”

I laughed sheepishly and pulled the notebook out of my jacket pocket to distract myself.

What had gotten into me?

“Just to get this straight once and for all...” Julian sighed. “I'm only doing this because a voice inside me says I should.”

I looked up, startled.

What did he mean by that?

“You're in my head whenever you're feeling bad,” he continued, and I blushed.

How could he say that so openly? And how could my body react to it like that?

A slight tingling sensation flitted through my stomach. I tried to suppress it.

“You've somehow cast a spell on me and Emely.”

His words made the tingling disappear as fast as it had come. More warmth shot into my cheeks.

How could I have just thought that he had meant his words any other way?

Then I realized the meaning of his statement.

“Maybe you still remember our encounter in the forest, where you spilled all your pills.” Unfortunately, I remembered it very well. “You had been touching me, and we had looked into each other's eyes.”

I swallowed because the memories were just as intense as the experience. I had felt so possessed.

“It felt to me like you were in control, like I could do anything for you,” he continued, turning back to the railing, and I began to remember better. “Emely told me she had a similar experience with you. There in the room, next to you on the bed.”

Memories of another touch – this time with Emely – appeared in my mind. Her eyes glowing yellowish. This feeling of power flowing through me. But there had been another feeling too. Devotion.

“Ever since that had happened, we've had constant images in our heads of when you are unwell. We see where you are and what's happening, sometimes we even feel what you feel.”

I was shocked.

If that was true, then...

No. It couldn't be true.

“Emely fainted on Monday. I only had a headache, but all that when you had passed out.”

Julian looked back up at me, concern in his gaze again.

“That doesn't make any sense. Mum explained everything to me. Quatura control the elements, but nothing else.” I could feel panic rising inside me. “That could have come from you two, couldn't it? I wouldn't do something like that on purpose. I don't even know how to do it and…”

Julian grabbed my shoulders. His hands were so warm they gave me goose bumps.

“Hey, calm down. All we know is what we saw and felt.”

I couldn't help but stare at him, only this time my gaze was searching for help, less scrutinizing.

I wanted an explanation for all of this.

“I think you should ask your mum, just in case.”

I would, someday, when I wasn't mad at her anymore and my curiosity outweighed my frustration with her.

I leaned on the railing, stunned.

All this madness seemed to have just become reality and now the fear that I would never get out of here was back.

I would stay in Blairville. Forever.

There was only one way to get out of here.

“They have a potion that makes you forget all sorts of things.”

Julian sped around to me.

“Which I hope you'll keep your hands off.”

I looked away again.

“Bay, you should probably stay away from all that Quatura stuff.”

“I don't know what to do at all,” I pressed out in a weakening voice.

I pulled the pen out of my jacket pocket and started scribbling on the soft paper.

Talking to Mum about other powers.

“Apparently you use the notebook just for yourself too,” Julian remarked in a calm voice.

“That's how it turned out. He's hardly going to control what we do with it,” I said, but immediately regretted my words. Alarik had been so passionate about it.

“Hey...,” I said, addressing Julian. “Do you have a book partner?”

He looked at me slightly puzzled as I pressed my notebook to his chest.

He pushed it back, which hurt me slightly.

“I don't want your notebook, strange neighbor,” he laughed as if it were a joke.

I was about to turn away from him to hide my disappointment when he pulled something out of his jacket pocket.

“Let's take mine. I haven't used it yet.”

He handed it to me and I took it, speechless.

Julian had a talent for surprising me.

“Wow...” I said with a dry expression. “You've just really screwed me over, you know that?”

His grin widened.

Playfully annoyed, I snatched his notebook.

“Don't break it,” he joked, as if that was how I handled books.

A few cold raindrops hit my nose and I looked at my cell phone clock.

“I've got literature history coming up, could you give me a ride back?” I asked Julian, who looked up to where the intertwining towers of clouds were making ominous thunderous noises.

“We should get back anyway, before the storm takes us out of traffic.”

Once we were back on the road, I remembered one more thing I'd been meaning to ask him all along.

“Do you think I should apologize to Emely?”

Julian continued to look at the road.

Light rain was pattering on the windshield and the sound of the windscreen wipers calmed me down a little. Eyes on Fire by Blue Foundation played softly on the radio.

“Don't worry, I'll talk to her.”

“She doesn't like me, does she?”

Julian laughed. “She doesn't like Quatura in general. It's even worse with Ruisangors. But it's in her blood.”

“In her blood?”

“According to the legend of the indigenous Senseque of Blairville, the Esadowas, the goddess of the moon created them to free humanity from the plague of Ruisangors. And it really seems like these two species were created to hate each other to the death.” I looked thoughtfully at the radio, which was switching to another soft indie song from a local band. “But with you, it's just mistrust, believe me.”

“That's not the only reason...” I said, barely audible, thinking about how she always watched me when I talked to Julian.

“What do you mean?” he asked with interest. He seemed to have absolutely no idea. Maybe I was just imagining it, but I usually had a feel for this sort of thing.

“I think Emely is a bit jealous,” I said.

Julian laughed, “Emely? Jealous? No way!”

“What makes you so sure?” I asked, seriously interested.

“I just know Emely. All she cares about is the pack.”

That sounded harsh, and I was sure that if Emely had been here now, it would have hit her.

“You better not say that to her face,” I said and looked back out onto the street. We were back in the town center.

Julian seemed thoughtful because he was silent.

“Fuck...” he said suddenly. “Do you really think she could be into me?”

I raised my eyebrows and tilted my head slightly. “She totally is.”

Julian hesitated, flabbergasted.

“It wouldn't make sense to me, you know? She's a lot more dismissive than she was back then.”

“She's with you all the time,” I countered, “...even though she already has a group of guys.”

“The only reason she's always with me is because she wants me in the pack or because of the thing with you...”

There we had it.

“She wants you in the pack. I see. Why do you think that is?” I helped him along.

Julian didn't answer, just stared at the road in thought and dodged a branch in the lane.

“Would she have any reason to worry?”

I wheeled around to face him, startled and already feeling the blush rising again.

“No, what do you think?” I punched his shoulders again. Julian dodged, grinning.

“Don't tell me you don't think I'm hot?”

And there he was again. Julian Bardot, my annoying neighbor.

We were standing at a traffic light, so he turned and stretched his head toward me, only to ask with a wry puppy dog look, “Not even a little bit?”

“Julian!” I laughed and pushed him back into his seat. “Concentrate on the road!”

He was such a chaotic person.

“Don't worry about it. I've got everything in sight.”

He cleared his throat and drove on as the light turned green.

“How long have you two known each other?” I asked what had been burning on my tongue for weeks.

Julian sighed. “We practically grew up together. My father was still living with them in the neighborhood in one of the wood cabins in the Copeland Woods. We were inseparable, played outside with her brothers and another friend, and we got up to a lot of shit. Things that kids do...”

“That sounds like a very nice childhood.”

I tried to imagine what Julian, Emely, and Nash must have looked like as small children.

“Yes, but you grow up quickly. A lot of things change, you know?”

I nodded, and my own childhood came to mind, which seemed so carefree in retrospect. The times when I had played with Larissa at home, on the playground or in the schoolyard. I had never thought it would become as difficult as it was now.

“Would you like me to take you to the doctor?”

Julian snapped me out of my daydreams and reminded me of the painful present I was stuck in until now.

“Do I look that bad?” I asked sarcastically, earning another grin.

“If it'll cheer you up, I can just drive you to the seminar and pretend you haven't just been unconscious for two days. And that not for the second time.”

I hated it. Why did this kind of crap always happen to me?

“You should at least eat something,” he said, pointing to the back seat. “There should be two packs of Sweet Chili Chips and a Coke.”

“You live a healthy life,” I laughed, and Julian couldn't stop his lips from forming a smile.

“Just eat and don't criticize me all the time.”
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Chapter 59

Larissa

With a final rattle, the engine stopped, and I pulled the key out of the machine, took off my helmet and eyed the diner where Bay and I had been the other day.

The inscription Lola's Diner shone in its orange neon letters above the entrance, and you could see through the windows that there was a lot of activity inside.

Grace had just told me today that this was the favorite downtown hangout of all Blairville students. It really wasn't a bad place, because the food tasted good, and you quickly got the feeling of being part of the town.

However, a quieter place would have been better for the conversation I wanted to have with Bayla. I'd been relieved when I'd seen her on campus earlier, especially after the drama that had happened on the first floor of our accommodation on Monday.

“Larissa Champson, if I remember correctly?”

I wheeled around and eyed Jenny Bexley suspiciously. She was wearing a light yellow, tight dress and a felt coat of the same color. Her make-up was perfect, but her face looked unnatural, somewhat strange, as if she had tried to cover up an accident.

The fact that she was holding her iPad didn't put me at ease. What did the radio announcer's eldest daughter want from me?

“How do you know my name?” I asked suspiciously, relieved that she didn't know my middle name. How could she... I had made sure it was erased from the network.

“I know every important person in town, sweetie,” she laughed, pulling out her iPad pen.

I raised both eyebrows, but before I could ask further, she was already babbling on.

“You're a friend of the DeLoughreys. Could I ask you a few questions?”

I looked at her, dumbfounded.

Friend of the DeLoughreys. Did she want me to have a laughing fit?

“What makes you think that?”

“You and Adrian seemed very familiar on campus the other day.”

Now, I really had to fight the burst of laughter.

Familiar. If Adrian's menacing appearance on campus and the way he had interacted with me had looked familiar to her, then maybe she should get her eyes lasered next instead of investing in her fake lips.

“I'm sorry, but I have nothing to do with these rich people,” I laughed and tried to pass her, but she pushed in front of me and held out a business card.

I took it with a sigh.

“If you change your mind,” she said. “I'm always available.”

Then she turned away from me and strode back to the diner.

I shook my head and threw the card in the nearest trash can.

The last thing I was going to do was let the reporter Mady had warned me about squeeze anything out of me.

When I entered the diner, the smell of deep-fried golden-brown fries immediately hit my nose. Only now did I realize that I hadn't had a chance to eat anything all day. I was starving.

That's what it was like when you took your studies seriously. School had never been my thing, but I had known that things would be better at university, and indeed they were.

I realized I was being stared at by a group of young men I was all too familiar with. The Copeland gang. Of course, they were here too.

Nash seemed distracted by a conversation with his handsome dark-skinned friend. But the light brunette muscleman in his group seemed to be eyeing me.

I turned to the other side, where I spotted Julie and Bay in a seating area. They seemed to have been waiting for me here for a while.

As I walked over to them, I could feel Nash's friend's gaze clearly on my back, maybe a little further down, but when I glanced at him as I sat down, he had already turned back to Nash and the other five guys.

“You're already here...” I said apologetically, knowing I was the one who was late.

“It's already ten minutes past four,” Bay cleared her throat and leaned back.

Good, at least she didn't seem as dead as she did on Monday.

“Yeah, yeah, grumpy,” I said with a grin and reached into her bag of fries. She even pushed it toward me, and I looked at her in surprise.

That behavior was untypical for my foodie best friend.

“You should eat something yourself,” Julie said with concern and pushed the bag of fries back to Bay, who sank further into the comfortable seat.

Normally, Bay ate like a barn thrasher.

“I don't know. My appetite is gone,” was all she said.

That didn't sound like her at all. Just a few days ago, I thought she had become thinner. Apparently, I wasn't mistaken.

“What's wrong with you?” I asked.

She looked up at me briefly as if she wanted to say something, but didn't.

“Are you still taking your medication?” I tried again and got a shake of her head in response.

I sighed and leaned back with my arms crossed.

“And then I'm still surprised when you just faint like that.”

I brushed one of my long strands of hair behind my ear.

If there was one thing Diana Adams and I agreed on, it was those stupid pills that Bay simply refused to take on principle.

“What medication?” Julie asked.

She looked worried, which was interesting because her expression was often blank.

“Bayla has these strange seizures all the time,” I explained to Julie.

She wanted to say something else, but was interrupted by Bayla.

“You don't have to tell everyone about it.”

“Unlike you, my dear, I'm an open book,” I said to Bay with a grin and looked at Julie again, hoping that she didn't feel uncomfortable with us.

I found quiet people always radiated a lot of resilience, even if Julie's shyness made it harder to see how she was feeling. She was very secretive, and until now, I knew little about her.

“Tell me, have you guys come up with a plan for Friday?” I asked, looking at both girls in front of me and grinning mischievously.

I was still wondering how I had managed to persuade them to go to this party.

Julie's cheeks reddened, and it was clear that she hadn't thought about anything else since her Loverboy had suggested the meeting.

“Not really...” she stammered and began to play with her fingers until she made them disappear under the table.

“So, if I've understood correctly, you want to find a way to meet him without him finding out who you are...” I thought aloud.

“Masks...” Bayla whispered playfully.

“Masks?” Julie looked confused.

“You put on a mask, and he won't recognize you.”

“Good idea,” I said, convinced, directed at Bay and looked at Julie, who didn't seem to like it.

“Isn't that a bit flashy and extravagant?” she asked, but all I could hear from her words was an excuse.

“Do you know how many people might come to this party wearing masks? It's a Halloween party, sweetheart.” I smiled and looked across the diner, over to the Copelands.

The guys seemed to be joking around, having fun. Then I saw the guy again who had been watching me so strangely earlier.

I lowered my voice. “Who is that again?”

“That's Noah, one of Nash's newer friends,” Julie replied quietly, as if no one was supposed to hear us.

“Has Nash ever had any other friends?” I asked curiously.

“Julian,” she said.

“Julian? Bay's neighbor?” I asked and looked surprised at Julie.

“Julian is your neighbor?”

Grace came over to our table in the corner by the window and took off her orange apron.

“Yes,” I answered for Bayla and made room for Grace.

Grace looked with a questioning expression at Bay, who seemed to avoid her gaze.

“Yes, Julian was his best friend. The four of them had been inseparable,” Julie continued, lost in thought.

“The four of them?” I asked.

“Julian, Nash, Kieran, and Emely,” Grace answered me.

“Who's Kieran?” I asked, realizing that I would probably never know all of these guys by name.

“Another go-getter who I'm glad is doing an exchange semester in the United States,” Grace snorted.

I'd heard the name Kieran before. Wasn't that the guy Emely had talked to on the phone in the student residence?

“What happened between Julian and Nash?” Bayla asked with interest.

Julie and Grace looked at each other like it was a secret. But when I pierced Julie with my gaze for longer, she seemed unable to keep quiet.

“There had been an accident with Julian's mother,” she began, blushing again as Grace looked at her in warning, as if indeed it had been a long-kept town secret.

“It kind of drove them apart. The Bardots moved away from there, and since then there's been radio silence,” Grace finished the story.

“That sounds very sad. Did Julian tell you about it?”

I looked at Bay, but she shook her head slowly.

“Where were you today?” I asked and she looked up.

“Julian showed me around town.”

Grace's jaw dropped. “Didn't I tell you not to do so much with the...the Copelands?”

Julian wasn't a Copeland. But that was what Grace seemed to call every guy who'd ever been around Nash.

“Apparently, he doesn't have that much to do with them, after all...” I said, confused.

A slight mistrust of Grace spread through me. She seemed friendly, no question, and yet... she seemed to have something against the Copelands and the Copelands and the Bardots seemed to have something in common. It was about time I got to the root of this strange gut feeling.

“Remember, we're going costume shopping tomorrow!” I tried to change the subject and winked at Julie.

I knew she'd like to sink into the ground right now.

Grace stood up again. “I'm going alone.”

“Why?” Bayla and I asked at the same time.

“I don't want to spend my time with a traitor.”

I looked up at her in astonishment. And then I remembered that she and Mady were at war.

I had asked Mady a while ago, and she had been so excited about this party, but that had changed when I had told her that Grace and Julie were going with us. I had tried to convince her, but she had just shaken her head in panic and hurried away.

“Mady canceled,” I sighed.

My good mood was about to disappear.

Grace just smiled and tied her apron again. “Well, I'll see you tomorrow.”

She smiled and turned to leave.

I understood if she had something against the Copelands and also if she didn't trust the DeLoughreys. However, I drew the line at my Madymouse. I thought it was childish and not fair toward her.

But in this case, I had decided to prioritize helping Julie and unfortunately Mady was not going to be convinced anyway.

Maybe the two girls would make peace at some point. Because this couldn't go on without someone always being excluded.
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Chapter 60

Julie

The closer the meeting came, the greater the unease in my stomach grew.

This morning, my hand had been shaking so much that my body had apparently fallen back on this strange magic and taken control of me. It had snowed. Soft white flakes had fallen on the floor of the room and dissolved into water seconds later.

Luckily, the other girls had been asleep. Otherwise, I would have had several problems at once.

After getting up, everyone had wondered why the floor had been so wet, but Larissa, to my relief, had blamed it on the open windows.

However, I didn't understand it. Where did this magic come from? It was as if water and wind were combining, but that wasn't possible. And as far as we Quatura had been taught, there was neither a fifth element nor a Quatura with two gifts. In addition, it was the kind of magic that came from within, the kind that lived inside you, like it was the case with the Fire Quatura. And that scared me. I felt like I was at the mercy of something dangerous, trapped in this unstable body.

My thoughts catapulted me back into the seminar room to my last lesson with Professor Tiberius, and I pressed my lips together to remember the feeling of tension.

I was still irritated, not knowing whether to approach the Councils or the Circle. I would be willing to face the consequences of my thoughtless actions.

But he had threatened me. And I had already underestimated him once. And until I could judge him better, I would – like Amber – let the grass grow over the matter and pretend nothing had happened. But I didn't have much time to find out more about that guy. I needed a plan. And I was still toying with the idea of letting Grace in on it, but I didn't trust myself to do that either, because I had this gut feeling that Grace would act rashly.

In short, I was balancing on a thin tightrope.

“What do you think of the devil?” Larissa held up an outfit consisting of a black leather suit, a red velvet robe and a horned headband. “Or would you prefer Medusa?”

Bayla took a photo with Larissa's camera, which she was supposed to be holding.

“Give me the Medusa costume. I can't find anything useful here.” Grace reached for the golden dress, which I was sure would fit her like a glove.

Bay and I exchanged a quick glance that said something like What have we gotten ourselves into?

Grace had driven us here, and this place was huge. DressinGlamour was actually a popular festive fashion store, but since the owners knew about this big event, they also sold party costumes and must have made a lot of money because the store was full of students.

“You should also look for something nice,” Larissa said with a look that was directed at me and couldn't have been more striking. Luckily, Grace was absorbed in her search for a costume.

Bayla pulled me behind her into another row, further away from the others. She still didn't look very healthy and ever since Larissa had mentioned the pills, a few questions had been buzzing around in my head.

Bayla looked around and finally turned to me. Then she looked at my wrist, just like the professor had done. Luckily, my sleeves were long.

“Why are you so cold, Julie?” she whispered.

My breath hitched.

I didn't feel my own body temperature, but the fact that she did and that it was apparently noticeably cold confirmed that I wasn't making it up about the ice and snow.

“I'm very sensitive to the cold,” I lied, and Bay raised both eyebrows skeptically.

“I'm not stupid, Julie.” She looked around again. “Is this some kind of Quatura thing?”

“I get cold easily...” I assured her again. She looked at me insistently, but left it at that.

Lying was absolutely not my strength, and she seemed to realize that.

“You know you can talk to me,” she said, then looked through the white dresses in the hallway as if they had been an option. “I just sometimes feel like Larissa and I are still a little too…” She hesitated, tugging at the white fabric of a wedding dress. “... unfamiliar for you.”

I had always had difficulties making friends, socializing and opening up. I couldn't even do it properly with Grace. When it came to Bayla and Larissa, they had simply dragged me into their inner circle without asking. And strangely enough, it didn't bother me at all. In fact, it felt like I had a life outside of Moenia, outside of the Circle. I had other thoughts. Even if the two of them brought me to the brink of despair by pulling me out of my safe routine.

“I know I can,” I said to Bayla. “And when I'm quiet, it's not because of you two.”

Bayla smiled and it seemed relieved.

I continued. “You...take pills?”

Fortunately, my voice wasn't so shaky today.

Bayla nodded and moved on to the next row, where there were costumes again.

I followed her.

“And you have seizures?” I asked further.

I didn't want to invade her privacy too much, because yesterday in the diner she had reacted very sensitively to Larissa's comments. And sometimes I didn't know whether my curiosity made others uncomfortable.

“Yes...” Bay said, turning to me slowly.

“Could you describe these seizures to me?” I asked further.

Bayla didn't seem as extroverted as Grace and Larissa, which pushed me out of my comfort zone a little. I needed to talk more, which didn't feel awkward because of Bayla, but because of the fact that I never did.

Bay kept walking, pulling a costume off the rack.

“It's usually my headache that comes first.”

We kept walking, and I started rummaging through the rows too, hoping to find something that wasn't too silly, because my main goal was to meet Erik after all.

My heartbeat immediately quickened.

Just the thought of this meeting was enough to get me all worked up.

“Then my arms...”

“What exactly about them?” I continued.

Bayla was silent for three seconds, then she continued. “My veins are standing out.”

My eyes widened.

When Bayla realized that I had stopped, she turned to me. Her eyes were full of questions, as was my head.

Why had so little made sense in the last few weeks?

“What is it?” she asked nervously, coming closer.

I remembered the last time I had seen this phenomenon. With Emely. With the Senseque.

But that was impossible. Especially in terms of contract.

“Oh, here you two Lost Birds are. I've been looking for you the whole time.” Larissa appeared behind Bay, who was still staring at me. “Just between us, the masks are one corridor over. Come on.” Larissa smiled at me and pulled me along with her. I wasn't used to this much physical contact. “Bay, go and try some costumes on,” she said as we walked.

Then we were already in the next aisle, and I didn't have a chance to ask Bayla any more questions.

“Jesus, your hand is icy,” Larissa laughed, before positioning me right in front of a shelf full of masks.

I looked at her, caught off guard, but she had already turned her attention to the shelves.

“How about this?” Grinning, she held a Michael Myers mask in front of my face.

I took it out of her hand to put the ugly thing back again straight away.

“Maybe something a little more subtle?” I asked, looking at her with uncertainty.

“Come on. I'm sure he likes Michael.” She laughed and continued down the aisle.

I smirked because I'd never met anyone crazy like her before.

“This one?”

Larissa held up a mask made of peacock feathers that looked majestic.

“Too flashy,” I sighed.

“This one?”

She held up a pig mask and I laughed.

“Feel free to take this one for yourself if you like it that much.”

Larissa hung the mask back with a grin and I wondered if this huge range would ever be sold. It was simply an entire range just for masks. For masks.

I wandered through the row, passing Venetian masks, carnival masks and fun masks, until I suddenly had to stop.

I eyed the white mask in front of me, which was covered in lace and had a subtle yet mysterious appearance with its few silver rhinestones. It was in the shape of a mask worn at those elegant masquerade balls.

I took it in my hand and felt that it was firmer than expected and also seemed to be of good quality.

“I think you should take this one.” Larissa suddenly stood behind me and eyed the mask. “Mysterious and sexy, exactly the right thing for Erik,” she teased me.

I pointed a finger in front of my mouth to tell her to keep her voice down, but she only commented with a giggle.

“Do you think he's walking around here somewhere?”

I paused. I hadn't even thought about that. Yes, I had gotten used to the fact that he could be anywhere, but right now there was a much higher chance than usual that the next person to enter this store could be Erik.

I looked around discreetly, but there were only girls nearby. And of course, the Bexley sisters were also walking through the store.

“Now don't be such a dove in love and look for a suitable costume instead.”

Larissa pointed at the mask in my hands.

I had given up trying to explain to Larissa that Erik was just a good friend.

I stammered. “Um, right... Do you have any suggestions?”

Larissa pretended to think, then waved, “Follow me.”

When we finally stood in front of a row of tight black dresses, my jaw dropped.

“You get fifty dollars if you convince Julie to wear one of these.”

Grace had appeared in the aisle.

“Challenge accepted,” Larissa said rather confidently.

“I can't believe someone's betting on me again,” I sighed sarcastically, and Grace came closer.

“You're offering yourself up for something like this,” Larissa commented to my left.

“You're going to wear this?” Grace took the mask from my hand. “A mask?” She looked at me. “You really shouldn't hide your pretty face.”

“She's definitely wearing the mask,” Larissa said fortunately, and Grace handed it back to me wordlessly.

“Whatever you're doing to my cousin, I don't have a good feeling about it, okay?”

My gaze drifted to the clothing rail next to me. And of course, I was spoiled for choice between these insanely figure-hugging dresses that would all have the same effect. Everyone would stare at my body and I would feel insecure.

“I think this would suit you.” Larissa pulled a very short black dress with strange spikes on the breasts from the rack and I immediately blushed.

“Larissa!” I stammered and snatched the dress from her hand, only to immediately put it back where it belonged.

“Why don't you send her in lingerie,” Grace laughed, and I looked at her in disbelief.

“How about this: You two go and help Bayla and leave me to do it alone.”

“Wow, Miss is voicing her needs.” Grace raised both brows.

Again, my cheeks heated. I hated it. Did she always have to point out that I preferred to hold back?

“You're right. We shouldn't let Bay out of our sight,” Larissa agreed, and then disappeared around the corner.

Grace and I stayed behind.

I didn't know if she was still upset about the little conflict a few days ago, because she'd been avoiding me a lot. Something typical for her. Conflict resolution wasn't her strength and since I was bad at talking, the times she was mad at me were lonely times.

“Julie, is everything okay with you?”

She looked again at the mask in my hands as if it was proof that I was going insane.

I felt naked. As if people could see through my protective shield. As if they could see that something was wrong with me.

“Why do you ask?” I stammered and looked at the clothes again.

I would never wear such figure-hugging dresses. Couldn't I just go with what I was wearing? In light-colored jeans and my gray knit top?

“You look different...” Grace remarked, her eyes scrutinizing me.

I felt exposed to her.

“I feel a bit ill,” I lied. Apparently, bad again, because she gave me a meaningful glare.

“Julie, the last thing you are is sick.”

I looked at each dress one by one, taking extra time, so I didn't have to look directly at Grace.

“It's like something is bothering you, and you're trying to suppress it.”

I paused. “I don't know what you mean. I'm fine.”

“You may be able to pretend to others, but you can't fool me.” Grace looked annoyed. “When you're ready to talk, you know where I am.”

Then she disappeared back into another row.

She was still angry with me. And I seemed to be finding it harder and harder to keep secrets.

Blub.

I let go of the clothes and sat down on the velvet-covered bench in the row, relieved that there was Erik to keep pulling me out of this miserable reality.
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I decided to be honest.
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And how I was. My heart was racing as soon as I thought about the meeting.
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A smile spread across my lips.
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My heart gave a strange leap and I took a deep breath.

I had felt so guilty that I could only grant him this wish due to an unfortunate coincidence.
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My heart took another leap. And another. The heat in my cheeks was different now. Tingly, new.
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His words intensified all my feelings. I was excited and didn't really know what was coming tomorrow. I didn't allow my thoughts to go any further, because then my past threatened to come crashing down on me.

I stared into the corridor, lost in thought.

Tomorrow, everything would change. Tomorrow, I would meet the person who made me reach for the stars when everything around me threatened to pull me down into the depths.

Erik would be part of my reality for a moment. And I knew that it was my responsibility to keep it that way. He wasn't allowed any further into my life than this little piece. Even this one step into my reality was already one step too far.

“Are you coming, Julie?” Larissa peeked around the corner.

I shoved my phone back into my pocket and turned to the dresses one last time. And then I had an idea.

Mayor's office

The mayor stared at the video playing on her computer screen, knowing that DUIO agents would track it down and make it disappear in the next few hours.

She almost swallowed. Something she would never do in front of Gloria.

Instead, she fixed her gaze on the girl, whose olive-green blouse ripped as she transformed into an oversized wolf. A few meters in front of the Senseque was her own daughter, her niece, and Gloria's granddaughter. And Diana's daughter.

Someone had leaked the video to Gloria.

“This is an attack on the Circle and the Councils, and I won't tolerate this any longer!” the head of the Council snapped.

Gloria Westcode stood at the window in a gray trouser suit. She had had her white hair cut just below her chin, which made her features look even sharper. With an iron expression, she stared across at the lawyer's office across the street.

“We don’t have to start a war, Gloria,” the mayor dared to say to the woman from her opposition. “Think of the people of this town.” She gnawed on her lower lip. “Think of your family.”

The head of the Councils wheeled around to face her.

Her staring made the mayor uncomfortable because, as always, it felt like this woman was penetrating her with her icy blue eyes.

“Am I to take from your words that the Circle is not your first priority?”

Panic spread through her. Her sister would have stood up against this woman and risked her life, as reckless as she had been back then. Back then, before she had lost her life because of that very recklessness.

“The Circle comes first,” the mayor reminded herself more than the woman in front of her.

“Good, then don't argue with me, girl,” the head of the Councils snorted. “You're still as naïve as you were back then.” She turned away from her and continued pacing the office. “Yet I thought your sisters were the unreasonable ones.”

The inner tension did not ease. Instead, the knot in her chest tightened further.

“What are you up to?” the mayor asked as Gloria headed for the door at a rapid pace.

The head of the Councils paused in the frame and turned to face the mayor. Her face was an expressionless battlefield. Control, as Gloria always liked to call it. Because if Amara Blair knew anything, it was that behind Gloria's façade, countless storms raged, ready to sweep everything and everyone around her into their doom.

“Vanderwood University has been run by these animals for far too long,” it came coldly from Gloria's thin lips. “It's time for that to change. Someone has to bring order to this place.” The two women's eyes met. “Don't you dare cross the Councils.” A warning. “I'll have your mistakes corrected.” Still, she held her gaze. “Consider this your last chance. Consider yourself lucky that your daughter will most likely gift us with the child from the prophecy.”

Without further ado, Gloria Westcode left the town hall, the reporters leaving her alone, as this noble-looking woman was just one of Blairville's wealthy investors. Little did they know that she was on the verge of controlling this town and would not let up until she owned everything.

The mayor watched as she got into her car and sped out of the center of town. Ravens shot up from the street into the sky, which was becoming increasingly dark.
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Chapter 61

Bayla

I didn't really have anything against parties, not at all. Larissa had made me immune by now. But I hated noise, preferred quieter places and, to be honest, I quickly disappeared if the music wasn't good.

Larissa and I stood in the crowded parking lot, which was busier than Lola's Diner. People in costumes, whose faces I could no longer recognize in the dark and with all the masks, were streaming into the large industrial building, which had been converted into a club. The bass sounded from inside. I doubted that I would feel any better after this party.

“There you are, finally!” Larissa – dressed in her figure-hugging devil costume – waved to the two others coming across the parking lot, and I wondered why I couldn't have been blessed with her feminine body.

“Hot!” Grace, who had actually chosen the Medusa costume, exclaimed. It was more of a dress that looked like golden snakeskin and reached down to the floor. On her head, golden snakes protruded from her wild curls, and her make-up and glowing yellow contact lenses emphasized her eyes. For a moment, I remembered Julian and Emely's eyes, but I quickly pushed the thought aside. Tonight, I would enjoy the evening.

I was even feeling a little better, which was perhaps due to the pills I'd been taking again for two days.

Mum had been increasingly worried, but I had stayed in my room and read because I wasn't in the mood to talk to her until she would finally stop lying and tell me the truth. About everything.

To be honest, I would have preferred to stay in my room, but of course Larissa had turned up at the front door on time today, at eight o'clock.

I had gotten ready quickly, but my costume was limited to a long black skirt and a blue corset decorated with black floral elements. Larissa had made me wear it because she thought it would make me look very attractive, which wasn't my goal tonight.

I just wanted to survive.

“You two look really hot!” Grace continued, looking first at my costume and then at Larissa's.

“I can only return the compliment.”

Larissa looked at Grace, and then at Julie.

My gaze lingered on her white knee-length, skin-tight dress, which showed a lot of skin at the waist thanks to the lace fabric. It was buttoned from the chest to the top and had long silk sleeves that puffed out in the cool evening air. Additionally, Julie was wearing her mask and you couldn't recognize her at all.

I must admit, I didn't expect to see Julie in an outfit like this, as she hadn't taken any of the dresses from the store. This one had to have come from somewhere else.

“Someone's dressed to impress!” Larissa exclaimed and immediately picked up her camera. “Let me take a few photos before we go in there.”

Grace put her arm around Julie and they both smiled at Larissa's flashing camera.

“Stand with them, you nut,” Larissa urged me. I joined Julie's side, and then I gave Larissa a weak smile.

“Hey, you there!” Larissa waved to a dude dressed as Sherlock Holmes. “Could you take a quick picture of us?”

The guy nodded and took Larissa's camera. He knelt down before taking a few pictures of us.

Larissa stood next to me and gave me a kiss on the cheek and some bunny ears, just like she had done in all the class photos with our high school nemesis Olivia.

After the guy gave her back the camera and she put it in Grace's car, we made our way inside.

As we entered the club, the bass got louder and a whole crowd seemed to be dancing to Talk Dirty by Jason Derulo in the color-changing spotlight. The building seemed to vibrate and there were even...pole dancers? Overall, this place seemed unexpectedly modern. There was a huge glowing dance floor with countless people crowded together. Next to the dance floor, there were occupied seating areas everywhere, some with shishas. In the distance, I spotted a long bar with seven very busy bartenders and, of course, there was a DJ on a raised platform.

When I looked up behind him, I could make out a second floor, where there appeared to be even more luxurious seating areas. But that was all you could see from down here. The factory hall was just too big.

There were many young people here, some of them two or three years older than us. Two massive security men at the entrance seemed to be making sure that no one sneaked in or smuggled anything in with them and who had fortunately let us through, because we were old enough by now and Larissa hadn't hidden half a minibar in her bag this time.

Back then, she'd always flirted a bit, and we had entered all the clubs more or less illegally.

“Oh my God, I didn't think there would be so much going on here!” Larissa shouted loudly so that we could hear her. However, the bass not only swallowed up her voice, but also brought out my headache again. It felt uncomfortable, because on the one hand I felt like dancing, but on the other my body was starting to go crazy again.

“Larissa!”

We both turned to Grace, who was pointing to a seating area where a few girls had just come out onto the dance floor with their drinks.

The DJ turned up Give me everything.

“Let's go there!” Grace shouted louder, but her voice was drowned out.

I pushed past a few dancing girls and tried not to push them over because I was getting a little dizzy. But I made it to the seating area in one piece.

“It's so hard to get a decent seat here, believe me!” Grace seemed to like it here, because she bobbed along to the beat of the music. “I think I'll go dancing in a minute, is anyone coming?”

“I'll be right behind you,” Larissa replied. “I'd just like to have a drink first. Are you coming, Julie?”

“Julie doesn't drink,” Grace laughed, but Larissa had already pulled Julie up again. “Then Julie will have a drink today.”

“I'll come with you,” Grace replied.

Larissa looked at me.

“Grace, I feel like dancing too,” I said quickly and got up to pull Grace to her feet, even though my desire to dance had finally disappeared a minute ago.

Grace looked up, a little confused, but Larissa and Julie had already disappeared into the crowd of dancing people. Perfect. Step one was done. I hadn't actually thought we'd be able to separate them so easily, but it had worked.

As if the DJ had a heart for me, he played There she goes by Taio Cruz and a few more people came onto the dance floor too.

Grace threw her arms up and immediately started dancing. And she could dance. I tried to keep up and move, but my body was weakened, and so I kept stumbling into people who luckily didn't pay much attention to me. In my mind's eye, everything slowly began to spin.

“Don't take offense, but I need to get you back to our place. You really don't look well,” Grace said, pulling me back to the seating area where a group of half-drunk guys had almost sat down.

“Grace...” I gasped, a little out of breath. “What did your mum do to me there?”

“You mean the rite of passage?”

I nodded and had to cough. My lungs felt like someone was putting pressure on them. And this pulling in my chest...

“She used a full moon ritual, which is conjured by the strength of the Circle's blood, ebony splinters and incense.”

I looked at her to let her know that I didn't understand.

The DJ switched to Scream & Shout, which my headache seemed to take personally.

“Why do you ask?”

“Ever since that stupid ritual, I've been feeling like shit.”

She eyed me. “But that can't be right. This ritual is one of the safest and most commonly performed rituals. Amara is the Domini.”

“Maybe something has gone wrong. Otherwise, you wouldn't want to do this to me a second time.”

Grace laughed for a moment before her expression became serious again.

“You're the first one it's gone wrong with.” She put a hand on my shoulders. “And I hope everything turns out well, of course. However, your strange condition can't be caused by the ritual. But if it makes you feel better, I can ask Amara.” She pulled out her cell phone and held it up. “I'll be right back, okay?”

Then Grace disappeared outside.

My eyes darted around.

Don’t stop The Music by Rihanna started playing, which fortunately wasn’t that bad. But it didn't get any better. My hands started to shake, and I looked down, only to realize with a shock that my veins were standing out again.

I shuddered and reached in a daze into the small black leather bag I'd borrowed from Mum. I frantically opened it and rummaged around for my pills, but they weren't there.

“Shit,” I cursed. A slight panic rose inside me, because if I had a seizure now, I was on my own.

I hadn't been able to speak to Julie again in private, either. She had made me curious yesterday, and I wanted to know if she knew anything about my attacks.

I pulled out my phone and tried to distract myself with one of the mobile games that Larissa had downloaded onto my phone ages ago.

“Hey, Bay!” Grace came back after what felt like five minutes. “Good news. Amara can see if she can do anything about your pain tomorrow. But she told me that something might be blocking your magic, maybe even the pain itself. Perhaps that will solve the whole problem.”

She smiled at me as if she had just found a solution to all my problems.

I didn't know whether to be happy that I might soon no longer be in pain, or whether I wanted to sink into the ground on the spot because I might be one of them after all.

Grace sat me down again and handed me a headache pill.

I looked at her in surprise.

“I don't know how much this will help you, but you should try it.”

I nodded and pulled the small bottle of water out of my bag that I had smuggled in here. Unnoticed, thankfully, because it saved my life.

“Thank you, Grace,” I said sincerely, and she stroked my shoulder.

“No problem.”

I swallowed the pill and hoped it did some good. Maybe some of their ingredients were part of my specialty pills, and fewer headaches automatically meant less chance of having a seizure.

“Oh no, what are they doing here?” I looked up and followed Grace's gaze to the entrance, where three very familiar figures had just made their way in.

The DeLoughreys.

“Are they some of them?” I asked Grace, who looked back at me. “Julian said they were vampires.”

Grace looked at me worriedly.

“First, you should use the correct species names. Secondly, yes, they are Ruisangors. Please stay away from them! And thirdly, speaking of which, finally stay away from Julian.”

I gave her an annoyed look.

“Julian is my neighbor. He's really okay.”

“He's a Senseque. There's nothing okay about that.”

Grace apparently had her prejudices, as did Emely, but I couldn't join in with that nonsense.

“Hello pretties, would you like a drink?”

Grace and I looked up at an attractive man in his mid-thirties with a black shirt and dark brown hair.

My eyes widened as I realized who it was, and I scooted closer to Grace.

A devilish smirk played around his lips.

“And so, we meet again.”
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Chapter 62

Adrian

The song Stereo Love reminded me that I hadn't been to a good club in a long time. Of course, the guys and I had been all over Vancouver and occasionally Seattle, but I had to admit that Blairville's Dark Lion Club wasn't bad, even if the place was owned by those shitty mutts.

The dry truth was that we weren't here to party, even if we had reserved a VIP seating area. Bastien had sent us to keep an eye out for members of the Tenebris Order.

We had met them for the first time at the weekend. In the middle of our territory, but not deep in the forest, no. They had been hunting. Tristan had been with them. And the prey had been none other than Larissa and one of her friends.

I felt subtle anger toward her. This girl couldn't manage to stay away from me. Whatever she had been looking for there, she would have done it for the last time. As soon as I saw her again, I would talk to her. In my own way. I would make her realize that she couldn't stick her pretty nose into everything.

“Hello, pretty.”

I looked at Miles, who was wearing his sunglasses just like us and hitting on another girl. She was blonde and had red sparkles stuck to her high cheekbones. Without a doubt a pretty young woman. Definitely Miles's type of prey, if you didn't count his ginger haired mistake.

“Miles, we don't have time for this,” I admonished him, pushing him by the shoulder in front of me up the stairs where people crowded up and down. A bartender lost his tray, which I pushed straight back into his hand.

“Thanks,” he said in surprise, but I ignored him and followed Miles, David behind me.

“Why again didn't we dress up?” Miles asked with a laugh.

This motherfucker had tried to force masks on us. David had even taken them with him and I wondered if I was the only reasonable one here.

“Because we don't want to make a fool of ourselves,” I said dryly, and my jaw tightened by itself.

“Besides, we're not here for fun,” David sighed behind me.

Miles had once again tied his hair into an undercut man bun, which gave him a more masculine look, especially in combination with the slightly visible curved cross lines of the hair tattoo.

“You can't tell me you don't want to have a bit of fun,” Miles laughed, skillfully dodging two drunken men and arriving at the top of the stairs. He paused, which immediately put me on alert. I followed his gaze.

“They didn't think twice about that,” I pressed out, pushing past Miles and heading straight for the filthy Copeland pack who had casually plopped themselves down in our VIP area. Ten guys and one girl were sitting around Nash Copeland. Everyone was laughing, and they were raising their tequila glasses before emptying them.

“Don’t you think it smells too much like wolf in here, Miles?” I asked loudly and audibly for a Senseque.

Normally I kept my mouth shut and ignored this scum, but when they crossed my boundaries, I saw no reason to spare them.

Nash, the dark blond man with the blue eyes, looked up and his expression darkened. Mine remained steely, as I had learned.

“What are you doing here?” Nash asked grimly and stood up. His sister tugged at his white shirt, but he paid her no attention. Instead, he approached me.

“Didn't you read the contract?” he asked, and his guys laughed out loud.

Extremely amusing.

“I could ask you the same thing. I'll take the liberty of saying that even if you wanted to, you couldn't kick us out of this territory.”

The club might belong to the Copelands, but they'd been stupid enough to have it built on the Blairs' land.

Nash looked at me tensely. His heart was beating faster than usual. Even faster than the day he'd gotten into a fight with the other Senseque.

“One more time: What are you doing here?” He looked annoyed, almost as if I had interfered with his plans, which felt like a triumph to me.

“In case you don't know, this is our VIP area,” I murmured calmly and held out my hand to Miles, who handed me a VIP card, which I held in front of Nash's face.

He took it from my hand and broke it in half.

“I'd say not anymore.”

His dirty grin made my muscles tense. My hands clenched into fists that I would gladly use to crush his skull right now.

“Nash! What are you doing? Let's go downstairs.” His sister stepped to his side. “We were going to dance anyway.”

“Did you hear that, Adrian?” Miles laughed behind me. “The dogs want to dance.”

Even though I hated those mutts, I understood why the Copeland girl gave Miles a devastating stare.

“You should listen to your sister. She seems to understand how to play by the rules,” I said through clenched teeth, directed at Nash.

“Adrian...” David put a hand on my shoulders, but I couldn't just walk away now. Someone didn't understand who they were dealing with.

Normally, I would have left and kept my distance. But they were insulting us, sitting in our VIP area. That was going too far.

“And you better listen to your blond friend.” Nash started grinning again.

Then I did something he hadn't expected and leaned over to whisper something in his ear. “If you don't want your little werewolf-witch fight sent to Daddy, you should get the hell out of here now.”

I was sure he had heard me very well, despite Flo Rida's loud Right Round. Emely Copeland apparently did too, because she looked at me with widened eyes. If only she knew that David had already sent it to the witches.

“You shouldn't be making any demands at all, mutt. You should know your place by now,” I said, and I saw exactly how Nash was struggling to suppress his transformation. Good for him that his yellow eyes didn't stand out at a Halloween party.

Suddenly, Nash's fist landed in my stomach and I staggered back. But since I wasn't human, he could wait a long time for something like that to make me sick.

That bastard was fucking dead.

“Nice try,” I mouthed, straightening up to my full height only to slam Nash down onto the round table in the VIP corner.

I realized we were gaining too much attention, which wasn't good at all. And yet I'd love to punch that Copeland idiot in the face until he ended up in hospital with his own father.

Nash didn't seem to want to attack back, even though I could clearly sense his anger. He straightened up, pausing to look at us closely. He seemed to be thinking, then he surprised me, pushed his sister aside, who was still looking at us in bewilderment, and made his way through the people who had already pulled out their cell phones. He stormed down the stairs until he disappeared from our sight.

“Nash!” his sister called after him and pushed herself through the crowd to follow her brother.

All the people who had gathered up here began to return to their previous conversation partners or continued dancing.

I looked at David, who had stepped up to the railing and joined him with Miles.

“Dogs,” I pressed out, annoyed by Nash fucking Copeland.

“I'm surprised he didn't fight back,” Miles remarked, looking intently at the crowd.

Below me, the people were dancing to Sean Paul's Temperature, but I didn't notice anything unusual. The crowd was very disorganized. The former factory building was too big. These bastards could be anywhere.

I looked toward the bar and paused for a moment.

There she was, again, wearing a damn tight black dress that clung to her feminine curves. Her hair was down, and she was sitting there immersed in conversation.

Suddenly, as if she had noticed me, she looked up at us. Her gaze lingered on me for a second and I couldn't deny that I was attracted to her. Especially since that one time in the art room at university. There was something about her that aroused greed in me.

Laurent was right when he claimed that women were distractions.

I wanted to drink from her, to drain every last drop of her blood. That was probably why she clouded my brain so much. But what kept me occupied until now was her smell. It took an immeasurable amount of my sanity and unleashed my insatiable thirst. I wouldn't be able to stop until she was completely empty. This was exactly why I had to stay away from her.

“What the hell...”

I turned my gaze from Larissa and followed Miles', whose eyes glowed reddish behind his sunglasses. Something seemed to be making him extremely tense.

Then I spotted it. Him.

My inner tension grew as I watched Tristan, who seemed to be approaching two girls. A week ago, I had seen him for the first time in years.

I had known he would come back. I had prepared myself for it.

“Come on,” I murmured with a scowl, and we disappeared from the VIP area, down the stairs.

The club had filled up with more people, which dulled our scent somewhat. We still had the advantage for the moment. I feared it wouldn't stay that way.

“You saw things you shouldn't have seen.”

“Tristan.”

The man turned around to me, the usual devilish smile on his lips.

“I don't think you're here to talk to her,” I said, looking at the girl I immediately identified as Larissa's friend. She had the same smell as Larissa, albeit weaker, which made me a little uneasy. Right now, she was here with one of the Blair daughters.

“She knows,” he muttered sternly and came closer to us.

I didn't know what to say, because he could be right.

The girl looked at us, frightened. There was no question that she had seen too much. Actually, I should have reported the attack by Tristan and the other Order member to Bastien, but Tristan had painfully reminded me of our agreement.

That sick bastard.

“You shouldn't even be here,” I said, unimpressed, and moved closer, indicating to the two girls to leave.

They stood up and disappeared.

“Am I not even allowed to visit my own son anymore?” Tristan turned his gaze away from me and looked at Miles, whose jaw was visibly tensing.

If there was a weak point for Miles, this was it. He was ashamed of his father, and you couldn't blame him. It was his father's fault that Miles had already crashed several times.

I gave David a look that told him to leave with Miles. He understood immediately and pushed Miles toward the bar, even though Miles didn't seem to like it.

Tristan seemed to tense up for a moment as he looked after the two of them. Then he looked back at me.

“You know I'm not like the Order.”

My gaze darkened, and I couldn't help the hostility welling up inside me.

He wasn't one of us anymore, and there were many reasons for that. Good reasons.

“Just because you are part of the family, and Bastien shows you so much leniency, doesn't mean I do.”

He didn't seem pleased by my words. Yet he knew he deserved my disapproval more than anything.

“You all kill people for fun,” I continued through clenched teeth. “You're doing something our clan won't tolerate.”

He laughed and looked at the ground.

I wanted to punch him in the face.

Goddammit, how could he be so arrogant and at the same time so naive to show up here. The Tenebris Order was another league, but no one should mess with Nicolaj. Not even him.

“Let me tell you something, boy.” He looked at me insistently. “If you think our clan is as nice and clean as it seems, you're wrong. I'm just a small pawn in a very big game.”

I stepped back. That was going too far. He thought he could talk about the clan like that?

Apparently, he hadn't had enough. “Tell me, how many lives have you taken, Adrian?” I clenched my jaw, whereupon he just smiled again and tapped me on the chest. “This is where the problem lies.”

Tristan triggered feelings in me that I'd long kept from the surface. Feelings. Something we weren't allowed to have if we didn't want to weaken the clan.

Self-hatred fought its way through my veins.

This was my last chance to end this conversation before it escalated.

“You should leave now,” I said with an unchanged expression.

Tristan just smiled.

“As you wish,” he said and turned away. “Don't say I didn't warn you.”

With those words, he pushed his way through the crowd toward the exit.

If he valued his life, he would disappear. For good and forever.
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Chapter 63

Mady

I didn't know why I was making myself so pretty. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that everyone I knew was enjoying their time together at the trendiest club in town.

Maybe I would just go to Mia's. She was home alone and had been talking about this party all week. She was only fifteen, so she wasn't allowed to go.

My cell phone rang, and I looked at the cracked screen.

Speak of the devil.

Grinning, I answered it.

“Shall I come over?” I asked and heard Mia groan.

“Listen, Mady. I'm at your door. And I need to go to this party.” I swallowed. “Everyone, just everyone from my high school is there. Only I can't be there.”

I didn't know what to say, so I looked in the mirror, perplexed.

She was far too young for this place. Then again, I had gone everywhere with Vivienna and the others when I was sixteen. The memories of that time hit me painfully.

“Mia, you shouldn't do what everyone else does. It's a club and...”

“Come on, Mady,” she pleaded. “I don't have anyone else to drive me there. The others are all there already.”

It was one thing not to go to a party because everyone there seemed to hate you, but it was another to have all your people there. Mia shouldn't lose touch with her friends like I did. She shouldn't have to carry the same regret that I was carrying.

I sighed. “Give me five minutes.”

Mia groaned in relief. “You're a sweetheart!” Then she hung up.

I looked in the mirror one last time and put on a black velvet hairband. Then I got up, put on one of the many dresses from my wardrobe that was halfway suitable for a Halloween party and hurried downstairs.

In the hallway, I bumped into Ezra.

“Where are you going?”

I slipped on the boots I'd left outside the door after cheerleading practice today.

“I'm just dropping Mia off quickly, then I'll come back home.”

I was expecting a moral lecture, but when I looked up, Ezra was leaning in the doorway, watching me with curiosity.

“What?” I asked.

He raised an eyebrow. “Weren't you going to a party?”

“Don't worry, I'll pass,” I said with a dismissive wave of my hand and grabbed my car keys.

“Mady?”

I turned to him.

“You're nineteen. As long as you don't get drunk, you should have your fun.”

Puzzled by the emphatic way he spoke to me, I paused for a second.

“I had fun a few years ago...” I confessed in all honesty and started to walk toward the door, but unexpectedly, Ezra grabbed my arm.

“Hey” I turned to him, confused. “I want to have dinner with you tomorrow night.”

Now, I raised a brow before laughing in confusion.

“What did I do to deserve this honor?”

Ezra looked down, then into my eyes, and it was another one of those moments where I saw our father in front of me.

“I don't spend enough time with you,” he sighed. “And I want to do something about it.” It sounded sincere. “You're my family. The last one I have left.”

His eyes had glazed over, and I did the first thing that came to mind. I wrapped him in my arms.

“Hey, it's okay.” I hugged him and felt my own tears. But, as always, I wiped them away. “We're strong. Don't forget that.” I released myself from the hug and put my hands on his shoulders. “And I'd love to have dinner with you tomorrow night.”

We were both smiling when the front doorbell rang.

Ezra reached for the jacket on the hook and handed it to me. “Enjoy your evening and call me if anything comes up.”

I put the jacket on. “Don't worry.”

“With you, I never know.”

I grinned and headed for the door, but not without turning back to him. He was already on his way back to the living room.

“Ezra?”

My brother turned to me.

“I want it to be like it used to be, too.”

He smiled, and it was a real smile. Not one of the ones he forced on himself every day. “Then I'm looking forward to tomorrow night.”

I smiled at him one last time, then I opened the front door.

“Holy shit, there's really something going on here,” Mia, who had chosen the most uncomfortable clothes in the cold, exclaimed.

She was standing next to me in thin black fishnet tights, a very short skirt and a corset.

I was even more surprised that I had actually swapped her bloody nurse costume from last year for the comfortable dress.

“I'm worried right now whether I should have brought you here at all.”

I glanced across the filled parking lot to the large factory hall, which seemed to be vibrating.

“I won't be let in, anyway, but my friends are right over there,” Mia laughed, pointing to a group of teenagers near the entrance. The fact that they all seemed to be smoking didn't make it any better.

“So, do you want to leave me alone now?” I joked, and Mia immediately looked at me with indignation, causing me to raise my hands. “That was a joke. Go and see your friends.”

I looked toward the entrance, where a few girls from the cheerleading team were just entering the club in their vampire costumes.

“I'll take a look inside,” I sighed, knowing full well that I didn't really want to. I was only driven by the urge to see what I was missing, and I knew that as soon as I saw the other girls, my mood would automatically drop.

“Have fun,” Mia said with a wink, and I nodded at her.

“If there's anything, call me.”

She rolled her eyes. “Of course, Mum.”

My jaw dropped, but Mia was already running enthusiastically toward her group of friends.

“Did she just call me...” I just laughed, shook my head and walked toward the club entrance.

The security men grumpily demanded my ID, and I thanked God as I passed the arguing high school group. But when I finally entered the crowded club, I realized – for the first time in a while – what it meant to feel alone.

Everywhere people were dancing together to Dynamite by Taio Cruz, the seating areas were filled with laughing groups of friends, there was laughter around the edges of the dance floors and the long bar was crowded. The situation was no different on the second floor.

Sighing, I started moving, but I didn't get far because I bumped into someone.

“I'm sorry, I...” I began, but I paused when I realized it was Emely. Nash's twin sister.

If she was here, then...

“Damn it, do you always have to be where my brother is?” she snapped at me and I flinched.

“Nash is here?” I asked, trying not to panic and rush outside immediately. I knew his family owned the club, but I hadn't assumed...

I should have fucking known.

Emely was swearing something I didn't understand.

I forgot about Nash for a second and looked at the girl I'd never managed to get through to. Not in middle school, and not when I'd been with her brother.

“Why don't you like me?” I dared to ask for the first time. “I've never done anything to you.”

She looked at me for a moment, and I detected the usual tension with which she went about her daily life.

“You changed my brother.”

I stared at her, speechless.

What she said was true. But did she know the whole truth? Had Nash ever told her what kind of point he had found himself in back then?

“And I'll never forgive you for that,” she added. Then she turned away and disappeared into the crowd.

And now, Nash was back in my head.

I had a choice. I could be reasonable and leave the club or...

“Mady!” a voice squeaked loudly and I spun around.

Kelly Hepburn was standing behind me. One of the girls Vivienna spent her time with. She seemed like she had been drinking a lot, because her pink devil horns were sitting at a strange angle, and she almost tripped over a guy, but just managed to hold on to my shoulders. I eyed the pink sparkly dress, which definitely stood out amongst all the dark costumes and if Nash was really around, he would have spotted me by now at the latest.

“Vi!” Kelly yelled loudly back behind her, and the two other girls turned to me. “I found the Sunshine Girl!”

I sighed, because the fact that Kelly was talking to me at all was only due to the alcohol.

I was expecting anything when Vivienna in her white angel of death costume and Amber in her black one approached me...and forced myself to smile.

The two of them hated me as much as everyone else since the Nash thing, but right now they seemed changed.

I knew appearances were deceptive, at least with Amber, because her smile disappeared within seconds and was replaced by the usual suspicious look.

“Mady,” Vivienna chirped in surprise. “You? At a club?”

She seemed to have forgotten all the parties we'd had together at my house when my parents and Ezra had been on a weekend trip.

“Where are your friends?” Amber asked in a suspicious tone before sipping her drink. She looked down at me like something was wrong, and I knew she wanted to turn away.

“Amber, don't be like that... It's Halloween.” Vivienna came to me unexpectedly and pulled me under her arm as if nothing had ever changed between us. “And we should all have fun, right?”

Kelly giggled with excitement and Vivienna smiled at me.

How much had they drunk already?

“We've reserved a VIP area!” Vivienna yelled to me over the loud music. “Feel invited!”

I felt like I was in the wrong movie. Vivienna had spent the last few years judging me for my relationship with Nash, just like Grace. Now she wanted me to celebrate with her?

Before I could say anything, the girls had already dragged me up the wide staircase.

In the corner of my eye, I recognized Amber tipping back her drink, cursing. She was definitely not in the mood for me.

Once upstairs, Vivienna led me to a white leather-upholstered seating area with a table full of drinks in the middle. Vivienna held two bottles out to me.

“Champagne? Wine? Or something harder?”

She reached for a bottle of gin, and I held my breath. She still knew what I liked to drink.

However, I put my hands up. “I shouldn't...”

“Nonsense,” Vivienna snapped at me, and I winced. “Sit down.” She simply pushed me down, and I watched, overwhelmed, as the other girls sat down too. “Here.” Vivienna handed me a cup. “Try this.”

I smelled the mix and knew with my first breath that I wouldn't be driving after that.

“The Copelands are over there,” Vivienna snorted, having just sat down and crossed both legs.

I looked up, startled, and glanced around until I spotted Hunter and the other guys in an even bigger seating area. But Nash was nowhere to be seen.

“Don't worry, your ex-boyfriend isn't here,” Vivienna laughed and Kelly giggled, only to empty another cup of champagne. Amber snatched the cup from her hand, annoyed, and Kelly continued to giggle.

“We used to be good friends, but you dumped us for that scum over there.”

I looked at Vivienna.

Discomfort spread through me.

Did she want to talk to me about the Copelands? Make the same accusations as Grace? I had never dumped her. If it had been up to me, we'd all be friends now. But the girls never wanted to hear anything about that. In their eyes, I was the traitor.

“We want to know if you mean it,” Vivienna continued. “Whether you've really broken up with him.”

I looked at her at a loss for words. Did she seriously want to talk to me about Nash?

Vivienna stood up and refilled my cup, which I hadn't even drunk from yet.

Something told me I had definitely ended up in the wrong place. Vivienna and I would never have the same friendship again. Not if she didn't get away from this Copeland issue.

“I better go now...” I used the cup as an excuse. “I still have to drive.”

Vivienna pulled me back into the back. “My driver can take you.”

“Mia's waiting for me...” I tried again, but this time Amber interrupted me.

“Mia... So, you're still hanging out with the Bardot Bitch?” She shook her head. “That girl will dump you the same way sooner or later, trust me.”

Snorting, I stood up. That had been too much. I wanted to leave, but Vivienna grabbed my arm.

“I was only joking.” She looked over at Amber with a silent warning, and I wondered why she couldn't just be honest like her friend. “Sit down.”

I sat down, even though all I wanted to do was leave.

“So, tell me. What do you know?”

Confused, I looked at Vivienna. Amber almost choked on her drink.

“Vivienna!” Amber hissed angrily, and I suddenly felt Hunter's gaze on me.

“I don't know what you mean,” I confessed, honestly confused.

Vivienna looked at her friends conspiratorially. “So, Nash didn't tell you about his little family secret? The reason he dumped you?”

I looked at her in shock.

What family secret?

“Vi, I don't think this is a good idea,” Amber continued with concern in her voice, as if Vivienna had planned something.

And then I knew that the Copelands were the only reason I was sitting here. I couldn't believe it.

“Did he tell you why your sweet little high school romance was doomed from the start?”

Something exploded inside me and I jumped up.

“What's wrong with you, Vivienna?” I snapped at her, because these games were enough for me. I'd played the nice girl for long enough. “I really thought we used to be friends.”

Vivienna put her head back and avoided my gaze.

Amber just laughed, stood up, and before I could do anything, she had my cup in her hand.

“Dream on, Campbell.”

She poured the contents of the cup over my dress, and I jumped back, startled. But the alcohol was already soaking the thin fabric.

Shocked, I stared at Amber, who was smiling devilishly, and then at Vivienna, who was still looking away. Only Kelly was giggling. Behind them, I saw Nash's guys staring over at us, but no one said anything.

Amber stepped closer and her smile intensified. “You'll never make friends in this town.”

On the verge of tears, I stormed out of the seating area and down the stairs, pushing countless people out of my way.

I had never been so humiliated in my entire life. And instead of fighting back, I felt paralyzed. As if Amber could have poured more cups over me, it would have taken me years to get out of there.

I had fallen for Vivienna and allowed her to mess me up inside. What had been her plan? Had it all been for her entertainment?

I was soaking wet, yet I couldn't make it out of the club. The queue for the toilets felt like it was miles long, and so I only had one place left: the bar.

“A Gin Tonic, please,” I called out to the bartender, and he disappeared, only to bring me the drink Amber had just ruined Mia's costume with.

I felt myself trying to downplay that moment, but the shock was still in me. Overwhelmed, I reached for the glass and emptied it to the bottom.

My phone rang at that second. I picked it up in surprise when I read the name.

“Julian, what...?”

“You took Mia to a club? What were you thinking?!”

Julian sounded upset, and then I remembered that we no longer had Vivienna's drivers to fall back on after all.

“I'll take her home.”

I would walk with her.

“Not necessary. I'm on my way. And we will talk later.”

Then he hung up.

I took a deep breath and then waved to the bartender.

“One more, please.”

“Every time I find you somewhere, you're in trouble,” someone laughed next to me.

I turned to the young man at the bar, who I recognized from the Midnights. One of the DeLoughreys.

“Miles, right?” I asked.

“At your service,” he said with a grin.

“My life is at an all-time low right now, and I don't think it can get any worse, so let me drink,” I sighed. Then I downed the second drink and groaned with narrowed eyes. I held the glass out to the bartender. “Definitely makes it better.”

“It doesn't make it better, Mady.” I looked back at Miles, who was looking around the club uneasily. I wondered if his brothers were here, too. “You just think the momentary intoxication will build you back up.”

He eyed the bar equipment as if he was considering ordering something too, but left it at that.

“What do you suggest?” I looked at him with a questioning look.

He grinned broadly. “That you dance and then go home as if nothing had ever happened. And the next time you meet these girls, you'll give them your middle finger.”

I stared at him. What didn't sound like me at all sounded like the most plausible solution.

I stared at my cell phone. I should probably call Mia and let her know Julian was on his way.

I looked at Miles again, but the bar stool next to me was empty. And I was alone. Just like I'd always been.
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Chapter 64

Emely

Parties were such a waste of time. Besides, it was damn hard on the ears after a while.

I was angry with myself for promising Alarik that I would keep an eye on my brother. I could have spent my time more usefully training at home or preparing for my term paper. But since life wasn't a pipe dream, I could only dream of such an evening. I was always responsible for my brothers. Always. And now, I was chasing after one of them again.

I had just bumped into Mady, and she had seriously tried to fool me into thinking that she was here, alone in a club owned by my family, and not looking for Nash.

It wasn't a lie that she had changed Nash and that it bothered me, the way he had been acting for some time now. However, it was a lie that I didn't like her because of that. It was hard to hate an innocent human girl like her, but it was my damn duty to keep humans away from Nash and the pack, even if that meant keeping them at a distance or scaring them off. A duty in which my future alpha had failed.

Shaking my head, I stormed through the crowds and continued looking for my brother. Luckily, I quickly found him near the exit. Far enough away from Mady.

“Nash, stop!” I yelled, and he turned to face me, a guy bumping into him and immediately apologizing. Nash ignored him.

He looked far too tense to simply walk away without continuing to fight. It must have taken him a lot of self-control.

“They've been filming us, Emy,” Nash huffed in anger. “They're cornering us.”

I swallowed.

He was right.

“We should think about what we can do and not lose our cool.”

“Emely, just realize it. They have our pack in the palm of their hand. Father wants me to be the next Alpha... I should never have let something like this happen.”

He ran a stressed hand through his hair, as if it was his fault me and Vivienna had gotten into a fight.

“Right. But soon no one will care what happened.”

I felt a little ashamed, because I was aware of my guilt, but would he have done it differently? Would he have let a Quatura push him around?

“Why do you always say that? Why do you always have everything figured out like that, but I don't?”

And suddenly, Nash fell completely out of character.

“Come on, we'll talk outside,” I said and pulled my somewhat distraught brother out into the fresh night air. My body relaxed instantly.

“You don't really believe I have a plan...” I laughed, a little overwhelmed by the situation.

“I just know it. You've always been the strategist.” Nash propped himself up against a car, which on closer inspection turned out to be Hunter's.

“You've always been better than me.”

I rarely experienced Nash like that. He used to be like that, yes, three years ago, before everything had changed. Before Mady had changed him. So, I didn't know how to react to him now.

I did the next best thing and put a hand on his right shoulder.

“Nash, you're the best person to lead this pack. And your reaction up there was the right one.”

He didn't look at me, just looked grimly at the ground while his jaw worked hard.

“You don't understand, Emy.”

It hurt me a little inside that he just said that. I was his sister, and if anyone knew him, it was me, right? Nash didn't see that I stood by him. Every time.

I sighed.

“You should go back to the guys. I'm sure they're wondering what's going on,” he suddenly said, pushing away from the car.

“And you?” I asked hesitantly.

“I need a few minutes to myself.”

I nodded.

Of course, I was worried about him. But the others didn't know what was going on and leaving them up there with the DeLoughreys might not have been so wise.

“You can be reached by phone?” I asked.

Nash held up his phone and smiled slightly before unlocking his lock screen, a selfie of the two of us.

I turned and made my way past the smoking high school kids, ignoring the haunting smell of weed, when I suddenly spotted an all-too-familiar face.

“Mia?!” I looked stunned at the girl in the miniskirt with the cigarette in her mouth. “What on earth are you doing here?”

I took the cigarette out of her mouth and threw it on the ground, stepping on it afterward. Then I gave the other guilty-looking girls around her a suspicious look before pulling Julian's little sister away from the entrance.

I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket and dialed Julian's number.

“No, please.” Mia looked at me pleadingly, but I waited until an alarmed Julian answered the phone.

“Julian?”

Mia scrunched up her eyes and grabbed her head.

“Are you at the party at the Dark Lion Club by any chance?”

“No. Why should I?”

“Because I ask you now if you'd like to come by spontaneously and pick up your sister.”

“What?! What's she doing there? Is she smoking? Is she drinking?”

He'd told me the other day that he'd caught her smoking outside Lola's Diner. Something you weren't supposed to do as a Senseque if you wanted to keep a usable lung in wolf form.

“No, she doesn't drink,” I assured him, looking at Mia in warning.

She rolled her eyes and kicked the cigarette away on the pavement.

I had to talk to her about this. Julian would only worry more.

“Is she with you right now?”

“Yes.”

“Could you hand her over, please?” Julian sounded annoyed.

“He wants to talk to you,” I said and handed Mia the cell phone, but she refused it.

“Mia?! Are you there?”

“Take it,” I said, and she clutched the phone in her hand.

“What the hell! Mia!” I heard Julian say loudly through my phone. “What are you thinking? You're fifteen! This is a fucking club!”

I immediately thought of all the things Julian and Nash had done when they were fifteen. How many parties they'd been to at that point. What they had tried. But they had never smoked.

“Yes Julian, I'm old enough. You don't always have to tell me what to do!” I raised an eyebrow and looked at her in surprise. She was still as cheeky as ever and, above all, she was still so stubborn. “Shall I remind you who's been looking after our father since everything just got worse?”

Mia seemed to be getting angry. Her eyes began to glow yellow.

I quickly looked around to make sure no one was watching us, but most people were busy with other things. Besides, Mia was still too young to transform. Although, she didn't have long before she too would undergo her first transformation and would rise from Omega to Delta.

It was obvious that she had to get out of the witch district, away from the stress at home and into the pack. Her behavior screamed for attention and the urge to prove herself. She would be in good hands with the others, but it was more a question of circumstances and the attitude of her family as to whether she would come to us.

“Give me Emely, please!”

I was back in the present and looked at Mia, who held out her cell phone to me, eyes rolling. She no longer seemed as shy as before, but defiant. She was probably annoyed with Julian and even more annoyed with me.

“Ems?”

“Yes?” I asked calmly. Fuss was out of place in this situation.

“Could you look after Mia?”

Now I rolled my eyes, just like Mia had a few seconds ago, and she had to grin. Her grin reminded me of Julian's, even though they didn't really look alike.

“I'll be right there.”

Julian had to be worried about her. A lot.

“Hurry up, Bardot,” I said with irony and heard a laugh from the other side of the phone.

“Thank you, I'll see you in a few minutes.”

Then he hung up and left me with Mia outside the club.

“Did you have to do that?” Mia snapped and kicked the sign next to us, whose metal bent in the middle and made a couple of smoking teenagers jump back.

“Mia!” I hissed and pulled her further away.

Her strength didn’t surprise me. She was a female Senseque, as her father and mother had both been Senseque. Only then was there a chance that a female Senseque would be born.

“What?! Let me do what I want, I'm old enough.” She looked at me with glowing eyes.

“You should be careful not to turn,” I joked, amused by her temper.

She widened her eyes. “I'm not turning. I'm not a murderer!”

I widened my eyes. “What was that you said?”

“I know what it does to you guys!” she hissed sternly. “You must be responsible for the murder on the border of Fogs Forest!”

I wanted to object, but she didn't let me.

“I can see what it's doing to Julian. And even though it's slowly getting better, I don't want anyone in this family to have to go through that kind of crap again.”

She kicked another sign, which completely collapsed. Then she leaned against the wall, annoyed, to light a joint. But I didn't let it get that far. I snatched the crap thing out of her hand and threw it far away into the grass, next to the unmown meadow at the edge of the parking lot. Then I approached her.

“Listen to me now. If there's anything more dangerous than transforming, it's not doing it. All that energy building up in your body, all that frustration.” I paused and looked at her startled face to make sure she understood me. “It's a part of us. It's a gift. Especially for females like us. And a gift like that is made to be used.” I moved even closer. “And I'll tell you this. You can't suppress what is part of you for long. It will come out sooner or later. And if you fight back, it will only become more dangerous.”

Mia looked at me in silence. She no longer protested.

I kept my distance again and leaned my head back to breathe in the cool night air.

Suddenly, I felt a strange tingling sensation on the back of my neck, which made me look around. My gaze fell on the dense forest behind the parking lot, which lay in complete blackness through the night. I didn't notice anything unusual, but the feeling didn't go away either.

Inside, the club was booming and somehow the music seemed louder now.

I tried to see the positive side of the situation, namely that I didn't have to sit there somewhere between all the noise and all the sweaty people and communicate under the shattering bass.

And then, out of nowhere, I felt a sharp pain in my neck like I'd never felt before. Like teeth were digging into my flesh. Next, the images raced through my head, but they were too fast. The pain was too intense for me to perceive anything other than it. Until finally a very familiar voice came through to me.

“Ems!” Someone shook me. “Ems! Where is she?!”

“Who are you talking about, Julian?” it came distantly from Mia, who stared at me in horror.

“Emely! Where's Bay?!”
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Chapter 65

Julie

“And third, don't forget you have our numbers. Just in case anything should happen.”

Larissa looked at me insistently, her hands on my shoulders. The physical contact with her no longer bothered me, because my head was all about Erik and how I was going to survive this meet-up without scaring him off.

My whole body seemed to tremble with nervousness because I wasn't ready to take that step, to leave our safe online world and let him become part of my unpredictable and destructive reality.

But Erik wasn't just any young man. It was fucking Erik. My best friend, with whom I spent nights discussing Greek mythology, with whom I exchanged books on philosophy and with whom I felt like someone, not something. And I would meet him. Here. Now.

“And now get moving. I'm sure he's waiting!”

Larissa pulled me off my barely safe bar stool and down into the unknown. Closer to Erik than I could handle.

Was it normal to be overwhelmed? Was he perhaps feeling the same?

“I don't know, Larissa. Maybe it's not such a great idea,” I voiced my doubts. Loud enough for her to hear me.

She wiggled her index finger before downing her Cuba Libre and indicating to the bartender that she hadn’t had enough yet.

Her stamina was remarkable. I would have been drunk by now, that's how little I could handle.

Perhaps it was simply because I had only secretly borrowed the good whisky with the maple syrup note from Amara a few times and otherwise knew only the disgusting wine from the formal temple ceremonies in Moenia.

“Forget it, you're going to see your Prince Charming now. I'm sure he's been waiting for you for a long time. And if it helps, take a sip of this.” She held out her freshly served drink with a slice of lemon stuck to it. “To help you come out of your shell.”

I waved my hands in thanks and she rolled her eyes.

“Then stop being like that and get going. Otherwise, I'll tell the DJ to ask for your Erik.” She grinned mischievously at me and my heart stopped beating.

“You're not doing that!” I stuttered, stunned, because by now I trusted Larissa to do anything.

“Don't challenge me!” she laughed loudly and sipped her drink.

I felt sick to my stomach and reached for her glass, took a generous sip and immediately regretted it. I had to cough as the cooling liquid flowed down my throat.

“There you go,” Larissa said cheerfully and also got down from her bar stool. “And now hurry! It's late enough!”

Without warning, she pushed me into the crowd, which simply swallowed me up with its movements and pushed me in a different direction, away from Larissa. All I could see was her waving excitedly after me before two dancing men blocked my view.

The beat intensified the feeling my loudly pounding heart was giving off and as I took my cell phone out of my pocket, it almost slipped out of my cold, shaking and sweaty hands.

I found myself in the middle of a huge crowd of people, which increased my nervousness. Every touch seemed to sting me and I could feel Gloria's serum slowly losing its effect. So, I hastily pushed my way through the crowd to an edge of the club where it was less busy, but the dancing and talking people still obscured my view so that I was protected from any chance encounters with Grace or other people I knew. I was afraid my cousin wouldn't let me go, especially after her statement yesterday.

My hands began to shake harder. So, I rummaged in my little white bag for the bottle of Salma I had taken from Gloria. The liquid shimmered slightly, but I didn't look at it for long, instead I hastily gulped down the contents of the small vial.

Inwardly, I hoped that nothing would happen to me tonight. This potion didn't guarantee it, but it did make me less emotional and less likely to have an outburst. I only drank half of it because I didn't want to lose all my feelings. It was still Erik I was about to meet and I wanted to react authentically to him.

Damn it. I was going to meet Erik.

My heart pounded and pounded.

Then my cell phone vibrated.
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My trembling intensified.

God, I had never felt so nervous.

This morning I'd hardly been able to get anything down, apart from three cherry tomatoes. My hunger had simply passed, as so many times when excitement messed with my emotional world.

Then there was the shaking. Grace had put my make-up on and warned me that if I kept shaking like that, the make-up wouldn't work, but she had somehow managed it anyway.
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I swallowed as I read his words. It was a mixture of disappointment and relief that spread through me. What if it all suddenly happened too quickly for him too?
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My alarm bells rang and I got even more nervous. Bay had said that I shouldn't change the meeting place because it could get dangerous.

But this was Erik. Erik wasn't dangerous. We were friends and nothing would happen. Or was I being too naive?

The fact that he was typing for so long made me even more nervous. I finally wanted to see him, but somehow, I didn't feel ready.
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I could no longer control my shaking. To make sure I didn't lose my phone, I quickly activated a live location for Larissa, slipped it back into my pocket and took another deep breath.

“Okay... You can do it,” I said to myself. No one could hear me here anyway. Then I pushed my way through the crowd dancing to Danza Kuduro by Don Omar and Lucenzo.

I felt as if the music had gotten louder. It was a wonder I didn't have a headache yet, because my body normally hated so much stimulation. Loud music, booming bass, colorful lights, the smell of smoke and sweet alcohol. All of this could have made me explode by now. But it was different. It was as if Erik had taken a place inside me from which he controlled all my thoughts. He distracted me so much that I actually made it to the exit, where I squeezed past people still queuing and high school kids smoking.

I paused for a moment because somehow, I still didn't feel ready. Erik was only a few meters away from me, somewhere out here. He would surely recognize me immediately by my insecurity and then it would be too late. I could still turn around. I could still go back to Grace, in front of whom Larissa couldn't ask any questions.

The fact that I finally left the club and found myself in the pleasantly cool parking lot was only thanks to the quiet voice inside me that called out for Erik's company.

There was no turning back now. I was actually going to meet Erik.

I walked slowly across the parking lot, where a few drunken teenagers were making out with each other.

I looked at every face, but no one seemed to be interested in me. I kept walking, moving away from the club, trying to suppress the anxiety building inside me until it suddenly brought me to a halt.

What if he wasn't here at all? What if he had meant a different club? A different university or even a completely different town with the same name? What if he wasn't from Blairville at all? And what if the whole time he was just...

“J?”

My breath stopped. Everything inside me tightened pleasantly. Time stood still. I slowly turned around.

“Erik...” I whispered softly and looked at the young man with the black suit jacket and white shirt underneath... a black mask covering the upper half of his face, except for his eyes. He was tall, at least two heads taller than me, and had broad shoulders, but it was too dark to make out the color of his hair, especially since it shimmered almost orange in the warm lantern light.

“Both of us wearing masks, what a coincidence.” His voice sounded warm, masculine, and immediately triggered a tingling sensation in my stomach. I thought I had heard it somewhere before, but that was impossible. “Are we now like the gods, who hide behind their masks while they do things that Olympus shouldn't know about?”

Through the shadows, I recognized a smirk on his lips. And I discovered dimples on his taut skin that gave me a pleasant tug in my stomach.

“As long as you're not Zeus, and I'm not Europa?” I replied unabashedly, glad that his manner helped me to overcome my nervousness, even though his presence seemed to intensify this strangely pleasant yet exciting feeling in my stomach.

He stepped closer so that only half a meter separated us and lowered his voice. “If I wanted to kidnap you, I would have invited you somewhere else.” I had to look up at him to see his soft smirk. “And don't you ever compare me to Zeus again, unless you want to be disarmed by me in a discussion.”

Erik didn't like Zeus. And I liked teasing him about it.

“Maybe that's what I want?”

He stared at me, seeming to study me, before he smirked again, and I felt that pleasant sensation again, this time in my chest, and then his gaze traveled down me, over the dress.

God, Julie, don't hyperventilate now.

“If I told you how much your dress flatters you, would you accept the compliment?”

I drew in a sharp breath. His gaze traveled from my dress up to my neck, then our eyes met.

“God, you are beautiful. Even though I'm not even allowed to see all of you yet,” he almost whispered.

My heartbeat accelerated. I felt incredibly warm from his words, which I definitely hadn't expected. I didn't know what to say, but I tried anyway.

“Erik, I...”

He didn't let me finish, but put his arms around my waist and pulled me close. Just wrapped me in his strong warm arms, close to him.

“Sorry for the awkward compliment, J,” he whispered in my ear, and goosebumps traveled down the back of my neck. “I've missed you, too.”

His warm breath on my neck was enough to heat up my entire body.

I couldn't believe it was really Erik I was hugging. I felt so comfortable, so...wanted.

I cringed inwardly the moment I realized that this was my first hug in years. Automatically, my arms went around him and I pulled him tightly against me, my heart racing.

“You're so cold,” he whispered, breaking away from the hug that I would have loved to stay in for longer.

He took off his jacket and put it around my arms.

My cheeks began to glow because I was too overwhelmed to protest.

I wasn't cold, which must have been because I could hardly feel anything except Erik's warmth and my racing heart. It was so different having him in front of me, and it made me much shyer than I already was.

“We could also sit in my car and turn on the heater,” he offered, and the thought of the two of us in his car triggered two completely different feelings. Fear and excitement.

Damn it, Julie. He is your best friend. Where were these bundles of emotions suddenly coming from?

“If you want to kidnap me, go ahead...” I blurted out unintentionally, sounding more confident than expected. “But then you'll have to accept that I'll forever compare you to Zeus.”

Now he grinned.

“Why does it sound like you want to be kidnapped?” he joked, which put me at ease. “Haven't you had enough of my obsession with gods? I wouldn't talk about anything else all the time...”

This time I had to smile, which he replied.

How much I would love to see him without his mask now...

Erik's look became more serious. “But no, J, if you don't want to do that, we can stay here.”

He looked at me insistently.

If it hadn't been so dark, I could have seen the color of his eyes and maybe even hints of the rest of his appearance.

“I want to,” I said firmly and reached for his hand. Warmth flooded my fingertips, which seemed almost numb. He flinched almost unnoticeably, probably at least as surprised by my sudden touch as I was.

“Your skin...” he began in a hoarse voice. “So soft...and yet so cold.”

Instantly, I took my hand out of his, but he pulled it back and drew me even closer to him. And then he leaned forward.

“Next time, I will invite you to my fireplace, and you can have hot chocolate.”

Another wave of heat shot through my cheeks.

His words eased something inside me, the tension I seemed to go through life with. He destroyed it completely. It was the fact that he made me feel wanted. But I didn't know how to deal with it.

“You seem like a good host,” I laughed sheepishly and the right corner of his mouth turned upwards.

“Only with the people I kidnap...” He raised his hand, which held a key. “And while we're at it.” The lights of the large car next to us lit up dimly. “I'd like to take you to the underworld with this.”

He let go of my hand and opened the backseat door, only to gesture to the inside of the car.

“You can still escape from me, J.”

The tingling in my stomach intensified, making my knees go weak.

“I've always wanted to know what it's like down there...” I let myself in on his play on words and climbed into his car, not without the nervousness threatening to swallow me up.

Erik opened the front door, leaned in to start the engine, and pressed a button – the heated seats, no doubt – then he threw in his suit jacket, closed the driver's door again and got in the back with me.

Adrenaline flooded through me, and it felt...good.

I immediately felt the warmth of the heated seats and the soft, smooth leather beneath me. The car seemed rather new.

“It's okay... I'm nervous, too,” he laughed and turned to me, leaning into the seat and looking so incredibly relaxed. “May I?” He pointed at my hands. “I don't want you to freeze and have any negative memories of our first meeting.”

I nodded, and again he took my hands in his.

Damn, this man was warm.

“Trust me, the only thing I'd remember negatively would be a kidnapping where I didn't get the promised hot chocolate by the fireplace and a history lesson from your philosophy books at the end.”

The words came easily from my lips. It was as if we were in the chat and even though I was nervous, I managed to be J. And that felt...good.

Was that the effect of Gloria's serum?

“Does the kidnapped lady have any book wishes?”

“She'd like to know more about Atlantis.”

His smirk softened, and he looked down at our hands. And he hesitated...

“Are you all right?” I asked in uncertainty.

Had I said something wrong?

“I often have wild theories, J, whose origins I can't explain to you. You'd call me crazy...” he began and stroked my hand, lost in thought. “In real life, I think I'm someone you wouldn't like.”

My heart suddenly felt heavy. He had the same worries as I did. And I highly doubted that I would ever be able to dislike this person in front of me.

“I'm shy in real life...” I revealed with hesitation, looking down with warm cheeks.

He paused. I felt his gaze on me, but glanced at his masculine hands.

He began to run his fingers over the back of my hand again, drawing patterns. Circles that turned into spirals. His warm skin felt so good on my own and I imagined them painting random patterns on other parts of my body too.

A tingling sensation ran over my skin.

I bit my lower lip.

He was my best friend.

I struggled with myself not to continue these thoughts, but I blushed. Luckily, it was dark.

“You know you can be anything with me that you're not allowed to be in your real life,” he said softly, extending his scope to my arm, which was resting on my bare knee in front of him. “I'm not judging you. Quite the opposite... I admire you for the woman you are.”

Woman. He saw a woman in the insecure girl in front of him.

“Erik...” I began, because I didn't want him to flatter me like that.

I didn't deserve words like that.

“I mean it.” He looked straight at me again. “You inspire me to do so much in my life, distract me from this painful reality.”

“I shouldn't.”

He shook his head slightly.

“Without you, J, I'd be lifeless inside,” he said quietly, almost without a sound.

I looked at him in question, but he probably couldn't see it, even though the warm lantern light from the parking lot was shining directly into my face. The masks took away both our expressions.

“There's no reason to,” I replied gently and placed my hands on his, which landed directly on my bare knee. His warmth almost drove me out of my mind, sending pleasant flashes up my thighs.

“There are many,” he said softly, and there was something sad about it.

He had told me a lot about himself, about the pressure from his family and the pressure he put on himself...

“But I don't want to burden you with that tonight.” His fingers continued to paint, this time on my knees, sending a flash through my whole body. I flinched, and he withdrew his hands, but I retrieved them and placed them on my knees.

Whatever we were doing here, I wasn't going to question it. We were friends, but if this felt good...why not?

He was the first person whose touch overwhelmed me in a positive way.

“I want you to enjoy this time,” I whispered, trying to catch his gaze in the darkness.

Erik glanced up, looking me straight in the eye.

Suddenly, I felt something rough and warm on my cheek and when I realized it was his hand, I sucked in a sharp breath.

His thumb stroked the edge of the mask, his index finger ran along my jawline, causing a tingling sensation to rush over the areas he touched, and his palm gently brushed my lips.

He didn't need to say anything. Because that was the second when I realized that the term friendship was miles away from what described us at that moment.

Erik seemed to be thinking the same thing, because he gently gripped my jaw and carefully pulled my face toward him, only to touch my lips with his own a few seconds later.

He sighed overwhelmed against my lips, which sent an electric wave through my stomach, and then he kissed me with such tenderness that I threatened to break under all the rising emotions.

I never thought that someone else's lips could feel so soft, that Erik's lips were so gentle and that I would ever kiss him.

Erik bit my lower lip lightly, and I couldn't suppress a soft sigh. That little pain felt cathartic. I needed more...

It had been too much for both of us. The kiss intensified, and he let me feel the fullness of his lips, taking mine between his and sucking lightly on them.

Our tongues played with each other, slowly at first, then more and more demanding, until he moved his other hand, which had been resting on my knees until now, and approached the hem of my dress.

He bit my lower lip and I sighed again, this time more longingly.

Erik seemed to notice that I liked the way he was touching me, and so his hands continued to wander over my thighs, drawing more circles on my skin as if I were his work of art. And I let him paint, let him send little flashes across my skin.

“God, J, your skin is so soft and your heart is beating so damn fast...”

I leaned closer to his ear. “The latter is your fault.”

Then, without warning, he pulled me onto his lap with one arm and let the other hand continue to paint.

And then I moved my fingers to his neck, letting them wander over the striking Adam's apple and up to the contours of his chin. While he also shakily inhaled the air, I felt the freshly shaved skin and approached the mask. But I paused and returned to his lips, enjoying the unfamiliar warmth under my finger.

“These masks are a sign of the game we're playing,” he whispered, and I recognized the gleam in his eyes for the first time – bright eyes. “Tell me, J, when are we going to stop playing?”

The answer hurt, which was why I wouldn't say it. Instead, I rested my forehead against his.

“I don't want us to have to think about our reality right now.” My fingers traveled down his neck, toward his shirt collar. “I want you.”

He exhaled audibly. A sound that played with my emotions and made my fingers automatically move to the buttons of his shirt.

I undid the first, then the second, not without maintaining eye contact.

“What are you doing to me?” Erik sighed, leaning forward to my cheek, kissing me gently. His lips moved down to my neck, making my body tremble.

But that wasn't enough for me. I wanted to explore him. Completely.

“J, we don't have to...” he sighed, but I placed a finger on his lips, finally letting my hands wander over his muscular back and pulling him to me so that we kissed again.

With each kiss, something in my chest seemed to lighten.

I only had this one night, this one chance to be physically close to someone I felt safe with, someone I might never see again...

The panic inside me about losing what we had here forced the next words out of me.

“I want to be as close to you as I can.”

Little did he know that I would probably never see him again, that we were not made for eternity.

I didn't dare to say it, but I could see it in his eyes. He knew that we only had this moment.

“Please, Erik...” I begged, barely audible, aware that I was going to lose him. And this pain hit me harder than I expected.

He pressed his forehead gently against mine again and whispered, “Anything you want, my Charis.”

Hearing him call me by that nickname in his warm, rough voice made my knees shake, and I was glad to be sitting on his lap.

He kissed me again and his hands wandered to my back, slowly opening my dress and bra at the same time, brushing the fabric over my shoulders.

He kissed my shoulders so gently, as if I might break, working his way up my neck and I gasped in arousal, wanting his kisses to hit me harder, to make me collide.

His arms were the only place I could allow myself to fall. And damn it, I wanted to fall.

When Erik arrived at my chin, I turned my head toward him. Our lips met again and this time he grabbed my hair at the back of my head, pushed my head toward him and the kiss became more intense.

I felt him suck on my bottom lip, biting into it slightly, making me sigh into the kiss until we both broke away from it.

“I wish I could see you better...” Erik sighed breathlessly, brushing my dress lower and eyeing my breasts. I thought I recognized a sparkle in his eyes before his fingertip touched my right nipple.

I gasped, overwhelmed.

And he stared at my increasingly hard nipple. Then he leaned forward and... kissed it.

I moaned, and once more, as he closed his lips around the nipple and squeezed gently.

He made a smoky sound and pressed his lips harder against the sensitive spot until it hurt, but I didn't want him to stop.

“Erik...” I groaned, trembling, and he began to suck on the tip of my nipple, making a deep demanding sound.

I moaned louder, clawing at his shirt.

He pulled my dress off completely, over my hips, until it fell silently to the floor of his car without taking his lips off my breasts for even a second.

I buried my hands in his hair, but when that didn't help anymore, I unbuttoned his shirt further and let it slide down over his shoulders.

My fingers wandered over his muscular arms as the shirt slid further down, and I watched his muscles press against the smooth skin.

They responded to me as I responded to him.

It was like our bodies were made for each other...

“Damn, J, when I'm done with you, you're going to glow with heat,” he whispered hoarsely.

I sighed with longing and let my hands wander further down to his pants, where they encountered a hard bulge.

Erik gasped, overwhelmed, and I pushed him back into the seat, maintaining eye contact as I stroked his hardness with my fingers.

It was as if his erection was pulsating, which caused my breathing to become shallower.

“Do you want to play with me?” he growled with a dark laugh and grabbed my wrist, making me pause over his hardness.

Without hesitation, I pulled on the zipper of his trousers and let my hand wander inside. I tugged at his boxers until I hit something big and hard of warmth and Erik let out a groan that got under my skin, so I closed my hand completely around his length until he clawed into the leather of his car seat.

“What are you doing to me?” he gasped in a quivering voice.

The corners of my mouth moved up, and I let go of him to pull his pants and boxers down further, revealing his bulging erection.

I bit my lower lip, which he seemed to notice despite the darkness, and he watched me longingly, waiting to see what I would do next.

I stretched out my hand and let my fingers dance over his cock, curious, because I had never touched a man like this before. But it excited me immensely to circle his glans with my fingertip and slide over the wet tip until my fingers became wet.

I liked the way he moaned and twitched under my hand.

I let go of him and moved closer to his massive chest on his lap.

“With a condom?” he asked and I inhaled sharply.

The thought that he was about to push inside me robbed me of my sanity.

I immediately shook my head. “I'm on the pill.”

He smiled gently. “All the better.” He kissed the tip of my nipple and I whimpered eagerly. “I like the idea to cum inside you until everything drips out of you.”

I whimpered, aroused by the images he was chasing through my head.

He seemed to be having the same thoughts because his eyes sparkled with excitement.

Then, grabbing my chin, he pulled me toward him, tighter than when we'd started.

“It hurts that I can only give you a fragment of me at this moment...” he whispered against my ear. “In the back of a fucking car.” He laughed softly. “But someday, you'll be mine for more than one night, and then I'll give you everything you deserve.” He leaned even closer to my ear. “Promise me, J.”

I sighed. And I struggled with myself.

How could I promise him something that I could never fulfill with certainty?

“Just this one promise...” He pulled my body toward him and I felt his hardness against my stomach, felt the little drop of precum running down my skin, that he was ready. Just like me.

He stroked my body with a smile and I felt completely safe in his embrace, never wanting to leave, never again. “Otherwise, it will break my heart not to have given you everything.”

He continued to draw, hugging me tighter until I could only whimper a soft “I promise”.

I knew he wanted to push himself inside me, but I was quicker and pushed him against the seat.

He hadn't expected that because he gasped.

I smiled playfully. It was as if I was in control. A new, pleasant feeling.

“Relax,” I said and positioned myself directly over his cock, which was stretched hard toward me, ready to sink into me, to fill me from the inside. I knew this was what he wanted, that he wanted to be inside me. “Just enjoy it.”

I let my one hand wander over his muscular torso, grazing over his steely abs, which quivered as much as his smooth hardness. He was tense, waiting for me to release him.

“Your panties are in the way...” Erik growled, staring at the white lace panties.

I let my free hand dance over the waistband and undid the two buttons above my clit that this underwear set had.

“Not anymore...” I whispered.

He stared at my now opened underwear.

“J, you're torturing me,” he whispered hoarsely, gazing into my eyes.

I still couldn't see him clearly, but that didn't stop me from wetting my fingertip and hovering it over his stomach, moving it back to his hard glans.

As I touched him with my wet finger he began to moan, watching my finger, letting me play as another shiny droplet formed on the smooth tip.

I must have gone too far, because he grabbed my hips with both hands and pushed me down against him, slowly pushing himself inside me.

I moaned loudly, without restraint, and opened my lips desperately while Erik watched every millimeter of my face.

“Fuck, J, you're so wet...” he growled darkly. “Do you want me to cum right now?”

I leaned closer to his ear, completely dazed by the way he filled me up. “This is your fault.”

I felt him inside me, warm, hard and like he was a perfect fit. It hurt slightly, but it was a relieving pain.

Very slowly, without breaking eye contact, I lifted myself off him and we both moaned sensually. Just before he could slip away from me, I lowered myself back onto him and felt him slide smoothly into me, causing me to whimper.

He grinned, and his big, warm hands gripped my butt, digging into my skin as I began to slowly move up and down. I moaned sensually and surrendered to the new sensation, rotating my hips, enjoying his hardness.

“J...” he moaned my name and it sounded breathtakingly good.

I wanted to enjoy this, wanted to lose myself in his body, give him everything.

And again, and again he thrust his plump hardness into me, filling me up, while his hands first kneaded my bottom, only to wander back to my breasts.

“J...” Erik moaned again. I rose up again until he was completely out, only to sit on him again and let him slide into me as far as he could go.

I enjoyed his pleasure-filled moans, how he wanted more, how I had control over how much he got. I wanted him to have it all, but I wanted to decide what that looked like.

With his strong hand on my back, he pushed me toward him, took my nipples in his mouth again and sucked on them as I moved up and down, but I pulled back.

He moaned in frustration, wanting to grab my back again, but I pushed him back into the seat and paused.

“Lean back, Erik...” I sighed and pushed him further into the seat with my hand on his chest.

Erik laid his head back on his neck, moaning desperately as if this was causing him serious pain.

“I'll do what you want, just please release me...”

“Look at me,” I demanded, lifting my head.

“How could I not,” he murmured hoarsely and lifted his head from his neck, reaching out a hand to touch my stomach before sliding his hand down. Deeper. Deeper still, until he rested two fingers on my slit, which opened for him almost of its own accord. “The only question is whether you can withstand my gaze when I torture you the way you torture me.” And suddenly he slid his fingers inside me. So agonizingly slowly that I contracted around him and had to arch my back.

I moaned without relent, while he slid inside me with his fingers again and again.

“There you go. Moan for me, my Charis.” He let his other hand wander to my chin. “And don't forget to keep eye contact.”

The right corner of his mouth moved up, and there was something devilish about it, something that made me stop, because at the same time he pulled his fingers out of me and... brought them to his lips.

Watching every movement of my expression, he opened his lips and let his fingertips disappear between them before moaning with pleasure.

Damn, what was he doing to me?

He let go of his lips, pulled me jerkily toward him, and positioned me over his now even harder cock.

“And now fuck me, faster,” he demanded.

He wanted to push me down and God, how much I wanted it, too, but I held onto his shoulder so that he couldn't push me any further.

“Ask me to...” I whispered.

“Please, J,” he growled low.

I smiled in satisfaction and sat down, letting him slide into me again far too slowly before I granted his request, moving up and down faster and faster.

He gasped, cursed something, and I rubbed myself harder and harder against his sliding dick, the sound intensifying both of our moans.

“J... I want to cum inside you,” he whispered, and I didn't stop. His words only made me even more eager.

“Then cum inside me,” I whispered out of breath, but it turned into a begging, because the feeling in my center became more and more intense, pulsating with violence.

Unexpectedly, everything inside me tightened, and it felt as if something was going to explode inside me. I whimpered and Erik moaned more and more until his cock suddenly twitched uncontrollably inside me and we both stopped moving.

He was twitching under me. Once, twice, three times, and with each time I felt it getting warmer inside me.

He came inside me, and I didn't want it to stop.

But when the twitching subsided, my trembling also faded and we both gasped for air.

That was the moment when he pulled me to him and pressed his wet lips to my dry ones.

He kissed me hard, demanding, completely out of breath, while his warm cum was dripping out of my pussy.

Pain, longing, and desire became one with all the things that Erik triggered in me. The inner emptiness disappeared completely with every kiss until he pressed me so tightly against him, wrapped his arms around me so pleadingly, and buried his hands in my hair. All I could feel was him and his rapid heartbeat.

Erik lay beneath me. He was bare-chested, and I was fully clothed again. He let his fingers wander tenderly through my hair, stroking it from my forehead, behind the back of my ear, where I felt the band of the mask…painfully.

My head rested on his chest, listening to his rapid heartbeat, and for the first time I inhaled his scent.

A woody, indescribably sensual note. It wasn't cologne he was wearing. It was his body scent that calmed me down inside.

“I've often thought you were a dream, J,” he whispered softly. “The kind that makes you wake up and want to go straight back to sleep.” I looked up, and our eyes met in the darkness. “But it doesn't work, you know? You lie down every night and gradually lose that dream from your memory.”

There was something sad in his voice. And I felt the reality approaching in an unpleasant way. I wanted to push it away, but the panic inside me was stronger.

“I'm real, Erik,” I whispered back, as if I could hold him in our little bubble.

“Now, in this moment.” He smiled, and there was something sad about it. “But tomorrow I'll lie in my bed, open my eyes, and you'll be gone.”

An icy feeling spread through me. It was as if I was losing him again at that very moment.

His fingers wandered from my forehead over the mask, along the edges.

“I would love to take it off. To see you for once.”

I felt my nervousness return, and with it the coldness in my fingertips. It was so sudden that it felt like a shock. And it reminded me that I wasn't J. I was Julie Blair.

I couldn't let Erik know who I was. That would destroy the boundaries I had set. Boundaries I had drawn to protect him. This damn mask was my reality. As much as it hurt.

“I can't...” I said carefully and straightened up, but he held me tight.

“Leave the mask on, just please…” He pulled me toward him again. “Please, don't go.”

I felt tears in my eyes, and then coldness shot into my fingers, more and more. Suddenly, I saw fine ice crystals forming on the car door, moving up the windshield, and...

No.

My eyes widened, and I began to shiver.

“J, are you okay?” Erik asked, leaning up to me, but I backed away.

Gloria's Salma seemed to be losing its effect, because images came flooding back. Images of the most horrible moments of my life. Images of the day when someone had had control over me.

“What's wrong?” Erik continued to ask, but as much as I wanted to, I couldn't respond to him.

“Don't be stubborn like your mother and lie down!”

The man in my head leaned over me, and my stomach began to cramp.

I got a slight nausea and more ice crystals spread under my fingers. It was getting colder around us.

I couldn't put Erik in danger. I had to get out of here.

Without another word, I pulled away from him and pushed against the car door. Erik pulled up, but I was already groping for the car door, pulling the handle down and pushing it open.

“J...” Erik began, confused.

I stumbled out of the big car, stumbling backwards.

Then I darted around and hurried across the large parking lot in remorse, clutching the bag tightly in my hands as it froze in my fingers.

“J!” I heard Erik shout and looked around one last time. I tried to memorize every detail. A young man who deserved better. Erik didn't belong in such a brutal life. I should never have met him...

God...what had I done? How had I ever thought I deserved all this? To just take it for myself?

I had destroyed our friendship.

I turned and ran, sprinted, stumbled panting into the stormy night, hoping that I would never – and yet somehow – forget him.
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Chapter 66

Larissa

The rhythm of the music made me bounce up and down, and I felt alive again for the first time in a while. I was made for parties. Or rather, parties were made for me. If there was one thing I was absolutely into, it was dancing. Nowhere was I more self-confident than on the dance floor.

I moved to the beat of Party Rock Anthem by LMFAO and stretched my arms upwards.

Maybe it had something to do with the three cocktails I'd enjoyed with Julie earlier, but as long as I could still dance without bumping into people, everything was great.

Every now and then, I caught myself looking up to the VIP area above the DJ, but that didn't bring Adrian DeLoughrey back to where he'd been standing with his guys thirty minutes ago.

I turned, and a guy was standing right behind me, dancing toward me. When he got too close, I moved backwards, but he followed me. I stopped dancing and showed him my middle finger. He raised his hands defensively, and disappeared into the crowd with the words, “Today's chicks aren't any fun anymore.”

“Asshole!” I shouted after him, but he was already gone.

I was about to continue dancing, but when I turned around, I bumped into the next person.

“Now, I understand why Adrian has so much respect for you.” A young man with a brown undercut man bun grinned with amusement.

My breath hitched for a second when I realized who it was.

“You...” I said slowly.

“Me,” Miles said, his grin widening.

“Tell Adrian he can fuck off.”

I tried to keep dancing, but Adrian's mean friend wouldn't leave my side. So, I stopped and turned to him.

“Do you want to dance with me or stare holes into the air?” I asked, challenging, but he just looked at me with amusement, so I kept dancing.

When I turned around again, he had disappeared. Strange guy...

“Larissa!” My best friend's voice reached my ears, and I turned to her.

“Do you want to dance with me, or do you just want to annoy me as well?”

I took a closer look at Bayla. Her eyes were dark underneath as if she hadn't slept, and that was with make-up on. Her hair also looked like a mess.

“I wish I could dance with you now, but I can't. We have to get out of here!”

And then she grabbed my arm.

She had an amazing amount of strength, and I wondered where she got it from. This afternoon, she had been lying on her bed like a piece of cheese.

“Where do you want to go?” I laughed out loud.

She stopped for a moment, looked at me, then inspected the club. Finally, she sighed and pulled me along.

“How many drinks have you had?” came out of her mouth with concern.

“Not enough!” I shouted loudly, and Bayla gave me an annoyed look over her shoulder.

“Why don't you tell me where you want to go with me?” I grumbled.

“Let's dance!” I shouted and pulled Bay toward me, who immediately tripped over my feet and slammed into a much older girl. The latter jumped back with a disdainful look. Bay apologized and looked back at me. She looked annoyed. Then she just pulled me along.

“We don't have time for this now!” She sounded annoyed.

“Don't be such a spoilsport,” I laughed, amused, although I couldn't really understand why everything was amusing me so much. Maybe I really had drunk a little too much.

“Just come with me and trust me,” she said, looking around frantically as if she was hiding from someone.

“Are we playing hide and seek?” I asked with a laugh. That had been so much fun with Mady.

“Yes, we're playing hide and seek,” Bay replied, annoyed, and suddenly we were no longer surrounded by dancing people but outside in the cold, with the autumn storm whistling around our ears.

“Let's go back inside. What do we want out here?” I whined, pulling my robe further around my waist where the wind was seeping through the thin fabric of the dress.

“Larissa, listen to me carefully.” Bayla stood directly in front of me. “You remember our trip to the DeLoughreys' forest?”

I remembered that crazy homeless guy who had been bothering us. There had been something strange about him... The memories made me start to feel a little clearer.

“I met one of those guys in there. He approached Grace and me.”

“Oh,” I said. I suddenly felt even colder as I thought about how we'd nearly escaped. “But what would a homeless guy want here in this club?”

“Larissa, it was the other one. He was talking to Adrian, and he's planning to do something with us.”

“With Adrian?” I looked at Bay with a grin. “Adrian's pretty hot, don't you think?”

The memory of Adrian made me laugh.

“Larissa! Are you even listening to me?”

“Of course,” I said quickly. “He wants to do something with us.” I thought about it. “Do you think he meant me?”

“It was about me, and probably about you too.”

“But what does Adrian want from you?” I asked, puzzled.

“I don't mean Adrian.” Bayla turned in a circle for a second. “I mean the man with the long felt coat, the slightly younger guy!”

Somehow, I couldn't keep up. And a funny picture had formed in my head.

“So does that mean we're playing hide and seek with Adrian and a homeless man with a coat?”

Bayla took a deep breath and continued, “We have to hide very far away from here now, Larissa. Somewhere, preferably at Mum's house.”

I nodded. But I still understood just as little as before.

Without hesitation, Bayla pulled me across the parking lot and the music became quieter and quieter.

“Do we have to hide so far away?” I broke away from her and hid behind a large stone at the exit of the club.

Bayla looked at me impatiently, then came to me and pulled me up. “Yes, we have to go to my place. It's better there and above all, it's safe.”

Tiredness overtook me out of nowhere. I usually lasted a long time at parties. Student life was damn exhausting...or I'd just had one drink too many.

“Alright,” I whined and put an arm around Bayla, who scooted to the side.

Bayla supported me all the way down the street through the industrial district and all the way down the main street too.

I was tired, and actually I would have liked to just lie down on the bench in front of us. But at every bench, Bay picked up speed and I didn't have a chance to even ask for a break. After what felt like hours, we turned into the street where Bayla lived. I recognized the street sign. We must have been walking for a while. And Bayla was still holding me.

“You're such a good friend, you know that?” I laughed, feeling incredibly comfortable by her side.

Bayla looked at me with a grin, although there was also a hint of concern in her gaze. Then she looked around, probably hoping that Adrian wasn't looking for us yet. And suddenly, the thought seemed far too abstract. Why would Adrian do something like that?

The wind swept across the street, giving me goose bumps. My legs froze, and suddenly, another gust of wind came up and made an eerie noise in the treetops. It cracked behind us. I looked around, as Bayla had done, but there was no one there.

“Playing hide and seek is scary,” I said and pulled my cloak even further around me.

“Let's walk faster, please.”

Bay sounded scared, exactly like she had a few weeks ago in the forest when we'd met those men. And right now, it was exactly the same. Dark, cold, and windy, just like it had been on campus when Adrian had taken me with him.

Crack.

Bay and I startled and wheeled around.

Crash.

A branch had come crashing down directly two meters behind us, where we had just been standing.

“Holy shit,” I whispered, immediately feeling much more awake.

Bay looked at me, terrified.

“It's just a branch,” I laughed, but she pulled me on.

Then it suddenly became pitch black as the lanterns went out.

Bay sucked in a sharp breath.

Countless Halloween pumpkins glowed around us, but so dimly and threateningly that my goosebumps intensified.

“The lanterns always go out at this time of night,” Bay said, quickening her pace.

“And what about that one?” I said and stopped abruptly.

A single lantern flickered in front of Bayla's house. But it wasn't the lantern that suddenly put me in a state of shock.

A man dressed completely in black was standing there, grinning in my direction, his eyes pitch black.

Bayla must have seen him, too, because she grabbed my wrist.

“Larissa, do you see that, too?”

The branches creaked above us in the treetops, as if the next one was about to come down.

“Yes...” I confirmed in a shaky voice.

The bald man smiled.

We ran off. I pulled Bayla with me, but she was slower than me, even if she didn't trip over the branch I got stuck on.

“Larissa!” Bay shouted in panic and pulled at my arm. My balance was so off.

“Where are you going, ladies?”

Bay and I both screamed at the same time as the man appeared right in front of us. He grinned grimly and showed us his teeth. They were all pointy.

My eyes widened in shock.

It suddenly smelled disgustingly of decay.

I got to my feet and pulled Bayla in the direction of the lantern.

We had to get out of here!

Bayla and I ran, and the wind pushed against our bodies. Leaves flew across the road, and branches continued to crack in the distance. However, we came to a halt just before Bayla's garden fence.

“So, you want to play with me, pretty girls?” The man landed on the ground in front of me and straightened up. Had he just jumped this far? “Because I love games.”

I backed away, but that didn't stop him from grabbing me by my neck and yanking me to the ground, where I banged my head on the hard curb.

Dazed, I grabbed the back of my head, which felt strangely wet. Black dots and white spots danced before my eyes.

“Larissa!” Bay shouted behind the man, but it was too late.

I tried to wriggle free. Panic rose up inside me. Endless panic.

The psychopath had found us, and now he was pinning me to the ground.

I was about to die.

He began to wrinkle his nose and sucked in a deep breath. Then, the veins around his black eyes began to stand out.

I screamed as loud as I could, and as he moved his head closer, I squinted my eyes and thrashed around, but he grabbed my hands and squeezed them on my stomach.

Then, three seconds later, I felt a sharp pain in my neck.
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Chapter 67

Julian

I had just spoken to Mady on the phone. How could she have allowed my fifteen-year-old sister to go to a goddamn club? I would have to talk to her. In private. But until then, I would have to deal with Mia.

I sat in my car on the way to the club, struggling to figure out how to deal with her.

Luckily, Dad was asleep on the living room couch and hadn't noticed any of the drama. He would probably have blamed himself for Mia's behavior, as he always did. Even though everyone in our family knew who was really to blame for our situation.

The fact that Mia was in the Dark Lion Club had shocked me so much that I'd been on the verge of a transformation like I hadn't been for a long time. My whole body had simply wanted to get away. Out into the woods, just away from here.

How much I desired to separate this part of me, to get rid of it completely.

I turned into the driveway of the club, where I had to be careful not to run anyone over. The entire square was parked up, and drunks, but also simply careless students, staggered across the dimly lit parking area, out and into the former wood factory of this part of town.

A blonde girl in a white dress and mask came running toward me, and I braked slightly. However, she dodged out of the way and quickly scurried past my car out into the pedestrian zone.

I was honestly surprised that no one had been run over yet today.

I parked not far from the club and immediately got out to search for my little sister, dodging two reporters from the Blairville Daily who were looking for people to interview.

I looked around with increasing tension.

There she was, standing on the other corner of the parking lot with Emely.

I decided to go straight to the two of them, determined to explain to Mia in detail what she was provoking with her immature behavior, that certain actions could have consequences.

But I didn't get very far.

An unbearable pain in my neck made me pause. I touched my skin, my face twisted in pain, but there was nothing at all. The pain remained, and along with it came quick images.

A dark street, the street where I lived. A single flickering lantern, Larissa on the ground, in front of it... the black haired DeLoughrey guy.

Then the images disappeared abruptly, and I knew immediately from whose perspective I had seen.

In a hurry, I sprinted over to Mia and Emely. The latter seemed mentally absent. She must have seen the same images as me.

“I can explain...” Mia began with more nervousness than I was used to from her. But the pain and the images in my head distracted me, numbing everything else. I would have to take care of Mia later. Now I reached for Emely, who seemed to be in a trance, and shook her hard.

“Ems!” I shook harder. “Ems! Where is she?!”

“Who are you talking about, Julian?” I heard Mia behind me.

“Emely! Where's Bay?!” Panic rose up inside me. “Come on, Emely, I've seen it too!”

I didn't want to believe it. She must still be in that damn club with her friends...

Emely's eyes seemed to clear, and I used the moment to shake her again. Then, finally...

“Julian...the Ruisangors...they…”

“I know!”

“In front of your house...”

“Could someone explain to me what's going on?” Mia asked, confused.

“Get in the car!” I replied tensely, not taking my eyes off Emely, who was now also clutching her neck.

“But...”

“Just do what I fucking tell you!”

Mia groaned, but finally obeyed and hurried to the car.

“Ems, we have to get there, now!”

But instead of following me, Emely looked at me with hesitation.

The pain that we were both trying to suppress was now not only shooting through my throat, but flooding my entire body. But instead of paralyzing me, it cried out to help Bayla, to go to her and reassure me that she was okay.

“We don't have time to think!”

The increasing pain made my heart beat rapidly, and my grip on the car keys became slippery because my hands were sweaty and shaking.

“Julian...”

“What?” I looked into her dark brown eyes. “What, Emely?!”

“I'm not going to interfere there and endanger the pack's existence.”

My breath hitched.

How could she say that? Hadn't she seen the pictures?

“Damn it, Emely! Just fuck that damn pack for once and do what's right!”

Her loyalty to that stupid pack made me so angry! Bayla was in danger and the Ruisangors had just broken the treaty, but all she could think about right now was her stupid pack?!

Instead of trying anymore, I let it go and ran to the car, where Mia was already waiting for me.

But Emely suddenly appeared at the passenger door.

“Let's go.”

And even though I didn't know why she did it, I didn't question her sudden change of mind, but started the engine to drive off.

Five minutes later, we were downtown, where it was remarkably empty. Probably because everyone was at the club or at home at this time of night. I just wondered because two hours ago, countless children had been running around in Halloween costumes.

I was breaking all possible driving rules, so I couldn’t care less.

“Julian?! That was red!” Mia sounded startled. “What's wrong with you guys?”

Neither Emely nor I said a word.

I was trying to get to our house as fast as possible, if I could without crashing, which was hard when Mia was asking questions all the time and the pain was increasing, not decreasing.

“Julian, she's in so much pain...” Emely whimpered from the passenger seat, unable to take her hand off her neck.

I felt the need to simply take her pain away, but I wasn't able to. There was only one person who could possibly do that, and she was in mortal danger right now.

I felt my hands shaking and gripped the steering wheel so tightly that my knuckles stood out.

“Fine. Ignore me then,” Mia grumbled from the back seat. Her impatience didn't make it any better.

With trembling hands, I finally steered my car into the street where not only ours, but also the Adams' house was.

When I saw the flickering lantern, my heart stopped beating for a moment.

I braked hard, causing the tires to squeal loudly.

I had hoped that I was imagining it all. A bad dream. But of course, I wasn't dreaming.

How could you, Julian? How could you still think you were dreaming, in Blairville?

The reality was different. It lay in front of me on the pavement under a flickering lantern surrounded by menacing darkness and fucking ravens.

I pulled myself out of my state of shock and got out of the car to rush to the motionless girl on the stone path.

The ravens shot up into the air, screaming.

I fell to my knees, trying to feel her heartbeat. Panicked, I reached for her wrist, only to feel nothing but my own heart racing.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

The pain didn't subside.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

Bayla did not move. She was freezing cold.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

Painfully, I forced myself to touch her neck, which was the only thing that was warm. Warm and wet. Smeared with blood. The thick, dark liquid stained my hands and the sleeves of my hoodie.

“Julian, her neck!” Emely suddenly screamed in panic, trying to press her jacket onto the area to stop the bleeding.

I, meanwhile, did the first thing I could think of and placed my lips on hers. They were so cold and dry, but I didn't let that stop me. Instead, I gave her my air and then pressed my hands onto her chest with pressure.

“Shit, what's wrong with her? Why is she lying here?!” I heard Mia, who then disappeared into our house. I distantly noticed how she woke our father in a panic.

I pressed my lips to Bayla's again. This time more intensely, more shaking and paralyzed.

“Come on!” I shouted loudly, pushing my hands onto her chest again and again. “Come on! Come on!”

A rage sparked inside me that was even stronger than the pain I could feel in the marrow of my bones. Bloody hell, I was angry with myself for not getting it right. I couldn't let her die. I couldn't just let her go like that.

“Larissa... She's gone!” Emely turned in a helpless circle as if she could find the girl anywhere. “Shit, Julian! They've taken her!”

“Could you please focus on Bay?” I snapped at her, perhaps a little too harshly, and I saw her startled expression for a split second.

“Come on!” I pressed again. Without success.

“What am I supposed to do?” Emely asked, uncertain and confused.

“I don't know. Call an ambulance, anyone!” I pressed out impatiently before pressing my lips to Bayla's again. But nothing happened. Bayla Adams was as cold as ice, motionless, like a corpse.

“God, son, what happened?” I saw my father and Mia return.

“The Ruisangors...” I gasped, then continued.

“Bayla?” I looked up at Diana Adams, who was rushing through the front yard, dressed in pajamas and a jacket, to reach us. “Bayla! My little girl!”

Her face contorted in shock. She dropped to her knees in front of her daughter and shook her hard before touching her hand.

“Why is she so cold?! Why is she lying here?!” She looked at me. “What's wrong with her, Julian?!” She shook her daughter harder now, but that didn't help either.

“What have you done to my daughter?!” she screamed with a disturbed look on her face and burst into tears.

I pulled back.

“What have you done?!” she screamed again; this time directed at Emely.

My father rushed to Diana and pulled her aside.

“No! My daughter!” Diana continued to scream and crawled back to Bay.

“It was the Ruisangors...” Emely said quietly, almost barely audible.

Then everything happened far too quickly. A shadow flitted past us and came to a halt right next to me.

“Move aside,” the man in the suit I had last seen with Adrian on campus demanded.

I stood in front of him, ready to fight.

“Move away boy! I can help her!”

I looked into his gray eyes, which were beginning to glow reddish.

“Who can guarantee you won't kill her outright like your offspring did to the other girl?”

I felt my transformation kick in, and my veins stood out.

“He took her to safety,” the man in front of me said, unimpressed yet tense. Then he shot past me and bent down to Bayla to take the jacket off her neck.

Diana Adams stared at him in shock, as if she knew him, but she didn't interrupt him, even though Quatura and Ruisangors hated each other as much as Senseque and Quatura did.

However, everyone was now staring at the bloody wound that the man was shining a flashlight on, clearly showing us a bite mark.

“What are you doing here, Bastien?” we heard from the street, where Alarik got out of a car and hurried over to us.

I looked at Emely.

Had she called him?

“I could ask you the same question, Alarik,” Bastien replied without turning away from Bayla. “As far as I know, you've been expelled from this territory too.”

Alarik did not respond to the Ruisangor but hurried over to us.

“Emely, you called me and said there was an emergency. I hurried and...”

Alarik fell silent.

Diana began to sob and shake her motionless daughter again, but it didn't increase the chances of her survival, nor did it cause any reaction.

Bayla was gone. And I was in shock.

In front of me lay Bayla Adams, the girl who had just moved in next door to us. Lifeless.

The problem was that it wasn't just any girl anymore. It was Bay. I didn't know exactly what that meant. I just felt a sense of loss in my chest, strong and painful.

“Who attacked my daughter?!” Diana cried out angrily, lowering her head to Bayla's chest, where she sobbed bitterly.

“Your daughter...” Bastien whispered, looking up, but the wind, which had just risen and was colder than in recent days, swallowed his words.

It blew through my hair and made me look up at the sky, which had turned dark, almost purple. Clouds piled up like mountains that were about to collapse. A rumble of thunder sounded in the distance.

“Who did this to my girl?!” Diana sobbed hysterically through her tears.

“She's not dead...” Bastien said without a sound, and I looked at him in surprise.

Diana also raised her head and looked at Bastien, whose entire appearance was becoming more and more puzzling.

“What are you talking about, Bastien?” Diana gasped, but Bastien didn't seem to care.

“Her heart,” he said instead. “It's beating, barely noticeable.”

I had never understood how Ruisangors' senses worked. I couldn't believe what he had just said. I was sure that her heart had stopped beating.

Diana started to cry harder again when my father finally pulled her to him and held her tight.

“My little girl. Who would do such a cruel thing?!” Diana's voice broke.

“Diana, she's not dead,” Bastien repeated.

I looked at Alarik, who hadn't said anything else so far and was just staring down at the girl.

“I have to take her with me,” Bastien finally said, which once again sent everyone present into an uproar.

“No...” Diana gasped in panic and looked up. “You can't take her...”

“Whatever happened, the girl stays here!” it came angrily from the street, where a black VW had parked behind Alarik's car.

“Alarik, Bastien... You should get out of here as quickly as possible before Gloria...” Then the mayor spotted me and Emely on the ground, Bayla between us.

“What have you done…” she burst out in shock and rushed over to us. “Which one of you touched one of our sisters?”

She also felt the pulse, and like everyone else except Bastien, who seemed to be playing a trick on us, she realized that there was nothing there except blood staining her fingers.

“Bastien...” The shock on her face grew, and she slowly turned her head toward the tall man.

“It wasn't him,” Diana continued to sob, burying her head in my father's shoulder.

Dad had told Mia and me that they had both been very good friends back then. I wondered if it had ever been more than that. I postponed the thought again because I was aware that it was forbidden. My father always followed the rules without exception.

“We have to get her to Moenia. Now! Maybe I'll be able to get her to...”

“The last place she belongs is in your damn temple,” Bastien interrupted the Domini in annoyance. “She's coming with me.”

He put his arms around her body and picked her up as if she were light as a feather.

“This girl is one of us. She's part of the Circle. And the last thing I'm going to do is leave her to one of you!”

The mayor sounded unusually strict and upset. I wouldn't have reacted any other way. And yet I was too shocked to understand any of this mess.

“This girl can't be one of you,” Bastien said in a serious tone and took a step back.

The fact that he could just disappear with her at any moment, like Adrian did with Larissa, made me jump up. If he ran, so would I.

He held Bayla's lifeless body in his arms. “She's with us now.”

“What are you talking about, Bastien?” Alarik sounded confused, just as I felt.

“If she survives, and she will, then she's one of us,” Bastien insisted impatiently.

“No... She'll die because she doesn't carry the conditions for such things,” Amara said, approaching Bastien slowly.

“I can hear her heartbeat, Amara. You know what that means. She will become one of us.”

Amara shook her head in haste. “No, Bastien! She's one of us. She's the daughter of one of our sisters. And the reason you can still hear her heartbeat is because she might be about to die. I can help her!”

Bastien didn't seem to want to discuss it any further, but instead gave Diana a look that could have meant anything. But he said nothing. He looked at Bayla, who looked ashen despite the warm lantern light. She looked like a statue of a goddess, like the ones that adorned the houses of the Quatura a few streets away.

“You put her down right now if you don't want this to have serious consequences,” Amara tried a different approach. “This could turn out pretty well for you if you behave properly.”

Bastien seemed to be struggling for temper. “Amara... you don't understand.”

“Bastien, that's enough. She's one of us!” Diana told him and straightened up. She wiped away her tears, which had something childlike and fragile about it. “I want Amara to take care of her! Here! In my house!”

“But in Moenia...” Amara began, but Diana interrupted her with unexpected assertiveness.

“If you don't want a war, then you should bring her to my house. I think everyone here knows that the death of my daughter would mean chaos, and by the time she is somewhere else, it may be too late!”

I hardly recognized Ms. Adams. She immediately seemed less fragile, more stubborn, and superior.

“We should take her into the house,” Alarik finally said, taking Bayla out of Bastien’s arms, not without their eyes meeting for a moment. They were not hostile, as I would have expected, but scrutinizing, cautious.

And then something happened that no one had expected. Bayla's body began to tremble. Slightly at first, then stronger.

“What's happening to her?” Emely asked, and for the first time, there was fear in her voice.

“Something's wrong...” Amara finally said and began to whisper something I didn't understand. She put a hand on Bayla's forehead, which was now filled with beads of sweat.

Bayla's body vibrated and vibrated, then a deafening rumble of thunder sounded above our heads, and lightning flashed across the city.

“What the...” Mia gasped, and I pulled her to me.

The ground began to shake slightly, and the storm above us thundered powerfully, almost threateningly. The wind swept thousands of leaves into the air, blew away Emely’s jacket and shook the facades of the house.             

Then it started to rain.

This damn storm...

To make matters worse, countless disturbed ravens shot over our heads and... formed a circular formation.

I watched in shock as the noisy animals grew in number, but no one around seemed to notice.

“Amara, what about the girl?” Alarik asked aloud, because the thunder was ear-splitting.

Something dark was settling over the city at that very moment. It had started a few weeks ago when she had come here, but I had suppressed that uneasy feeling in the back of my neck day after day. Bayla was the trigger for something in this city, the key to a lock. Her appearance had set something in motion, and a deep, knowing feeling made its way into my consciousness. The feeling that this town would soon perish. And we with it.
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Chapter 68

Emely

As if paralyzed by the events of last night, I stood at one of the windows of the entrance to our estate and stared out into the expansive garden, toward the meadow where Hunter and Cody were training my little brother, Finn. The smiles on their faces seemed so surreal, like they were living in a different world than I was at that moment.

Whatever had happened in the Quatura neighborhood yesterday, it would take me a while to process it.

Alarik had taken me home with him, and we hadn't said a word to each other the entire journey. Not a single one. When we had finally arrived, I had asked him if he would tell Father about it. And he had done so.

Father knew. And he had locked himself in his office.

I knew he was sitting there staring at the chessboard, knew he was racking his brains, fearing that if a human and a witch had been attacked, we would be next. He assumed the DeLoughreys were trying to give us a warning.

What if he was right? What if they were plotting to kill us all?

I fought the urge to rush up to Alarik's apartment and tell him about the connection to Bayla.

If there was one thing I didn't like, it was losing track of things and not knowing what was going on.

“Dimitrio,” I heard my father's exhausted voice through the office door. “No, there have been no further incidents.”

I looked up, turned to the double doors, and carefully crept over the floorboards that didn't creak until I reached the frame.

“However, I don't know how long this will last, and I'd like to know the pack is safe.”

Who was he talking to on the phone?

“That's why I called you.” He cleared his throat. “To be more precise, to take you up on your offer.”

I listened intently. An offer? Then it could only be an Alpha... And since Father had been seeking a pact with the Russian Alpha for years, I knew it could only be Dimitrio Rolanow.

“My daughter is old enough.” My breath hitched. “If your son wins the traditional games, he is worthy of her hand.” My heart stopped beating. “Yes, I'm sure of it.” My father's voice sounded more and more distant to my ears, and it was as if the strength was draining from my body. “My daughter is ready to be his wife.”

His wife?

With trembling knees, I slid down the door frame. Heaviness settled on my chest and pushed me further down until I was crouched in front of my father's office with my back pressed against the frame.

Glistening tears that I didn't know where they came from escaped my eyes, ran down my cheeks, gathered on my chin, and dripped down onto the olive-green blouse.

He wanted me to marry someone? Not just anyone but the son of the Russian Alpha... The son of the most powerful Alpha in the world.

Overwhelm and confusion became a confused mixture in my increasingly heavy chest. It was as if someone who meant a lot to me had thrown me off a cliff and promised me that the impact wouldn't be hard. But I fell, completely confused and powerless.

He hadn't even asked me...

I stared at my trembling knees, giving in to the increasingly heavy lump in my chest.

Behind the door, my father was talking to the Russian Alpha, but the content of his words no longer reached me.

Marriage... Me? How was I supposed to manage that? I didn't know how to love, and even less how to...

No. Stop.

I hastily wiped away my tears.

What was I doing here?

I had to be strong. I couldn't let this spark of selfishness get the upper hand now. I had to trust my father. He did everything for this pack. Just as I would do anything for this pack. There was a reason he accepted the Russian Alpha's offer. I was his key to an alliance, something that would help him against our family enemies, something that would save the pack from the Ruisangors.

Why was I even crying?

I stared at the family portrait in front of me on the hallway wall. That family picture from 1810, where Jeremiah Copeland had his hand around the shoulders of the first Esadowa woman to marry into this family. Tayen. In front of them, their five sons.

I stifled a sob.

Father had given me a job, and just as Tayen had probably gotten it from her father, to ensure the survival of the tribe and the survival of the Senseque, I would protect my family and the pack from the danger out there, do everything in my power.

Everything would be fine.

I would make Father proud. Finally.
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Chapter 69

Mady

My headache was worse than it had been for a long time, and when I realized I was lying in my bed, I sat upright.

Memories from last night flashed through my patchy mind. Unpleasant memories.

I had listened to Miles and walked home. It had been raining, and the lanterns in our street had been broken. Probably a power cut.

I had been forced to climb through the kitchen window because Ezra had been working a night shift at Lola's Diner. In the process, I had left a mess in the kitchen.

“Shit...” Groaning, I pushed back the covers.

Ezra was going to kill me. If I was lucky, he was still asleep.

I slipped into the shower, changed into fresh clothes, and headed downstairs to tidy up. Then, I took my binders with the notes from the last Clinical Psychology lectures downstairs to sit at the dining room table and study.

It helped to somehow block out last night, even though my concentration faded at some point, and I fell asleep three times in between. Not even the coffee helped, except that it made my headache worse.

I tried to call Larissa, but she didn't answer her cell phone, which was unusual for her.

I would call her again later.

When Bayla didn't answer either, I became suspicious.

Had Grace told her something? Had she managed to make me look bad in front of my new friends, too? What if Amber was right? What if I was doomed to not make any friends in this town?

I looked at my watch. It was already two in the afternoon, and my brother was still asleep. He was a night owl and often studied until four in the morning, but he was up by ten at the latest. Like me, he had started to need more sleep, even though he wasn't taking any more medication.

I would talk to him tonight about getting a job. It couldn't go on like this, with him being the only one working, even though my studies were already overwhelming me.

My gaze slid to the large family photo on the wall, where I had been just ten years old. Our father was tousling Ezra's hair, and I was hanging on Mum's back.

We both looked like copies of our parents, and I wasn't really wrong about that. Just as Ezra looked like our father, I wore my hair like my beautiful mother and had her smile. I was reading her books, wearing her jewelry...

I often caught Ezra staring at this picture when he was studying. And it broke my heart because I knew he was doing all that work, all those long hours with his head over his medical books, all that studying, just for him.

Dad would be proud of him. And if Ezra didn't know it, I would tell him.

I smiled and let my eyes wander to the other pictures when the doorbell rang.

I reluctantly tore my gaze from the paintings and hurried across the first floor to open the door.

Confused, I looked at Mr. Bardot, Julian's father.

Had he come to confront me about Mia?

He was wearing his uniform. And standing next to him was a woman, also in uniform.

“Mr. Bardot...”

I saw his face fill with concern. He stared at me.

“I can't do this...” he finally said, turning to his colleague before turning away from me and walking into the front garden.

I stared after him in confusion.

“Are you Miss Campbell?”

“Yes?” I stuttered. “Is everything all right?”

I immediately thought of Mia. She hadn't contacted me again either.

The woman swallowed before continuing.

“I'm sorry to inform you that your brother, Ezra Campbell, was found dead in the parking lot outside Lola's Diner at seven o'clock this morning.”

My heart skipped a beat, and a shiver ran down my spine.

“An animal fatally wounded him.”

Paralyzed by the woman's words, I stared into the front yard from where Mia's father was watching me.

Why didn't he say anything?

I looked at the woman, shaking my head.

“No, he…” I stumbled back. “It must be a misunderstanding.” I looked toward the stairs. “My brother's in his bed.”

I turned around and rushed up the stairs. Every step filled me with fear, and my heartbeat returned. It was literally hammering against my chest as if it wanted to go to Ezra.

I yanked open Ezra's bedroom door.

His bed was empty.

Why was his bed empty?

“No...” I sighed breathlessly.

Why was his bed empty?!

One tear and then another.

“No!”

I lunged forward and ripped the covers off. Nothing.

More tears.

And then I screamed, “Ezra!”

I searched for his cell phone, for his shoes, but they were gone, too.

He was gone! My brother. Gone!

“No!” I screamed even louder.

Something fragile inside me crashed to the floor, shattering into a thousand painful fragments. A pain I had never felt before in my life.

I wanted to scream, but no sound came out of my throat.

Then I slumped down on the bed, sobbing, and buried my face in his pillow.

“Please... Come home, Ezra...”
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Epilogue

He stood in the kitchen of the old house, which had been completely renovated.

The last time he had been here, it had smelled of her freshly applied perfume, but also of her. He had picked her up for the winter ball. The last time he had seen her happy.

The memory of what had happened gave him mixed feelings. On the one hand, he longed for that time, for all the things he had been able to experience, for the project they all had striven for, but most of all, he longed for her.

On the other hand, he also wanted to forget. But you couldn't forget what your heart had been so deeply attached to.

“Why are you back here?” he asked instead, curious as to what had brought Diana back to Blairville. Why she had come back to a place where she had lost her best friend.

“Personal reasons,” she said quietly, and he could imagine it had something to do with the Circle.

When he'd walked in, he'd spotted her work ID in the key bowl on a dresser. She worked at the DeLoughrey Science Center. He wondered if she was still researching the same things. But he wouldn't ask her. Not now. Now, it was about something else.

“Why did you want to see me?”

He pulled his hands out of the pockets of his trousers and leaned against the kitchen counter. Just as he had done back then. This house made him feel young, even though there were almost twenty years between his current self and his old self.

“Why did you give my daughter this book?”

She turned to him questioningly. In her hand was the blue leather book with the golden dragonfly. But it wasn't just any dragonfly that she had let print on her cover back then. It had been their dragonfly, the dragonfly of all the members. Their common symbol.

He cleared his throat.

He had never expected Diana to confiscate it. The fact that she had discovered it alone was something he should have taken into consideration. Diana had always been the most observant of them all.

“So that someone other than us can read her words,” he said, to be honest at least.

Diana eyed him thoughtfully before expressing her displeasure.

“Her words are dangerous, especially for our kids. Just like the contact between our children is on campus.”

“Diana, you know how I feel about the contract.” He was annoyed, not with Diana, but with this ridiculous agreement that seemed to haunt him like a curse. “You know what she thinks...thought of the contract...”

In his mind, he was back in the past.

“We saw last night what can happen when the species don't stay away from each other,” Diana dodged his suggestion.

Her eyes were bloodshot and her shoulder-length dark blonde hair was disheveled. You could tell she was exhausted, especially after what had happened to her daughter.

“It's not about the species, Diana. You know that as well as I do.” She looked down at the floor. And he knew he'd hit the mark. “If she saw what we've become, she'd turn over in her grave.”

His own words caused him incredible pain.

He bit his lower lip.

How could something so far in the past still affect him so much? He asked himself that every last Tuesday of the month when he wrote another letter and then put it in the drawer; when he went through the pictures from back then and when he was always on the verge of entering the room. A room full of memories.

“We both signed the new contract. You were there, Alarik,” Diana told him firmly. “And we should finally realize that it's better this way.”

He wanted to see it. But he didn't see it. He remembered the values they had all shared, a higher idea they had all held. She had warned him that the project must not be forgotten. He remembered that. The way she had laid there and stared at him, her pleading look, almost panicked. It had broken his heart.

“I'm giving you this book hoping I'll never see it in Bayla's hands again.”

She looked at him insistently.

He wondered what she had done with her own copy. He still knew Diana from back then. She had even helped work out the plans. It would never have occurred to him that she would change her mind in such a radical way. That she would even give up on their shared project.

But he finally nodded.

Diana looked at him for a moment, and he was about to ask if something was bothering her when she pressed the book into his hand.

“I know her words meant a lot to you,” Diana sighed.

He swallowed and looked at the dragonfly imprinted in gold. Her words were the real gold. They were music to his soul.

“She would have liked others to read it, too,” he finally said and turned to leave.

He was in no hurry, but he didn't want to stay here either. The house with all the memories evoked far too many emotions in him.

He thought about how Diana had managed to live here – going to work every day, cooking here, sleeping here – up there, where her room used to be. He wondered if it still looked the same.

“Alarik...” Diana said when he had almost reached the door. He turned to her with expectation. “I miss her just as much.”

He looked at her sadly and saw in her glassy eyes that she was telling the truth. However, he didn't have the strength to respond, so he just nodded and opened the door.

It was windy outside. Just as windy as the day he had lost her. Brown leaves flew through the Adams' front garden, just like all the ravens in the street... as if they were fleeing from something threatening.

In fact, the next storm was coming. Just like twenty years ago.

Something had changed recently. Not only had the weather become more unsettled, but so had the entire town. 

As Alarik walked down the porch, he didn't know that much would soon change in his life. Nor did he know that he had set something in motion when he had given Bayla Adams the book. And what he knew least of all was that in his hand was the key to her legacy.

He was walking through the garden, and she was watching him right from the window of her room. And she knew that it wasn't over yet. That it had just begun. Today, 20 years ago.




The End
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Glossary

Alpha – Leader of a Senseque pack

Alpha bond – connection that a pack member has with his Alpha, which brings some advantages within the pack rank; only an Alpha or someone with the alpha can make or voluntarily break this connection

Alpha gene – gene that can be inherited if both parents are Senseque and at least one of the parents carries the gene; gene that allows control over other Senseque

Amphetrite – water goddess

Beta – pack members who are closest to and advise the Alpha; children of the Alpha as soon as they transform for the first time; spouses of the Alpha; stronger and more assertive than lower pack ranks

black moonstone – type of rock that Ruisangors use to protect themselves from the effects of sunlight on their skin; note the differences between Legacy Ruisangors and Transformed!

Celestia – mother goddess of Moenia, Amphetrite, Haizea and Tanazar

Circle – predominant union of all Quatura within a defined area

Code – written agreement, established between the Alphas of the world to protect the existence of the Senseque species

control stones – crystal used by Quatura to better balance their magic; magic storage function; is activated during a rite of passage and only works for the matching Quatura

Councils – controlling opposition to the Circle; protection of the Circle; consisting of Air Quatura

Delta - Pack members who protect the pack and obey the Alpha or the Betas; majority of the pack

Discipulus – Quatura whose elemental powers are strong enough to be trained; in training for certain ranks and specializations; are taught by Oraculi and Domini

Domini - Leader of a Circle; often an Earth Quatura

DLSC – DeLoughrey Science Center

DUIO – DeLoughrey Underground Information Organization

Elemental test - test that shows how far the magic in a Quatura has already developed; often necessary to climb ranks

Haizea – air goddess

Legacy Ruisangors – Ruisangors born with the Ruisangor gen, transformed and possessing psychic powers; very different from Transformed Ruisangors

Moenia – temple of Quatura, earth goddess

Naturalis – parts of the body that are used in rituals (e.g. hair, blood)

Novices - Quatura who have completed the rite of passage but are not yet trained, either because they have not yet passed the element test due to weak magic, or because they are completely new

Omega - weaker Senseque that are not able to defend the pack; young Senseque that are not yet able to transform

Oraculi - Teacher within a Circle for a specific element; teaches Discipulus in one of the temples in the forest, on the coast or in Moenia;

Quatura – elementals (earth, water, air, fire)

Receptum – DeLoughrey Manor

rite of passage - ritual that young Quatura between the ages of fifteen and twenty must undergo in order to bind their elemental magic to a control stone; Quatura tradition to rise to Novice rank and therefore become part of the Circle

Ruisangors – a specific form of vampires

Salma - alchemical pale white potion used to erase memories; emotion-dampening effect

Senseque – Werewolves

Servus - Temple servants who mainly attend or practice rituals or perform their duties within the Circle; majority of Circle members

Tanazar – fire goddess

Tempesta – art of controlling storms, which Air Quatura can learn at Discipulus rank; defense tactics of council members

Transformed – Ruisangors who were born without Ruisangor gene and became Ruisangor through a transformation by a Legacy Ruisangor; strong difference to Legacy Ruisangors

Umbra – forbidden magic

ungifted - someone who descends from a Quatura lineage but does not possess an element
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Thank you!

...that you give this book, and with it the first of many books from the Maezosverse, a chance. Buckle up. It's going to be a wild ride, and I'm incredibly excited to break and mend a few readers' hearts.

Thanks to Ami for keeping me grounded in reality when escapism hits too hard again. Without your support I wouldn't be half as far. Ana hbek.

Thanks to Lizzy, my alpha reader, critique partner, best friend and the person who motivates me not to give up on bad days. Without you, this book definitely wouldn't have come out.

Thanks to Celeste. I wouldn't want to miss your motivation and your daily advice on writing problems.

Thank you to Redd, Sitarra and Selene for your support, your hype and the friendship I've found through you in the writing community. You are irreplaceable and I am looking forward to seeing your books on my shelf one day.

A special thanks also goes to Sarah (whydoihavetoart) for agreeing to create the covers for my books. I would never have believed that someone could create such damn cool covers.

And last but not least. Thank you, Blairville. For saving my life more than once. I will make sure that the world discovers your complex history, and that the glory of your darkness brings out those stars that thought they were too dark to shine but were meant to shine for all eternity.

“per aspera ad astra”
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Mae Zosary worked as a school psychologist before losing herself completely in her fictional world. When she's not travelling through PANUBIS on a cloud ship, she explores the mysterious Canadian island of Blairville with her two shadow dogs. Writing has already saved her life several times, which is why she will never stop making life difficult for poor characters and torturing readers with thick immersive books.

Book 2 of the Dark Academia Dark Fantasy Romance Series:

The Blairville Legacies – A University of Betrayal

The drama has not even begun…

Vanderwood University, where the descendants of the town's three most influential families clash. A tension zone full of conflicts, dangers, and secrets. A place, where a tragedy happened two decades ago...

For ambitious law student Emely Copeland, the pack has always been priority. And marrying the Russian Alpha's son seems like the perfect way to prove her loyalty.

However, complications arise when her childhood friend suddenly shows interest in her. And as if that weren’t enough, her academic rival and son of the family enemies, Miles DeLoughrey, who shouldn't even be near her, seems to be eager to become her academic rival, not without painfully reminding her of the role she has to play in a system of power and intrigue.

Meanwhile, science student Julie Blair is determined to uncover what the mysterious and dangerous Professor Quentin Tiberius is up to, all while hiding her rapidly growing powers from the Circle.

But how long can she keep her true identity hidden? And is her professor the only one she should be wary of?

The students' fates seem to increasingly intertwine, especially after discovering the diary entries of a girl who vanished twenty years ago…

But should they delve deeper into the past, or will it lead them all to their doom?
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woman?
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I'd love to &
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Do you have professors as stressful as | do?
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Nah, we're still on the road, and my signal sucks.
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So much crap. And | really wonder sometimes
if my life is already destined to be so
exhausting. Athena isn't with me anymore.
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Is there anything | can do to make it up to you?
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Hey, please, don't be so hard on yourself.
We both have enough drama in our lives.
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Did your family force you into football?
Among other things xD
Especially in my early youth, | was repeatedly

shown that | was out of place, even though |
just did what was asked of me.
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Good morning, my Charis ;)
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Don't worry
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Where the hell are you?
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I'm sorry... It was just all too much in my
head...
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Don't thank me. Tell me how you're doing
instead. You said your weekend was stressful?
Tell me. Atlantis can wait.
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No.

Never.
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Vanderwood University
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I'm looking forward to finally meeting my little Charis ;)
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I would love to &
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I hope you had a nice day.
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Enjoy it, maybe you'll meet some hot dates
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Hey Erik, Hermes be with this chat history ;)
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There's something you want to tell me...
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Hey J, how are you?

My day was abnormally stressful. | hope
yours was better...

Neither Achilles nor Prometheus are with
me ;)

ird
I'm worried.
I hope nothing has happened to you.

Please text me if anything happened. I'd love
to be there for you
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Don't worry. | just want to text with you tomorrow
night. That's all | want to do. | have an interesting

theory about Atlantis, the city from Plato’s dialog,

that I'd like to share with you... Even though you'll
probably think I'm crazy.
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| can hardly wait to see you. You wouldn't
believe how long I've been waiting.
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| know exactly that you are laughing right
now.
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| care about you, too, Erik
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Come out to the parking lot.
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The students are the ones | don't get along with.

Which in turn has to do with the town
Vanderwood is located in.
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Medusa was a misunderstood woman.
That's all I'm trying to say.
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| like you more and more
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This weekend, there's a party in the town
where | live, and my football team wants to go.
Would you like to come along?

You live somewhere in British Columbia and
that would be an opportunity to meet up.
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Once again, I'm really sorry.
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It's complicated...

| grew up under enormous pressure to
perform. | was expected to be the strongest
and best in every area of life.
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Well, have you arrived in the Canadian outback yet?
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Why? What happened?
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My family is just burdening me with
certain tasks at the moment...

Explain that to me in more detail
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I

No matter what's going on in your family, you
don't have to tell me if it feels uncomfortable
for you.
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Hey J, just let me know when | can start
spamming you





OEBPS/image_rsrcAXD.jpg
Tonight...
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BREAKING NEWS!

FIGHTS AT
VANDERWOOD
CAMPUS

Bilionaire family DeLoughrey sends thir
offspring to Vanderwood University,
‘which escaltes locally into  braw at the
‘campus bar, Midnights. The town'schief
medical offce, Dr. Nickolas Copeland,
‘whoremains in areal estate war with the
DeLoughreys, has also been spotted on
campus, But neither he nor his son will
comment onthe amivaloftheirrivals.

Vanderwood Principal Alarik Copeland
speaks of tolerance for all Blainlle
residents, cven fthey are in a real estate

But whats the deal with the
DeLoughreys? A they tying to send a

message?
Will they soon be buying up the
wniversitybuiklings as well?

A MYSTERIOUS
FAMILY...

Not much is, known about this
family, which came to Blairville 250
‘years ago and has since retreated to
isisolated estaein Fogs Forest.
There are 1o records of significant
family members from the past, no
formative events linking the family
tothe town, neverthelessitlooks ke
Nicolaj DeLoughrey wants 1 buy
outtheentiretown.

sl lie is known about the
mysteriousmuli-bilionaire who
owes his wealth to investments in
‘Canadaand the United States.
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I like bars...
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My week has been so chaotic and the only thing | want to
do is switch off and talk to you about the interesting things.
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Anyway, I'm grateful that there's at least
one sane person in my life.





OEBPS/image_rsrcAVX.jpg
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Believe me... Where | live, it's Ares who
rages.
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Whiskey
I think I've been consuming too much of it lately.

Sorry,) ©
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Hey Erik... wasn't feeling well this weekend
and my family kept me pretty busy.
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It's different with her...
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Tell me how you grew up
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That could be me. Arrived at university
too, by the way. XD
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HORRIFIC MURDER
LEADS LOCAL POLICE
TO TAKE ACTION

Blairville police have banned entry
to Fogs Forest and placed patrol
cars at official forest entrances.
Authorities also warn  against
trespassing in Copeland Woods,
with the ban primarily targeting
Vanderwood students,

NEWS FROM
VANDERWOOD
UNIVERSITY!
Aseveayfewyears the dection o the
Bresdential Committeeand tsain
representatvs will ke place in 3
fewmanths.
‘Wewonderifthe lctons wil make
a diflcnce ¢ Vanderwood this
ime, and wha poliical talents wil
showup?

THE TOWN'S MOST POPULAR PARTY - THE
HALLOWEEN PARTY - WILL BE HELD AT THE
DARK LIONS CLUB IN TWO WEEKS!

Tickets are available on our website or at the box office at the

dhubiself
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What if Medusa has a different story?
A different origin? What if her story is
just a symbol of something else?
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It's just...
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And that's why | don’t want to talk so
much about myself, but more about you.
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The club is pretty full and | don't think we can
talk there in private
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| have a question, |
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I'm nervous about tomorrow...
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Tonight, if you want, I'll show you what |
found out about Medusa.





