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“Every family has secrets...”
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Chapter 1

Julian

My Kind of Illusion

Jay Varton

“Graham, please, you have to leave this weekend. Gloria found out what happened this morning through the Councils’ private informants. She wants everything that is not under the control of the Circle that could be a thorn in the Ruisangors’ side removed from this part of town.”

I had just gotten up, and those were the first words I heard from downstairs as I entered the corridor bare-chested. So, I turned on my heel and grabbed one of the dark T-shirts scattered on the floor, determined to see which hostile Quatura wanted to drive us out of this area of town today.

Our father had warned us about this last night, and I, an idiot, had almost laughed. Of course, I hadn’t laughed, but had just nodded silently out of shock at all the drama about Bayla and watched the wild activity in the Adams’ house from the kitchen window.

Five times, the thunder had been so ear-splitting that I had flinched. Five times, I had thought that Bayla Adams was dead for good – until three hours ago, when Amara Blair had told us that Bay had made it. It had calmed me down, and I had finally gotten two hours of sleep.

When I’d woken up, I’d heard her heartbeat. I had stared at the ceiling for a good five minutes, listening to that strange rhythmic sound as if it were the melody of a song. It was beating slower than usual, but it was beating, which had to mean she was alive. Bayla Adams had survived a fatal Ruisangor bite.

“Gloria can go fuck herself,” I said dryly when I reached the hallway.

Dad looked at me, and I realized immediately that he had slept just as little as I had.

“Julian, please!” he snapped at me. “Please check on Mia,” he continued, and I gave the mayor in the doorway one last suspicious look before disappearing back up the stairs.

I hadn’t trusted anyone since last night. Amara Blair, Alarik, Diana, and this Bastien DeLoughrey had been talking to each other in such a strangely familiar way that doubts had arisen in my mind. I didn’t know what it was, but something wasn’t right.

This Bastien had finally disappeared from the Adams’ house after some time, not without constantly eyeing Diana. Almost as if he urgently wanted to say something, or as if Bayla’s mother was the next victim.

If there was anyone I trusted the least right now, it was the Ruisangors. Next time I saw Adrian, he would pay for this mess.

I stopped in front of Mia’s room.

That was the moment when I remembered that our father had been called out on duty three hours ago. This kind of thing often happened in the middle of the night or early in the morning when some high school kids had messed things up, but this time had been different. Lola, the little old owner of the popular town diner, had called. An animal attack. Ezra Campbell.

It had even distracted me from Bayla for a moment, but in retrospect, I didn’t know what was worse: that Bayla and her friend had been attacked by a Ruisangor or that Ezra Campbell was no longer alive.

I’d first met him when I’d moved to this neighborhood, but apart from a few words we’d exchanged, we’d had little to do with each other. He had been one of those hard-working students you saw in the library all day and who nodded to you every other week with a smile while mowing the lawn.

And then there was Mady, the girl I’d known since junior high. The Sunshine Girl who had lost her parents... and now her brother.

When I had found out about it, my remorse had been immense. She had simply taken Mia to a club, and I had intended to talk to her today about her silly decision, but now was not the time for such a conversation.

To put everything that had happened out of my mind, I knocked gently on my sister’s door.

Numb3rs

Jay Varton

“Hey. Mia Mouse, are you awake?”

“Don’t call me that...” I heard an annoyed hiss from inside and then opened the door. Mia was sitting on her bed, leaning against the bedframe and staring out of the window into the old neighbors’ storm-ravaged garden.

“I want to go over to Mady and tell her that everything is going to be okay…”

The subject had caught up with me again.

Sighing, I walked to her window and stared out into the dense forest as if something was still lurking out there, ready to claim its next victim.

Three girls had disappeared last night, including Bayla’s crazy human friend.

“Mady was there for me when our grandmother died,” Mia said tonelessly.

Dad had forbidden her to leave the house because things were particularly tense at the moment. She had called, but Mady hadn’t answered.

“You’ll see each other again soon.”

Mia laughed bitterly. “We both know that’s a lie.”

I turned to face her, and when our eyes met, I saw it. Her eyes glowed yellowish, as they increasingly did for months now.

“I don’t want to join the pack, Julian.”

Overwhelmed, I strode over to her bed to sit next to her and put an arm around her, sighing. Then I pulled her close.

“No matter where you go. I’m here for you, even if I’m not going to be right there.”

I’d been thinking all night about what it would be like to live with the pack again, at least until Dad had his old house back. And the thought had weighed me down with increasing fatigue. It had worn me down inside. And I had made up my mind.

We had nothing to do with that shit last night, and yet the Quatura wanted to kick us out. How much I hated this town once again.

“So, you’re really going to leave me alone at the Copelands?” Mia looked at me insistently. “Wow, Julian, you’re such a responsible family member.”

I raised both brows.

“Easy there, sis. You can’t have a black-and-white view of everything. Besides, I thought you were old enough, and I wouldn’t have to babysit you anymore.” She turned her annoyed gaze from me back to the window as if she needed to savor the view one last time. As if we lived in the Council District, where the most expensive houses in town were located, inhabited by Air Quatura.

If all that hadn’t happened last night, I’d probably be very angry with Mia now. I would have talked to her about the club visit, but right now, she was in a bad mood.

“You don’t know what it’s like, Julian. I can’t do anything about it. Dad will listen to the Alpha and take me to them.”

“You can try to keep as much distance as possible.”

Mia looked at me with raised brows. “Do you know how angry I am right now?”

I wanted to tell her how angry I was, but I refrained.

“You don’t have to turn...” I said instead in a firm voice. “And if it does happen at some point, I’ll be there to make sure nothing happens to you.”

The anger disappeared from her gaze, and I could see a glimmer of fear, so I gently placed my hands on her shoulders.

“Hey, Mia. It’s the first transformation. You’ll be able to suppress the rest. I’ll talk to Alarik. He’ll give you wolfsbane.”

My words didn’t seem to reassure her.

“What if I transform like you, if I do something I don’t want to or even hurt someone?”

Tears filled her eyes.

My heart tightened because I couldn’t bear the thought of her beating herself up like that. It was all my fault. I was the reason Mia was so afraid of it. Hatred for myself rose up in my throat, but I swallowed it down. What other choice did you have than to simply block out the daily pain when life gave you no other way to deal with it? I hated it, but that was my fate. The price I paid for my mother’s death.

“What if the same thing happens to me as it did to you, and I...”

“Mia,” I pressed out with all my strength. I wanted her to stop reminding me of that time. It would tear me apart from the inside.

Mia was sobbing now, and I hugged her tighter.

God, what a bad influence I was on my family. They all led such unhappy lives, and it was because of me. It was time for something to change. I hadn’t thought about it at all, but Mia’s teenage behavior might not have been so unjustified. She also tried to repress what had happened back then. And now she was completely confronted with it.

Mia started to shake; her sobs became more violent. I didn’t know what else to do but stroke her back. “Hey, Mia Mouse.”

“Don’t call me that!” she continued to sob, and I had to smile, which she automatically replied to.

Once again, I looked her firmly in the eye. “You’re strong, stronger than me. That’s why you’re going to grit your teeth, pack up the most important things, and go there.” Her expression remained unchangingly desperate. “You have my number, and you know I’ll be on campus if anything should happen. In the afternoons, you just leave to hang out with your friends.” Mia looked out the window. “It’s important to me that you have chances to get out of there.”

Mia nodded with a tear-stained face. There were dark marks around her eyes, which must have been due to the make-up she wore last night. The glitter stones on her eyes had slipped and were almost coming loose. It was strange to see my little sister with make-up on. She looked much older and somehow reminded me of Mum.

Before another painful wave of panic could rise up inside me, I got up from the bed and went to the door, not without a glance to make sure Mia was feeling better. She was just staring into the forest, lost in thought, which proved how good I was at lifting other people’s spirits.

“One more thing...” I began. “I want you to think about your circle of friends. Not Mady, but your classmates.” I turned to her in the doorway. “Not all the people who seem good for you at first glance turn out to be good for you in the end.”

When she didn’t respond, I turned to the door to leave.

I had already spoken to her about the strange connection between Ems, Bay, and me, and she had had to assure me that she would keep it to herself. However, I had needed to explain it to her, because after the scene in the parking lot yesterday, she hadn’t stopped asking questions.

Locked In A Cage

Brick + Mortar

When I arrived in my room, I closed the door and let everything out. I kicked the dresser and brought down all the picture frames from our family. A mountain of unwashed laundry kept the glass from shattering.

I was so incredibly angry again that the Quatura had so much power over us, angry at the Senseque and the pack that wouldn’t leave me alone. Now, they were taking my family away from me, too. But I was most angry at the Ruisangors. They had done so much damage. And they had almost taken the life of Bayla Adams, a human or Quatura who didn’t deserve any of this.

I rushed to the window, listening. There it was again, her heartbeat. I had never heard anything so peaceful and calming.

Slowly, I let myself slide down the wall near my grand piano by the window and lay my head back against the wall with my eyes closed. I let the gentle pounding get as close to me as possible because it changed my own heartbeat, regulated my breathing, and calmed me down inside.

I wondered how it could beat so slowly. I wondered if it was because she was asleep or because she had almost died.

I should have been at that damn party, keeping an eye on Mia and Bayla. Instead, I’d been here, playing one song after another. What a fool I was... If I’d been there with Bayla, she wouldn’t have had to leave the party alone. And if I had been here, I could have intervened in time... but I had been in my car. No matter how I turned it around, the result was the same: the unchangeable fact was that I had been in the wrong place at the wrong time.

I slowly opened my eyes and turned my head toward Bayla’s window. And right then, I just wished she would pull the curtain away and get annoyed with me.

I didn’t know why, but I couldn’t help but think back to the day we’d been at the lighthouse. It had just been an idea to go there and show her the place where I could relax. Where I could get away from the town without actually leaving it. I had never taken anyone there before, but with her, I had felt that she needed the place just as much as I did.

And then there had been that moment when I had almost kissed her. Her eyes, the turquoise and the blue one, had shone playfully, and even after the storm clouds had covered her face with shadows, my head hadn’t considered it necessary to push the thought away. I had almost kissed Bayla Adams. But all that was left in the end was a bizarrely beautiful memory of a moment that would never come again.

She had shown me that she thought I was annoying, and had even pointed out that Emely might be interested in much more than our old friendship. She had made it clear that she didn’t want anything from me, and I had decided to just be there when this strange connection between us cried out for me because that had probably been the reason for my sudden emotional chaos. She had simply been in my head too often, against my will, and perhaps in a moment of weakness, I had allowed myself to sense something that had never been there.

So, I banished that memory to the back of my mind before getting up and pulling out my travel bag. It was time to pack up and say goodbye to this place. Where I would go now, I didn’t know.
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Chapter 2

Julie

Alone In This World

RealTunesStudio

Sometimes you can’t describe it, but when everything suddenly gets worse, when the rose-colored soap bubble bursts, then it’s already too late. You were floating, but fell the next moment.

I wish I had fallen after I slept with Erik. So often, I wished I could just let go, just like I could let go with him. His kiss, my first. His touch, so intense. Warm, rough hands on my sensitive skin, on my hips, my tits... his full lips...

It had felt perfect. Until that moment when I had lost control. And there was nothing worse, nothing more fatal, for a Quatura without a control stone than being at the mercy of her emotions.

I hadn’t paid attention to that with Erik. I had allowed feelings to take over, and that had been my mistake. He had managed to erase the right memories with his touch – for a moment. In an intense game of emotions and lust, he had given me control.

Then the brutal reminder that I wasn’t free, that I was living in Blairville, had come back... and with it, the cold. Up until that point, I hadn’t wanted to admit it to myself, but no matter how hard I tried to make excuses, I kept coming back to the same painful conclusion: I was obsessed with control. Control made me survive.

Larghetto -Piano, Celestra, Strings

“Kendall’s Return”

Nicholas Britell

“She’s still unconscious. The only thing we know is that she survived it.”

Margot’s gaze lingered on me after she finished the sentence. It was only a fleeting glance, the kind she always gave me. Many words were hidden behind it, and to this day, what she didn’t say remained a mystery to me.

Then she picked up her wine glass and drank, looking at Amara.

“The bite has healed,” my aunt began, looking thoughtfully at the black candlesticks that adorned the richly laden table. “She’s strong.”

All I knew about Bayla Adams was that she had been attacked and badly injured by a feral Ruisangor on the night of October 31st.

“Apparently, stronger than many others within the Circle,” Amara continued and Ivy, who was still far too young for such matters, had to grin in my direction, whereupon Grace gave her a warning look.

“It’s time she officially becomes part of us.”

Amara looked at us all with a serious expression.

I could sense her concern, which had been drifting through this house like a thundercloud for three days. I didn’t know Amara like this because she usually managed to keep everything together with her calm nature. But if there was one thing she didn’t like at all, it was a change of plan – unknown events like this.

“That would require the rite of passage to work,” Margot remarked with unease.

“But it doesn’t,” Grace replied harshly. She had been tense the whole time. You could actually say that the whole house was suffering from the tension of its inhabitants. In moments like this, I sensed unfamiliarity. We had all known each other forever, yet it seemed as if I knew nothing about them. And they knew nothing about me.

“It will work.” Amara sighed as she put the glass down again. “Gloria and the Councils have already taken notice. They’re putting targeted pressure on us, which means we have to act. Bayla Adams will participate in the rite of passage again under your guidance.”

I looked in surprise at Amara as she looked back at Grace, who paused, stunned.

“I... I’m not even...”

“I wasn’t ready at your age either, and yet I had to do what was necessary to protect our Circle.”

Amara hadn’t said much about her youth, but we all knew that her and Margot’s mother had passed away at an early age, leaving Amara with a lot of responsibility. She had only been twenty years old.

“But...” Grace wanted to begin, but Amara interrupted her.

“Grace. You’re old enough.”

“It’s a rite of passage,” Grace blurted out indignantly.

“I had to lead my first rite of passage when I was seventeen.” Amara sounded impatient, probably because it wasn’t usual for Grace to argue when it came to the Circle. At least not in front of all of us at the dinner table.

“I’m so glad I’ll never have to do this,” Ivy snorted, putting down her fork. She was the only one finished, which was because Amara, Grace, and Margot usually led the conversations and I rarely got much down. Especially right now. My stomach was constantly tingling, and I was so focused on making sure my body didn’t unexpectedly take control of this strange magic inside me.

I looked down at my fingers, which were nervously playing with each other, their tips blue. Since the meeting with Erik, a slight shimmer had been growing beneath my skin whenever my body threatened to lose control. Magic coursing through my veins. An intoxicating feeling, but one that I couldn’t allow.

“Ivy, it is an honor to serve the goddess Moenia. Grace was given a special task with her calling,” Margot said calmly to her niece.

But Ivy was right. I couldn’t imagine anything harder than taking over the leadership of a Circle. So many duties, hardly any rest. You were the center of attention and weren’t allowed to make any mistakes, because one misstep could mean the downfall of the entire community. In other words, it was a position in which I would fail miserably.

“I don’t feel ready yet...” Grace tried again.

“You’re going to perform this ritual. And with that, I would like to end this discussion.” Amara did not allow anyone to argue with her when it came to decisions concerning the Circle. Never.

“Mum…”

I looked at Grace in surprise because she had never broken the sister rule before, even telling Ivy off when she didn’t follow it. But the fact that she was now addressing Amara familiarly and that as the predicted chosen one of the prophecy and as a future Domini...

“Grace. What’s wrong with you?” Amara asked, confused.

To be honest, it felt good when others from this family drew attention to themselves because it made people forget I was there.

Grace jumped up and stroked her brown corkscrew curls without success.

“If you’ll excuse me.” With these words, she stormed through the first floor and ran audibly up the stairs.

“Dear Lord.” Amara sighed and shook her head. Then she put the wine glass to her lips and downed the entire liquid. I had the urge to do the same, but the manners I had been taught forbade it. Besides, the wine, which had been lying in Moenia’s cellars for two hundred years, tasted miserably bitter.

“I hope she’s just having a bad day, otherwise we’ll be in trouble.”

“Why are you so worried, Mum?”

Amara looked at Ivy for a moment, but she was clearly too tired for discussions, so she ignored the personal address and answered Ivy’s question.

“You have to understand that if something happens to one of us, and we lose that person, it means we’ve failed to protect the Circle. We are like a body. If one organ is injured, it is difficult for the others to continue working.” She leaned back in her chair and looked at the window behind Margot, but it was dark outside, and I doubted that she could see even the slightest thing happening there. “Besides, Gloria is breathing down our necks. She’s just looking for ways to tighten the rules to guarantee the Councils more control over the town.”

“Doesn’t that also serve to protect us?”

I knew Ivy hadn’t meant the question entirely seriously. She was young, but not stupid, and noticed things others overlooked.

Amara laughed sarcastically before turning serious again. “Control is not protection. Control is power. And the one who has that power decides what to do with it, whether to use it for good or bad.”

My throat tightened.

I knew what she was implying, even if she didn’t say it. Nothing was more dangerous than going against the Councils. The Councils wielded great power in the role of the Circle’s opposition, pretending to restrict us so we didn’t do anything forbidden, but in reality, even Ivy sensed their dangerousness. Lots of rules and a uniform system. But the real problem was something else, a mission they were pursuing. They had seen a threat in the existence of the other species for centuries, and Gloria seemed to want to take it to the extreme.

I had long wondered how the Councils had gained so much power in a short time like this, but I had stopped when my lessons in Tempesta had begun. I wasn’t allowed to question the system, especially not as a student of Gloria Westcode, the head of the Councils. It just made you unnecessarily depressed to realize how trapped you were here.

“That’s why it’s important that we make no mistake and act as soon as something threatens us,” Amara continued.

“Like the Ruisangors?”

Ivy was good at bringing up topics that made others ache inside.

Over the last few days, there had been heated discussions between Amara and Gloria’s daughter, Amanda. She had conveyed that Amara was expected to take action, to push for stricter laws against the other species by signing new treaties and agreements. Amara had managed to negotiate compromises. The removal of the Bardots from our territory, more security at the university, whatever that meant... Nobody really talked about it, but you could tell that the Councils were taking their chances to push their interests forward.

“If Bayla wakes up, we shouldn’t have any problems,” Margot said quickly, but Ivy hit the mark again.

“What about the other girl?”

Silence.

The chances of Larissa still being alive were slim. Few people survived a serious Ruisangor bite, and the likelihood that they had taken Bayla’s friend as prey was just as plausible by now.

I had texted Larissa several times, but the messages hadn’t even gotten through, further lowering my hopes that she was still alive.

Ruisangors were ruthless, cold-hearted, and murderous. That was all I knew about them, but I wasn’t afraid of them. The thing I was most afraid of was myself.

“There’s still a lot to do at the town hall. If you’ll excuse me,” Amara interrupted the meal, visibly upset by recent events, and pushed her chair back before hurrying off across the dining room, still dressed in her dark brown business suit, causing the candles to flicker wildly.

You could see how much the responsibility was getting to her. Her attempts to hide it from us had failed. Even I sensed it somehow. Again, something I couldn’t be happy about inside, but I was. It hid my imperfection. A miserable hiding game, exhausting and tedious. I felt like a traitor. The black sheep of the family who had to keep dyeing her wool white to avoid being discovered. Like a proliferating foreign body.

“Don’t you like your food?” Margot interrupted the silence, which always made me so uncomfortable because it increased the chance of being spoken to, like now.

I stared at her, overwhelmed because I wasn’t used to her talking to me. Since I actively avoided her, she accepted my decision as if she didn’t care about me. I knew it deep down, but had suppressed it for years until it came up, and from then on, I had kept my distance. Margot was part of the circle as Servus, a sister out of formality, nothing more.

“I’m not that hungry,” I stuttered and stood up a little too quickly, not wanting to give this ridiculous small talk another chance.

“Where are you going, Julie?” Ivy asked, eyeing me intensely.

She took after Amara a lot. Not only were there signs that she carried earth magic, but she often radiated the same determination and calmness as her mother. You got the feeling that you could tell her anything, that you could open up. It was almost deceptive because I knew how fatal it could be to open up to others. And she was a goddamn child.

“I will... check on Grace,” I finally said, nodding to her and Margot before I actually decided to check on my cousin.

Cellar

Jay Varton

I knocked cautiously on the wooden door decorated with Victorian patterns, but no one answered.

Sometimes I doubted my hearing, and if I hadn’t known that Grace was always silent when someone knocked, I would have gone to my room and surrendered to my endless spiral of thoughts. Instead, I slipped through the slightly open crack of the door into the room, where a tense Grace was hunched over her desk, studying old tomes on earth magic.

She hated it. She never said so, but the reluctance with which she always reached for those books was impossible for even me to miss.

I looked around, but the room was unchanged, full of plants, shelves of vials filled with dried herbs, covered with faded labels with their contents written in black ink. Then there was the crystal collection among all the books on the shelves, coal drawings of earth magic runes that all worked at the same time, one against dust, another against intruders, and then there was the one for dreams, all combined with the right minerals that allowed them to work.

I was always amazed at what Earth Quatura were capable of, and what they could do with herbs and elemental symbols made from crystal pigments. The fact that simply using different minerals for the same symbol had a different effect also made this magic so complex. I was not surprised that the Earth Quatura were assigned the task of Domini.

“What do you want, Julie?”

I bit the tip of my tongue.

“Are you still mad at me for going home without you? I mean... the Halloween party...”

I pressed my shaking hands together behind my back.

Grace turned to me.

“Jesus, Julie, it’s not always about you.”

I winced.

It was never about me. I made sure of that. Yet, our recent conflicts had been about me.

Hesitantly, I tried a different approach. “You can tell me if there’s anything.”

I knew I was asking her to do something I had never completely given her myself and probably never would be able to, but Grace wasn’t afraid to be honest with me.

“I can’t believe you can’t show a bit of understanding for my situation. Not you, not Margot, and certainly not my own mother! Everything is so sudden, and I’m carrying this burden on my shoulders.” She looked at me with an unclear expression. Her make-up was a little smeared, as if she had been crying. “You know what the funny thing is? I didn’t choose it. If I’d had the choice, I would never have gotten into this position.” She ruffled her hair and turned back to the table to close the book and then take it to one of the many shelves. “What I’m reading here is far too much knowledge.” She shoved the book between all the other thick handbooks. “I admire her every goddamn day, how she manages it all, all the responsibility she balances on her little finger.” She made a gesture with her hand, then went back to the desk and put her writing materials in the leather pencil case that had belonged to our grandmother. “But that’s not me. That’s my mother. And just because she managed to take over an entire community so young doesn’t mean I’ll be able to.” She then lifted up the book for the introduction to business studies for first-year students. “Just like this ridiculous university degree.” She slammed the book into the corner, making a noise that made me wince again. “I hate it!” she said out loud. Then she dropped onto her bed and started to cry.

In situations like this, I feel extremely helpless. I was unable to empathize with others, let alone show any real compassion. All it did was evoke a certain nervousness, an awkwardness.

Nevertheless, I walked over to Grace, sat down carefully and put my hand on her back, just as Amara often did with Ivy when she hurt herself while playing and then cried.

Grace flinched, and I withdrew my hand.

“God, Julie, you’re freezing.”

I quickly hid my hands between my thighs and said sheepishly, “I’m probably still a bit sick.”

Luckily, she didn’t elaborate but started playing with the green crystal on her neck. It glowed slightly, which was due to the fact that she was very emotional at the moment and was storing some of her excess magic in it. Without the control stone, uncontrollable things would have happened now, just as they had with me.

“I just need a break.” Grace sounded exhausted, just like Amara had earlier when she’d gotten up and left. “But I can’t afford to take it like others here.”

I knew she meant me, but I left it at that, not letting it get to me.

“Is there anything I can do for you?” I finally asked with caution.

“The only thing I expect from you is that you understand me, Julie.” Grace looked at me now, her gaze so emotional that I found it hard to understand the meaning behind her facial expressions. “There will come a time when I will be your Domini, and then I will want you by my side as my closest advisor.”

Her words made me feel like I was doing her wrong, lying to her, even betraying her. I wasn’t the close friend she always thought I was. All I knew at that moment was that I was dangerous. My new magic was consuming me, and it was only a matter of time before something would happen that would scare Grace.

I would have loved to tell her the truth, but I couldn’t. I would do my best to protect her, to be by her side, just as she wanted. And I knew at that moment that I had to be submissive. Not for the goddamn Circle, but for Grace.

Alone In This World

RealTunesStudio

I sat on the floorboards of my room and wrapped the book about the Gorgon sister Medusa in plain brown wrapping paper, simply because we had nothing else. The reason I did it was because of the chat with Erik and my feelings of remorse, which only made the uncontrollable magic inside me even more uncontrollable.

After I had put distance between this far too beautiful reality and my real one last night, Erik had texted me directly, and I hadn’t dared to reply until this morning.
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Normally, I rarely felt the urge to destroy things, but when I read this message, I felt like throwing my phone out of the window.

I regretted nothing of what we had done. Not a single kiss, not a single touch, not that I’d had my first time with him. The memory alone was enough to send a tingle down the inside of my thighs.

But I couldn’t give him false hope, so I had sent the second most painful message of my existence.
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It had taken Erik a while to reply. And I had tried to take away the pain that my own messages caused me with another. The two fresh red lines on my wrist were still shimmering.
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Feelings that I had been too blind to see until that moment when Erik and I had faced each other for the first time.

He deserved better. Someone who was allowed to return his feelings. And nothing hurt more than knowing that I would never be that someone. I was a Quatura, and anything like relationships with people that went beyond mere sexual intercourse was strictly forbidden.

J: Whatever you feel, I don’t feel it.

No answer from him. Four new cuts.

Maybe I was simply wrapping up this book to repress what had happened, to save something that could no longer be saved, and to somehow apologize. But no thousand books in the world would make up for what I had destroyed between us.

After all, Erik’s birthday was coming up soon. I didn’t know how old he would be and whether this address in Vancouver was still valid, but I would send it, as I always did. A number on the package would eventually send it to his correct address, just the way his book packages had always reached me.

The irony that we both lived in Blairville only made my heart clench harder. I had taken another dose of Gloria’s liquid Salma to dull my emotions, but it didn’t really help. It was like a protective wall built around my heart, but anything to do with Erik quickly found a way through this façade.

I carefully slipped the letter into the last open gap in the package before closing it for good.

I would have to scar my whole body for this letter, and it wouldn’t be enough because it would take away my pain, but not Erik’s.

Why had the gods sent me someone who was good for me, only for me to destroy him?

No. There were no gods. There was only me, and I was responsible for all my suffering. All the suffering that had ever happened to me was a consequence of emotions I had allowed, emotions that had made me weak or a hopeless dreamer.

I forced myself to focus on the soft brown ribbon, but my gaze kept slipping to my wrist. This time, however, I managed to look down at the plain silver bracelet Grace had made for me. It contained wolfsbane extract, which helped against Senseque and was often combined with silver against Ruisangors. Holding it to their neck should be enough to shock or even burn them, but I doubted I would ever need it.

I usually wore the silver bracelet Grace had given me for my birthday two years ago, but I hadn’t been able to find it this morning.

I forced myself to take my eyes off my arm and looked down at the package in front of my knees.

I wouldn’t blame Erik if he burned it. And I would welcome it if the gods returned to me all the suffering, I had given him.

My eyes automatically wandered from the package to my bookshelf and I stood up, headed for the right half of the shelf, and pulled out the first book Erik had sent me. It was a collection of texts by Plato with a fine leather cover, something very simple and yet so important to me.

I opened the first page and read Erik’s spidery note.

My Charis,

I thought of you when I was in the second-hand bookshop in my town today. This collection has a beautiful cover, and I’ve always wanted to send you books anyway. I hope you can do something with it.

Erik

It had been silly of me to bring up those old memories. It was as if Gloria’s drug had completely lost its effect.

I hastily slammed the book shut and shoved it back into the gap before any more ice crystals could wander across the cover.

I went to my bed and sat down next to my sleeping golden retriever puppy.

He had visibly grown over the last two weeks, and I had taken him more and more into my heart.

In situations where I thought the destructive magic coursing through my veins would burst out of me at any moment, it helped to run my fingers through his pleasantly soft fur. Sometimes I even started talking to the dog, but only when we were alone.

Buddy made me feel less lonely, and it had always been the case that I seemed to get on better with animals than with people.

Bang.

I startled and looked at the window pane, where something black was sliding down.

“What the...” I whispered and stroked Buddy’s fur reassuringly, as he was also startled.

I stood up and walked to the window, glancing out over the Victorian tower roofs of Moenia.

My breath caught when I spotted the many ravens circling above the mansion and darting dangerously close to my window.

There had always been many ravens here, as if the Blair family crest attracted them, but today there were especially many, mainly outside my window.

Buddy jumped off the bed, but quickly discovered something to distract him from the moment of shock. The package on the floor.

My heart leapt uncomfortably.

I had to send it before I changed my mind.
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Chapter 3

Larissa

Pas De Deux

Michael Abels

The first thing I felt when I opened my eyes was one of the most intense feelings I had ever experienced in my entire life. It was as if I was on some kind of drug that didn’t fog me up, but instead heightened all my senses.

Blinking, I let my eyes wander around the room I was in and got goosebumps when I realized how clearly I suddenly recognized everything. It was dark, and yet I could make out what was written on the old leather books on the black bookshelf more than ten meters away, the textures of the bindings and even the wafer-thin layer of dust on the wood…

When I realized that I didn’t even know where I was, I looked around frantically. Black, very elegant furniture, massive burgundy curtains, and a mirror in one corner. A very large room with a high ceiling. And I found myself in an elegant king-size bed.

It overwhelmed me that I could see everything so damn well, but I didn’t have a headache like when my last ex-boyfriend’s errand boy had invited me on that drug trip.

Holy shit.

I looked around again.

This had to be a dream.

My hands ran over the soft velvet fabric of the burgundy bedspread I was sitting on. The intensity, the sensation of really being able to feel every fabric fiber, made me shiver. My body felt so different. Changed.

The pain I could still vaguely remember was gone, and all I could feel was... hunger.

But then the memories came flooding back, and I scrambled up, only to be at the window within a split second, tugging the curtains away, which resulted in me ripping the entire curtain off the rail. The sound of the fabric falling to the floor was unexpectedly loud.

How on earth had I been able to tear this pompous thing down? What was wrong with me?

I looked down at the heavy fabric lying on the dark wooden floorboards, then at my hands, startled again by all the details I was perceiving at that moment. The lines of my fingerprints, tiny white scars from back then that I thought had healed.

Then I looked out of the window. My stomach tightened with fear as I discovered a huge park with a hedge maze and a fountain in the middle. A huge lake and overgrown hedges lined with porticoes. A barely manageable area bathed in bright moonlight. And the amazing thing was that I could see everything.

A raven hopped across the lawn in the distance and cracked a nut.

I widened my eyes as I heard the shell crack.

No... it couldn’t be.

I sucked in the air, and the sweet smell instantly intensified my hunger, even though I didn’t even know what exactly I was smelling. I didn’t even know where I was, let alone how I had gotten here.

The memories were partly foggy: Bayla, the street in front of her house, a lantern. There was the bald psychopath... black eyes, a scar on his neck. He had... bitten me?

I jerked and grabbed my neck, but there was nothing there. Had I perhaps just dreamed it all and now found myself in the next illusion inside my head?

We had been attacked shortly after we had been at the party, and now I was here in some freaky room, probably drugged by a rapist.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, catching the sweet smell again. When I opened my eyes, I was still in the same place. I decided that no matter what happened, I had to get out of here because there was no point in waiting to see what happened.

I spotted two doors at the other end of the room, but when my eyes caught the mirror that was right opposite me, I let out a sharp scream.

A pair of red eyes stared back at me.

I took a step back, running into the second curtain and pulling it down completely, just like the first one.

But my concentration remained on the mirror. The red eyes moved when I moved, stood still when I did. I could see my body… even though it was pitch black. And the red eyes belonged to...

A noise tore my gaze away from the mirror, distracted me. Rapid footsteps, unnaturally fast, almost a rushing sound... and they were getting closer.

The panic that rose up in me made me shudder, and I looked around hastily, searching for something to defend myself with. Then I spotted a long umbrella made of black lace. I grabbed it and positioned myself in front of the door, ready to fight.

The footsteps inevitably came closer. Then, in a split second, the door flew open, and a tall man in an expensive-looking Armani suit stood in front of me, snatched the umbrella from me with a swing, and threw it into the corner of the room where it dug its tip into the wall.

What the...

I immediately recognized who it was, even if it took the confusion in my head to the next level. It was one of the guys I had photographed. The driver of the DeLoughreys, who had to be in his late thirties. Dark blond hair with gray roots – which, by the way, looked very hot – plus the prominent chin and the gray eyes, which were no longer gray but reddish…

I backed up and bumped into one of the bed frame posts.

The man looked at me intently, as if I were a burglar, and he was still wondering whether he should beat me up for good with his bodyguard skills or whether it was even worth it. Then he looked at the windows, in front of which the massive velvet curtains were towering, then back at me, his expression unchanged.

“You’re alive,” were his first monotone words, which made me wonder if perhaps I should be dead.

I took a step to the side, stepping on the fabric of the curtain that lushly covered the dark floor beside me.

The man looked down at my feet, and only now did I realize that I was wearing a long black dress that fell loosely but accentuated my waist.

Someone must have changed me. Damn, maybe even a man?! Maybe even him? I wouldn’t have said No to that.

I decided that this could only be a confused dream, but wondered what my subconscious was trying to tell me by Adrian’s bodyguard appearing here.

“This is by far the weirdest dream I’ve ever had,” I laughed dazedly and looked at the man in amazement. However, his expression didn’t change.

“I’m going to have to disappoint you, Larissa. This isn’t a dream.”

Wasn’t that typical of dreams, someone saying that you weren’t dreaming?

My heart was racing and somehow not. I could hear it. As if it existed twice…

In that moment, I realized what the man in front of me had just said.

“How do you know my name?”

“You’re one of us now. Your name is part of the family tree,” he said tonelessly and strode to the window. He was so damn fast that although I was aware of him crossing the room, it was inhuman how quickly he moved.

“What family tree?” I asked, engaging in the bizarre dialog while I looked around for other possible weapons to defend myself if necessary.

“Do you always ask so many questions?” he suddenly said, standing very close to me again. His look suggested that he was annoyed. Annoyed with me.

I took another step back.

“What is your name actually?” I continued to ask curiously because somehow, I had taken a liking to my dream. Maybe I could have some fun.

“For you, Bastien.”

So, Bastien... He pronounced it in French. I wonder if his name was similar in real life. I was sure I’d never heard it before.

“So, I don’t have to call you Mr. DeLoughrey?” I grinned teasingly at him. He stared at me like he had earlier when he had walked in.

“You two actually are alike,” he sighed, but I couldn’t ask what he meant anymore because he walked over to one of the large closets. “There are clothes in here. You should change. What you’re wearing is a night robe.” He eyed me again, but only briefly enough to be appropriate.

“Did you change my clothes?” I laughed sheepishly, earning an Are you serious? look.

“Camille did,” he clarified.

At first, disappointment spread through me, then my throat tightened because the thought that anyone could have seen my mutilated skin made me uncomfortable.

“Who is Camille?”

Bastien took a deep breath with his hands crossed behind his back.

I must be really annoying him.

“You’re about to meet her. And while we’re at it. You’re expected for dinner. So put on something decent. I’ll wait outside the door.”

“Dinner...” I repeated with a raised eyebrow.

My dream seemed to be so precise that I was beginning to doubt that I was dreaming. Everything felt so real. The panic returned. The feeling of being trapped and yet not dreaming.

“Where is Bayla?” was the next thing that popped into my head in my confusion. Apparently, I had piqued his interest because he narrowed his eyes – even looking handsome – and slowly approached.

“Bayla. What do you have to do with her?”

“She’s my best friend...” I began cautiously.

“Who are her parents?”

“Um… Why do you want to know?”

“Just answer my question...” he ordered impatiently, so I obeyed, even though I doubted my answer would do him any good.

“Diana Adams.”

He hesitated before he continued.

“And the father?” he went on as if my answer had been unsatisfactory.

“An asshole who abandoned his family,” I replied a little too sharply, only to receive a look of disbelief from him. “No idea. He ran away from California when Bayla’s mother was pregnant with her.”

“And the birth went without complications?” He hesitated again. “I mean... did she ever tell you anything about her birth?”

He pressed his lips together, and for a moment, he seemed more unprofessional than I knew him from campus.

I was so confused by his questions that I reached a point where I couldn’t respond to him and instead looked around frantically again.

My surroundings were unchanged. I wasn’t dreaming.

Slowly, I looked at Bastien. This man was Adrian’s real bodyguard. I was with the... DeLoughreys.

Slowly, I stepped back. First one step, then another one.

“Damn it, what am I doing here?” I asked shakily, bumping into the bedside cabinet this time. “What have you done to me?”

I looked first into Bastien’s glowing eyes, then into the mirror, where I recognized myself. That pair of red eyes. They belonged to me. Red and menacing, just like his at that moment.

I stared at him. Listened to my double heart beat… his heart beat. I could hear his heart beat.

“What the hell did you give me?” I yelled, and he flinched slightly, but then clasped his hands behind his back again. His eyes were shining more intensely now. He looked tense.

“Strange...” was all he said.

“Okay, I’ll make a suggestion. You tell me where Bayla is, you let us go, and I can prevent my parents from starting a huge search.”

That excuse had worked once before, but Bastien had to stifle a smirk.

“I’m not joking,” I said hastily, trying to focus on him and not on the figure in the mirror whose eyes were mesmerizing me.

That wasn’t me…

Whatever they had given me, it completely hit my system.

“Your parents won’t come looking for you,” he said again, a little more seriously, and I looked at him, puzzled. “Your mother is dead.”

The pain came too quickly. Unexpectedly.

“How dare you...” I clenched my hands into fists, but he sped toward me again and grabbed my wrist.

“It’s my duty to inform myself of something like this so that there are no complications.”

I looked at him, stunned.

Who was he to just find out something like that without any problems?

Panic and even more panic spread through me.

“I want to go to Bay!” I shouted at him angrily and desperately, which often helped me to suppress my fear.

“You should come to terms with the fact that you won’t be seeing your friend for a while. You’re in the Receptum now.”

What was he talking about? No longer seeing her? Receptum? What was he planning?

“Why am I here? Why me and not someone else?”

“Because you’re a DeLoughrey.”

I froze.

What had he just said there?

“No,” I whispered. “No, there is a mistake. I’m Larissa Champson.”

Bastien ignored my desperate attempt.

“From now on, your name is Larissa DeLoughrey.”

“No…”

I was confused, swooning inside.

“Get changed. The others are already waiting,” were his last words, and then he nodded to me, turned, and disappeared through the large, ebony-colored door, not without first glancing at his luxury watch.

I couldn’t quite keep up and stood there motionless, speechless, and confused.

Whatever sick movie I was in, I had to find a way to escape. And I had to find Bayla.
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Chapter 4

Miles

Alpha

JordanBeats

As I punched, I hit his left cheek, and a crack sounded.

I couldn’t help but grin, because how often did you punch your mentor and hit the bull’s eye? But as much luck as I sometimes had, just as much bad luck followed.

Laurent grabbed me by the upper arm and threw me against the stone wall of the training hall. This time it was my neck that made a sickening noise.

“Your successful hits are making you reckless,” my mentor rebuked me, looking down at me sternly as I straightened my shoulders. “At least you’ve managed to build up muscle mass.”

Did he have to bring that up now? I knew well enough myself that my upper body wasn’t exactly broad, and it had taken an awful lot of training to have the body I had now, not to mention the masses of protein-rich food.

Laurent held out his hand to me, but instead of pulling me up when I gratefully accepted it, he flung me back over his head. I wasn’t as good as him, but I already knew this move, so I managed to land on my two feet and hold him in his spin so that he couldn’t move.

“Reckless?” I laughed triumphantly.

Laurent grabbed my wrists, skillfully twisted his way through my arms, grabbed me by the neck, and smashed me down powerfully.

My head bounced painfully on the mat, and any ordinary mortal would have lost consciousness by now.

“Indeed, Miles.”

Shaking his head, he let go of me and pulled his black DUIO tracksuit jacket over his black T-shirt, so I jumped up too, but didn’t put on my shirt or tracksuit jacket. My body was boiling, and I didn’t want to soak another shirt. My skin was crying out for a cold shower, but I had something to do first. My fingers moved to the hidden pocket in my training pants, where one of my steel blades was located.

“Forget it, Miles,” Laurent grumbled without turning to me, and I pressed my lips together before taking my hands off the blade.

Of course he had noticed.

I watched as my mentor packed up the nasty wooden stakes, he had been throwing at me ten minutes ago.

“Done already?” I asked challengingly, undoing my short man bun so that my straight, dark brown hair fell down to my chin. The front strands fell into my forehead, so I had to wipe them out of my face. And no, I absolutely didn’t see the point in going to the hairdresser, even if Adrian was teasing me about it. As long as the women were into it, it was appropriate. End of discussion.

“Tonight is our last dinner before Nicolaj comes back. Besides, we have someone new among us, and we both know you should shower beforehand.”

I had completely blocked out the fact that she was here now because I was still trying to process what I had learned two days ago. If I had known beforehand, I would have done everything I could to prevent her from coming here, but unfortunately, in this family, you learn a lot of things only when it is too late.

“I think someone wants to talk to you,” Laurent sighed, running his fingers through his short brown hair while nodding toward the entrance.

I turned around, and my euphoria turned abruptly into tension.

“Remember what I told you,” were Laurent’s last words before he patted me on the shoulders and made his way upstairs.

I appreciated how Laurent just tossed me straight into the lion’s cage, not like Adrian or Bastien, let alone David or Camille, who treated me like I was a lion cub myself. I didn’t need their protection, especially not against Tristan DeLoughrey.

I Hate Everything About You

Three Days Grace

It annoyed me that he was here again. No one had invited him. Absolutely no one. Yet he ignored that he was unwanted here, bringing deadly chaos, ruining our brother- and sisterhood.

I unwrapped the bandages from my hand and tried to avoid his gaze as he came toward me in an almost human way. His knee-length coat was noble and menacing. Longer than the one I usually wore.

Behind it hid a man who had destroyed his own life and the lives of others.

“You used to be better, kid.”

I paused, but didn’t look up at him. Anger pulsed in my chest. How I wished I could have told him to leave it alone and fuck off again.

“Bastien should have taken you as a student and not Adrian.”

“Don’t talk so disrespectfully about him,” I snorted angrily and continued to tie off. “And don’t you dare question Nicolaj’s decisions.”

He didn’t answer, which was a good thing because the last thing I needed right now was a discussion with the man I loathed most in this world.

“I could take over your training.”

Stunned, I looked him in the face for the first time.

It felt strange to see him as if he was ten years older than me, and the knowledge that he was seventeen years older filled me with shame. His mere presence made me uncomfortable. On top of that, he was talking bullshit.

“Over my dead body.” I snorted honestly without changing my expression. “And while we’re on that subject. Why don’t you go back to California right now? That would be best for everyone involved. Nobody wants you here. Look at the mess you’ve made. And what a situation you’ve put Bastien in!”

I looked at him angrily, but then turned away to reach for my water bottle. I had lost so much fluid during this training that the cool water felt so divinely relieving. At the same time, my thirst for something else grew. Good thing dinner was coming soon. Another excuse to end the unnecessary conversation with that bastard.

“I don’t understand how you can hate your own flesh and blood so much, Milliam.” 

God, how much I wanted to smack him right now.

“Everyone else understands. I understand it. That should be enough,” I pressed out.

What was he even thinking, asking that question? Calling me by that name. He looked at me, thoughtful but also indifferent. I had expected nothing less from him.

“I’m surprised they’re taking you back, that Nicolaj is taking you in.” I stood in front of him. We were the same height. “Don’t think that just because he or your brothers tolerate you here that I do the same.”

“You don’t know anything about my brothers, kid.”

There it was again. His bossy attitude.

“Don’t call me that!” I pressed out with anger seething in my chest.

The fact that he put on the apologetic look didn’t make it any better.

“I’ve changed, Milliam. That’s why Nicolaj gave me a chance. And all I’m asking is that you give me one too.”

“Changed...”

I laughed sarcastically and turned to reach for my T-shirt and bandages.

“A chance... The last thing you can expect from me is a chance.”

How many times had he begged Bastien for one more chance or for him to clean up the mess he left everywhere he went?

I wasn’t Bastien – even if I sometimes wanted to be – and I wasn’t obliged to do anything. That was the beauty of my position at the Receptum. The day they had chosen Adrian as the future heir. It had been clear to me that I was going to enjoy my life to the fullest. No obligations, no regrets. Back then, it was also called the privilege of the second-born. I didn’t really owe Nicolaj anything, even if I was living at his expense, but everyone in the brotherhood did, so what? The point was that I could do whatever the hell I wanted. And if there was one thing I didn’t like, it was the fact that Bastien’s younger brother was interfering, maybe even trying to change things.

“Actually, I shouldn’t care. About nothing. Just like I do for you.” I admitted those words were harsh, but it was all I had left to keep him away from me. “I hope you realize you don’t belong here and pack your things as soon as possible.”

I recognized something like regret in his eyes for the first time, which felt like a triumph. I wanted him to feel what he had made me feel all these years.

I turned away because it was a good time to leave, but he grabbed my arm, which upset me a little.

I looked at him, overwhelmed. His look was serious again, as if we’d never had this conversation.

“I’m going to prove to you that I’ve changed. Think what you want of me. I will prove to you that this family comes first for me. You have my word.”

His words sounded sincere, too sincere to be true.

I tore myself away from him.

“I don’t give a fuck about your word.”

It was all I could say before I turned around and walked away.
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Chapter 5

Larissa

Alan Wake

Petri Alanko

Larissa DeLoughrey, no... Something had gone very wrong somehow, and now I was here, drugged. In truth, it wasn’t the Copelands, but the DeLoughreys who had their nose deep in the drug business. Suddenly, everything made sense. Adrian’s behavior, all the money, the fact that their house wasn’t on the map…

Shit, what had I gotten myself into again? Hadn’t I wanted to put this shit behind me?

I looked at the door through which Bastien had disappeared. I realized he was standing in front of it. I felt it somehow… heard his heart beating? How was that possible?

I looked at the other door and then over to one of the windows. Several chances to escape. Maybe my only ones. But I was obviously drugged, and maybe it wasn’t a good idea to run. Properties like this were usually well-guarded by bodyguards, and if they were all as inhumanly skilled as Bastien, my chances of escaping were extremely small.

I had no choice but to take part in this dinner. Maybe they would help me. But who was on the estate who would help me escape?

I turned to the huge closet and opened the elegantly decorated doors, which were the same color as all the other furniture here. Black. The clothes inside were the complete opposite.

“Holy shit...” I exclaimed when I discovered the countless dresses. From royal blue to blue-green to burgundy. My hands glided over the fabrics. Velvet, silk, and lace.

How rich was this family that I could just take a dress from this wardrobe and wear it? Were they playing with me? Did rich families do things like that?

Once again, I let my eyes wander through the collection and finally decided on a burgundy velvet dress that fitted tightly around my waist but fell loosely to the floor.

Well, then I would play along with their little game, whatever it was.

As I slipped off the nightdress, my gaze automatically fell on the crosses and the burn marks that ran along the curves of my chest. I hadn’t looked at my breasts for a month, nor at my hips, which didn’t look any better.

My body was a battlefield of my past, and slipping into this sumptuous evening dress was just another facade hiding the truth.

Hastily, I pulled the dress on, trying not to put my hands on my stomach, trying to keep them away from my body and focus on the dress, my vision glazing over.

Turning around, I looked in the mirror again, where my eyes were still glowing, matching the color of the dress, even if this one wasn’t bright. It looked somehow... beautiful on me, even though I was far from being the dress girl.

You can do it, Larissa. The next chance you get, you’ll get out of here and stay away from those crazy people.

With that encouraging thought, I opened the door to find Bastien standing by a large window. He turned to me and adjusted the watch on his right hand.

“A very good choice, even if I would have saved it for dinner with Nicolaj if I were you.”

How could anyone be as formal as this man? The way he spoke flattered his personality, even if he was one of my captors.

“How old is this Nicolaj, if I may ask?” I tried to cover up my unusual uncertainty.

Bastien had to smile. “Ask him that, and you’ll get the keys to Adrian’s car.”

I raised an eyebrow, puzzled, because I didn’t quite understand what was so funny about it. I just wanted to make sure that their drug boss wasn’t a pedophile pervert. But the offer of the car gave me new hope of escaping, even though I knew he could never be serious. Adrian’s car. A Ferrari. Never. It must have been as expensive as...

I realized that I had no knowledge of expensive things, except for motorbikes. How could I, when I’d lived on the streets for half my life?

Bastien held his arm out to me in invitation, and I hesitantly took it. I wasn’t afraid of him, but of what awaited me down there, which was why I tried to cover up all these negative feelings with questions.

“How much do you actually earn as a bodyguard for the... DeLoughreys?”

He smirked again.

“What?”

“I’m part of the family as well as of the brother- and sisterhood. We are part of an underground organization and all equal members. But I can’t tell you any more than that until you sign the agreement.”

I was speechless. It almost sounded like I’d ended up in the mafia and was about to be forced into something I didn’t want. Something you couldn’t get out of once it was too late.

But what could they possibly want from me? I had nothing to offer.

Memories of the past came up, but I pushed them aside. Not here.

Bastien seemed friendly, though cool and reserved. Maybe he was my only chance to get out of here, so I paused.

“Bastien, I don’t mean to be rude, but I think there’s been a huge misunderstanding. I just want to go home, and I feel very uncomfortable here. I’m sure my friend misses me, and the university…”

“There’s no need to worry. Believe me, you’re in good hands here. As far as I know, it shouldn’t be a problem for you to continue your studies at Vanderwood soon.”

We walked on through a corridor with a black carpet rolled out in the middle, magnificent chandeliers above us, golden decorations on the walls, fine candlesticks, and old paintings from Europe, but I was too distracted to look at everything more closely.

My mind was literally racing. More and more questions kept popping up. Questions that I couldn’t answer.

Why was I here if they planned to release me? Weren’t they afraid that I would go to the police?

“Why me?” I whispered before we entered the middle floor of a huge foyer, lit by a giant crystal chandelier hanging from the painted ceiling. A painting from antiquity with naked golden angels turned in a circle around the holder in the ceiling. A mixture of ceiling fresco and ornamentation. The walls were adorned with Gothic statues, the window frames decorated with carved patterns, benches covered in velvet in front of them, all in shades of black and gold, just like the curtains. Two staircases led down to another level and finally merged into one large staircase that led even further down.

I felt like a princess in a fairytale castle, and the fact that Bastien led me further down in this dress didn’t make it any better.

“We can’t choose our fate,” was all I got in reply.

Great. Thank you, Bastien.

That really helped me now. The last thing I needed at the moment was a hot bodyguard who was actually part of the mafia and spoke to me in riddles.

When we arrived downstairs in the foyer, I realized that we were in a huge ballroom.

I would have loved to take photos of this mansion, which I had wanted to find on my own just a few days ago. Now I was here, and I wanted nothing more than to leave.

Bastien led me through wide corridors, and it felt more and more like I was in a baroque palace. Large windows, gold candlesticks, detailed statues and paintings that must have been worth millions. The only thing missing was the servants, who didn’t seem to exist. Until I spotted a butler scurrying past us, his gaze completely paralyzed, as if he was on drugs, too.

We walked through an open double door and entered a room with dark red wallpaper and very large windows. It overlooked the lake I had seen earlier. The moon shone into the room, which was also dimmed by a dozen candlesticks.

And then I spotted the table, or rather the banquet table, around which a few people were sitting, all dressed in fancy clothes and... looking at me.

Shit, I was the center of attention and now there was no turning back. You should have jumped out of the window. Damn it, Larissa. There weren’t even any bodyguards here to stop me from escaping, and I had been stupid enough to go with Bastien.

I was surprised to see Adrian sitting right at the front, looking at me intently. Adrian DeLoughrey was here. Of course he was. He was probably the reason I was here, too. I had been playing with fire, and now he had shown me what it meant to be a thorn in the DeLoughreys’ side.

Bastien led me to a chair directly across from Adrian and made me take a seat, which didn’t change the fact that the others were staring at me. I recognized Adrian’s platinum blond friend sitting next to me, an empty chair between us.

Diagonally opposite me, next to Adrian, sat a woman with black hair and turquoise-green eyes, probably in her late twenties. She looked as if she could hardly save herself from admirers. With her dark red lips, she smiled kindly at me, and I returned her smile hesitantly. What else could I do? I didn’t know her.

Bastien sat down in the seat to the right of the blond, the only one who didn’t seem to be staring at me – I would thank him later, maybe he would help me get out of here.

Opposite him, to the right of the woman... I froze.

The man with the coat, the companion of the homeless psycho who had attacked Bayla and me. And now he was sitting here, at the DeLoughreys’ table.

What came next? What if it was just a dream?

The man who looked only slightly younger than Bastien was staring at me most intently, and I couldn’t help but stare back in fear. His eyes were brown now, no longer black, which made him appear more human. I had to admit that he didn’t look bad, even if the staring scared me. He smiled at me too, but I refused to return it.

I just wanted to get out of here.

“How are you, dear?” asked the woman, who I assumed must be Camille. She was the first woman I’d seen here. The thought that she had seen me naked worried me slightly. I wondered what she had thought when she had seen my hips or the sides of my breasts.

When I didn’t answer her, she looked searchingly at Bastien. “Bastien, how much does she know?”

“She thinks she’s intoxicated,” he replied and began to eat. The blond guy did the same, and then they all started.

There was chicken, and lots of it, plus a lot of cooked vegetables and other meat, which had to be the cooked version of all endangered animals.

I felt absolutely no hunger, but would it be considered acceptable if I didn’t eat? Could they force me to? What if they wanted to poison me?

I looked at the empty glass in front of me.

“Oh, Jesus, what do you think of us?” Camille laughed with amusement, as if she had read my thoughts. “Do we look like the Copelands?” Now everyone had to smirk. Everyone except me, of course, because the joke completely passed me by. Adrian and the weird guy at the end of the table weren’t laughing either, but I just tried to focus on the woman.

“Nicolaj is coming back next week. What do you think he’ll say about this girl? Untrained, practically a newcomer,” someone remarked critically.

Camille’s face straightened, and she looked across the table.

It was only now that I spotted the second bodyguard next to the scary guy in the coat. He had also been on campus. His brown hair was now a little shorter than last time.

“I’ll take care of her,” Camille said with a serious tone, giving me a delighted wink.

She wouldn’t do anything...

“We’ve already worked out who’s going to train her,” Bastien said firmly.

What on earth did he mean by that? Training?

Camille just rolled her eyes and put a bloody piece of meat on her plate. I lost my appetite for good.

I caught Adrian staring. He looked away immediately, and I wondered what was going on in his head. I wondered if he could help me. He had had so many chances to kidnap me. When we had been alone on campus at night, in the hallway of Vanderwood, in the messy art room of the university… But he had always let me go... or rather, taken me away. What if he had zero to do with any of this?

I realized I was back to square one. Nothing made sense. Absolutely nothing, and I wasn’t dreaming either. That was a fact by now.

“What an evening, my beloved family.” It came energetically from the door, through which Adrian’s other friend strolled in. The grin on his lips widened when he spotted me. He came up to me with his arms open, patted me on the shoulder as if we were old friends and circled me, only to take the empty seat next to me.

“Nice to welcome you here.” Even though his grin was charming, I quickly realized how much irony it contained. Then he leaned sideways toward me and whispered for all to hear, “Or should I say: my condolences.”

I looked at him worriedly and his grin widened.

“Miles, can you be serious for once?” Adrian asked, visibly tense.

“You’ll be waiting a long time for that, Adrian,” Camille added dryly and finally looked at Miles, who seemed to be enjoying the attention. “You’ll scare her.”

It sounded like a warning, and Camille was right. I was scared, even if Miles wasn’t the main reason.

Miles looked around, sighing. “Let me guess, she doesn’t know anything?”

The table fell silent. Bastien gave him a warning look. And Miles turned back to me.

“Let me cut it short.”

“Miles!” Bastien tried to interrupt him sharply.

“You were bitten by a Ruisangor and, because you carry a certain gene, you’re now one too, but you think you’re dreaming or something like that, and they want to teach you in a harmless way that from now on, you have to feed on blood and be trained as a fighting machine to serve the brother- and sisterhood.”

My jaw dropped.

Had he gone completely mad?

But when I looked at the others, they didn’t look amused. Quite the opposite, they seemed to be staring at me, waiting to see how I would react.

“First of all, you’re immortal now, and even though we would be able to, we won’t kill you unless you break the rules. And yes, you have time to accept these facts. Because no one here will let you go before that happens.”

Miles raised his hands and clapped twice. A young man then appeared with a tray in his hand, on which stood a huge silver goblet. Immediately, the sweet smell from earlier caught my nose. Whatever kind of lemonade it was, my body was craving it.

Miles took the drink from the plate and bent it over his wine glass, which instantly filled with a red, thick...

I jumped up.

No! That couldn’t be... no.

I backed away. And everything that Miles had just told me was falling into place in my head.

“It’s blood…” I gasped and was about to catch my breath when I realized that I hadn’t breathed at all since entering the room.

I sucked air into my lungs, but it felt completely unnecessary. As if I didn’t need it at all.

I stared at the glass again and when Miles grinned again, I backed away further.

What were they? What had they done to me?

“Miles, we could have avoided all that…” the blond began, but Miles interrupted him, only to turn back to me.

“They wouldn’t have. You would have freaked out either way.”

Miles just smiled, lifting the glass and holding it out to me, making me flinch even further, even though my body was screaming for the liquid.

“Come on, I know you’re thirsty. It smells sweet, doesn’t it?”

Stunned, I stared first at him, then at the others, only now noticing how their eyes had turned red... the one in the back had them black, like the other day. They were all staring at the glass. Hungry, greedy.

But the bizarre thing was that I felt just such a hunger. The fact caused me confusion, shame, but no disgust.

“We all feel the same thirst as you do,” Miles sighed and stood up with glowing eyes to move closer with the glass. I didn’t move an inch when he put it to my lips and tipped it slightly. “Just one sip. If you don’t like it, you’re welcome to call us crazy.”

I squinted, completely distraught.

Suddenly, I felt the liquid pass through my lips and a sweet flavor awakened my taste buds. That was the point at which everything went too fast. I hastily reached for the glass, opened my lips and drank the entire liquid, feeling each sweet sip run down my throat as if it were a release.

Then I threw it into Miles’ arms and backed away, hitting the wall and seeing the smiles on the faces in front of me.

They had all watched me drink blood.

Blood.

I grabbed my mouth and felt a slight tug in my teeth. I put my hands to my lips, opened them slightly and felt how sharp my canines were. Even though I had only brushed them lightly, I felt a slight pain in my fingertip and quickly pulled it away from my mouth, only to discover a drop of blood at the tip.

“No…” I sighed, remembering all the horror movies Bayla and I had secretly watched when we had only been twelve.

Creatures that drank blood, used humans as their food source... vampires.

“No...”

That couldn’t be true.

“Welcome to the blood society of the Ruisangors,” Miles said, filling his own glass like the others. He lifted it up and downed the blood. His bright red eyes darkened with every sip.

A world just collapsed inside me. The one I’d been living in until now, the one from which the DeLoughreys had torn me out of from one moment to the next. Whatever they had done to me, I had become a monster. A blood-drinking monster. And something disturbing told me that I wasn’t on drugs.
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Chapter 6

Bayla
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When I opened my eyes, I had to blink. The sun’s rays danced across my face, and I felt their warmth with an intensity I had never felt before in my life. So much warmth cocooned me, flooding every pore of my skin. I couldn’t remember the last time I felt so carefree, so...

I snapped my eyes open, completely and startled.

My pain had disappeared. For the first time in weeks, it was gone. My head felt light, as if all the weight had been taken off me. The migraine seemed to have vanished into thin air.

I looked around and realized I was still in Blairville at my mother’s house. Memories whipped at my mind as if I had just opened the door to them, and then it all happened too quickly.

Suspenseful Investigation Piano
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Panicked, I clutched at my neck, but felt nothing except for the silver band of my necklace, which I couldn’t remember ever putting on. What’s more, I was sure that the psychopath from last night would have bitten me. Bitten... On my neck… Like a vampire from those bad horror movies, Larissa had forced me to watch once.

If I could believe Julian’s descriptions, this man had been a Ruisangor.

Julian...

Something was there, but I couldn’t place it. That night... There had been someone besides him…

“Larissa…” I whispered, startled, and jumped up from the bed, crashing into my closet and hitting my head so hard that there was a creaking sound and the inner parts of the wardrobe all collapsed audibly.

I touched the back of my head, which didn’t hurt a bit. Then I looked inside the closet, completely astonished and disturbed by what I had just done with my bare head.

The next thing I heard was footsteps.

“What’s going on up there?” asked an unfamiliar, high-pitched female voice, and I did the next best thing, slamming the cupboard doors shut, hearing a mighty thump from inside, but it was too late to fix anything. I slipped back under my covers and waited to see what happened.

It had sounded like someone had been at my door, but I seemed to have been mistaken, because there was no one there.

Suddenly, there was a sweet smell in the air, and I couldn’t help but soak it up completely. Had Mum been baking?

The door burst open and a slim woman in her late thirties with red hair pulled back in a topknot entered the room. She wore dark amber-colored glasses that made her feminine contours look more severe. With her arrival, the smell became more intense, almost as if it emanated from her. This woman smelled like the most delicious food I had ever smelled, and she was just standing there in my room... with a clipboard?

Her freckles caught my eye, but something about them made me shudder. I perceived them with an intensity I couldn’t describe. Every pore of her face, the fibers of her gray irises, the small brown irregularity in the right eye... I noticed everything, even the air bubbles in her crystal-dark amber earrings.

What the...

“Bayla Adams. Finally, you are awake,” the woman said, strangely loud, scrutinizing me insistently. “They were right. How bizarre. I would never have thought that a Quatura could disguise herself so well.”

“I don’t quite understand,” I said, puzzled by her presence.

“Your elemental magic, my dear. One cannot sense it, not even if one has been trained in it, like my humble self,” she murmured and came closer, causing me to scoot back a little.

She held out her hand to me. “Professor Rebecca Harlow. There’s no need to be afraid of me.” She gave me a brief smile, but it seemed rather artificial, before reaching for a chair in the corner, carelessly shoving my folded clothes onto the floor, only to sit down afterward.

Who in God’s name was this woman? And what was she doing in our house?

“I would like to ask you a few questions now.”

“I...”

Overwhelmed, I tried to resist the urge to smell her.

What was wrong with me?

“I think I need some more rest...”

“Fine. Let’s get started.” She didn’t even let me finish.

How rude.

“Are you in pain somewhere?”

I shook my head, completely taken by surprise.

“Show me your neck.”

Without hesitating, she grabbed my neck and brushed my now shoulder-length hair to the side, her smell getting deeper and deeper into my nose.

Damn, why did she smell so good?

“Any strange sensations?”

I paused and looked at her.

“Hallucinations, nightmares?”

I shook my head slowly, wondering if I should tell her about the closet or her smell, but I didn’t, because on second thought, the fact was beyond weird and inappropriate.

The woman wrote down all the answers with a rather expensive-looking pen decorated with an R entwined with thorns, made crosses, and continued.
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“Your attacker. Describe him in more detail.”

Slightly overwhelmed, I began to stammer, “Um... well... I don’t really remember.”

She looked at me with expectation, which put me under slight pressure.

“Little hair... or none... and a skull tattoo? I think?”

“Slight memory problems due to near-death experience and trauma,” the woman noted, talking to herself.

“Near-death experience?”

She looked up. Then she smiled. When I took a closer look, I realized that she was laughing at me, which I took personally. “Dearest, you should be dead by now. You’re the first Quatura who has managed to survive a Ruisangor bite once the Ruisangor venom was already in your system.”

A little confused, I looked at her and only now realized what she had said, that all this from my memory had really happened. I grabbed my neck again.

“I’ve looked at it at least ten times today. Your neck is intact. You are healed. We assume that your magic is very strong, unlike what we first expected. But you’ll have to take part in the rite of passage again.”

I looked at her as if she had made a bad joke, then I slid back even further until my back hit the white headboard of the bed, and it cracked slightly. The woman didn’t seem to care much.

“I heard that something went wrong the first time. That won’t happen this time, we’ve made sure of that.”

“We?” I asked, confused now because I couldn’t quite follow her despite my realization of recent events.

“I’m here on behalf of the Councils. It’s about time someone takes care of this mess here.”

The Councils... Hadn’t Grace told me that this group of Quatura was the opposition to Amara and the Circle? There had been something else...

If anything was indeed somehow demolished, it was my memory.

“But don’t worry about it.” She smiled at me again as if I were the mailman who had rung her out of her sleep. “I’ll make sure that order is restored here soon. The Copelands have let this institution and its students wither away for far too long with their mismanagement.”

Something about her words made my alarm bells ring, but I didn’t dare to ask. I had only just woken up, and it had probably been days as I knew myself by now. I would have to see what awaited me next. Hopefully, everyone was still alive. Even that wasn’t a guarantee by now, in a town where bloodsucking criminals waited for you at your doorstep, monstrous dogs lived on campus and dagger-wielding witches walked around unhindered without anyone caring.

I wonder if there were people who cared about such things? People, like me, who weren’t supernatural, and who cared that no one got hurt? Surely there must have been something in the media a long time ago? How could such creatures survive for so long without being discovered by the public?

I remembered that there was a forgetting potion that I still longed for.

I looked at the woman who had just strutted into my room and asked me endless questions.

“How long have I been out?” I asked, genuinely interested, and the woman answered without looking up from her clipboard.

“Three days.”

Okay, at least it wasn’t a whole week. I remembered how Larissa had called me some time ago... Larissa...

“Where’s my friend? I’d like to see her.”

My request caused the woman to look up. “I’m sorry, but your companion has disappeared without a trace. The only thing that could be identified from her was her blood.”

“Her blood...” I said, distraught, which made my stomach growl. I was so hungry, but I had no appetite at all.

“You must be hungry after going seventy-one hours and thirty-seven minutes without any food.”

She smiled as if we hadn’t just been talking about Larissa’s blood.

My best friend was gone, probably hurt and taken by this guy, and all that mattered right now was me? What was going on with the people in this town?

“Where is she? Someone must be looking for her,” I said, unable to hide my despair and worry.

“She is no longer part of our affairs, except for the fact that, with her, another person was most likely killed on our land. However, her blood alone is not enough to convince the Domini that it would be best to take action against this vile race.”

I looked at her, stunned, but she ignored me completely. All she cared about was filling out that stupid paper. Anything could have happened to Larissa, and the Councils or whoever was behind this us at the end of the day didn’t give a damn. All that mattered was that their laundry was clean. Their stupid grounds!

Reflexively, I reached for my cell phone because I had to try to reach Larissa. But there was no cell phone.

“We had to take it away.”

“What?”

The woman kept a straight face.

“You’ll get it back, no need to worry. It’s downstairs in the kitchen.”

I wanted to ask if that had been necessary, but instead, I asked something I hadn’t even thought about until now. “Where’s my mother?”

She looked at her gold wristwatch, which looked as if she had stolen it from a grandma, which I could well imagine from this woman. “She went grocery shopping thirty-two minutes ago. She should be back soon.”

Mum was fine.

I breathed a sigh of relief. As I did so, I realized that I hadn’t breathed in at all.

“Excuse me. I’ll go down now and let the Domini know we’re starting in an hour.”

“Starting? With what?”

Rebecca Harlow pulled her glasses down and raised her eyebrows. “With the rite of passage.” My expression must have changed from questioning to horrified. “If you hadn’t woken up today, we would have had to wait a month. But the phase of the moon is very fitting, even if it is more daring.”

“More daring?” I whispered, terrified.

How could this woman make me feel so much antipathy for the Quatura?

She pushed back her glasses. “You shouldn’t worry unnecessarily anymore. Put on something more…  decent.” She looked down at me, slightly disgusted. “Because you look terrible.”

Wow, how could anyone be so kind? What did she expect? That I would jump out of bed like America’s Next Top Model after three days without being conscious? I was neither Larissa nor any model.

She smiled sweetly as if she had just given me the nicest compliment in the world, and I felt the urge to give her my middle finger, just like Larissa always did. Damn it, I needed my best friend. Without her help, I was lost here. But she was gone, and no one seemed to care about finding her again.

I felt the panic and a stabbing feeling of loss in my stomach.

“We leave in twenty-three minutes.” With those last words of smugness, the woman disappeared through my bedroom door and downstairs, just as strangely as she had appeared here. And again, I heard her footsteps as if they were right outside my door.

“What the hell?” I asked myself quietly, taking a minute to process everything.

I had to find a way to help Larissa. She couldn’t be dead. I didn’t want to believe that. If anyone had a strong will to survive, it was Larissa.

So many times, we had been chased or even attacked, even seriously injured, by strange men in Sacramento. Larissa had defended us over and over again. While I’d stood by like a helpless hamster and let everything happen to me, she’d been there, beating the crap out of the guys.

There was only one problem: this time we were dealing with more dangerous creatures, supernatural beasts. I could only pray that she was still alive, because why hadn’t they just left her there and disappeared like they had done to me?

Nothing in Blairville seemed to explain all the strange things going on, so I decided to get up. I threw back the blanket, which crashed into the wall with a little too much vigor, and swept down all my picture frames.

Confused, I looked down to the floor, where – thankfully – everything had landed on the soft comforter, then to my hands. I spotted so many details that I hadn’t noticed before. The tiniest pores, the scar from my childhood that I had thought had healed completely. I held my arm up to the light and looked at the fine hairs, whose structure was now clearly visible. Then another strange thought occurred to me.

I jumped up and rushed to the mirror, a little too fast, because I suddenly found myself directly in front of my reflection. My body felt much more energetic, more agile. Probably because I had been so unwell that I had forgotten what it felt like to be healthy.

The thought that it could be different again in an hour because I was once again at the mercy of this witch torture, made me shudder.

My gaze wandered to my reflection, and a feeling of joy overcame me when I saw that I had gained weight again and my hair had become fuller. Even my complexion seemed to glow. I couldn’t stop myself from smiling.

But it made no sense. How could I have gained weight if I hadn’t eaten anything? Why was I feeling so well? Where was all the pain?

I was turning away from the mirror when I spotted a yellowish glow, so I turned back to the mirror to reassure myself that I hadn’t imagined it. I examined my eyes suspiciously. There was nothing there. The left one shimmered turquoise, the right one blue, as always. The sunlight must have reflected unusually yellow in the crystal lamp above my bed.

I tried to free myself from my terribleness as elegantly as possible so that the Madame would hopefully be satisfied while I repressed what was about to happen to me.

It was strange that my clothes suddenly fit again. And another thing: all my bras were... too small?

Luckily, Mum came home at some point and threw her arms around my neck, sobbing. I hadn’t seen her this upset for a long time. She’d looked at me for a moment as if I was a different person before she’d almost taken my breath away again.

Madame had then asked us to get into her expensive-looking convertible, and I had realized straight away that Mum didn’t like her. This woman stank of trouble, just like her car stank of some kind of spice, which made me sick to my stomach, and I almost threw up in the unfriendly Quatura’s car, but my stomach was probably too empty because I’d barely been able to swallow anything.
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As I entered the Blairs’ living room – or rather, the spacious and sunlit drawing room – I immediately remembered the last time I had sat here. Shortly after, I had almost died.

I never thought that fate would bestow this honor on me again.

Why hadn’t I just fled a month ago? Why had I listened to Julian?

“Bayla, hey!”

I caught sight of Grace, had to smile, but eventually saw what she was wearing. It was the robe her mother had worn last time. Elegantly decorated with shimmering golden ornaments, a little more extravagant than those of the other participants in the ritual. Julie, who was sitting next to her, was wearing simple everyday clothes, with a light gray robe on her lap.

“Is it true that the bite has healed?” Grace asked, stepping closer. She seemed a little agitated because her hands were shaking, which made me even more nervous.

“Are you okay?” I whispered as she brushed my hair aside, making sure that it wasn’t just rumors that had apparently been floating around within this satanic coven.

She looked around at my question, and then I realized that we were alone. Mum had disappeared into the next room with Amara and the annoyingly meticulous Madame. The strange thing was that at the moment I was concentrating on it, I heard them communicating quietly.

“She really is very inexperienced when it comes to performing such complicated procedures.”

“We don’t care about that. She’s your daughter and should be able to do it by now. Or should there be any reason here to question her future position as Domini?”

Silence. Whatever it was about, the conversation seemed tense. And I had understood everything as if they were standing right next to me.

What on earth was wrong with my ears?

“I don’t know if you’ve been told, and I don’t want to scare you, but today I‘m going to lead the temple ceremony.”

I stared at Grace for a long time. Then I looked at Julie, who seemed to be preoccupied with herself. She also seemed very nervous. And from that moment on, I started to feel anxious.

“You...” I began hesitantly, hoping that my panic wouldn’t be obvious.

“I tried to convince Amara to do it, but...”

“Grace!” Amara’s voice rang out loud and clear from the next room, as if we were all deaf.

Grace looked at the source of the shout, then at me again, and said, “I’ll make it work, don’t worry.” And then she made her way to her mother. The black robe billowed behind her until she finally disappeared behind the door, which was pulled shut.

I tried to hear something, but the voices were gone, almost as if they had never been there. Only the sound of cracking branches crashing against the façade of the house in the approaching autumn storm was almost ear-splitting. The howling wind, like a warning. The cry of ravens in the distance. The atmosphere seemed to want to communicate with me discreetly. I had never believed in signs as much as I did here in Blairville.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 7

Larissa

Alan Wake

Petri Alanko

Up and down, up and down. Again, and again. Toward the mirror, away from the mirror, and then look into those eyes again. Brown and human until I stepped into the shadows. But I noticed that if I concentrated very hard on my surroundings, the same result occurred. My eyes glowed a faint reddish color. And then I turned away again and paced back and forth.

I hadn’t been able to sleep since I woke up last night. No matter how hard I tried, the tiredness just wouldn’t come. Sleeping no longer seemed to be an option.

I stopped in front of the mirror and decided to take one last look at myself. My hair seemed shinier, a little thicker, or was I mistaken? I had never really had to deal with pimples, but now my skin looked clearer, smoother, more flawless. Only the scars had all remained.

Normally, I would have been happy to wake up like this and feel sexy all day long. But the price I had paid had been too high for me to be happy now. I was dead. I had died.

Fixedly, I looked in the mirror, searching for other changes. Had I even changed at all? I was still Larissa Champson. The orphan girl from Sacramento, on my own as always, and once again, I found myself in a situation that looked anything but appealing.

As it turned out, I was free. I could go and do what I wanted. But it wasn’t quite that simple, because I had been forced to sign a contract that had made it clear to me – in most formal language – that I was dependent on these people.

Until that moment, I tried to suppress what I had swallowed last night. Nothing like that would ever happen to me again. Never.

“You now belong to the oldest brotherhood in North America and since you are a Ruinouveau” – by which Laurent, the brown-haired bodyguard, probably meant what they had turned me into – “you will have to undergo extensive training to even have a chance in the brotherhood.”

As if that hadn’t been enough of the good news, Bastien had also informed me about our supposedly greatest enemies. Two families and their supporters. The Blairs and the Copelands. But no one had ever told me why exactly these people were our enemies. And it was precisely the fact that I was so uninformed that worried me so much.

It wasn’t as if I’d lost my old, great life, and to be honest, the urge to find out more about the DeLoughreys had grown stronger overnight. But what did they expect? That I would just accept that they fed on blood and also expected me to do it as if it was a glass of champagne at a gala event, classy and above all, normal?

I was surprised at myself for gradually believing the whole thing. I had heard a lot of abnormal things, and there was a point at which you couldn’t suppress it anymore. However, it also scared the shit out of me because I hadn’t planned my life to turn into this.

Any other girl would probably have been happy if the DeLoughreys had offered her the chance to live with them, to take her into their crazy rich family for no reason at all, but I had grown up differently compared to most girls.

I turned to the closet. Another unpleasant problem. All they seemed to have for me were ridiculous dresses. Beautiful, sumptuous and graceful, but I wasn’t that princess and probably wouldn’t be one for centuries to come. Because according to Miles, I was now immortal, which I didn’t quite want to believe.

I was still wearing this dress. It was beautiful, but that was it. So, I opened the massive wardrobe doors to get upset about the contents again and then closed them again in disappointment.

I exhaled in frustration.

By the way, this seemed completely unnecessary. I only breathed when I realized that I was no longer breathing. How sick was that?

When I turned around and started to walk randomly back and forth again, my curiosity kicked in.

During the night, I had thought about what was hidden in such a big mansion – or should I call it a castle?

Countless doors, some small, some large, and so many corridors. I had toyed with the idea of exploring everything, but the mere thought of wandering around here alone and meeting one of these crazy rich people had awakened so much fear in me that I hadn’t even dared to open the second door in my own room. But morning was coming, and maybe the others were asleep. Besides, the door was so close. My fingers were practically screaming to open it.

Slowly and carefully, as I usually wasn’t, I walked toward the door.

I had become paranoid over the last eight hours. It wasn’t the many noises that I noticed now and that my hearing had to get used to. It was much more the inhabitants of the house, who had the same heightened senses. They were like wild cats, quiet and fast.

That also explained Bastien’s sudden appearance here, because, according to him, I had been so loud when I had demolished the room and the curtains – I emphasize the curtains – that I had interrupted him while he had been working.

Dinner had gone strangely after the incident with the blood. They had talked about business, about assassins, and about the Blairs, maple syrup and some kind of Circle. Then it had been about this Nicolaj, who seemed to play a pretty big role here. And the way they were talking about the guy, I could hole up in this room right now and preferably only come out when this gentleman was back in California, where he apparently did his business. Whatever he was doing there, I didn’t want to know.

There was also a strange tension hanging over the table. The creepy guy at the far end opposite Bastien had rarely said anything and when he had, it had always been about Nicolaj. But what he had said had been enough to make Miles next to me tense his jaw and snort. Meanwhile, the blond guy next to Miles, David, had continued talking to Camille, who, it should be noted, was very talkative. And I hadn’t failed to notice how the bodyguard, Laurent, had been watching her so tensely the whole time. And Bastien? He had watched everyone, made few comments, and often glanced at me to make sure I was still alive or hadn’t long since died from my long-lasting shock.

The only person who hadn’t given me a second glance had been Adrian, as if my presence had been the worst thing for him. I had never felt so unwelcome, and that had to mean something from someone who no longer had parents and had been sent back by foster families all her life.

I had arrived at the door by now and forcibly pulled myself out of my carousel of thoughts. I just hoped that I could get out of here as soon as possible so that I could lead a normal student life with my best friend. I hoped she was okay because she wasn’t here.

If something had happened to her, she would be here, wouldn’t she?

Panic sprouted in me again.

The guy who had attacked us, who had turned me into what I was now... he hadn’t been here yesterday. What if he wasn’t here at all? But then he wouldn’t have been in the forest with the other guy a week ago, right?

Nothing made sense. Again.

I shook my head. There was no point in stressing about so many things. Not now.

I gripped the cool metal handle of the door, whereupon my body immediately began to fight against opening it. Fear was our greatest enemy, and I lived by that mantra. So, I didn’t give it a second thought and simply pushed the handle down.

Maybe it’s just a simple bath, Larissa.

It wasn’t a bath. The automatic light from a small golden chandelier came on, and I entered a slightly smaller room with black open wardrobes along the walls that formed an octagon. Mirrors, a black fashion mannequin with a very modern and tight black tracksuit, and a lot of wardrobes filled with a hell of a lot of clothes, but these weren’t just any historical dresses, like the ones hanging outside.

“I was just about to come and show you everything, but I see you’ve already started yourself.”

I hurriedly turned around and looked at Camille’s smiling face. And the first thing I noticed was her black Fedora hat.

“Oh my...” I blurted out and quickly closed my mouth again as she shot past me with supernatural speed and ran her eyes through the closets.

“You seem like a good investment, dear.” She turned to me as her hands stroked classy-looking, skin-tight dresses. “If you only knew what my starter wardrobe used to look like.” She started laughing, and it seemed amused, yet heartfelt at the same time, as if she was talking to her child about her carefree school days. “I was privileged to choose your clothes, and I mostly based them on your style.”

“My style?” I asked, thinking of Bastien, who had suddenly known so much about me.

“You modeled a year ago. In Sacramento at Model Industries. The photos are very pretty, by the way.”

She winked at me and tucked the black strand that had slipped out of her hair behind her right ear. I immediately noticed the shiny silver jewelry that flattered her pale complexion and then the silver ring on her finger with the black stone, which looked simpler and therefore stood out a little.

“I’m afraid I don’t have much time.” She glanced at her watch. “I have to be in New York in ten hours.”

That explained the damn fine outfit, a black tailored suit with a white shirt and a black vest and tie, plus the two fine silver bracelets on the right and left. She radiated feminine elegance with a masculine undertone. Camille looked like she was going to a business lunch and was calling the shots, and I wondered what her job was.

“This whole closet contains your training clothes.” She pointed to a wardrobe full of sporty-looking clothes in black. I immediately noticed all the individual items: gloves, belts, strange holsters... Wait, no. Those were weapon holsters. What on earth was waiting for me at these training sessions?

“Here are your evening dresses. All the fancy stuff.”

I looked again at the tight dresses and the high heels, this time in black and dark shades of red. I didn’t know what exactly I would need them for, but somehow it was tempting to suddenly be allowed to wear something like this. Something you didn’t have the money for before.

“Believe me, I tried my hardest to get your measurements right.” Camille turned to me and touched my shoulders. “After all, you’re the first female to join this family after me.”

I couldn’t and didn’t want to share her joy at this, and yet I could empathize with her. I didn’t want to know how long she had been living here among all the men, even if I was interested in finding out exactly what her relationship with them was like.

“Can I ask you something personal?”

I looked at her and my chest tightened. Nevertheless, I nodded.

“Did you have a fire accident?”

I gritted my teeth, unable to answer because it was already taking all my effort to hold her gaze. And it was as if she already knew the answer, because she pressed her lips together and turned away from me.

“Son of a bitch,” she said and paced across the room, her face turned away from me, but when I looked at her reflection, it was as if I recognized remorse in her beautiful turquoise eyes. “I’m sorry.”

Shock and confusion mingled inside me, my chest tightened further, but I didn’t know what to say.

Had she guessed or figured it out? No. No one would ever find out because I had made sure of it.

“And here are your everyday clothes.” Camille slid the half-open closet door all the way open, revealing many black leather jackets. I couldn’t hide my smile at this small but incredibly nice gesture, and Camille grinned back knowingly, as if this brief conversation had never taken place. “I’m not really the jeans type, but you should be able to find everything you like here. If there’s anything missing, just let me know. And, before I forget...” She reached into her black clutch, which she had been carrying with her the whole time. “Here’s your personal credit card.”

“My what?” I asked in disbelief, finally brushing aside her hints about my burns. At least now I knew she’d seen them.

“As part of the family, you’re entitled to a certain share of the fortune.”

“That’s very nice, but I have student loans, my own earned money, and I think I’ll be fine on my own.”

She had just reminded me that I was out of place here, even though she was trying really hard to wrap me around her finger. Of course, I needed the money, no question about it, but it wasn’t mine, and I didn’t want to get myself into a new dependency. Besides, I’d be out of here soon anyway.

“I know that all this can seem like a lot. You remind me a little of me back then.” She came closer and pressed the credit card into my hand. “Here, do what you want with it. This family is drowning in money.”

I looked at the black and gold card with the elegant lettering.

DMF – DeLoughrey-Medici Finances.

Of course, these rich people owned a financial institution. What else did I expect? But I wouldn’t be using the damn thing, anyway.

“You have until four o’clock to get an overview of the property. Do what you want, maybe don’t open any doors that are closed and... did I forget something?” she said the last part more to herself as she whirled around. “You’re not ready to leave the grounds without an escort yet, so it’s best to stay on the property if you don’t want to make a mess.” She squinted her eyes playfully. “Bastien notices everything, so stick to the rules, or you’ll have him as your personal escort. But don’t worry, he’s a really nice guy, even if he has the third most kills in the team.”

I looked at her, confused. What did she mean by kills? Not really...

“What am I talking about? I almost forgot. Miles will take you to training later. If you have any questions, please ask him, your trainer, or me, of course.”

Another wink. Then she rushed past me and just left me in the world’s most impressive closet with endless questions.

God, it felt good to finally be able to wear a biker jacket again. Everything I was wearing here looked good on me and fitted almost perfectly.

I wondered how she had found out my cup size. Maybe it was better not to know about certain things. And it was time to move on, which made me head outside to the park.

The trigger for this had actually been Miles, who had been strolling through the park in a black open felt coat – without a shirt, of course – and randomly throwing knives around.

The man looked forbiddingly hot, but my main reason was that I wanted to ask him a lot of questions, including where the getaway car was. Admittedly, it wasn’t wise to ask this weird guy of all people, but he had been the most honest of them all so far.

As it turned out, it was incredibly difficult to orient yourself in this building. I ended up in dark side corridors about six times. In addition, it took longer as I looked at every painting I walked past. Often landscapes that reminded me a lot of Blairville, including rocky coastlines with beaches, dense misty forests, flower meadows, but also historical buildings or paintings of gentlemen gathered around tables with contracts.

I would have loved to take photos, but it was difficult without a camera.

I felt disempowered. I wasn’t even allowed to use my cell phone. Would there even be mobile phone signal here?

In the huge ballroom-like foyer were the largest and most beautiful paintings. They portrayed eccentric societies, as well as detailed ball evenings and people from the past. The floor was made of black marble with golden patterns.

From here, many corridors led to different areas of the house, but there were also two large doors to the outside. One of them was the one that finally took me to the park.

The first thing I felt was actually fresh air. It was windy. A constant cracking of branches in the distance worried me at first, but the longer I walked around, the more I got used to it until the sound faded into the background.

A beautiful park with beautiful statues stretched out in front of me, even if half of them would probably have frightened me at night. Huge paws, claws, and fangs. The same ones that I had now gotten and that I often unconsciously slid my tongue past. Sometimes they seemed smaller, almost imperceptible, but then... especially last night... that size...

“It must be pretty impressive for someone like you.”

I wheeled around and, not three feet behind me, he stood. Adrian DeLoughrey. A disdainful, amused, if barely noticeable smirk adorned his far too handsome face, creating a stark contrast in combination with my confusion.

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen this man smile.

“Excuse me?” I asked, trying to sound like it was normal for people to appear out of nowhere all the time.

“Such a big house, expensive clothes, money, power...” He came closer, as close as when we had been together in the art room at Vanderwood. “Control.”

Instead of simply surrendering to his words and his presence, I took a step back, frustrated by the stupid comment, even if he was right. This was all new and felt strangely foreign.

“I didn’t choose to be your guest,” I remarked dryly.

“You don’t seem to understand.” His expression became serious again, as if I had seriously offended him. “You’re not a guest here. You’re part of the clan, in fact, a goddamn part of this family.”

That uncomfortable feeling of strangeness again, and for the first time, hopelessness mixed in.

What if I really couldn’t go where I wanted? What if I was now trapped here and this generous contract I had signed was just a lie?

“It’s hard to believe that someone like you would ever be one of us.” That disparaging tone again. “You don’t even seem to notice when someone of your own kind is standing behind you.”

Adrian DeLoughrey seemed to have a problem with my presence. There were already two of us, which raised a faint hope in me.

“Get me out of here!” I ordered barely audibly but in a firm voice. “Take me away from here, and I’ll leave you and your family alone, don’t spy on you anymore.”

He looked at me as if he was actually thinking about my offer.

“I’ll do anything you ask of me.”

Even if that was a lie. I had my limits too, even if they had slipped very far with the attractive-looking guy in front of me. I had all my hopes and put them in Adrian. He had to know a way to get me out of here.

He finally said coldly, “I’m afraid that’s not possible.”

“What? Why not?” I asked indignantly. “Don’t tell me you’re not capable of it?”

He didn’t seem to like my last words because he furrowed his eyebrows.

“I just want to go back.”

“In your condition, impossible,” he replied firmly.

“Undo it.”

I hadn’t thought about that, either. Was there any going back from my current state?

“That’s not possible. This isn’t a game, Larissa,” Adrian answered my question sharply.

“You’re the only one I know here.” I tried my best. “Please.” But even his pleading look only earned me contempt.

“Believe me, if I was in charge, you would have left long ago, but that’s not how it works here.”

Even if it was the arrogant Adrian speaking, it hit me. Of everyone here, he seemed to hate me the most.

“If I were you, I’d do as I’m told: listen, learn, and then eventually return to the state you strayed here from.”

Oh my God. What had he just said?

I looked at him, stunned.

“You shouldn’t get far here anyway, with your skills, so you’ll be able to be transferred elsewhere in the foreseeable future.”

Every word he uttered didn’t get any better. He really was the embodiment of arrogance.

“Yes, I want to get out of here. That doesn’t mean you can talk to me like that,” I blurted out, annoyed that I was having such a hard time countering this man.

“I know what I’m talking about,” he began. “Freshly turned, untrained, and the faintest idea of the world. I’ll give you a day out there among the uncontrolled Ruisangors.”

He spoke with such arrogance that something began to bubble inside me, but I said nothing because I was speechless. And in that moment, all the feelings I had ever felt in his presence vanished into thin air.

“And even if Bastien trained you, you’d never be able to make up for all the years of training me and my brothers went through.”

I looked at him, just staring. There was no reason for him to put himself above me like that. I would never want to outrank him.

“Now, if you’ll excuse me, there are more important things to attend to.”

Adrian simply ended the conversation, turned around without further ado, and disappeared swiftly through the park toward the house.

What an asshole. He hadn’t just insulted me because of my background, no. He had put himself above me, doing everything he could to make me understand that he didn’t want me here. At least, now, I knew that I had been chasing an asshole the whole time, as I had done so many times in my life. Bayla had been right about me attracting these guys like shit attracts a bunch of flies.

“Don’t take it personally. Adrian has his moods sometimes. Especially when Nicolaj comes back, he completely loses his shit.”

“Damn it!” I gasped and wheeled around in shock, stumbling back slightly but just managing to brace myself against the statue of Venus to my left, feeling it crumble beneath my fingers. I quickly withdrew my hand and hoped that these small cracks in the woman’s robe would be all that remained. Otherwise, I would get into trouble with the owner of this house, and that was the last thing I wanted.

“You seem to like vandalizing.”

It was Miles who looked at me out of his mischievous brown eyes, a broad grin on his lips. Only, unlike Adrian, there was still something friendly about him. And that surprised me, because Miles had been the man who had been so unpleasant when we first met.

“This strength...” I looked at my hands. “...takes some time getting used to.” Then I looked at him again. “And how can I help it if you all keep popping up right behind me out of nowhere? It’s fucking scary!”

He had to grin, which made me observe him more closely. He was no longer wearing his chinos and coat, nor was he wearing a black shirt like at university. For the first time, I saw him in black sweatpants and a very modern-looking tracksuit jacket. One could easily see his well-trained upper body through it. He had put his hair back into his typical man bun – two short strands hanging in his forehead – so you could see his undercut. It also made his jawline look more defined.

“Maybe you should learn first how to sense our proximity, which – to be fair – won’t be so easy for you, because we’re all trained so that other Ruis can’t hear us.”

Great, that could only take years. And I didn’t want to spend them here. I was prepared to do whatever was asked of me to get out of here. Even if that included this ridiculous training, which seemed to be the top priority here, if Adrian was right.

“First of all, it would be nice to know what you guys did to me.”

“Was my explanation last night not enough?” He grinned again.

“Sufficient to upset me? Telling me to drink human blood?” I returned, raising my eyebrows.

“No one died for that, right?” I asked, shocked. I just couldn’t get my head around what had happened yesterday.

Miles scowled at me. “Others die so that we can live.”

I looked at him with even more disbelief. How could I have been so gullible and blocked it all out? And even worse... did I have to drink from human beings from now on? No, I wouldn’t…

His following grin threw me into complete confusion. Then I realized he had only been joking and relief filled my stomach, mixed with indignation, so I raised an eyebrow.

“You should have seen your face,” he laughed. “What do you think? That we’re going around killing people?”

I nodded slowly, because honestly, what else would I think?

He tossed up a knife, which spun far too quickly, and caught it with his other hand before leaning against another statue without destroying it.

“This clan feeds mostly on blood donations and animal blood if need be.”

“Animal blood,” I said in disgust, which made him grin again.

“You’re making fun of me.”

“No, no.” He raised his hands defensively. “It’s just interesting to have a newcomer among us who knows so little.”

“And who you can just joke around with,” I finished the sentence for him in frustration. “Or who can be told that she’ll never be good enough. A feeling you’ve been given your whole life.”

Miles’ grin slowly disappeared, and he looked at me in silence.

Astonished at my openness and honesty toward a complete stranger, I grabbed my arm and tried to change the subject before Miles could feel anything like pity. If the members of this family were even capable of such a thing... After all, they had kidnapped me and turned me into this, made my life more complicated. And their crazy contract said something about emotionlessness. Damn, how could I have signed that thing so hastily?

“Camille said you were one of my people to talk to?”

He nodded slowly.

“Good, then please explain to me who this Nicolaj is and how I can get home as quickly as possible.”

He laughed. What the hell did everyone find so fucking funny here?

“Nicolaj is the head of the clan.”

“And you’re all related to him, or is he like a sugar daddy among vampires?” The thought seemed bizarre to me, and Miles couldn’t help but grin. “I mean, you all have the same last name. DeLoughrey.”

“First of all, the word vampire sounds very dishonoring. We’re Ruisangors,” Miles began. “And secondly, this is the clan’s name. A Ruisangor clan gives a name, and the carefully selected members carry it with honor.”

With honor...

“That means you’re not related to each other?” I continued.

“Laurent is a Transformed, Camille is from an unknown Legacy line, and David is a distant relative of the DeLoughrey Legacy family.”

Confused, I blinked at Miles.

“Legacy?”

“There are Legacies, rare Ruisangors, like you and me, who carry a gene that makes them Ruisangors with special gifts as soon as they are transformed. And then there are the Transformed, who were once ordinary humans but have been transformed by a Legacy. They have no special gifts and suffer from extreme sensitivity to the sun.”

I nodded slowly, wondering why I was a Legacy and not a Transformed. Because as far as I knew, my parents had been human, or was I wrong?

I held my arm up to the sun but realized that the sky was covered in dark clouds.

“By the way, it makes sense now that you smelled so interesting,” Miles continued. “According to Bastien, that means you carry the Legacy gene, which is supposed to make other Ruisangors turn you.”

Wait what? He and Bastien had smelled me?

“And to your family question... Bastien is my uncle.”

Okay, I hadn’t expected that. Bastien seemed like he was the biggest loner himself and at the same time, he radiated a lot of authority. Miles seemed more relaxed, as if he wasn’t taking all of this very seriously.

“So, you’ve both been bitten?”

He looked at me with amusement. “We’ve all been bitten here. But not everyone can become a Legacy Ruisangor like you and me. It’s in the genes. And normally, Ruisangor children are accepted into their family clans until they are old enough to be turned.”

“You kidnap children and bite them when they’re old enough?” I gasped in shock.

“No, only the children whose fathers are Ruisangors.”

“And the mothers’ children?”

“There are no mothers.”

“Wait, what?”

Miles caught his sharp knife blade a second time and slid it into a holster on his leg before lowering his voice.

“Listen, this might be too much all at once. I’d like to spare you the details.”

Suddenly, he sounded overwhelmed, and I knew that if I kept asking now, I might get the answers that mattered.

“But I want to know.”

“Larissa...”

“Now.”

He looked at me, torn. I wasn’t going to give in now.

“Right now.”

And then he caved in. “Alright, but I warned you. You’ll be distraught.”

“How am I supposed to be any more disturbed than after what happened yesterday?” I asked with a dry laugh.

Nothing could come close to that disgusting event.

“Male Legacy Ruisangors are looking for a hostess to carry their baby.”

“A hostess?” I laughed, but Miles didn’t let that stop him from talking.

“You have to understand that a Ruisangor baby, even if it hasn’t turned yet, is seen as a foreign body to a human woman. This means that the mother’s body resists it and eventually dies. Only the child survives. But also rarely...” I looked at him, actually slightly disturbed. No, not just slightly, but completely. “The reason you became one of us is because you were created this way.”

My eyes widened. It felt like a stab through the heart to suddenly know something you didn’t want to know.

“Your mother died giving birth to you. Am I right?”

My gaze cleared, and I stared into his eyes, unable to answer. But he didn’t meet my gaze, instead, he looked down briefly, clenching his hands into fists before looking at me again. “We all never had a mother. That’s the curse that binds us Legacy Ruisangors.”

I found it hard to concentrate on his words. My thoughts revolved around my origins, that I had lived half my life a lie, that my father was a monster, as well as all the fathers of those who lived here. Just like me.

“And female Ruisangors, no matter if Legacy or Transformed...” he began, bringing me back to the present. “...are unable,” he hesitated, “...to have children once they have been changed.”

That had been the limit. These last words, it had taken to tear me apart inside.

I staggered back...

“I knew it would upset you.”

I staggered back further.

All my life I had dreamed of someday having a child of my own, of giving it the home I had never had myself, of raising it. I wanted my own children. A family.

“The others prefer to keep quiet about it for now, but I think it’s better if you find out about the ugly side of this life before it’s too late.”

Miles looked at me, concern in his brown eyes.

What did he worry about? About a monster? They had indeed turned me into a monster, and now I was learning the price I really had to pay, the price I would now pay for eternity.
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“Don’t be a disappointment, not again!”

Her words kept bouncing into me, stinging me with their vehemence. Sharp and unpredictable.

“I’ll keep an eye on you and see how well I’ve trained you.”

It was just one sentence and yet it weighed on me with full force.

Stop shaking, come on... There’s nothing to be afraid of. Nothing, I told myself, but it didn’t help.

“Are you okay?”

I glanced up at Bayla, who had stepped closer without me noticing and put her warm hand on my trembling hands, but I snatched them away from her, startled, and looked at her apologetically.

She gave me an indistinct look, but I couldn’t analyze it.

Fear ate its way through my body.

“Why are you so cold again? Is everything all right?”

I nodded quickly and wiped the sweat from my forehead.

“Damn, you’re all so nervous. I don’t think I can go down there again. Nothing against Grace, really. I just felt so shitty after the last time.”

Bayla looked abnormally nervous. And suddenly, I hoped it wouldn’t work, that she was human or that her gifts were too weak. Her mother was an Air Quatura, which would automatically make Bayla one, too, if there had been no other elements in her family line. And I wouldn’t wish that fate on anyone.

Until I found out that she had survived the Ruisangor bite, I had assumed that she had no gift, and that there had simply been an error. Sometimes female Quatura were too weak to develop an element, but I only knew of two cases in Blairville.

“What more do I have to do to prove I’m not one of you?”

I honestly didn’t know.

Bayla, who had been playing with the fabric of the white robe the whole time, suddenly stopped and looked at me as if something had occurred to her.

“You’ve met with him.”

My heart began to drum.

With shaky hands, I avoided Bayla’s gaze.

“And you didn’t text anything in the group chat.”

She smirked.

I felt stupid for assuming she wouldn’t ask me about it, it’s just that I hadn’t expected us to even see each other again.

“I, I...”

My stammering betrayed me.

“Don’t even think about lying now.”

She had caught me, and I was at her mercy again. What was I supposed to say? That I’d slept with him? That I had almost iced his car? That I had ended the friendship?

“What’s he like?”

“Nice... warm and accommodating.” I began to play restlessly with my hands. “Just like I imagined him.”

The truth was, he was better than anything I’d ever been able to imagine. His body had been a warm pulsing place of calm for mine to nestle into, his heartbeat so human, his personality so... real.

Bayla pulled the chair diagonally opposite me to one side and sat down. “That already sounds good. What did he look like?”

“Attractive, but I don’t know.”

“What do you mean, you don’t know? What did he look like? Do you know him? Maybe we’ve seen him on campus before.”

Her questions overwhelmed me, so I answered with the first word I could think of. “Mask.”

She gave me an irritated look. “Mask?”

“He was wearing a mask, just like me.”

“No way...”

“Yes...”

“Don’t tell me you don’t know what he looks like?”

I shook my head in shame. But as long as he didn’t know about me, it was fine with me.

“If Larissa knew, you’d be a head shorter by now.”

“I know,” I replied, and we both had to grin before the increasing seriousness returned.

“But if it went well, you’ll meet up again, won’t you?”

I bit the tip of my tongue.

I had dreamed of him, of his body and how he had lain next to me, in my bed, his hands cupping my breasts, how he had lifted my legs and kissed me before he had slid into me agonizingly slowly without breaking eye contact.

How could I ever forget that? How could I ever forget him? It was as if a part of his soul had woven itself into mine forever.

“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea,” I said with honesty, taking a shaky breath. “He’s... maybe not my type,” I lied because if there was one thing he was, it was exactly that. I longed for him, for his personality, his body.

And yet it wasn’t meant to be. We led way too different lives. I would never be able to have a partner without hurting him, whether it was because of Quatura tradition, because of my personality, or because of who I truly was, of what rested there inside me. Icy and dangerous.

“Here we go.”

We looked at Margot, who was standing in the doorway, giving Bayla an encouraging, if modest, smile and then scrutinizing me. Hopefully, she hadn’t heard anything, otherwise I’d be finished. Not because Margot cared, I doubted that, but because she would tell everyone in the house.

I stood up and Bayla did the same. She looked tense. I would have loved to ease her tension, but I hadn’t even succeeded with Grace, my own cousin.

The King of Dreams

Secession Studios

The walk downstairs seemed like half an eternity. Enough time for my body to get back up to full speed. My breathing, pure chaos, far too fast, just like my heartbeat. My chest seemed to tremble, tearing apart from the inside. At the same time, I noticed that my hands were turning blue.

It was only just before the entrance doors to the temple hall that I realized I was experiencing withdrawal symptoms. I had become addicted to the stuff Gloria regularly gave me, and I knew that two days without Salma was enough to drive my body crazy.

How had Gloria forgotten to give it to me?

Margot opened the double doors, and we entered the huge temple hall; its dark glow illuminated by candles and glowing elemental wall runes.

The angular runes in the gray stone wall were made of a rare mineral filled with storage magic. The last Fire Quatura of Blairville, whose name no one ever spoke, had filled them with her magic.

But it wasn’t the festive lighting that captivated me this time, it was something else. The temple was full. The entire Circle, a good seventy people stood with their black robes in a circle around the altar, greenish and bluish, but also gray-white glowing eyes.

What was rare was the presence of the Councils. People in light gray robes with glowing gray-white eyes stood offset behind the members of the circle. An image that was graceful, powerful, and at the same time frightening. Their presence should be an honor. They rarely attended a rite of passage as a unit, in fact never...

Although I was not a member of the Councils, I was wearing their color today, because Gloria had demanded it.

Bayla’s nervousness seemed to rise, but mine did too when I spotted my mentor among all the hooded figures.

Gloria was wearing a white robe, decorated with striking silver square patterns that marked her as the head of the Councils.

I knew her eyes were on me before she, like everyone else in the temple, looked at Bayla as if she were an attraction at the circus.

Margot and I took our places and confusion overcame me as the only empty space for me was right next to Grace, diagonally behind her... Gloria Westcode.

I took a deep breath and walked around the other members to avoid destroying the prepared ritual circle, through which only Bayla herself and the Quatura leading the ritual were allowed to pass.

With every step I took closer, my fear grew, as did the desire to turn around and leave. I was not feeling ready, no, absolutely not.

I stepped past Gloria, even though I was just about to break under her presence. It was as if I was dying inside while suffering withdrawal symptoms. Not a good condition to be Grace’s assistant. Today, I had to pull myself together. My body had to stay under control because many eyes were on Grace and therefore close to me. There had to be a lot of pressure on her to take on this ceremony, especially now that the Councils were present. I trembled inside. If I were her, I wouldn’t have even shown up.

I looked up, where huge silver metal rings with elemental runes hung horizontally from the seemingly endless ceiling. A ceremonial tradition when the Councils attended. Pompous, real and yet somehow strange, just as this place had always been for me. A place where I had experienced too much.

All the memories came flooding back to me, shattering my concentration on the present. My hands began to tremble.

No, please not now.

I immediately felt a hand on my right forearm, warm and reassuring. I looked to the side and spotted Margot, but I couldn’t look at her for long. That would have been noticeable. So, I slid a little closer to Grace, away from Margot. Her touch had confused me so much that although my hand trembled less, everything inside me began to move. My head was in chaos.

What had just happened? Had she touched me on purpose? How had she noticed? Had someone else perhaps seen something? I looked up again, as I should. Had Gloria noticed? I couldn’t turn around to face this woman now.

The hairs on the back of my neck stood up.

I wanted to die.

“Don’t be a disappointment, not again!”

Her words flashed through my head. The effect was the same as upstairs in the salon.

I noticed Grace’s gaze on me, looked to her and wished her the best with my expression. She looked straight ahead again and broke away from the circle to step into the center.

“Step forward,” she ordered loud and clear, without letting her nervousness show.

Bayla obeyed and walked through the circle to the altar in her simple white transitional robe.

Grace then removed her hood and hung a necklace with a clear crystal around Bayla’s free neck. The ritual then continued, with Bayla lying down on the altar, Grace smearing the clay on her forehead, and finally taking the dagger with the four elemental runes into her hand.

“Nos sorores coniunge,” Grace said, and the runes in the dagger lit up. She brought it to her palm, slit her skin and came over. But instead of giving the dagger to Amara, she handed it to me.

I looked at her in confusion for a moment, but did as I was told.

“Nos sorores coniunge,” I repeated shakily and raised my hand. The attention on me was too enormous for me to bear it at all.

Royalty

Egzod, Maestro Chives, Neoni

I tried to bring the dagger to my hand, but my trembling was too intense. And then something happened that triggered pure panic inside me. The temperature in the hall dropped noticeably. I gripped the dagger tighter and tighter as it seemed to slip out of my hand.

“Julie... the dagger...” Grace whispered. Her eyes glowed greenish, but her unsettled look penetrated through the glow.

The temperature seemed to drop further, which others now seemed to notice too, as a murmur went through the crowd. Their breath rose visibly.

When I looked at the dagger, I knew why. The entire tip was frozen... still freezing. I was holding a shimmering reddish ice stick in my hand.

At that moment, panic exploded inside me. I dropped the stick and a loud clatter sounded as the ice that had collected shattered. The Circle members in my immediate vicinity jumped to the side, and the murmuring turned into a terrified uproar.

I could only feel the chaos inside me gradually beginning to take control of my body, flowing through my veins until it filled every pore of my body.

I looked at my hands, which were no longer blue. Instead, you could see my veins... glowing. They were an icy shade of blue, almost whitish, and made my already pale skin glow.

My heart was racing.

I looked at Grace, who was staring at me in horror, even more horrified when I took off my hood.

“I’m sorry...” I whispered, overwhelmed.

She only stared at me in more horror. And all I could see in my cousin’s eyes was... fear.

Then everything happened very quickly. Grace was pulled away from Amara, in the background I saw someone pulling Bayla off the altar, probably her mother.

I noticed hands touching me left and right with firm grips, determined to keep hold of me. A mistake.

My panic ate away the last of my control. Like a trapped animal, I broke free and turned toward the council members, who of course rushed toward me again, but I wouldn’t let them. I made a quick motion with my hand and sharp shards of ice grew out of the ground, denying them access to me.

With glazed eyes, I looked at my hands, then back at the dangerously shiny ice on the ground in front of me.

When I looked up, I saw the horror in all their glowing eyes, but there was one pair of eyes that stuck with me. I would never forget that look from Gloria, never. She looked at me as if she had just seen a ghost. Her pale face lost all expression as she stared at me like I was her biggest nightmare come true.

I stepped backward, further and further, faster and faster. And finally, I stumbled around and stormed out of the temple. Behind me, pandemonium broke out.

The Legend of Walter Robinson

(He Got What He Deserved)

Secession Studios, Greg Dombrowski

My body had calmed down again after the first outburst in public.

I should have expected something like this to happen sooner or later. I had never been able to control all this power inside me. This destructive magic within me was stronger than me, almost like a monster that took what it wanted and retreated until it got hungry again. I was at the mercy of this power. Defenseless. A victim of myself.

I hadn’t gotten very far. Only as far as the lowest corridors of the underground system of Moenia before I was thrown through the air and violently pushed to the ground by extremely aggressive Council members. They had barely given me a chance to breathe. Then they had brought me here, thrown me into the drawing room on the first floor of the villa as if I were a prisoner, and positioned themselves in front of the doors and windows.

What did they think? That I would run away? To where? I was trapped here. Except that from today, it would also become a physical state. Besides, I hadn’t been able to make any further use of this magic. I probably needed a control stone, but I would never find one for these strange powers.

My heart was still beating wildly against my chest. Everything inside me told me that I was about to face the worst torture of my entire existence. I had indirectly attacked Council members, actively fought back against them, and I had ruined Grace’s first ceremony. A politically important ceremony for Amara. And Bayla... There was no one I hadn’t disappointed, angered or frightened.

The door flew open and I jumped up.

Six Quatura entered the room.

Bayla and her mother, who looked very confused, an Amara who seemed to be discussing something, her expression full of despair, Grace who just stared at me, as did Amanda, Gloria’s daughter, and at the front Gloria herself, as if she were something special.

She looked annoyed, angry, but most of all, as always, menacing, especially in her white billowing robe. And if you knew anything, it was that the angry and menacing Gloria was something no one wanted to be confronted with.

“Bring her to me!” she shouted angrily, and the Council members disappeared. Only one stayed behind and closed the doors.

Gloria stepped toward me, her gaze full of emotion, clearly anger among it.

“How could you keep something like this from us all this time?” she shouted angrily, making me tremble inside. I couldn’t get a word out and looked down, but she took my chin in her bony fingers.

My body wanted to tremble, but instead, it froze.

“I expect an answer!” Her irises lit up grayish.

“Gloria!” Amara pushed between us, shoving me further back. “She’s scared and in shock, just like the rest of us!”

I had never seen her get so loud toward Gloria.

“The highest law of the Circle is obedience and loyalty to the Councils!”

“As well as the unity of all Circle members in crisis situations,” Amara added resolutely, and I wondered again about her rebellion against Gloria, which immediately subsided when the door burst open once more and Margot was pushed roughly inside.

The Council members to her right and left bowed slightly to us, or rather to Gloria, and left again. Gloria immediately stepped away from me and Amara and walked toward Margot.

“How on earth is that possible?” she exclaimed and pointed at me, causing everyone to look at me again, but then at Margot.

I stared at the woman they called my mother, trying to pierce her with my gaze, which took all my strength. Margot stared back at me. Tears shone in her eyes.

“Who is the girl’s father?”

An awkward silence fell over the salon. I didn’t know much about him and would have liked to leave it at that, but something told me that Gloria knew something I didn’t. Memories of something very unpleasant crept out of my subconscious. Gloria knew him. She had given him the money back then…

The memories hurt, tore me apart, and began to bubble up inside me again. But I suppressed them with all my strength. This time, successfully.

“Tell me!”

Not even her own sister intervened. Amara looked at Margot as if she was... disappointed? Hurt? But why?

“Didn’t that question answer itself?” Margot sighed, strangely self-assured, and avoided my gaze. “It’s a wonder it took you so long to find out that Alaister has a child.”

“Don’t put his name in your filthy mouth!”

“Gloria! Calm down!” Amara ordered, pulling on her shoulder, but Gloria shook her off.

“You tell me to calm down?! I can’t believe it!”

And I no longer understood what was going on. Too many things at once, too little time to process it all.

“She even looks like him.” Margot laughed, which made Gloria turn to me in a rage.

Her gaze was full of lashing emotions that completely overwhelmed me. Whatever she saw in me, she seemed to hate it.

Amara was walking in circles, clutching her head, and I noticed in the corner of my eye Bayla’s mother running her hands over her arms. Diana looked tense, but not like my aunt, who was now also talking to Margot as if all her questions were about to burst out of her.

“I thought this Jonathon was her biological father and not...” She touched her head. “Oh God, how could I have been so blind back then. So blind to so many things…”

Diana and Amanda looked abruptly at Amara, but she didn’t even notice.

I wondered what exactly she was implying. That Jonathon hadn’t been my father? But that made no sense. I remembered him clearly. Far too clearly…

My hands started shaking again.

“Did you know anything about this?” Gloria now asked her daughter, Amanda, which surprised me the most. And at that moment, I noticed her watching me.

Amanda quickly looked away again, this time at Margot, and her face was expressionless, as if she was reminiscing.

“You will bitterly regret keeping my own granddaughter from me!”

Gloria’s words burned so deeply into my head that I staggered back and bumped into a glass vase, which immediately slipped off the dresser and shattered on the wooden floor.

Everyone looked at me. But I could only look at Gloria. Gloria Westcode...

“You would have taken her away from me,” Margot was now blurting out, and I wondered if she actually cared. I would never believe her.

“She would have gotten a better training! Right from the start!” Gloria argued angrily, as if it were a matter of life and death. And I was right in the middle of it, the victim of her power, a projection screen for her anger.

Her... granddaughter.

A chill went down my spine.

“No... Amanda, tell them that Alaister couldn’t control his powers any better.”

But Amanda just stared at Margot, earning a death glare from Gloria.

“You all...” Margot now looked at the older Circle members. “You were all there when he destroyed everything!”

I looked at each of them, noticing Bayla’s confused look. I was sure she was wondering what she was doing here... just like me.

To learn that my own mother had lied for years about my father, who was now supposed to be Gloria’s unknown son? Confusion and anger flooded through me. Why had I never known about a son? A male Quatura. Male… Probably with the same powers as me. Someone I had never met.

Inevitably, images popped back into my head. Images of the man who had slept with my mother and who...

“He was a goddamn child, just like you were a stupid girl who seduced my son! If I had known... That could have changed so much!” Gloria looked at me again, as if she was thinking about something that pained her.

The door burst open again and a pretty, stern-looking red-haired woman in a light gray robe entered.

“The Councils expect a statement,” she said harshly, before looking to Bayla and her mother. “And you two will be escorted home.”

Gloria turned and eyed Bayla, who looked unsettled and rose when her mother did.

“Diana, we’ll be in touch as soon as the ceremony can be made up,” Gloria growled, unimpressed, and then turned to the red-haired woman. “Rebecca, inform the members that a statement will be made at midnight. From me personally!”

The woman nodded and then disappeared with the Adams.

The two most influential Quatura families of Blairville were left behind, divided and yet somehow united... by me. And suddenly I was the center of attention. A place where I was at Gloria’s mercy. I knew this was going to be a long evening. And I didn’t know if I would get through it without breaking down inside.
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Chapter 9

Bayla

Swept

Jay Varton

My head was full of questions. So many unanswered questions, from which I could now build a dusty collection.

Just barely, by a hair’s breadth, Julie Blair had saved me from this diabolical ritual and her cousin from her first murder... and had thrown the whole Circle into turmoil.

The red-haired Madame had brought us back, so we hadn’t noticed anything else. She and my mother had been silent the whole ride, forcing me to listen to Oliver Bexley forecasting more storms and a late winter for the next few weeks, before the Madam had turned off the radio.

This silence was clearly due to recent events in Moenia. And, for heaven’s sake, Julie’s skin was the last one I wanted to be in.

I stood in the kitchen at the countertop, where Mum had begun hastily clearing out the sink. A little too hastily. She was behaving strangely again, but this time that wouldn’t stop me from asking questions. I wanted to know what was going on.

“Mum...” She turned to me as if I’d told her I’d taken drugs. Something she’d written her dissertation on. Just bringing the subject up caused heated discussions, and I was sure it was one of the reasons why the relationship between her and my best – still missing, by the way – friend was so fraught with tension.

“Yes, my darling?” she said as if I had snapped her out of a daydream. Her face was as white as a sheet of paper.

“Julie’s powers... Are they special? I mean, you only told me about four elements...” Mum stared at me. “I mean, there might be exceptions. Mixtures...”

I fiddled with my blue crystal necklace, which I had put back on as soon as the Madame had disappeared. The pointed crystal of those witches had hurt, and so I had banished it to my brown leather backpack.

Mum’s gaze relaxed a little, and she folded the wipe in her shaky hands.

“Indeed. There are particularities. Just not like this.” She reached for the glasses on the worktop and put them in the dishwasher. “There are four elements, just as I explained to you, and no, there’s no mixing. That’s impossible.”

“But she has...”

“Julie has, for whatever reason, inherited her father’s magic. That can happen with strong bloodlines. But it’s rare, and since male Quatura don’t walk around everywhere, it’s very special.”

“How rare is Julie’s gift?” I asked.

“There was supposedly a Blair in 1880 who inherited her father’s gift, but that’s all I know about it. Anyway, it was a common element. Not like this one.”

“And the whole drama was only because Julie and the other woman, her mother, hid it?”

It seemed strange to me that you were apparently obliged to reveal something like that, even if you wanted nothing to do with the whole mess. But Julie also seemed to have a problem controlling this element, otherwise it wouldn’t have been revealed this way – at a ritual with so many crazy hooded satanists.

Even though my mother was one of them, I tried to mentally separate her from this sect, which I was becoming less and less successful at doing.

And even though I had scrubbed it directly off in Moenia, I could still feel the dirt on my forehead. And this time it had felt like real blood again. 

“You have to understand that a hidden power, especially one like that, is a kind of betrayal against the Circle.” Mum turned her attention back to the pots. “These are potential gifts that benefit the sisterhood...” She paused and looked at me with a serious expression. “Or could drag it to its doom.”

I immediately thought of the things Julie’s mother had said about Julie’s father.

“That Alaister...”

Mum stopped clearing the sink and turned to me.

“You shouldn’t mention his name,” she said with a more than worried look.

Who was he? Voldemort?

“Why?” I asked suspiciously. “Whatever he did. There’s no one here right now who would arrest you for telling the truth.”

She seemed to hesitate, playing with her fingers.

“I just want you to know.” She finally sighed. “Please don’t ever mention him. Especially not in front of Gloria or any Circle members.”

This man must have done something. Something very bad. Bad enough that even his own mother wouldn’t talk about him. Maybe he really was something like Voldemort after all...

From everything I had heard about Gloria today, she seemed like an extremely principled woman. Someone you didn’t want to mess with unnecessarily. I had no plans to, either.

What did Mum think? I just wanted to get out of here and leave behind this Circle that just couldn’t let go of me. When would they finally realize that they were wrong about me?

“What did he do?” I asked hesitantly, as if I knew how my mother would react.

“Nobody talks about him.”

“But...”

“No one,” she emphasized, raising her eyebrows to show me that this discussion wasn’t going to happen.

But I protested. “I’m your daughter.”

Mum came rushing around the countertop and put both hands on my shoulders.

“And that’s why it’s best that you don’t always know everything.” I couldn’t help but look at her in disbelief. “There are wounds that shouldn’t be reopened. People want to forget, want to move on from something at some point, and you should respect that.”

Her voice was quiet, almost tinged with a kind of sadness, as if I had hurt her, even though I knew she was just trying to tell me that certain things weren’t talked about in order to respect other people’s boundaries.

I couldn’t help but feel that something about all this silence felt wrong, strange, and toxic. More like repressing something that would catch up with you sooner or later because you kept dwelling on it in your mind, giving it space in your life.

Ever since Mum’s old life seemed to catch up with her, there were problems between the two of us. Namely, whenever she tried with all her strength to hide something.

At that very moment, when Mum was standing in front of me, I had the chance to tell her, but something inside me said it was hopeless. She looked exhausted, and at the same time I didn’t want another conflict.

So, I just nodded and hugged her. Mum pulled me tightly against her. Her body was so unnaturally warm and then something caught my nose, something sweet…

“I’m so glad you survived. What would I do without my baby?”

She stroked my back with her warm hand. The smell rose stronger in my nose, literally fogging me up. I opened my mouth and tore myself away from my mother, stumbling back.

She looked at me worriedly. “Are you all right, Bayla?”

I stared at her. The smell was gone, and all that remained was confusion.

What had that been? What in God’s name had that been?

I heard my heart beating, very fast... and how... her heart was beating...

“Bayla?” Mum’s concern seemed to grow.

“You... you’re so warm,” I said quickly. “Are you sick?”

Mum started to laugh, “Sick? Actually, I’m physically fine at the moment.”

She looked at me in confusion.

I shook my head. “I don’t think I’m feeling quite well.”

“You should lie down and...” I didn’t even let her finish her sentence, nodded quickly and hurriedly made my way upstairs. Mum called after me. “I can make you some tea!”

“It’s okay,” I replied quickly and when I had disappeared from her sight, I stormed upstairs to my room, where I closed the door not very gently and dropped onto the bed.

My hands had started to take on a life of their own and were shaking like crazy.

It didn’t matter how much I thought about what had just happened. It didn’t make any sense. I tried to block it out somehow. Maybe I should read something.

I jumped up and went to my bookshelf. No, not Jane Austen again, something new. I hastily skimmed the spines, but my gaze slid to the floor, where other books were already piled up, just like by my bed. And then I spotted the note peeking out from under my bed.

Camera Obscura

Angus MacRae

“The letter...” I whispered in realization, remembering how the wind had blown it away a few weeks ago. I had looked for it but had finally given up.

Full of euphoria, I crossed my room, bent down, and pulled the yellowed envelope, which had a coffee stain in the creased corner, out from under my bed.

For Alice.

Whoever that was.

I remembered finding the letter in one of the books on the bedside table. Then I also remembered how Mum had reacted to me snooping around her old room in the first place.

The temptation to read the letter after all this time, after all the things I’d already experienced, was intense. Maybe it was my only chance to learn something about Mum that she would never tell me otherwise. Maybe this was a letter to an old friend that she had never sent.

But when I turned the envelope over, I saw that the dark red sealing wax had already been opened. There was a crest on it that looked all too familiar. That of Vanderwood. However, it was the word Copeland in the sealing wax that made me wonder.

The rest was printed too small to decipher, but what I read was enough for me to know which family the sender came from.

Full of curiosity, I pulled out the classy-looking letter paper, a hard sheet, carefully folded.

Whatever the matter was, I would find out now.

October 02, 1997

Dear Alice,

I thought long and hard about whether to write these lines to you, because if I don’t share my words meant for you, what purpose do they serve?

That day when I showed you the room, you were so astonished by the view of the campus. I couldn’t help but look at you and suddenly, the moment the sun made your turquoise blue eyes shimmer like a clear lake in an enchanted landscape, I realized how captivating you actually are.

Your mind, full of clever ideas; your spirit, so alert and alive. I deeply admire that about you. Right from the start. But until now I’ve been incredibly blind, completely overlooking all the other facets. Those that also belong to you, but whose existence only becomes visible as soon as you open your eyes to the aesthetics.

Just take it as a compliment and let’s not make a big deal out of it, because more than once I shouldn’t write down my thoughts so directly, if you know what I mean... Even though I think my letters are safe with you.

Thinking of you,

Alarik

I read the letter over and over again. And over and over again I came to the sender’s name. Alarik. Without a doubt, it had to be Alarik Copeland, my literature professor.

I could hardly believe that I had just absorbed such intimate lines as if they were poetry. Indeed, Alarik could write. He must have felt something for Alice, whoever that person was.

All I could gather from the letter was the fact that he shouldn’t have written it to her. The worry that someone might find this piece of paper seemed to have been a big one.

Had I just read something that I should never have known? A forbidden love between two people, or even an unrequited one?

I had to grin because I couldn’t get over finding out such information about my professor. It made me curious, but at the same time, it felt like I had invaded his privacy, just as Larissa had invaded her ex-boyfriend’s second villa to steal his watch collection.

Come on, Bayla. It’s just a letter.

I went to the window, to my reading corner, and sat down to read it through again.

They had both been in a building somewhere, on campus, and he seemed like he had been seeing her for a while.

“Bay…” I looked up quickly and found myself staring directly into the eyes of an astonished Julian, who placed a box in front of him on the piano stool... and smiled at me the next moment. “You’re alive.”

“I’m alive, obviously.”

Then I had to laugh too, and he began to grin, just as I knew he would. His eyes shone with surprise, and I couldn’t help but remember the afternoon at the lighthouse.

“There aren’t many who survive something like that.” His grin widened. “Especially with such a frail body.”

Confused, I shook my head and suppressed the pleasant memory.

“Hey. What’s that supposed to mean, eh?”

He just grinned and looked down at his box.

“What are you doing?” I asked with interest but was tempted not to sound interested.

“Packing.”

“Packing...” I said, confused. “For what?”

Had I missed something?

“Your Circle wants my family to vacate the house.”

“First of all, this isn’t my Circle,” I clarified. God, Julian. He should have understood by now how little I wanted anything to do with any of this. “And secondly, what? They can’t just do that? You can live wherever you want.”

Right?

“It would be nice. But this is Blairville, not your relaxed California.” He spoke as if I had no idea about life. “Believe me, I wish I had your life, instead of this one...” Julian hesitated and looked back at the box in front of him. “Actually, it’s ridiculous, as if the Copelands planned this. As if they knew I had no chance and would be forced to join the pack sooner or later.”

I couldn’t quite follow his thoughts. He’d jumped from Blairville to the Copelands so quickly, a family that everyone here seemed to have something against.

“They even took Mia from us.”

“Mia? What do you mean?” I asked cautiously.

He laughed, pushed the chair and box aside, and sat down in the window frame. Whenever he did that, his muscles tensed so...

Bayla... stop. It was still Julian I was thinking about.

Memories flooded through my head again, like a river in search of the sea. The lighthouse. Julian had given me a glimpse of his hideaway, a generous gesture, a beautiful vantage point. Perhaps more than just a physical retreat.

“She’s young and about to undergo her first full moon transformation,” Julian began, his concern unmistakable. “My father sent her there to give her the best chance of transforming and, of course, because the pack put pressure on him. And since certain people don’t want to see us here anymore, my father felt cornered, didn’t talk to me and just took her there.”

“So that means she lives there alone, without her family?”

I didn’t like the idea of Mum sending me to the Blairs so that I could finally become the member they saw in me. And Mia was three years younger than me.

“Dad’s moving to our old house.”

“You lived there?” I asked. Something had been there, but I had forgotten it. I felt as if Julian didn’t want to talk about it either because he said, “Yes... but that was a while ago...” and ran his fingers through his tousled brown hair in embarrassment.

“Why did you move away in the first place?”

It was worth a try.

“You always ask so many questions,” he replied after a short pause in silence, as if I were an annoying little child.

“Because I’m interested in why things are the way they are.” Why didn’t anyone understand that? “Everyone wants me to be part of this... mess and at the same time, no one ever tells me anything.”

I vented my frustration at my mother without naming her. I didn’t want her to be awake and listening to us. It was already eleven pm.

“Maybe there’s a reason for that, nosy girl from California,” he joked, earning a deadly glare from me.

“What are you reading?” he asked, and I remembered the letter from my professor that was resting in my hands.

“Um... something I really shouldn’t have read.”

I folded up the paper and slipped it back into the envelope.

“Ouh, ouh, have you been snooping on your mother?” he teased, proud of himself for having caught me.

“I don’t do that.”

“You may be able to lie to her, but you can’t lie to me, young lady.”

“What did you just call me?”

I looked at him indignantly. He just laughed as if he had intended to, and at that moment, his shiny green eyes reminded me of those of a small, cheeky boy. As if we were just children meeting somewhere secretly in the night and getting up to mischief.

His dimples reminded me of those of the woman in Mum’s picture. Cheeky and cute.

“Come on.” He pointed to the object in my hand. “Now you’ve made me curious.”

He blinked mischievously at me.

I actually toyed with the idea of showing him the letter. On the one hand, I didn’t want to be alone with such a secret, but on the other hand, there was the professor. He probably wouldn’t even want me to get my hands on it. No one, apart from his mysterious lover, should know about his feelings.

In the end, an intuitive impulse made me decide to give the letter to Julian. Something about him made me trust him. A mistake?

“Can you catch?”

“The question is whether you can throw,” he said with a grin, and I gave him my challenge-accepted look. I threw the envelope. Julian was about to lean forward to meet me, but my envelope flew at breakneck speed straight into the moving box behind him.

He looked at me for two seconds, then turned around and reached into the box. “Bayla, how...”

“Come on, don’t make a big deal out of a toss.”

He looked at me for a moment, as if he wanted to say something, but then turned his attention to the letter.

“Who’s Alice?” was his first question, which I could only answer with a shrug. I hadn’t thought about that name before, but now that he’d mentioned it...

Julian turned the envelope and his look became more serious.

“Why on earth...”

“I have absolutely no idea, but read the letter first. Maybe you’ll understand it better than I do.”

Julian opened the letter and read. His gaze remained unchanged until he read the last line aloud. “Thinking of you... Alarik?” He looked at me with widened eyes. “Wait, are we talking about the Alarik Copeland here?”

“Do you know another one?” I teased him.

His expression didn’t change. I could see that he had at least as many questions as I did. He didn’t say anything but kept reading the letter, so I simply spoke the question that was burning on my tongue.

“Do you think she was his student?”

Julian’s head went up. My theory seemed to be bothering him too... and something else.

“What is it?”

“Nothing, it’s just... weird.” Julian looked thoughtfully at the piece of paper in his hands, and I noticed a lot of little scratches on them. Oddly, many that could never have been made while gardening. “I’ve known him for so long. He used to be friends with my father and is the director of the university. It makes no sense. He would never date a student…”

He took a closer look at the letter. “1997... that was twenty years ago. If I’m not mistaken, he was just about the same age as we are now.”

“That’s when my mother was studying here,” I interjected thoughtfully.

“Alice,” Julian whispered thoughtfully. “Where did you find the letter again?”

“In Mum’s... book room.”

“You guys have a book room?”

I raised my hands defensively. “Don’t look so surprised at me. I didn’t know my mother was such a book nerd myself.”

“It seems to run in the family,” he laughed, easing the tension that the letter had created in our minds.

“Back when I was little, Alarik used to let me into his apartment at the Copeland estate. There were so many books there, God. I wonder when he read them all,” he continued, a smile spreading across his lips.

Julian’s description made me a little envious. Oh, how much I would love to see these rooms. But the thought that the name Alice could be a pseudonym for my mother kept growing in my mind. Because if that were the case...

“Do you think they had a secret relationship?” I asked Julian, who shrugged his shoulders in response.

My thoughts drifted further and further away. Alarik Copeland and my mother...

“Anyway, that would explain why he wanted it to stay a secret, and then the wrong name, too.” He looked at me again. “Maybe he wanted to protect her?”

It confused me to be faced with so many pieces of the puzzle at once. Mum clearly had too many secrets, but something didn’t fit here at all. She wasn’t the type for risky things like this, or was I wrong? Maybe Mum had been someone completely different back then. After all, she had read a lot, unlike now. Would I have recognized her if we had met on campus?

Also, Mum’s eyes were a grayish blue. And I would be surprised if Alarik was color-blind. Or maybe he was just a typical man when it came to colors?

“Were there any more letters?” Julian’s question only led to more questions in my already overwhelmed head.

“I honestly don’t know,” I confessed and looked up, straight into his eyes. “Do you think there could be more?”

“Quite possibly,” Julian replied.

“But this letter alone seems to be a breach of the rules. Why would my mother...” I sighed. “She doesn’t normally break rules. I don’t understand.”

“Our parents were young once, too,” Julian said, as if that was justification for my mother’s behavior. “But you’re right, something rings a bell. Maybe the fact that Alarik is the son of the former Alpha and should never have written such a letter, especially not to a Quatura. Besides, he was very good friends with my father.”

“What are you trying to say?” I asked in confusion.

Was he implying that his dad and my mum used to...

“You should have seen them, the night you were bitten and everyone thought you were dead.

“The way they stood there, all around you. And then there was your mother, really distraught. Dad had taken her in his arms, trying to calm her down, as if they’d known each other for half an eternity. Alarik barely paid any attention to her.”

“Alarik had been there?”

Julian laughed. “Emely called him.”

“Emely?”

“We’d been at the party, and then you were in our heads.”

“But that can’t be…”

The more I thought about it, the more Julian’s words made sense.

“But you were…”

“I promise you, I didn’t do anything,” I tried to reassure him. Whatever connection there was between us, I hadn’t made it.

“I don’t know, Bay. Anyway, you were in our heads, and when we got here, you were lying there.” He paused for a moment and stared off into space, toward the road. “God, there... there was so much blood.”

He looked up and our eyes met.

It seemed as if he was associating it with negative emotions, almost as if the memory was painful. But why?

I tried not to break away from his gaze. Something I found hard to do, because he had these beautiful, olive-green eyes, and his gaze began to touch me, to do something to me until he finally looked away.

“Anyway, Alarik showed up then and Amara a little later. And as if that wasn’t enough of a clash between Quatura and Senseque, one of those DeLoughreys had suddenly appeared and wanted to take you away.”

I widened my eyes. “Which DeLoughrey?”

“One of the men who used to come to campus with Adrian and the other guys. The dark blond one, probably in his late thirties.”

“Why did he want to take me with him?”

“I didn’t understand, either.”

I just realized that I must have caused a huge mess. For a reason, the Quatura had sent Julian’s family away, even if it remained a mystery to me what exactly they had done wrong. After all, Ruisangors, or whatever those people were called, had attacked us. Larissa...

“Did he take Larissa with him?” I was hopeful that maybe Julian and Emely had been there in time. Maybe they’d noticed something.

Julian’s expression darkened.

“Your memories. I saw what you saw, and... Bayla, Adrian had been there before us.”

“Adrian...”

“Was it him? Did he attack you?”

“No,” I said hesitantly as images of the disgusting psycho who’d chased after us like we were his playthings popped into my head. He had attacked us, had hurt Larissa too, I was sure of it. But then he had disappeared down the street.

I realized that my memories were too sketchy, and in half of them I didn’t even know if I’d been dreaming. After all, I had been unconscious for three days.

“If anything had happened to you...” I looked at Julian in surprise. “The town wouldn’t have been the same,” he finished the sentence quickly, and I didn’t know why I wished he would have said something else. I had apparently taken plenty of damage from the bite.

“And you?”

“What about me?”

“You would have been happy about all the mess... could have taken your chance to leave without anyone noticing.”

He looked at me like I’d just punched him in the face.

“What?” I laughed. “Isn’t that what you want? I’m sure you would have been free if the Quatura had shooed you guys out of here.”

“You would have died,” he said tonelessly, almost coldly. His voice sounded so serious that I had to swallow, embarrassed.

“I would have killed you with that decision. You know that...” I seemed to have confused him a lot. And now he was confusing me.

“Would that have been a loss?” I continued to laugh, but he didn’t seem to like it at all.

“What do you think of me? That I’m so selfish?”

“No, just...”

“Ever since the first day, when all I did was help you, you’ve acted like I’m the worst person you’ve ever met.”

I looked at him, caught off guard, because he was right about everything. I hadn’t thought about how much it might hurt him, even though it had probably just been a defense mechanism because of my stupid ex-boyfriend.

“Maybe I deserved it, I don’t know.”

“No,” I said quickly.

He looked at me so piercingly again. “What else do I have to do to at least make you stop seeing me as your enemy? Tell me?”

My surprise at this request from him was greater than my surprise that he had saved me. His question overwhelmed me. Because there was really no reason to distrust him anymore, except for the fact that, like Emely, he could turn into an oversized, dangerous dog and just eat me if he wanted to. Surely...

“Tell me, what makes me so unlikeable?”

“Nothing. You’re just so... incredibly annoying,” I finished the sentence hesitantly.

“Annoying. You’re telling me I am annoying?” He started laughing as if I’d made a joke.

“I don’t see you as my enemy,” I clarified.

He shook his head and looked off into the distance, diagonally past our house.

“You’re right,” I sighed. This time, I meant it. It was time to set a few things straight. Once and for all. “I still treat you like I did a few months ago. But a lot has changed, and I don’t know how to behave toward you. I don’t know how to behave toward anyone here, not even Julie or Grace. It’s best not to talk about Emely at all.” I had made him grin again. But only for a split second. “To be honest, I need you, because you seem to be the most reasonable person in this town.”

He looked at me and raised an eyebrow.

“Stop doing that. Every time someone does that, I’m jealous.”

“Looks like someone can’t?” he started to tease me and I knew I’d chosen the right words, even if they were hard to get out.

I rolled my eyes and continued. “Trust me, if you were anything like my enemy, I would have managed to stay out of your way, but that didn’t happen because without you, I’d be screwed on this campus.”

He looked at me thoughtfully until his smile came back.

“Don’t get too excited. You’re still the most annoying person I’ve ever met,” I added quickly, whereupon he threw the letter at me, which I just managed to catch.

“Oh my God, Julian, I almost dropped it!” I shouted and stood up.

Julian rolled his eyes and made a duck with his hands, opening and closing its beak.

“You should go to sleep now before mommy finds out you’re still awake and secretly read her love letters.”

“Very funny,” I replied with fake annoyance, and watched as he jumped up and picked up the box. “Don’t overdo it with the boxes.”

He raised both eyebrows, and I didn’t know if his reaction was genuine. Then I drew the curtain closed and couldn’t help but grin a little. In situations like this, I liked to have the last word.

I looked down at the letter, wondering what to do with it. For now, I put it back in the book box. I couldn’t deny that a certain curiosity was growing inside me. I wanted to find out more, I wanted to squeeze my mother, but she would squeeze me if she found out that I had taken something from that room, or even that I had opened that letter. There was no turning back. Now, I shared this little secret with Julian.
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Chapter 10

Emely

How the West Was Won

Secession Studios, Greg Dombrowski

“The kid is still traumatized. You should have seen him.” I didn’t need to press my ear to the massive oak door of Dad’s study to hear Alarik. “He can’t even talk about anything close to that.”

As always, I leaned against the wall next to the door, eavesdropping on my father’s conversations. I had great respect for him, but I thought it was unfair that Nash, who had kept quiet until now, was the only one invited to these little private gatherings. Father, he and Alarik were deep in conversation, and once again, it was about Julian.

“Our rules can’t be thrown out the window because of one boy. You know just as well as I do what the consequences would be,” Dad pressed out, and I heard his nervous pacing around the room.

From the meadow outside came the loud shouts of the guys who were having a two-hour strength training session.

Actually, I had intended to train with Hunter and Finn, because they had challenged me again.

Of course, it was all about who was the strongest, and I was surprised that Nash was distancing himself more and more from these Alpha-related things, even though it seemed so important to him to prove himself.

“What if it stays in this room?”

Surprised by Alarik’s words, I leaned closer to the door, as if it would make any difference to the explicitness of the conversation.

Did he expect Nash to support our father in breaking essential rules? My uncle seemed serious.

“I can’t keep doing this, Alarik. There are limits. You asked for two years, and that time is long gone. Julian Bardot is strong. He belongs in the pack and if he doesn’t undergo an initiation soon, he will have to be killed.”

Shocked, I pressed my hand over my mouth. I knew the rules. Everything in me screamed to rush into that room and beg Father, but my reason and the principles I tried to live by in the pack stopped me.

Father was right, and I was the only person who could change that, who could perhaps somehow get through to Julian. But my time was running out.

Alarik gave free rein to his indignation. “How can you follow the old traditions so blindly?”

I heard a fist on my father’s desk, then his angry voice. “Enough! Your behavior toward your Alpha is outrageous!”

But Alarik was not done yet.

“His sister is coming to us...” he began. “Don’t you think we could reach him better through her? This chance...” I heard Alarik’s hands run nervously over the edges of the desk. “One we haven’t had until now.”

A slight panic spread through me as I realized how unlikely it was that Julian would ever change his mind, but maybe Alarik was right. Mia would be here soon, and when she officially joined the pack, maybe Julian would change his mind and finally come to his senses.

My father actually seemed to want to think about Alarik’s words, because he sat down. And as soon as he sat down, it was Nash’s turn. It had always been like that.

“It certainly wouldn’t hurt to try. Mia is close to him, as far as I know,” Nash said cautiously.

I knew he was at war with Julian, but he certainly didn’t want him dead. Not after all the time they’d spent together. The old Nash would have done anything for the old Julian. Just like me.

No one said anything for a while, and I would have given a lot to see the battle of looks between our father and Alarik, but then Father spoke up. “I’d like to talk to your uncle alone now.”

Even before the door burst open, I scurried into the shadows of the staircase. The door was closed and footsteps sounded, paused briefly but, to my reassurance, started moving again.

Nash would have seen me by a hair’s breadth. This often happened, and by now, I knew he had to know something. He was neither inattentive nor stupid. And if anyone was aware of his surroundings, it was him. No one knew him as well as I did, I was sure of that. However, this fact meant that I also knew best how well he hid things. I was never very good at predicting what he would do and say, because I didn’t really know his principles. On top of that, he had changed a lot over the last two years. Since Mady…

I crept closer to the door again. I stopped about ten inches from it. Caution was the supreme discipline when eavesdropping on the Copelands. So, it was just perfect that I was one myself.

“How can you involve Nash in such a matter?” Alarik asked with serious concern. From the start, he had been against making Nash the Alpha before his thirtieth birthday. Of course, he questioned the decisions of an eighteen-year-old. Even I did.

“If not now, then when? It’s only a matter of time before he becomes the next Alpha.”

I knew why Father wanted to make Nash an Alpha. He was trying to send a message. He wanted the DeLoughreys to know that the line had been continued. He wanted them to know that if they didn’t leave town soon, the pack would grow and eliminate them. And the fact that they were now at the university had driven him crazy for nights. Just like the attack on Bayla and the human girl... or the body of Mady’s brother that had been found at the diner a few days ago, which had been blamed on Blairville’s wild wolves.

Since that day, Nash had been even more tense than usual, and I knew it had something to do with Madelin Campell.

“He’s too young for that.” Alarik sighed.

Fortunately, the subject of Julian was out of the way for now. Next was the usual. Nash this, Nash that, Nash whatever.

“Think back to our time. How old were we?” Dad laughed, and I had to get used to the sound because the last time I’d heard him laugh had been three years ago.

“Far too young,” Alarik replied with regret in his voice. “And yet you were older than he is now, almost ten years,” he continued hastily. He seemed a little confused, unlike I knew him. Alarik was a mess, that was nothing new, but his thoughts always seemed organized.

“Our old man would have made you Alpha too, and you weren’t a day older than he is now.”

There it was again. The story that people knew so little about. But it was true. Alarik could have become an Alpha. He had the Alpha gene. The one you needed to prove yourself as an Alpha. And also, the one that preserved the species in case of need. Whenever it was the turn of a new alpha, a test was carried out to see whether he possessed this gene. A test that Nash also had to pass... and it looked like he only had a year to do it.

Any blind man could see that my brother wasn’t ready yet. Only father couldn’t. By now, this blindness had settled over the entire pack like a dark bedspread over a dead person’s bed. The pressure was rising. A new Alpha was demanded, and this time not because of the traditions of the Esadowas.

I wondered if the rules had been much different when they had been in town...

I hastily pushed aside the strange feeling in my stomach and concentrated on the conversation.

“Unlike your son, I refused the inheritance. I wasn’t ready for it.”

Silence.

I knew my father was trying to live up to his role as Alpha. But that didn’t stop the silence that fell like a chasm between the two of them whenever they talked about the subject.

“Tell me, how is Emely performing at the moment?”

I was about to let out all my air.

It was common for Father to use me as the perfect change of subject, but only when I wasn’t present.

“She’s gotten very strong,” my uncle responded to the change in conversation, and I couldn’t help but grin slightly. I didn’t like boasting about my strength, but what was wrong with a little pride?

“I’m glad to hear that.” I smiled slightly again. Father never praised me, and this indirect praise wasn’t even meant for my ears. “So, the chances are high that she’ll make an acceptable match?”

And immediately the smile was gone. Instead, my stomach filled with a queasy feeling. I had hoped that it had only been a bad dream a few days ago. The memories of the phone call with the Russian Alpha seemed to choke my throat without justification.

“You know what my opinion is on this, Nickolas.” Alarik sounded unenthusiastic.

I appreciated his efforts to support me, only it was my father he was speaking against.

“Do you think it’s easy for me to do something like this?” That’s how it sounded when it came to Nash. The next sentence was usually something like: The pack comes first. And that was true. The pack came first. In all cases. “Nevertheless, I think she is perfect for this role. I don’t know anyone who is as loyal to a pack as Emely. At the Alpha’s side, she would be taken care of.”

It was my job to show devotion and loyalty. Something I made an effort to do. But ever since Julian was involved, that task seemed to be getting harder and harder. And now Dad’s plans for my future were added to the mix.

“Emely is part of this pack. She was made for our pack. Not for any other...”

“What do you think? That I want to give her away?” my father interrupted, completely shocked. The queasy feeling spreads through my stomach again. “Tradition. Alarik. That’s the one thing you keep neglecting.”

Silence again. Then I heard Father start to play nervously with his pen.

“We’re expecting Dimitrio and his son in a week from now.”

Silence.

Nervousness settled on my chest.

“Tell me that’s not true.”

Alarik didn’t seem pleased at all.

At the same time, my stomach filled with an oppressive heaviness.

Father had already invited the Rolanows for this month…

“I expect you to welcome them with open arms.” Alarik did not reply. “You owe it to the Rolanows.”

“If you’ll excuse me.” A few seconds later, the door burst open and a somewhat irritated Alarik stared at me as if he had seen a ghost.

I looked at him pleadingly and without another word, he closed the door behind him and pushed me by the shoulders toward the exit.

Songs of the Forest

Experience Nature

We crossed the raised veranda until we stopped in front of the stone railing from which we could look out into the expansive garden with its lush meadow and old oak trees in full view.

Directly below the railing was the paved flower garden with its fountain, which made the house look picturesque.

“I just wanted to...”

“It’s all right. I’m the last person who wants to hold you responsible for anything. Especially in your situation.”

I looked at him, somewhat surprised. Alarik, for his part, leaned on the railing with a crumpled expression. There was something distracted about it. Almost as if the world was coming to an end around him, and he was sitting at the key lever.

“Please, just tell me how you’re doing.”

He turned to me, looked at me urgently, and I didn’t know what to tell him. He was my uncle, and he had the right to be worried. Still, I hadn’t asked him to, and I was old enough to stand up for myself. How I felt didn’t matter when the existence of the pack was at stake.

“I’m sorry. Believe me. I would have done everything in my power to make sure he didn’t do it again.”

This was the moment my brain started to stumble. Alarik looked like a mess. More than usual.

“He wants me to marry a Rolanow,” I voiced what was hanging in the air, stunned. It was as if it had taken me days to realize how much responsibility Father was putting on my shoulders.

“He won’t be able to make that happen.”

“But...”

“I’ll take care of it,” Alarik pressed out stubbornly.

There was a sparkle in his green eyes. Confident and rebellious. Just like I knew my uncle. You’d think it would cost him his head, and yet, it had taken him far. The problem was that Alarik didn’t know when to stop. Another Alpha would have reprimanded him long ago.

I turned away from him thoughtfully and let my gaze wander over the railing. Our large garden looked like something out of a storybook. A little enchanted and idyllic, flowers lined the front part in circular flowerbeds, harmonizing with the old wooden benches and even with the ivy that wound its way up the right wing to Alarik’s apartment, as if it wanted to hide my uncle there. The house was old. Very old. It had been built by the first Copelands. Cornelius and Jeremiah Copeland. Father and son. A memento of the founding days.

Further back in the garden, the guys were playing around. To put it better, they were fighting like mad.

They stood in a circle, shirtless, and cheered on the two who were fighting a duel in the middle. It was daytime, so all of them were in their human form, but I could feel their energy. They were just waiting to roam the woods tonight and finally enjoy the hunt again.

It was in us, connected us to nature. Connected us all.

Monday had been a new moon, which meant we couldn’t transform on that day, and often for two days around it neither. Some of us spent the day at home or slept through it completely, like Nash and Finn. I, too, had once again needed three mugs of black coffee to keep me going in the law library, but I had also gone home shortly after and spent the remaining twelve hours under my sheets, somehow surviving my period cramps that seemed to love the new moon.

Now it was Wednesday, and the energy levels of the pack members seemed to skyrocket, even if this was nothing compared to the energy felt around the full moon.

I began to watch the duel intently as I realized who was up against whom. It was Hunter, hurling his older brother Harry into the air. He had always been the strongest of the three Jones brothers, and the only one against whom I had ever lost. That’s why I was happy when he challenged me.

I knew I was strong, only Hunter was damn good, and I doubted I had a chance against him.

I was a female Senseque, which made me stronger than most men. A fact I’d never really understood, because we were a traditional patriarchy. Probably because female Senseque were so rare that some packs didn’t even have any.

Suddenly, Hunter looked up and our eyes met. I took a deep breath and broke my gaze from his as his big brother grabbed him and threw him against the biggest oak tree in our meadow.

I gritted my teeth and heard my uncle next to me make a sound that revealed he must have literally felt Hunter’s pain. And in fact, we had, through the Alpha bond.

I had distracted Hunter.

He quickly got to his feet and gave me a quick glance before returning his full concentration to the game.

It didn’t escape my notice that Caleb was missing, and then I remembered that he had moved to the States with his father a few weeks ago, where he now had to join another Alpha. Dad had taken care of it, had to take his Alpha ban from the two of them, and this morning he had received a message from one of the US-American Alphas that the two of them had arrived at their designated territory.

That’s how it worked for us. Controlled and following the Code to prevent a Senseque from leaving the hierarchy behind and becoming packless or even feral.

Cody roared loudly next to Noah, and I had to smile.

Cody Kaheel had grown on me over the last three years. He had moved here with his father and uncle to join the Canadian pack and at first, everyone had teased him for his size. But in the last two years, he had grown into a handsome young man, becoming one of the best hunters and moving up from Omega to Delta; even though he often jumped against trees because he had a visual weakness in his wolfish form.

I valued him as a loyal friend who I wouldn’t want to miss in the pack.

Just like Noah, next to him, who, together with Hunter, was the strongest, albeit the roughest of them all. If I had to choose one of them to go into battle with against the Ruisangors, I would choose Noah – if you left out the adrenaline-addicted fighting machine called Kieran Wheeler, who was still enjoying his time abroad in the US.

And if I needed a wise counselor, I’d choose Hunter’s big brother, Harry. He was a lot like his father, Maverick Jones, who – as a Beta – was already my father’s second most trusted advisor.

Maverick was a thoughtful man, and I was glad he supported Dad, even though he often spoke out against Alarik’s university policies and Julian’s hardship case. And he was right. Julian was breaking the code, and Alarik wasn’t really trying to protect the pack at all.

Above me and Alarik, two noisy birds chirped as they perched in the nearest oak tree, snapping me out of my thoughts, but before they could return to Father’s political plans, something distracted me. A glimmer.

I jerked my head around and looked at the source of the reflection.

Had something moved on the upper floor? In Alarik’s rooms? Strange, because he was here, next to me.

“I... still have a lot to do for university,” I lied boldly and felt a little bad about it, even worse when Alarik nodded in understanding and leaned a little further over the parapet to watch the guys.

My law studies kept me busy day and night when I wasn’t in the forest with the guys or training with Alarik, but because I was working in advance, I had nothing more to do today.

I looked at Alarik one last time. He seemed to be thinking. Something was bothering him. I would ask him later, because I had no time to waste now. Whoever was lurking through Alarik’s rooms, I would catch him.

Sneaky-Sneaky

Gold-Tiger

This was my favorite part of the house. Here was my room, and everything after that belonged to Alarik. There was something different in his part of the house. I couldn’t describe it. It felt like I was stepping into the past here.

My uncle didn’t change anything about the paintings that hung here. Pictures of family structures from back then. Even though it was almost exclusively men with their many offspring, and only occasionally, a woman could be found in the oil paintings, they all told a story.

I would have loved to know more about the Esadowa tribe and my mother’s ancestors. All Father ever talked about was the number of hunting trophies, how many times they had torn a Ruisangor to shreds, and which Alpha had led the pack when.

Only Alarik seemed to know more. He had told me the stories of the women, what their names were, and who had wooed them. Also, how they had defended the pack in difficult times, that I had almost been jealous of their inner strength and love for these men. It was funny how little I knew about love, and yet I was soon to...

A muffled noise startled me out of my thoughts and I looked to the door at the back of the corridor, which was ajar.

Alarik never left his door open.

I tried to hear something and at the same time, as quietly as possible, to approach the door, but it was silent.

So, I ran and yanked the door open, ready to really punch someone in the face. But the apartment was empty. Instead, the autumn wind whistled through one of the open wooden floor-to-ceiling windows and blew the white curtain back and forth, which occasionally swung against the candlesticks on the table and made a slight muffled clatter.

I sucked in the air suspiciously.

Nothing.

I had been wrong.

Deciding to dismiss it as paranoia, I turned back into the hallway, closed the door behind me, and bumped into something warm.

I backed away.

“Jesus Christ! Hunter!” I gasped, startled, trying to stop my transformation from starting. “You scared me!”

He started to grin and I punched his bare chest.

“Don’t ever do that again,” I added angrily and stepped past him.

He followed me, laughing.

“I thought you were going to keep fighting with your brother,” I sighed teasingly.

“And I thought you wanted to study.” Indignant, I turned to him. He had eavesdropped on my conversation with Alarik. “Instead, I catch you in the professor’s apartment.”

I felt caught out and indicated with a serious look that he should keep his voice down.

“I thought someone was there.”

He looked at me a little confused before he started talking. “Someone? I think if someone had broken in here, we all would have smelled it.”

“I know,” I sighed and closed my eyes. I really seemed to be getting paranoid.

“Is everything all right?”

Of course, it was. If there was one thing Hunter was good at, it was knowing that something was bothering me. He’d always been good at that.

“I’m fine.”

“You’re lying.”

“I’m not lying.”

“I bet you are.”

I looked at him, considering revealing something. Hunter was part of the pack, and he might be able to understand that burden, but any attempt by me to gripe about my circumstances would result in me no longer being considered a strong pack member. And I couldn’t let that happen. Betas were the members who had to support the Alpha. They had to show strength and resilience. Without exception.

“We all have to fulfill our duties.”

Filaments

Scott Buckley

“You sometimes take a little too much weight on your shoulders than you should, Emely.”

I looked at him, puzzled.

What made him think something like that?

“I’m not absent-minded. Our father told us you were to be married.”

Great. So now the whole pack knew?

“There are supposed to be competitions.”

“What?” That was news to me. How did Hunter know about it? “What kind of competitions?”

I could vaguely remember my father’s phone call, but at some point, I hadn’t been able to take anything in, trying to process the most important words, which had pushed the rest of the conversation into the background.

“Your father invited the Rolanows.”

“How...” I began but faltered.

How did he know that? Alarik had found out only a few moments ago. There was only one explanation: Hunter’s father, Maverick, had already taken the position of closest advisor, probably because Alarik was so out of line that Father had had no other choice.

“You should know by now how close my father is to yours,” Hunter confirmed my suspicions and looked at me with concern.

Until now, I had only thought the two of them met often to play chess and discuss pack politics. Apparently, chess brought them closer than expected.

It hurt a little to know that Father was turning away more and more from Alarik’s advice, considering that Alarik had balanced him out.

“The Rolanow Alpha’s son will prove his dignity and strength by competing against us,” Hunter continued to enlighten me.

“You...”

It didn’t sit well with me that a man was playing against the pack members of the Senseque whose hand he wanted to ask for. This Rolanow son should compete against me.

I shook my head because that thought was stupid. What would it say about me if I fought against a favorable match?

And yet, I felt like I was under someone else’s control, just like always. My father was planning to expand the power of the pack at my expense. In a normal family, that would have been questionable. But we weren’t a normal family. We were the Copelands. A powerful pack that had to defend its position from other hostile species and prove its loyalty to the Code and its traditions to the other packs.

“You were born with a great responsibility,” Father had said only a month ago. To Nash. The same was true for me, even if he didn’t say it.

It was all tradition. One that held my family and the pack together. If that was the price I had to pay, I would pay it. Albeit with suspicion.

“I could help you...”

Again, I looked at Hunter, confused. His dark brown eyes matched his mocha-colored skin and short-cropped afro. He was the same height as me, which was because I was just generally a little taller.

I shook my head. “Wait... What are you talking about?”

“If you don’t like him, I’ll make sure he doesn’t win.”

“Hunter...” My mouth fell open.

“I would.”

I was speechless. Had Hunter just told me he was going against the Code and rigging this contest?

“I can’t let you do this. If Father...”

“Hunter, what a coincidence. I was just looking for you,” Nash’s voice rang out from the left wing of the house, where Finn and Father lived.

Hunter turned his gaze from me to look at my brother. A smile spread across his lips.

“Sorry that I’m late,” Nash said, pulling off his shirt.

“It’s never too late to hunt,” Hunter replied, suddenly completely relaxed, walking over to Nash just to pat him on the shoulders.

My brother raised his eyebrows, then blinked, causing me to roll my eyes.

“Then let’s start now before we’re the ones being hunted.”

Even though Nash was joking, it was serious. There was a hunters’ club in Blairville, led by human investor Clifford Millton, that held a hunting meeting at the beginning of every month, especially since the recent events. Formally, our family were members, so we knew when and where they hunted.

“Are you coming, Emy?” my brother suddenly asked me, and I looked at Hunter.

I would have loved to know what he had meant when he had talked about the competitions, but I wouldn’t find out if I went hunting with him and my brother.

My heart beat for hunting. That was the deciding factor.

A grin spread across my lips and our eyes began to glow yellow as the veins on our necks stood out.

“Whoever gets to the cliffs first!”
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Chapter 11

Larissa

Criminal Investigation Files

RealTunesStudio

I had been told to get changed for training. I had done that. I was supposed to follow him downstairs, in a strange elevator that was far too modern for this building, even more modern than conventional elevators. I had done that. I followed Miles DeLoughrey. All while my insides had been tossing and turning as if trying to fight all this.

My mother was dead because of me. My father had been one of them, and I... I would never be able to have children again.

Tears made their way up, and it felt like the tattooed knot under my breast was tightening on my skin.

Cursed. I was cursed. And I should never have come to Blairville.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Miles watching me scrutinizingly.

I still wasn’t able to say anything. His explanations had thrown me off the rails so badly, yet nothing of this was his fault. If one really thought about it, it was our fathers’ faults. It was their fault that we existed... and that our mothers no longer did.

I had always wondered how my father could have left me. Now I knew the answer. He was a heartless asshole, and I was better off without him anyway.

The elevator paused, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. Lately, this always happened when there was a sudden movement. It was probably because of my new... body.

“I’m surprised Bastien makes so much time for you.” Miles snorted with a laugh, indicating that Bastien must be a very busy man.

“He’s training you all?” I spoke for the first time in two hours.

Miles looked at me again, then he grinned. “That would be wasted potential, according to Nicolaj. He only trains Adrian.”

I nodded slowly. Of course... Adrian.

“Who’s your mentor? Do you even have one?”

“Laurent,” he replied tersely. “Less pressure, less Bastien drama.”

“Bastien drama?”

“Oh, believe me, good old Bastien seems calm and collected at first glance, but he’s demanding. Just the right thing for Adrian.”

Now it made sense why Adrian had reacted so dismissively to me. He thought he was better than me.

“Is Bastien really... that good?”

Miles turned to me with a crooked grin, strands of his brown hair falling into his face, making him look even more attractive. “Trust me, little one, you don’t want to mess things up with Bastien.”

I looked at him, at a loss for words. Bastien had actually seemed calm and collected. Like a man with many secrets, a dark side. But wasn’t this whole cursed place just like that? Dark and mysterious? A treasure trove for my adrenaline-hungry brain?

“Should I be scared now?”

Miles was still grinning. “The only thing you need to have is respect. And if you’re training with him, my condolences. By the way, you’d better ask Adrian for advice.”

“No, thanks.” I snorted and turned to the glass elevator door, which was now opening.

In front of us was a corridor that looked ultra-modern, like I was on some kind of spaceship.

“What the hell is this place?”

“It’s the DeLoughreys’ underground training and research facility,” Miles said dryly, leading the way. I followed him, not without letting my curious gaze slide through the lab doors, but most of them had privacy glass.

“You have labs under your castle?” The door I had stopped in front of opened and I jumped back.

Miles laughed. “Surprised?”

I eyed the blinking sensor on the side of the door suspiciously.

“I was thinking more of something like a dungeon or a wine cellar.”

But no, the DeLoughreys naturally came up with even more expensive alternatives.

“What’s next? A movie theater?” I looked at Miles, who had stopped to watch me in amused amazement.

“Far too shabby for Nicolaj,” he remarked with a dismissive wave of his hand.

“An opera?”

“You won’t find that with Nicolaj,” he began, both hands in the pockets of his suit trousers. “We work in politics, law, in business and within units of the Secret Service. You’ll find fun elsewhere.”

“Oh, dear,” I sighed with amusement and continued to stare through the lab windows we passed. “More proof that I don’t belong here.”

Miles stopped. His laughter gave way to seriousness. “Even if you don’t want to be here, believe me, you’ll learn important things. Things essential for survival.”

“How to kill people?” I asked pointedly. “How to bring motherless children into the world?”

Miles looked tense now. He moved closer and I took a step back.

“You think I’m someone like that?” he pressed out. “Don’t you think I’ve lost a mother, too?”

I stared at him, swallowing.

Crap. He was right. I had gone too far. I’d also forgotten how skilled he must be if he’d been living here for ages, wielding knives like they were toys. Miles was twenty, like me, but he’d grown up here and was unquestionably superior to me.

He turned away from me and walked on. I kept silent, walking inconspicuously behind him, trying not to move too fast, until we entered the room at the end of the corridor.

It wasn’t a room. It was a hall full of silver and black steel exercise equipment. Things I’d seen in the gym before, but some of them were new to me. There was a huge parkour section to my right that stretched across several levels of the hall, a climbing wall that ran through the entire hall, and a few ropes hanging from the high ceiling. And then I saw that there were platforms dangling from the ceiling above us, connected... or not.

I followed Miles, and we passed huge tires lying on the floor, mats with racks for swords next to them, and there was even a shooting range.

“What the...” I blurted, but I stopped abruptly when Miles did.

I glanced at him. His face still looked tense. He stared straight ahead with a hardened expression. Curious and a little alarmed, I followed his gaze.

There was a guy standing there. It wasn’t just any guy, but the one who had been following me and Bay. The man who had been with our attacker.

Instead of his elegant coat, he was wearing a black shirt and tracksuit bottoms. At that moment, I recognized similarities to Bastien, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

“You,” Miles said. His look seemed... hateful? Why? Should I be scared now?

“Do you have a problem, kid?” the man asked sternly.

I still felt uneasy at the thought that he seemed to live here too. But what did I have to fear? Wasn’t I just like him now? A criminal monster with secrets?

“You bet I have,” Miles cursed loudly and stepped closer.

I stood motionless. Waiting and watching could hardly hurt.

“Isn’t this fucking mansion big enough to keep your ass away from me?”

“No, Milliam, I’m simply fulfilling my duties.”

Milliam?

Miles seemed to be struggling for composure, as if he had issues with the guy. And I preferred to stay out of it.

“Don’t make me laugh.” Miles sounded like he was trying really hard to control himself. “Get out of here!”

“That’s not going to happen,” the man replied, unimpressed, and went to the modern weapon rack to pull a black bag out of one of the holders. He looked at me before he threw the bag, which I caught, somewhat overwhelmed.

“Follow me.”

I looked at Miles, who was staring after him motionless.

“Now,” the man called, and I reluctantly moved forward.

Should I actually follow him? Would he train me? Wasn’t Bastien supposed to do that? I wasn’t at all comfortable being confronted by this guy.

Miles grabbed my arm and I looked up at him. “You stay here.”

Then everything happened very quickly. The guy suddenly stood in front of both of us, ripped Miles’ hand off my arm and threw him against the wall. Swords clattered to the floor and Miles got to his feet to take a run-up and go for the guy. But he dodged skillfully and Miles flew into something loaded with weapons again. Cursing, Miles straightened up and lunged, pulling a knife out of nowhere.

Another shadow flitted through the hall. It was Bastien. He grabbed Miles’ wrist, stopping him before he could make a successful attack on the guy.

Someone here seemed to have serious aggression issues.

“Miles, calm down,” Bastien said sternly, yet in a calm voice, as if he were speaking to an animal.

“He’s everywhere I am, and now what he wants is her!” Miles pointed at me and I looked from the two of them to the guy who seemed to be eyeing me intensely. He looked at least fifteen years older than me.

Confused, I looked back at Bastien and Miles.

“I gave him the order.”

Miles tore himself away from Bastien, snorting in bewilderment. “How could you?!”

“After consulting with the head of the clan, I had no other choice.”

Miles looked Bastien angrily in the eye.

“You can’t control yourself,” he said, and it sounded as if that fact was a crime.

Miles snorted and looked to me. There was a lot in his gaze. Anger, regret, pity? Then he disappeared as quickly as Bastien had arrived.

Wait... Was he leaving me alone now? With Bastien and...

“I’ll take care of him,” Bastien said briefly, nodded to me and the man with a cool look, and disappeared.

Shit. They were seriously leaving me here alone with this guy. Now what? I was totally unprepared for this.

The man broke out of his stupor and went back in the direction he had come from.

Should I follow him now? Did I even want to?

I knew it wasn’t about what I wanted and that I would struggle to find my way back to the first floor from this state-of-the-art facility, so I followed him, albeit wary and prepared for anything.

The man pretended I wasn’t there, grabbed a bag that looked suspiciously like the one I was holding, and put it on a table. Then he turned to me.

My body stiffened.

Why had I been so terribly jumpy since I’d been here? What had happened to Larissa from the street? To the girl from Sacramento?

“I’m glad I have the honor of being your mentor,” he began calmly, and I couldn’t help but think of Miles’ words.

“…now what he wants is her.”

I eyed the guy suspiciously before it just burst out of me.

“What did you do with my friend?”

“Your friend?” He looked at me questioningly, but I already knew this game.

“Don’t act like that. You know her,” I continued. “The girl was with me when we first met. You and your...”

“Friend?” he chuckled. “I don’t think so. He’s dead.”

I widened my eyes.

“He didn’t follow the rules, he was too conspicuous and he...” He furrowed his eyebrows. “Assaulted a DeLoughrey.”

He meant me, without exception.

“I don’t understand,” I said. “You killed the one who changed me into this monster... Didn’t you have the same thing in mind for us? Out there?”

He came a little closer, and I became uncomfortable with the conversation. He seemed to want to say something as his gaze rested on me, but he shook his head.

“You’re my student, which means it’s my responsibility to train you.”

I looked at him in astonishment.

How could he just ignore my question like that?

“Are there any talents you have?” He looked at me again as if he had meant the question seriously. “Except for photography.”

I stared at him, speechless.

Did everyone here know who I was? To be fair, I had been pretty active on social media, so it was no wonder that people like the DeLoughreys had an easy game with me.

“I don’t know. I tinker a lot.”

“Tinkering.” The guy raised an unimpressed eyebrow. He must have misunderstood me.

“On motorcycles.”

The corners of his mouth turned upward, which made me a little uneasy.

“That brings us a little closer.”

I didn’t know what he meant, so I kept quiet and waited to see what happened.

“Is there any sport that you used to do?”

“Karate,” I said, and regretted it the next moment. It was never good to tell your enemy what you could do. I was an idiot.

“Very exemplary.” He nodded at me with a smile. It was a... friendly smile, which I hadn’t expected. “Unfortunately, I’m the wrong trainer for that. I’ll talk to Laurent and give you some regular karate lessons with him. That should be possible.”

Laurent, Miles’ trainer.

“And what am I learning from you, Mr. …DeLoughrey?” I asked carefully, because I didn’t want to question his presence, and yet it felt like I was doing just that.

“Tristan” I backed away as the man suddenly appeared in front of me. “I don’t want you to call me by my surname because that feels terribly old. I’m not that old yet, and besides, I’m...” He looked at me scrutinizingly before finishing the sentence. “Your mentor.”

I nodded quickly and said, “Of course.”

At least he hadn’t tried to kill me yet.

“Good.” He turned away from me again and hurried to the table, where he unrolled my bag. Wait, what? I looked into my hands, where I’d just been holding the heavy bag. It was gone.

“Not to mention your attention, which is in dire need of training. I’m going to have you specialize in throwing stars. Firearms training will be secondary, probably with Camille, but there’ll be time for that later. The important thing is that you have a foundation, a focus that we can build on.” He turned to me and looked me up and down. An unpleasant feeling spread through me. What was he doing? “You’re slim, almost skinny. You’ll have to start weightlifting like Miles.”

He paused, and I continued to watch him.

It was nice that he had just labeled me too skinny. Thank you, Tristan, the killer mentor.

I didn’t believe him that he didn’t know where Bay was. What I did believe was that he had killed the guy who had attacked us. The two of them hadn’t really gotten along when we first met. But that fact didn’t make it any better. He was a murderer. And I was alone with him in a training hall full of murder weapons.

“But above all, you should use your strength. With training that’s customized to you, you’ll hopefully build up more muscle mass. Otherwise, a compact handgun with a smaller grip size might be better for you to ensure a comfortable grip. I think the standard sizes are perfect for you. When choosing calibers, we’ll see which ones provide adequate recoil control for you. Until then... throwing weapons.”

I blinked because I couldn’t follow his explanations – or didn’t want to.

He actually wanted me to train with weapons. Things I had wanted to leave behind.

Tristan pointed to the bag in front of him, where throwing stars lay, their blades glinting menacingly. I immediately thought of Miles’ knives.

“Why no knives?”

Tristan sighed. “If Miles impressed you with his knife games, please keep in mind that throwing stars have an even weight distribution and are easier to handle.” He looked at me scrutinizingly. “Those ridiculous knives Milliam uses are gimmicks.”

I didn’t know whether to believe him because a man who could throw knives was still a man who could attack and defend himself.

With growing suspicion, I eyed the stars. I had never thrown anything like that before, let alone hit anything in general.

Tristan came to me, menacingly close, and I looked at him fearfully.

Come on, be Larissa Champson.

Then he held three blades out to me.

When I didn’t take them, he turned away from me and started throwing them unexpectedly in three different directions. I looked around and spotted three distant targets with a piece of metal now stuck in their centers.

I swallowed.

He held three blades out to me again.

“Your turn.”

I looked at him, then at the blades, before I laughed. “No, I don’t think this is the right sport for me.”

“You haven’t even tried.”

He was right. Only I didn’t even want to try. I wanted to get away from here. Far away from this crazy rich family who already must have taken many lives. Away from guns and murderers.

Tristan put the metal things into my hand and pointed to a target nearby, maybe ten meters away on the wall.

“I’ll never hit that.”

“I don’t expect you to. You’re not Adrian DeLoughrey.”

Jerkily, I turned and looked at Tristan challengingly. “What about him?”

“Our golden son is a natural.”

It sounded slightly snide. And of course, Adrian was a natural. Damn, Adrian seemed to have everything, to be able to do everything… There would only be one way to get better than him...

“Is there anyone better than him?” I asked, and he sighed.

“My older brother.”

“And your older brother is?” I asked curiously with a raised eyebrow.

“Bastien.”

I looked at him, confused and taken by surprise. It couldn’t be... “Then you’re Miles’...”

“Father,” he finished my sentence, his jaw working.

Miles had treated him like a dangerous stranger, not like a father... and then I realized what else that meant.

“You killed his mother,” I gasped, taking a few steps back.

He said nothing, staring into the distance. “A man does stupid things when he’s young.”

Was he trying to say that Miles had been created accidentally? Or was he trying to justify killing an innocent woman?

He stepped closer, and I stepped further back, pointing the blades at him, even though it probably wouldn’t do any good.

Fuck man, what was I doing here? Why hadn’t Miles stayed?

“Larissa, calm down. That was ages ago.”

“You killed Miles’s mother,” I repeated haltingly, filled with shock.

He looked me in the eye, his gaze distorted with pain.

“I never intended to kill your mother.”

That was the moment I dropped the blades.
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Chapter 12

Emely

Wild Child

The Black Keys

When I found out who was running for student council alongside Vivienna Westcode, Grace Blair, and Jenny Bexley, I almost choked on my last-minute chicken sandwich.

Nash’s guys and I had just driven to campus in our Jeeps, and they had encouraged me to finally register before the lists closed in a week and the candidates with enough nominations were announced.

But I hadn’t expected this.

Paralyzed, I stared at the piece of paper on the pinboard in front of me.

I had lost my appetite.

“He can’t be serious…”

Whispering girls spotted me, hurriedly stepped back from the pinboard and scurried out of the office with flushed cheeks and phones drawn out. Only I remained standing like a stone pillar in front of the board with the thousand flyers and felt like I was in the wrong movie.

No matter how long I stared, his name above mine didn’t disappear.

Miles DeLoughrey.

“There must be a mistake here,” I began, shaking my head, finally managing to take my eyes off the sheet to look at the secretary in her forties, who had already risen to look at me from her counter. “This guy would never...”

“The charming young man with the black felt coat?” she interrupted me, her cheeks taking on the same color as the girls’. “He registered a few hours ago and already has eighty-five votes in the nomination.” My jaw dropped. “Do you know him personally?”

“God, no!” I gasped in horror and stared at the board in bewilderment.

The sandwich slipped out of my hands into the garbage can next to the pinboard and I had nothing left to hold on to in order not to freak out.

The first shock of the semester had been that the Ruisangors had shown up at Vanderwood uninvited; the second, that an unidentifiable body had been found in their overgrown woodland on our territory border; and – as if to top that – the third, that their clan had created a bloodbath in the witches’ territory, which had now become our problem as well.

The fact that I had spotted this DeLoughrey clown two weeks ago in the introductory lecture for law didn’t make it any better. I would have thought the menacing black-haired guy with the death stare was a law student, but according to Nash, the guy was majoring in economics and minoring in information systems. His platinum blond friend majored in molecular biology and economics and this arrogant specimen here... law and economics.

All three Ruisangors were a thorn in my side, a potential threat to the pack and the human inhabitants of this town, but this one reeked of trouble.

Miles DeLoughrey.

I struggled to decide if I should memorize his name so I wouldn’t forget who my enemy was on this campus, or if I should erase that name from my mind as quickly as possible before it got stuck there and disgusted me unnecessarily.

My pride won, and I stormed out of the secretary’s office, rushed down the filling corridor to one of the side exits and looked around the crowded campus.

I spotted Miles with two brunettes flirting with him. He was leaning casually against his matte gray Lamborghini. Black chino trousers, a black shirt that he had unbuttoned far too generously and a tailored felt coat. In addition, he had chin-length, dark brown hair, the brown eyes of a dangerous hunter, and a prominent jawline. His hands were shoved in his trouser pockets.

The guy who had wanted to fight with my brother and who – as I had heard from Nash – acted like he owned this place. Someone who obviously didn’t know his limits.

When I realized that he had parked his ridiculous sports car right next to my Jeep, anger welled up inside me.

How could he be so brazen? And anyway! How could this arrogant bloodsucker sign up for this election campaign!

As if he had read my loud thoughts of hatred, his head turned in my direction.

Something inside me faltered, and I froze into a pillar of salt when our eyes met.

Until now, I had avoided the gaze of our family enemies, leaving the power battles to Nash.

It made me all the more uncomfortable to feel this murderer’s gaze on me now because it wasn’t like when some guys stared at me and Nash felt the need to tell them to fuck off, no. This Ruisangor looked at me like we were on a battlefield, and he was sure he was going to win.

I wasn’t afraid of him, even if he was one of them. It was almost ridiculous that he thought he could compete against me. Here... in my family’s territory.

The right corner of the arrogant DeLoughrey guy’s mouth twitched upward. That was the moment I knew why he had put his name on the campaign list. He wanted to see us bleed.

I pressed my lips together.

He smirked. That ass really was smirking!

“Not with me,” I muttered, determined to let the rage in my chest run wild and show this bastard that things weren’t going his way at Vanderwood.

No Good

KALEO

I turned toward the largest oak tree on the expansive campus lawn and headed for the guys in the pack. Nash was nowhere to be seen, but the others were all there, and I wouldn’t keep quiet.

When I got to them, the first alarmed looks from Hunter and Cody were on me.

“Are you okay, Emely?” Cody asked, and now the others turned to us as well.

Noah laughed and pulled on his pine green t-shirt. He had just won arm wrestling against Harry. “She seems to have seen who her campaign opponents are.”

My eyes widened. “You knew?”

And it didn’t occur to you to warn me? I let him know through our Senseque connection.

“Just found out,” he said, raising his arms apologetically.

“Damn,” Cody said, stroking his dark brown hair as if he’d just heard that someone had died. And that was exactly what it felt like to think about that DeLoughrey prick wanting the position of student council president. That would be the downfall of this university.

“The witches really think they can take you on.” Noah continued to laugh, apparently not yet understanding the seriousness of the situation. It was usually Cody who joked about everything.

“The damn witches are the least of my problems,” I snorted.

Noah’s look became more serious.

“You sure you want to mess with a Ruisangor? They’re dangerous. Especially the Legacies,” Cody insisted.

I braced my hands at my sides, determined not to give in. I knew the stories about the Ruisangors, what they were, what they did and why they were the biggest threat to our kind.

“We are dangerous, Cody,” I clarified, trying to keep the Senseque in me under control. “I’ve set myself up to get this pesky problem off our university.” Without hesitation, I pointed my finger in the direction of the DeLoughrey rabble in the parking lot, but without even glancing at them. “And I’m not going to watch that idiot there win!”

“That’s our Emely,” Noah said proudly, patting me on the back. “Spank his ass.”

“Yeah, man!” Marten roared and pushed himself between Hunter and Cody.

Hunter mirrored Cody’s worried look and he stepped forward.

“You know, if you want, we can kick him out for you.”

“I can do it on my own,” I replied firmly.

It would be ridiculous if I let my brother’s guys do the dirty work. Besides, I was capable of winning against this Ruisangor.

“Emely,” Hunter tried again. “Sure, you want his attention?”

I raised both brows.

“Why does it sound like you’re not confident in my abilities?”

“He’s a Ruisangor.” His big brother, Harry, sighed, running his fingers through his short afro as if he was getting desperate. “We don’t know what his gift is.” He lowered his voice, as if they could hear us from a hundred meters away in this loud morning commotion. “And if you piss him off, who knows...”

“You’re talking to Emely, Harry,” Noah laughed, who would probably be waving the flag for me on this battlefield against our enemies. “She’s the one not to piss off.”

Marten and Cody nodded in agreement, probably remembering recent training sessions in the meadow behind our family estate, where I’d knocked them out more than once.

Marten was new to the pack, having just moved to Blairville this summer, and he was the tallest in the group. But he was weak and had only just made it into the Delta rank. I had secretly given him training – I had promised him that – and he had developed really well.

One might think I was arrogant or overconfident. But all I was was a female Senseque: naturally stronger than male Senseque, but at the same time quite alone, as female Senseque were hardly ever born.

Sometimes, I believed, if there were gods – like the witches or my mother’s tribe believed – that they had given us female Senseque all that strength so that we could fight alone when in need.

“What’s up, guys?” I looked up and met the gaze of my brother, who seemed to have just come from his morning running workout and placed his cell phone in his gym bag before stepping over to us, not without vigilantly looking around campus for any possible threats. “Emy?”

Undecided if my brother should know about my daring plan to defy a Legacy Ruisangor, I bit my lower lip.

“A DeLoughrey wants to compete against her,” Noah simply blurted out, and I watched Nash’s face fill with worry. “And she’s going to give him a good face-bashing.”

The worry was there, but it disappeared noticeably until Nash grinned proudly at me.

“Then I hope this Ruisangor realizes soon enough when it’s time to run away from my sister.”

I lay on one of the benches under the oak tree and gazed pensively at the gloomy, stormy sky while the guys around me studied or talked.

I loved watching the clouds, especially at this time of year when they would ball up and pile up until they hung dark blue or even purple over the town, the thunder sending a low hum through my sound-sensitive body.

We Senseque reacted differently to thunderstorms. It was as if it electrified us, energized us, even made some of us nervous, like Julian, for example.

I straightened up to look around for him, but he wasn’t on campus yet, and I didn’t see his rusty red jalopy in the parking lot. The mere thought of him bringing Bayla here stirred a strangely dull feeling in my chest, but I quickly pushed it aside.

“An apple a day keeps the doctor away, Noah,” Cody laughed, and I looked over at him, only to see him holding a piece of apple under Noah’s nose.

Noah hated fruit, so he stood up and snorted, knocking the piece of apple out of Cody’s hand.

“An apple a day keeps everything away if you throw it hard enough.”

Noah grabbed the whole apple on the log, and I was expecting him to smash it at Cody, but he turned and threw it... toward the parking lot.
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Startled, I jumped up.

“Noah,” I gasped.

Noah looked at me with a grin, then after the apple, which flew in a high arc across the meadows. And when I realized whose car the apple was heading for, I didn’t know whether to grin gleefully or drop my jaw in shock.

That apple was going to destroy Miles DeLoughrey’s car’s hood…

But before the apple could bounce, someone gracefully reached over the hood and… caught the apple in flight.

People in the parking lot began to murmur, and the catcher had attracted everyone’s attention.

I realized that Noah had thrown hard and that the thing would have crushed a mere mortal’s hand.

My glee finally disappeared when Miles started to turn the apple in his hand, threw it up once and then… bit into it.

Then he looked at us, or rather at Noah, and grinned with amusement. But there was something cold and devastating about it that sent goosebumps down my spine.

And then he started to move.

“Great, Noah,” Hunter murmured darkly. “Now he’s coming for us.”

Something inside me tensed. With every step the Ruisangor took toward us, a part of me wanted to run away, as if my body sensed the danger he radiated.

The entire campus seemed to sense the tension that was brewing over us like a storm cloud, as many students stopped and looked toward us, knowing what would happen if the DeLoughreys got too close.

The wind blew through Miles’ loose chin-length hair, blowing it across his face, and his brown eyes almost seemed to glint. Then there was the black coat, which was also moved by the wind as he walked toward us.

He stopped five meters in front of Noah, eyed the apple once more before looking at him and letting the right corner of his mouth move upward.

“I’d love to smack you, but that would be animal cruelty.”

I raised both eyebrows.

Of course, this snob thought his ancestry made him something special and that he could insult our kind.

In the background, I heard a few students on campus laughing, but I ignored it, because the mere presence of this guy made my insides rage.

He knew very well that he better kept his distance, because if he came across the wrong Senseque, things would escalate with serious consequences for the survival of both species.

Noah belonged to this kind of Senseque.

“Do you want revenge now? Go ahead, bloodsucker,” he challenged Miles and took a step toward him.

A queasy feeling mingled with my anger.

I couldn’t let this escalate.

Luckily, Nash had disappeared a few minutes ago.

“Revenge is beneath my dignity,” Miles said, looking down at the apple in his hands. “Accidents will happen, though.”

I saw the anger seem to take over Noah and darted forward, putting myself between the two of them as I felt Hunter and Cody step closer to Noah behind me, ready to pull him away if need be.

But now I was standing right in front of my election opponent, a Ruisangor...

And he grinned with amusement.

“Get out of here with your ridiculous threats, DeLoughrey!” I snapped at him and furrowed my brows. I would have liked to show him my Senseque eyes, but I couldn’t afford to do that in front of all these humans.

Miles began to scrutinize me without letting his arrogant grin disappear.

“Who do we have here...” he murmured. “The puppy sister.” His smirk turned into a grin. “How did you get out? Did someone leave your kennel open?”

If there was an aggression barometer, mine was about to explode.

“You fucking bastard!” Noah said from behind me, and he wanted to push me aside and attack Miles, but I pressed my hand against his chest.

“I can handle him,” I murmured darkly, my eyes still on Miles, who was now making eye contact with me.

“Oh, is that why you looked so happy when you saw my name on the list?” he laughed and threw the apple past me, which hit the hole in the trunk of the oak tree. “Above yours.”

I pressed my lips together, annoyed at his entire existence.

Just because he had more votes at the moment didn’t mean he was going to win the campaign. Pride, as we all knew, came before the downfall.

“What? Isn’t your big brother here to save you from this predicament?” He took a step toward me, both hands in the pockets of his tailored suit trousers. “Do I smell fear, Copeland?”

There were six feet between us. This was the closest I had ever been to a Ruisangor, and yet the last thing I felt was fear.

“You actually think you’re someone special...” I pressed out, continuing to hold his gaze. “But you’re not! And you don’t stand a chance against me in this election!”

I heard an “Ooouuu” move through the crowd around us, and only now I noticed that many students had gathered around us.

Miles laughed softly, looking down at the ground before looking me straight in the eye again and lowering his voice.

“I’d like to agree with you, but then we’d both be wrong.”

My hands clenched into fists.

“Miles!” someone shouted further away. One of the other Ruisangors. Adrian. And he didn’t sound pleased.

Miles sighed as if he was exhausted.

“My duties call. But I’m already looking forward to seeing you fail, Copeland.”

And with those words, he whirled around and – luckily for him - walked away from our pack.

“Asshole!” Noah shouted loudly, which I only thought quietly.

Miles stopped, and within a split second, he wheeled around and something sparkly shot through the air, passing just between me and Noah. There was a crack and as I wheeled around, startled, following the stares of the murmuring crowd, I spotted the metal knife, in the trunk of our oak tree.

I turned back to Miles, who shook his head with a smug grin, turned away for good and strutted back to the parking lot with both hands in his pockets.

“Damn,” Hunter growled behind us and Noah tried to rush forward, but I grabbed his arm.

“This is what he wants,” I said calmly, even though a volcano was boiling inside me right now, ready to erupt and reduce Miles’ kingdom of arrogance to ashes.

Who was this Ruisangor to think he could deal with us like this without consequences? It seemed to be time for him to wake up from his dreams and get to know the harsh reality. And my only chance of getting him back into the hole he crawled out of was when I won the election this winter.

Suits Theme
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“Where would we be without language?” Alarik looked around, waiting.

How could such a simple question put so many question marks on students’ faces? I didn’t know.

I would have liked to answer, but I was too distracted by Bayla Adams. She just sat there as if nothing had ever happened. She was sitting with the Quatura, as she had been before, but that didn’t answer the question of whether she was one of them or not.

I remembered all the crap that had happened before the weekend and wondered if I had dreamed it all.

I looked around at Julian, who was sitting in the back row on the side of the Quatura. He was playing with the same old blue pen he used to have in high school, looking thoughtfully and grimly out of the window. His hair was messy, and he looked like he hadn’t gotten enough sleep.

There were many reasons to worry about him, but he himself didn’t even know the worst of them. I had to find a way to talk to him, to persuade him to join the pack as soon as possible. Because otherwise he was at the mercy of the pack and I would have to watch powerlessly as he...

“We wouldn’t be able to communicate,” Vivienna replied, and just seeing this girl reminded me that she, too, would make this campaign an agonizing torture.

Constantly, I was trying to suppress the urge to rip her head off...

“Shouldn’t that be obvious?” she added snappishly, laughing to her girls, who nodded in agreement.

“God, help, what am I doing here?” Nash commented, sitting diagonally behind me.

I gave him a warning look, but he ignored me, as he always did when we were here, and inconspicuously pulled his cell phone out of his pocket.

At university – just like back in high school – Nash was a completely different person. Just yesterday we’d been out until late at night, and now he was acting like I was his annoying sister who he wanted nothing to do with.

“Maybe we should first define what counts as language,” Alarik said in response to Vivienna’s answer, skillfully ignoring her aloof manner and Nash’s comment.

“Julie?”

Julie looked up, startled. She seemed to have been absorbed in something that had nothing to do with the seminar, and now looked at Alarik, intimidated. This Quatura had never been self-confident.

Then Bayla spoke up and Alarik nodded.

“Language is a complex system. It is not limited to sounds and the spoken word, but also to written characters or body language, such as gestures and facial expressions. That’s why I would say that everything can be language.”

Alarik looked at her with obvious satisfaction. “What Bayla just mentioned addresses one of the fundamental questions of theoretical philosophy, but I don’t want to burden you with it in my English seminar.” He looked around. “Please open your books.”

There was a flipping and rustling sound, but I just stared at my uncle.

“Thank you, Bayla.”

Had he just winked at her? He often did that with me, but with Bayla? A goddamn Quatura?

I looked around to see if the guys had noticed, but the members of the pack present were busy with their own business.

I spotted Hunter, who looked up with a smile, which automatically made me smile back. I hadn’t gotten anything more out of him about the competitions so far, and would probably have to wait until we were alone again at some point.

“Humans cannot not communicate. I want you to write me an essay on Paul Watzlawick’s words.”

Nash and the boys groaned, and it was only when I turned to them that I realized the row behind them was empty. The Ruisangors weren’t there. Whatever that meant, it was for the best. One stress factor less. And I had little desire to be confronted by that bastard again after his actions earlier.

“A few words... You can manage that. You had to do that a lot in high school.”

“Do I look like I’m in high school?” Nash snorted scornfully.

Alarik gave him a serious look.

God, I would have kicked Nash out long ago if I were him.

Nash just snorted and turned to his notebook.

God, brother... don’t be such an idiot.

I was just about to start writing when my eyes caught Bayla Adams’. She looked at me thoughtfully, which unnecessarily reinforced my nervousness.

“Perhaps this time, you should pay more attention to the subject matter before you devote yourself to structure and order,” Alarik began.
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Then the door flew open, and I spun my head around, expecting – as always – an unwanted DeLoughrey, but instead I spotted a red-haired woman with a topknot, amber-colored horn-rimmed glasses, a white blouse tucked into a leopard-print skirt and a clipboard she was holding.

She looked down at us until her eyes met Alarik’s.

Her scent revealed that she was one of them. A Quatura. On top of that, she didn’t look ugly, even if she reeked of the most disgusting granny perfume I’d ever smelled up to this point.

“Professor Copeland, am I right?” she asked dryly.

She took his perplexed nod as an invitation to enter the tiered seminar room in her bone-breaking shoes.

“And you are?” Alarik asked with raised eyebrows.

Apparently, he had never seen this woman before either, but she reeked of trouble.

“Professor Rebecca Harlow,” she said in a cold voice, stopping in front of my uncle. “And just to be clear.” She turned to us all and gave us a saccharine smile. One that looked more fake than Kelly Hepburn’s Barbie hair. “Order should be the highest principle. However, it seems that order, structure, and discipline lost their relevance at this university ten years ago.”

What on earth… Who was this woman, and what was she thinking by talking like that? Here, in front of the students and in front of the director of the university?

“And right now that’s becoming obvious,” she continued sternly, looking at Alarik, who looked confused.

I would have loved to put this woman in her place, but there were humans here and that was a line I would never cross.

It seemed as if this professor, wherever she came from, had carefully planned this visit.

“Fights, rivalries between student groups. And, apparently, it’s not going to stop anytime soon. Am I right, Professor Copeland?”

The irony bubbled out of her words and Alarik didn’t seem to like it at all, but he wasn’t able to respond.

“In case you’re wondering what exactly I am doing here?” A triumphant smile played around her lips, which she pursed briefly before continuing. “I was sent here by the Council of Ministers of Education of Canada to... well...” She looked at the chaotic pile of folders scattered on the table next to Alarik, with crumpled paper peeking out. “To bring order. You students have the right to know that the directorate now consists of two heads and that I am responsible for resolving student conflicts and maintaining order at this institution.” A whisper went around the room, but that didn’t bother the woman at all. “There will also be a return of old rules and an adaptation of new ones, including, for example, the wearing of a uniform that will distinguish you as students of this institution.”

“Over my dead body!” Nash said from behind me.

Noah stared at the woman as if she had just pronounced his death sentence.

“Don’t challenge me, Mr. Copeland,” the woman hissed, punishing my brother with a reproving look.

Nash looked speechless for the first time in a long time.

I also wondered how she knew his name. She was a Quatura. The combination of these two facts set alarm bells ringing in my head. If one thing was certain, it was that this woman had done her homework.

Alarik continued to stare at her blankly. I realized that a storm was raging inside him. It was only a matter of time before it burst out.

The woman smiled contentedly at the startled looks and probably at herself and said in conclusion, “The rules, which will – of course – appear in writing on your accommodations today and on the Vanderwood website, will apply from tomorrow. I urge you all to follow them to avoid possible disciplinary action.”

“Excuse me? What kind of disciplinary action?” I blurted out, and the woman paused in my line, eyeing me pointedly and smiling as if she’d just read that it was going to be nice weather for the next three weeks.

“Miss Copeland, believe me, you don’t want to find out.” She winked at me as if we were friends, which we most certainly were not, and continued up the steps. At the top, she stopped once more.

“If you have any further questions, please contact me. My office is where Mr. …I mean, Professor Copeland’s office was.”

Then she disappeared through the open double doors without closing them behind her. Her high heels made a menacing noise.

No one said anything for another ten seconds. And then, as if it were a matter of life and death, Alarik hurried up the stairs and left us all in the seminar room.

“It’s about time that someone tidies up this messed-up place,” Vivienna remarked arrogantly and stood up with a triumphant smile to leave the room with her two nasty friends.

The next thing that happened was chaos. A tumult broke out. Wild whispers turned into loud uproar.

I couldn’t sit here any longer. Damn it, I had to find out what this meant.

High Stakes
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I put my ear to the solid oak door, my skin grazing the cool metal of the snakes, causing me to suck in the air sharply.

“What are you thinking, just marching into my university and announcing such things before discussing them with me?”

Alarik sounded very angry. It was rare to hear him like this.

“That wasn’t necessary, Professor Copeland. After the recent incidents, the Councils were forced to intervene.”

Was she referring to the matter with Bayla? And what did the Councils have to do with us?

“You have no right to…”

“Professor Copeland. I have every right in the world to be here and do what has long been necessary. It sounds like you don’t know the treaty,” the woman rebuked indignantly, silencing Alarik.

The treaty. I would have loved to read it to find out what was really in the document and how exactly the parties were involved, but I wasn’t allowed to. Only the heads of the respective parties were allowed to take a look at it.

“Do you really think you’ll bring more order in here with a school uniform?” Alarik asked sarcastically. “This is a university, not a high school.”

“It worked back in our days.”

I heard Alarik laugh as if she had made a bad joke.

“How dare you question my decisions, Professor Copeland?”

His laughter must have infuriated her.

“Tststs, someone seems to be eavesdropping on the director. And then, of all people, such an exemplary student.”

I spun around, startled, and spotted the tall Ruisangor with the chin-length, brown hair. Miles. He was leaning casually against the wall wearing his black shirt and coat of the same color, his dark brown eyes scrutinizing me. Probably the same eyes of whatever he was bloodthirstily killing when he illegally entered our territory.

In his hands, he twirled a curved steel blade, reminding me far too late of who this guy was and that he was near me again.

A crooked grin spread across his face. Scorn reflected in it.

“What are you doing here?” I hissed angrily.

He should know that I wasn’t delighted to see him lurking around here. Who knew what he was up to. Had he come to get revenge for my threats earlier? Had I perhaps underestimated him?

“I could ask you the same thing, pup.”

What? What had he just called me?

“Who do you think you are?”

Demandingly, I stepped closer, only to get further away from the door. I wished I had a pane of bulletproof glass between me and him.

Miles put on a playfully innocent look.

“Aw, is the little puppy getting restless now? Or is she still restless because she’s now facing some serious competition in a campaign?”

In addition to the corners of his mouth, his brows were now moving upward.

“Why are you doing this? What’s in it for you?” I snapped at him, but tried to keep my rage under control, which in turn I used to cover up my nervousness.

I didn’t know what this man was capable of. Father had said that if we ever met a Ruisangor, we should watch every single move they made, because it could mean our death. But strangely enough, I felt no fear. I was well-trained, and there were rules here, even if I doubted that the guy in front of me was interested in them.

We both wanted to see the other one buried deep down at the cemetery of Blairville. I was sure of that.

“Actually, it was just a joke, but now that I see how much I can drive a paranoid Senseque crazy with it…”

His smirk was getting on my nerves. And now he was also making fun of me? He had picked the wrong person.

“Don’t you know who I am? Who my father is?” I tried to remind him that he shouldn’t even look at me, let alone talk to me, if he cared about his life.

“I know that perfectly well, and no…” He raised both brows. “I don’t give a shit.”

The cheeky grin that followed gave me the rest. Now I understood Nash. This Ruisangor seemed to be begging for a beating.

“One last time.” I pressed my lips together, clenching my hands into fists, trying to keep my voice low. “Why are you here?!”

The mere thought that he could have ambushed my uncle sparked new anxiety in my chest.

He eyed me with a grin. “I just wanted to take some papers to the director.”

“Of course,” I growled mistrustfully.

He pulled an envelope out of his shirt.

I pressed my lips together.

He couldn’t really have intended to deliver something to my uncle’s office, personally. Alarik would never have been allowed to speak to him at such close proximity. Even though I knew my reckless uncle would have done so anyway.

“And now, if you’ll excuse me. You’re in my way.”

Miles stepped toward me and wanted to put his hand on my shoulder.

I stared at him in disbelief.

He was actually going to push me aside. What did he think? That I would let him touch me like that without breaking his neck?

I wasn’t going to let him cross that line. Instead, I jerked his hand away with mine and reached for his breastbone. A few seconds later he crashed against the wall, his eyes surprised, mine full of anger.

“I’ve always wanted to see the eyes of a wolf up close. A living one, of course,” he said with a grin, looking me straight in the eye so that I could recognize the yellow reflection of mine in his mahogany brown ones.

Furious, I gave him a jerk and pressed him harder against the wall, causing him to let out a surprised gasp.

Enough of this little game.

“Touch me again, and you can say goodbye to your eyes!”

Miles laughed softly and looked between us at my hands before looking up again.

“Right now, it’s you touching me without me wanting it,” he murmured in a lowered, husky voice, looking at me challengingly.

Damn, the asshole was right, and it made me angry at myself, at my carelessness.

I backed away in shock, which earned me another grin, revealing his pointed canines, which gave me goosebumps.

How I would have loved to throw him through the open portico window next to me into one of the courtyards.

He stepped past me without a second thought as the door flew open and the red-haired Quatura caught sight of the Ruisangor.

Her eyes gleamed grayish for a second, and Miles immediately looked tense.

Why hadn’t he been afraid of me?

“I have something to hand in to the director,” he said businesslike, and held up the envelope.

The Quatura eyed him suspiciously, then looked at me as if I were an escaped zoo animal, before glaring back at Miles.

“Of course, Mr. DeLoughrey!” she growled angrily, probably at my uncle, slammed the door, grabbed the envelope, and stalked off with her fake smile and clipboard.

“She’s the new co-director?” Miles laughed, amused.

I was still looking at him, filled with anger.

“I hope she’s going to make sure you never set foot on these grounds again!” I pressed out, eyeing the Ruisangor, ready to dodge if he attacked me unexpectedly. My whole body was on alert and I knew what to do in an emergency, where to bite before his speed helped him break my neck.

I knew that the witches wanted to get rid of us first, but it wouldn’t come to that. This university was Alarik’s baby, and before someone took it from him, he would remember which family he belonged to and get that Quatura out of here as soon as possible.

Miles looked at me as if he wanted to say something else when his cell phone rang. He gave me one last arrogant grin and then shot through the corridor at a forbidden speed until I could no longer see him.

I looked around tensely, but there was no one else in the corridor who could have seen him or me. Thank God.
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Chapter 13

Julie

Close to the Flame
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Rebecca Harlow – one of the most powerful Air Quatura and, therefore, among the higher-ranking Council members – had walked into the halls of the university and caused an uproar among the students by announcing her intentions and her future role as co-director alongside Director Alarik Copeland.

No one here wanted stricter safety rules, an improved surveillance system through cameras, or the uniforms that had been abolished ten years ago by Director Copeland.

Amara had warned Grace and me this morning and I had expected anything, but not the living embodiment of Dolores Umbridge, who had immediately taken down the green, white, and black flags with the more modern Vanderwood logo – the one with the single wolf’s head – and replaced them with new ones with the old logo – the one with the two wolves and the dagger.

Her justification: “Sports should not define university life, but tradition and order should.”

Of course, the Vanderwood athletes who had decorated their jerseys with this modern logo didn’t like it at all, and when a member of the basketball team tried to take the banners down from the poles, Harlow banned the Vanderwood Athletics logo entirely.

In addition, there was a new parking plan for the huge campus that obviously separated the Copelands from us, as well as the DeLoughreys, and at the same time included VIP parking for professors and exceptional students.

She seemed to forget that the best students slept in the King Rooms and most of the professors lived on campus anyway in the renovated residential park of dense woods and Tudor-style houses.

Half the rules this woman wanted to enforce were about the Copelands and something inside me told me they wouldn’t put up with it for long. This was their territory. We were the intruders.

“Maybe things will get better now,” Grace had said to me after the English seminar as if the Senseque were a plague.

I wandered absent-mindedly through the west wing of the main building and took one of the side corridors, observing the precious stone snakes on the pillars, as I often did.

Between all the chaos, my little problems seemed unimportant, but as soon as I thought again about how I had pushed Erik back just to protect him from me, my heart tightened painfully and made my fingers shimmer.
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That was Erik’s last message. And I could only guess how much frustration was hidden behind those words.

I wished he was angry with me, wished he would block me, insult me, but Erik had never been like that. It was like he didn’t know revenge, not like all the other people in this town did.

“She’s finally going to clean this place up,” an all too familiar voice hissed from beside me, and I looked over my shoulder at Amber, who was talking to Kelly.

“But I don’t want to wear a uniform,” Kelly replied with an expressive face.

Amber rolled her eyes and the two of them came closer to me.

“Kelly, do you realize that this should be the least of our worries?” Amber snorted, tossing her shoulder-length, dark brown hair over her right shoulder. “She’ll put the Copelands in their place.”

When they spotted me, both girls fell silent. I had a hard time interpreting their looks, but I knew there was fear in their eyes. And I knew what image they had of me in their heads. The image of the girl who unintentionally attacked the Councils with sharp massive ice shards and couldn’t control her dangerous, strange magic.

“What are you staring at, ice girl?” Amber hissed and I pressed my lips together.

Ice girl. Was that the name the Quatura next to Vivienna always whispered to each other? I wonder what kind of rumors they had already spread about me. And how long it would take them to forget what had happened that night of the ceremony?

“While we’re on the subject, Julie...” Amber continued, seeming to regain her old courage. “This internship is mine.” She forced herself to smile dismissively. “Just so you don’t get any ideas.” Then she hastily pulled Kelly past me, toward the seminar room. “But whatever. The professor doesn’t like you anyway.”

I stopped abruptly.

I had successfully suppressed Mr. Suspicious, which was no great accomplishment considering all the mess in my life. But now I remembered that I had wanted to switch seminars and stay away from this crazy human professor.

I forced myself to keep walking, even though the queasy feeling in my stomach was getting bigger and bigger, and I didn’t know how I could face him now without feeling completely at his mercy.

I sped up even more, but I overlooked the side corridor from which something was coming toward me. Or rather... someone.

Howling

RY X

The person I collided with hit me with such force that I lost my balance, grabbed onto whoever it was out of reflex and pulled his body to the ground, while loose sheets of paper whirled through the air around us.

I was lucky that I landed softly on top of him.

However, all it took was that stupidly good smelling citrus note to make me jerk my head up and stare into the peridot-green eyes beneath me.

The soft daylight fell through one of the gothic windows next to us, shining directly into his eyes so that I could make out every little detail of the fibers of his irises weaving around his pupils like multidimensional spindles.

It only took one blink of his full eyelashes and my heart stopped beating completely.

Inadvertently, my hands clawed tighter into the gray vest beneath me, and immediately I felt the warmth of the man’s chest against which I was lying pressed. Memories of Erik’s warmth flashed through my mind.

Inevitably, my gaze slid to the vein on his temple, the champagne blond strands hanging down his forehead, the light stubble on his evenly shaved chin and finally to his slightly parted lips.

He had been holding his breath, staring just like me, and caught my gaze again.

“Julie...” he uttered hoarsely, as if he had forgotten for a few seconds that he had threatened me the other day, completely unsettling me.

However, I somehow managed to push myself away from him.

“I’m sorry, I...” I managed to say as I got to my feet, but interrupted myself.

I didn’t want to apologize to him. He had run into me. He was my enemy. A person who knew about some of my magic.

Adrenaline shot through my body, but I didn’t know what to do.

I stared at him like an idiot as he propped both hands on the ground behind him to get to his feet without taking his eyes off me.

Warmth came into my cheeks as I discovered the chaos of parchment sheets, written protocols and loose pieces of paper around us.

I immediately bent down to pick some of them up, just like the last time I’d messed up his work.

“Leave it,” Professor Tiberius murmured. I looked up and reminded myself not to let him out of my sight. “Go inside…”

Unsteadily, I straightened up with some protocols in my hands and stared at him, unsure of what to do next.

His jaw was working hard and as I felt more heat in my cheeks, I noticed his gaze traveling across my face.

I unintentionally pinched my lips together as the heat threatened to travel all over my body, but somehow managed to give him the protocols before turning away and storming past him toward the seminar room.

Office Talk

Christopher Tyng

Once in the room, Amber spotted me and looked at me like I was a leper, but I just walked past her and sat down next to David.

I tried not to look at the door, but as Professor Tiberius rushed through the seminar room and placed his disorganized papers on his desk, something inside me forced me to look at him.

His straight hair was still a mess, his vest rumpled where I’d clawed into it, and his shirt slightly out of place underneath.

“Your heartbeat, Quatura.” I looked at David as if he were a ghost. “Did he do something?”

His gaze moved from me to Mr. Suspicious.

“No...” I barely managed to get out, trying to regulate my breathing. “I’m just late...”

A bad lie, but David didn’t say anything else, just continued to stare ahead at the professor, who rolled up his sleeves as usual, looking at one of the protocols in front of him. Only his working cheekbones made me doubt that he was really concentrating on the documents’ details.

“Good morning,” he mumbled absent-mindedly, tidied up the loose documents on his desk and began to pass them around the rows. “Your performances could be better, but I have faith that with a little more dedication in the lab sessions, each of you will pass this seminar.”

He avoided eye contact with my fellow students and simply handed out some of the protocols.

I started my laptop, hoping to somehow distract myself from this strange incident. Something like this could only happen to me...

“Um...” Kelly spoke up. “You gave me Julie’s protocol.”

I looked up, shocked that my name had been mentioned and that the whole seminar room was now looking at me.

But I was only able to stare at the professor, who was looking grimly at the document in Kelly’s hands.

“Pass it to her, please.”

With these words, he placed the full stack of protocols on Penny Bexley’s desk, who went through it with irritation, pulled out a protocol and passed the rest to the back.

“There’s something strange about him.” David laughed quietly beside me, while I reached far too hastily for the document that Kelly handed me, not without looking at me as if she was just as afraid of me as she was of a Senseque.

I looked absent-mindedly over the protocol.

Ninety-nine percent.

What?

I looked for my mistake, but all I found was a scribbled-over number in the chemical formula that I couldn’t decipher myself.

Was he serious? This wasn’t a mistake; it was an ink stain. Not even my own…

And then I noticed the spidery writing he used to write his numbers in the margin. It looked familiar to me... Maybe because I already knew it from his documents, which I always spread out on the floor for him? Or maybe I just wasn’t quite present yet.

“Before we begin, I’d like to remind you that the application period for the internship at the DLSC starts today.” I looked up at Mr. Suspicious, who seemed less distracted than a few seconds ago. “I’ll give you extra credits on a decent application to boost your semester grades.”

You’re Loved & I’m Hated

Christopher Tyng

This lesson had passed agonizingly slowly. I had managed to stare at the screen of my laptop and not look up once, even when the professor had touched on risky topics. And when the bell had finally rung, I had hurriedly packed up my things and vowed to sign out of this seminar just as quickly.

However, I couldn’t stop my gaze from gliding to the front of the room once more, where I spotted Amber hanging over the professor’s desk and pushing a folder toward him.

For a moment, I couldn’t help but stare, until I realized that it must be her application for the position at the DLSC.

Feeling caught, I turned away, my cheeks warming again, and hurried out of the seminar room, down one of the side corridors toward the main corridor of the west wing. But just before one of the large passageways, I stopped in the middle of the crowd.

My gaze slid to the staircase that led up to the second floor of the main building. I knew that if one took these stairs and turned left into the first corridor at the top, one would end up at the private offices of the professors of the Faculty of Natural Sciences.

The tingling in my fingers this time was not of supernatural origin. It was curiosity.

No, Julie. You’re going to sign yourself out of this seminar and keep your distance from this guy.

This man was one of many fanatics who had made it their mission to uncover magic, but sooner or later he would blow his cover and a Quatura would take away his memories.

Deep down, I knew that wasn’t true. This man was a potential threat to the Circle. Even if he couldn’t work magic, he obviously had enough knowledge of alchemy. Maybe Salma wasn’t the only thing he knew about?

“Dammit,” I pressed out quietly, looking around the throng for champagne blond hair, but spotting no one taller than most of the footballers here, so I finally stole my way up the sandstone-colored steps, my shaky hands on the stone snakes of the railing.

The hallways here were less crowded, as most students headed to either the lawn, the parking lot, the library, or the sports parks, as well as downtown for their big lunch break.

With a queasy feeling in my stomach, I took the first corridor to my left and walked right past my statistics professor, but she ignored me, which must be because she must never have noticed me in her seminars. A consequence of being advantageously overlooked among other people, as I was.

I went through the golden nameplates next to the wooden doors decorated with floral patterns, hoping to quickly find the name of my molecular biology professor, as the nervousness in my stomach rose, and my hands filled with a strange tingling sensation.

I looked down at my fingers and froze when I spotted the ice crystals trailing across my skin.

No, Julie. Come on... you can do this.

More panic flooded my veins and I felt the temperature drop around me.

I was a disaster.

Then I stopped, just staring at the sign next to the door in front of me.

Professor Quentin Tiberius.

Goddammit, had I even wanted to find his office?

A cold draft swept through the usually empty hallway and I looked around, then, without further hesitation and with regret growing in my chest, I put my hand on the handle and... pushed it down.

Of course, the door was locked. This wasn’t some professor who was probably hiding secret information about his research on supernatural things in there, it was Mr. Suspicious, who had made it clear to me that he could destroy me if he wanted to.

I doubted he expected me not to heed his warning. I was surprised at myself, but I couldn’t just forget everything that had happened last week. Someone had to make sure that the Quatura’s magic remained a secret.

I looked around one last time, then carefully moved my fingers in front of the lock, using my air magic to feel the resistance of the mechanism inside the lock and thereby feel its shape.

It was as if I was reading Braille. Something Vivienna’s mother, Amanda, who was now my aunt, had trained me to do before Vivienna and I had risen in rank from Novices to Discipuli. Although she had never let me and Vivienna use it on locks, it was important for moving objects and having full control over them.

Luckily for me, it worked without my control stone, probably because it was like riding a bike. Once you knew how to do it, you didn’t really unlearn it.

Click.

The sound echoed in the empty corridor.

A soft hiss sounded.

I jerked my head around and discovered something long, white and green, snaking elegantly, albeit hastily, across the floor. From one wall to the next until it disappeared into the side corridor.

What the...

Had an arm-length snake just crawled along there?

In the distance, I heard loud female laughter and footsteps that must have come from the steps.

The nervousness returned and with it my impatient glance to the right and left before I pressed the handle again, pulled the door open and pushed myself through the open gap in the door. I closed it behind me and locked it again. Then I looked around the office.

Hysteresis

Angus MacRae

I paused in amazement. Everything here seemed so... peaceful.

The sun’s rays shone through the glazed Gothic window, which offered a good view of one of the inner courtyards and the largest tower in Vanderwood. An elegant vintage lamp hung from the ceiling and the stone walls were covered with framed pieces of leather or parchment, decorated with script that I couldn’t decipher. There were also stuffed wooden bookshelves that were the same dark color as the chests of drawers containing ancient artifacts: Egyptian figures made of gold, framed papyrus scrolls, stone tablets, colorful albeit badly damaged ceramic vases, a strange-looking amulet made of... crystal fragments?

I resisted the urge to touch anything.

In fact, I already felt like I was invading a stranger’s privacy. As if I was the threat and not him. And somewhere, my gut feeling was right.

My eyes wandered to the massive desk in front of the window, a chair behind it. The desk itself was laden with paperwork, but everything was neatly organized. A small golden globe stood next to a black statue of a three-headed dog, beside it a golden hourglass that was still running.

He must have been here today.

I reminded myself how serious the situation was and that I wasn’t here to get a museum tour of Mr. Suspicious’ collection of antiques.

I didn’t know how much time I had and whether the professor would even come back here, but I didn’t want to push my luck, so I hurried around the desk and skimmed through the first few documents.

Protocols from various seminar groups, two books on Norse mythology, one on Greek mythology.

I paused and looked at the book with a picture of an Olympic temple. Erik and this man would certainly get along very well.

I bit my lip, because suddenly I felt as if the weight of the cell phone in my pocket was extremely heavy.

Crack. Crack. Crack.

I wheeled around, startled, and stared at the window pane where a raven was pecking at the glass with its massive beak.

I wondered if these birds all drank from the same water.

Shaking my head, I turned back to the desk and focused on the first drawer, the lock of which – it should be noted – I also had to pick.

If this went on, I wouldn’t be done tomorrow.

I pulled the drawer open and the first thing that caught my eye was an ID card sticking out from between countless empty ampoules.

I pulled out the pass and discovered the DLSC’s script logo, underneath a profile photo of the professor with his short hair falling from the sides onto his forehead and his face looking even more angular.

It wasn’t fair that this asshole was so good-looking and intelligent enough to become a professor so young. Couldn’t he at least be old and ugly?

Professor Quentin Tiberius, 28, Department of Molecular Biology 38A

Click.

I wheeled around.

But the raven had disappeared.

Click.

I turned toward the door.

No. No, no, no, no, no…

Motel Creeping

Tony Morales

My panicked heart pumped against my chest and I looked around the room frantically. There were only the two chests of drawers, the bookshelves and... a wardrobe.

I closed the drawer and hurried across the room as quietly as I could, thanking myself for locking the lock three times before I slipped between the light blue shirts and closed the closet door as far as I could.

I immediately regretted it, because despite the subtle detergent, these items smelled of the man who entered the office at that very moment.

The detergent had removed the citrus scent, but not his body scent, which was far too pleasant.

My stomach tingled overwhelmingly.

I was annoyed that this smell was just as pleasant as Erik’s. Did all men smell like that? And would I ever forget Erik?

A burning in my heart made my vision blur. My fingers began to tremble. I forced myself with all my willpower to peek through the slit in the wardrobe and discovered the professor closing the door behind him before putting his things on the desk.

He took a deep breath, as if he needed it, before unbuttoning his vest.

Shit. What if he wanted to open that wardrobe?

But luckily, he hung his vest over the back of his chair and... started unbuttoning his shirt.

I pressed my lips together and watched as he opened button after button with his hands adorned with elegant veins.

My cheeks warmed and the strange tingle shot through my stomach again as he slipped the shirt over his shoulders, revealing his toned torso.

My eyes wandered over his massive chest to his six-pack and his groin, which peeked out of his low-waisted chinos.

Images flashed through my mind, making my head spin.

Julie, what the hell are you doing here?

The professor pulled a golden key out of his trouser pocket and opened one of the drawers, from which he took out a vial filled with shiny black liquid and a needle.

Irritated, I tore my gaze completely away from his athletic body and watched as he attached the needle to a syringe and then inserted it into the head of the ampule. He filled the syringe halfway with the black liquid. Then...

I held my breath.

He placed the needle directly on the crook of his arm, on one of his massive veins and took a deep breath, his whole chest rising.

He wasn’t going to...

Shocked, I watched as he inserted the needle into his vein and very slowly emptied the syringe.

The professor groaned softly, which sent another tingle through my stomach, but the strange sensation disappeared abruptly as he put his head back on his neck and squeezed his eyes shut, while I watched in shock as the veins began to pop out all over his body, especially on his face, under his eyes, at his temples, on his cheek and neck.

He opened his eyelids.

I pressed my hand over my mouth as goosebumps crept up all over my body.

His eyes were... completely black.
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Chapter 14

Bayla

All Of This

The Naked And Famous

Lost in thought, I walked down the corridor beside the Blair cousins.

When I’d heard from Julian on the way to the university this morning that Mady’s brother had been found dead, I’d sat in the passenger seat for ten minutes, shocked and speechless. Julian had told me it was an animal attack, and he had assured me that it had nothing to do with the Senseque, but the shock had stayed with me until now.

Full of hope, I had looked for Mady, but of course she hadn’t been on campus or in the English seminar.

Her brother was dead. And I had only found out after four days.

Mady was probably at home and I could only hope that she would answer her cell phone soon because I couldn’t visit her. Julian had withdrawn as usual, Larissa was still missing, and Grace wouldn’t drive me to see her. She had made that clear.

“I’m sorry for her, but it doesn’t change what she did to us.”

Grace’s words sounded heartless. And that bothered me more and more. Then, there was my missing best friend and the fact that the Quatura didn’t want to look for her.

I felt helpless and alone, consumed by worry.

And then there was Julie. Even though she had completely lost it in the temple yesterday, she was now back to being the same quiet person who didn’t say much. She hadn’t spoken a word today, neither to me nor to Grace. I would probably be as shocked as she was if I found out that I was the granddaughter of Gloria Westcode and had inherited a rare gift from my father, whom I had only just learned about.

Out of nowhere, Julie crashed into Grace and me.

“Watch it, you bastard.”

Vivienna had shoved her, looked at her disdainfully, and turned to walk on along with her two bully sisters, followed by whispering female Quatura unknown to me. Anyway, they all wore traitorous – if barely noticeable – crystal necklaces.

Julie stared after her, perplexed.

“Shut your bloody mouth, Vivienna!” Grace shouted loudly after her, earning the middle finger from said person, who finally disappeared in her white luxury coat among the other students.

I helped Julie up, and we walked on, but the silence was getting too awkward for me. Larissa usually lightened up any conversation. Julie not talking was almost normal, but Grace? What was her reason? Was she still angry with her cousin for interrupting her first ceremony? Or was it because a DeLoughrey had signed up to campaign, along with Emely Copeland.

“What’s that weird woman doing here? I feel like she’s stalking me.” I started to turn the conversation to the red-haired Madam. Just this morning, she had strutted into the lecture hall without any warning, winked at me and caused all hell to break loose with her angelic smile. I had thought I had gotten rid of her. False alarm.

“You’re not the only reason Rebecca Harlow showed up here,” Grace said, and I could have sworn her eyes had wandered to Julie.

I couldn’t help but think about the animal attack. What if it hadn’t been an animal? What if Mady was in danger?

“Gloria must have noticed that there was some conflict between us and the pack,” Julie said without looking at us.

She seemed cooler, her words matter-of-fact, as if she was physically there but emotionally absent. Her voice didn’t tremble as much as usual, either. She hadn’t been there at lunchtime, and Grace had made a fuss about it. As if Julie needed a babysitter.

“Nonsense. Director Copeland has sorted it out and...”

“Director Copeland doesn’t seem to be very good at sorting things out,” Julie interrupted her cousin, and Grace and I looked at her in surprise.

She wasn’t usually like that. Well, she’d never frozen the temple before, either, as far as I had gathered now.

“Someone must have said something to Gloria. Someone who doesn’t belong to us or the Senseque.” Julie sounded absorbed in her thoughts.

We walked through the large entrance hall, down the stone stairs and finally out onto the campus where the sun was shining unexpectedly bright in my face.

Wasn’t it supposed to be fall? It was the beginning of November, but today it looked more like summer. Even if the wind was icy on the back of your neck and the leaves were whirring across the campus as if they were all birds gathering to fly south. And then there were the real birds. Fluffing themselves up, ravens hopped across the campus or shot low over our heads.

I was surprised that no one here had ever died from a bird attack.

“Someone who wants conflicts to arise between us in order to profit from them himself,” Julie finished her train of thought.

As far as I knew, it wasn’t just the Quatura and the Senseque who were at enmity with each other. There was a third party involved, with whom everyone seemed to be at war. One that I had already made the acquaintance of involuntarily.

“Julie, you’re not really saying that the...”

Slow Rock

FreshmanSound

“Ruisangors...” I interrupted Grace and looked straight ahead, where a shiny black Ferrari squeaked its tires as it parked next to the matte gray Lamborghini. Two young men whose sunglass-covered faces looked all too familiar opened the doors and got out at the same time in their tailored suits.

I felt like I was in a movie again. As usual, they enjoyed being the center of attention.

However, my attention wasn’t on them, but on Miles DeLoughrey – who had appeared out of nowhere – or rather on the person he opened the car door for: a girl with dark blonde waves who was also wearing sunglasses, a leather jacket and a skin-tight wine-red dress underneath.

“I don’t believe it,” Grace gasped, startled, and – like half the campus – stared at the men… and at the girl, who seemed to be looking at the DeLoughrey with the brown undercut man bun.

Strangely enough, I could see it through the sunglasses.

For a moment, she didn’t seem quite herself, then she walked around Miles, letting him close the door quickly and casually.

“Is that...” Vivienna appeared next to me, but I could only focus on the girl.

“Larissa,” Julie finished all our thoughts.

I stared transfixed at my best friend, who was walking toward us with the DeLoughrey men as if she were one of them. Her walk was elegant, like the others’. She had always had a hot figure, indeed, but it was particularly noticeable at the moment. Maybe because of the skin-tight dress?

“They’ve transformed her,” Julie remarked dryly, and my heart skipped a beat.

What? Transformed?

“That’s going to cause a lot of trouble,” Vivienna added with a bitter tone.

“Shouldn’t we leave? They seem to be coming straight for us.”

Kelly, who was standing between Vivienna and Amber, didn’t seem to like the situation because she looked like she wanted to disappear, clinging to Amber’s arm.

“They’re coming straight for us,” Amber corrected her in a panic.

They all seemed to be afraid of the Ruisangors. I should be, too, because one of them had attacked me and my best friend. My best friend who was now walking around with the incredibly attractive, mysterious and arrogant Ruisangor guys as if she belonged to high society. She looked at the blond who had said something and laughed, taking off her sunglasses and looking straight at me, her expression stiffening.

“We should really go, Vi,” Amber said nervously.

Vivienna laughed softly. “This looks like drama, girls. And I’m certainly not going to miss it.”

Larissa looked changed. Her hair seemed fuller, shinier. Her lips rosier and her skin paler. She was wearing subtle make-up, as usual, but this time it emphasized her dark amber eyes more. Eyes that pierced me curiously.

“And I thought she was dead.” Vivienna laughed, just before the four of them came to a halt in front of us.

Enough Is Enough

Christopher Tyng

“Do I look dead to you, Vivienna?” Larissa asked ironically and gave Vivienna a fake smile, which she returned speechlessly.

Then our eyes met.

I didn’t really know what to say.

“Why didn’t you contact me?” was the first thing that came out of my mouth.

I had to admit that it sounded harsh, but could I be blamed? I had been worried and here she was, as if none of this crap had happened. Along with the rich men whose people had attacked us.

“Aren’t you happy to see me?” she laughed and put a hand on my arm, but pulled it away again immediately.

“You could have been dead!” I continued. The anger was there, and it just had to come out.

“I’m not, and now relax. We survived... that,” she said with a smile.

It was a fake smile. She seemed to want to say so much to me, but didn’t.

Damn, what had they done to her?

I looked to the men beside her, who seemed to be waiting impatiently for her. Adrian looked particularly grim.

“I’m sorry, okay? I lost my phone,” she said, and it sounded more honest than her last answer.

“You could have come to me. Where have you even been?” I continued.

I didn’t understand what she had to do with them, but I eyed the three next to her carefully, like they eyed me.

“With the bloodsuckers, where else?” Vivienna laughed mockingly. “Just watch out until the Councils find out. Because then you’re screwed.”

“She’s a Legacy Ruisangor, not a Transformed,” the blond guy sighed dryly, and I didn’t understand a thing.

Larissa seemed a little startled, then she looked at Miles. “They know...”

He just nodded, and Larissa turned back to us.

“Ouh, it seems your new friends have a lot of explaining to do.”

Vivienna crossed her arms over her white blouse in amusement.

Larissa looked up in confusion. Her gaze lingered on me. For a good five seconds, she looked at me, stunned. Then her eyes narrowed.

“You...” she whispered and her glowing red eyes made us all take a step back.

She had become one of them…

Shock spread across my face.

“You!” Larissa blurted out and I flinched. “You knew... and you didn’t tell me?!” She got louder and Miles grabbed her wrist.

“Larissa, there are humans here.”

“Let go of me, Miles!” She broke free of his grip and took another step toward me. “I thought we were friends, damn it, and you’re keeping something like this from me?!”

The shock inside me was mixed with disappointment. Was she seriously accusing me of making a mistake by keeping her away from all this?

“Oh God, I can’t believe it!”

She looked stunned and Miles tried to calm her down, but couldn’t manage it. Whatever he had to do with her, he didn’t know her like I did.

“I wanted to protect you,” I blurted.

Didn’t she see what a mess she was in now? Her eyes... and that she showed up here with them.

“Protect me? From what?”

“From what you are now!”

She looked hurt for a moment, then drew her brows further together, her eyes glowing red. “Don’t you think you would have protected me if you’d told me everything?!”

That was going too far. I knew she would have done it either way. She would have gone to them, would have kept spying.

Now it was me who closed the distance between us considerably so that we were only a hand’s length apart. I glared at her angrily and felt a relieving tingle on my skin as I fixed her gaze. “You’re reckless, Larissa. And now you trust these people? Look what they’ve done to you!”

She backed away as if I’d scared her to death and her eyes lit up even more intensely.

“What the hell is going on here?”

I jerked my head around and looked Professor Copeland straight in the eye. He also widened his eyes in shock, which made me hold his gaze.

He looked briefly at the DeLoughreys, but then immediately back at me, as if I were a child he couldn’t take his eyes off without it doing something stupid.

Then I spotted Vivienna, who, like the professor, was standing in my field of vision, staring at me with equally wide eyes. Only there was more terror in them than in Professor Copeland’s.

Before I knew what was happening to me, he grabbed me by the wrist and pulled me through the huge main entrance of the main building with a “Please, all of you, go to your lectures!” to the others behind us.

Hysteresis

Angus MacRae

I sat on the dark leather couch in the professor’s office, both perplexed and inwardly upset. His presence made me feel like a child getting caught by doing something forbidden because I had read his letters only a few days ago. Letters that were probably addressed to my mother. And that could mean a lot...

“Could you please explain to me why I’m here?” I started the conversation a little too upset. I felt strangely frantic, energetic, and… aggressive. The last emotion was new to me.

“Could you please explain to me what just happened out there?” he returned my question demandingly, ran his fingers through his hair in stress and noticed that the water had just boiled.

The fine electric yet elegant vintage kettle hissed and steam rose. He rushed over and poured a cup, into which he had just put a handful of herbs. A stinky smell immediately hit my nose.

“I don’t get it.” He turned the pages of a book, but then looked up again. “Diana should...” Alarik shook his head before reaching for the cup somewhat absent-mindedly, looking at me and deciding to come over to sit in front of me and put the cup down under my nose. Some tea spilled over, and the smell stung my nose, making me flinch.

“But then you’d have to be a boy.”

I didn’t have the faintest clue what he was talking about.

“Could you maybe enlighten me? I don’t understand any of this.”

Why was everyone here so incapable of expressing themselves clearly?

“And why isn’t Larissa here? That’s a bit unfair, don’t you think? And anyway, do you know what they’ve done to her? She’s become one of them! Who knows what that does to her body…”

I realized how upset I was, and finally Alarik Copeland responded to me.

“It’s rare, but it does happen. She seems to be a Legacy.”

“A Legacy? That creature bit me, too, and I’m the same person I was before.”

“It takes a special gene, a father who passes on this genetic material, and when the offspring is born, all it takes is a bite to activate it. If a human is transformed by a Legacy, he is a Transformed and Quatura and Senseque cannot be transformed by them.”

I widened my eyes. “Her father is a Ruisangor?”

I tried to block out the rest of his sentence. Because it said as much as I would be a vampire now if I had been human... but only if our attacker had been a Legacy, right?

I tried to process all the information.

“From the looks of it, yes.”

Where on earth did Alarik suddenly get this deep relaxation from?

“That still doesn’t explain why I’m sitting here now,” I snorted indignantly. “She provoked me. And anyway... we didn’t make a scene.”

And yes, I took that personally, Alarik.

“That’s not the point, Bayla.” Seriousness spread across his face, mixed with... concern?

“Then what is it?”

Now, I was curious.

“Out there, you almost turned.” His gaze rested calmly on mine. “Into one of us.”

“No...” I started to laugh. He had to be joking. I jumped up and continued laughing, shaking my head. “No, maybe my mother can say that, or that absurd Circle, but this is too much.”

“Sit back down, please.”

I shook my head.

“Bayla, please.”

“You’re all crazy.”

Alarik took a deep breath, then exhaled and rose to walk toward me. I didn’t know why I didn’t back away and why I let him lead me by the arm to the dark-gold-framed mirror in the corner of the room where we both stood, he slightly behind me.

“If you don’t believe me, at least believe her.”

He pointed at the mirror and I saw his eyes turn yellow, as if he were a dangerous animal.

I backed away a little, but then remembered Julian’s words and that he was one of them and hopefully not interested in hurting me or uncontrolled.

Alarik pulled me back to the mirror, where I watched the veins on his neck and then on his forearm standing out in black, just like when I used to have my seizures.

I couldn’t stop staring at him. My gaze wandered back up to his yellow eyes. He smiled and nodded at me. Then I looked at my reflection... and froze.

Yellow eyes blinked at me, widening. I lifted my arms a bit – the dark veins standing out – and held them in front of my reflection’s eyes.

My skin tingled, and I could feel the blood pumping through my arteries. I felt my body with the same intensity as when I woke up from my coma, only even more intense. Every bit of life in my cells, I seemed to feel it.

“Do you believe me now?” Alarik asked calmly. I looked at him. His eyes were still glowing. “You belong with us and not with the Quatura.”

I looked at him, dumbfounded.

Nothing made sense. At first, I was supposed to be a Quatura, like my mother, but now? A Senseque? A goddamn werewolf?

There was no need to deny what I saw in front of me. My nightmare had come true.

“I think I need a minute.”

I was on the verge of a mental breakdown.

Alarik smiled. A smile that made me stare at him for a moment because it reminded me of someone else, then the thought faded, and I ran to the couch to let myself fall.

“I don’t know what to say right now. Maybe I really am dreaming. It’s just that I’ve never dreamed this long before, and it’s so absurd... I’ve never read any werewolf books and...”

I still couldn’t believe that had just been me in the mirror.

“And you’ve never turned before. Am I right?”

I looked at him. He had sat down again, supporting himself with his elbows on his knees. His eyes were the soft green again.

“I think I would remember that,” I said quickly.

My knees were shaking a little.

I was a werewolf. Holy shit?

“Something may have blocked your transformation, but I can’t be more specific about that.”

“I thought I was sick. These veins standing out... I thought they were part of my disease.”

“Disease? What disease?” Alarik raised his eyebrows.

“I always had headaches and then these veins appeared.”

“Very peculiar...” Alarik replied with a strained look.

What was even more peculiar was that I hadn’t had the pain until today. “...since the bite.”

“The bite...” he murmured thoughtfully. “You being one of us explains why you survived it. Senseque are extremely strong, especially females.”

“It still doesn’t make sense. My mother is a Quatura, so shouldn’t I be one, too?”

“Apparently not necessarily. That’s the part that’s concerning me the most right now.”

I was about to ask a question when he hastily continued. “You should get training, immediately. That works best at our place.”

My expression darkened. “No... I’m not leaving Mum.”

Alarik interlocked his hands, his expression serious, yet thoughtful. “I could train you.”

I listened in surprise.

Was that an offer?

“But if the others find out I’m not a Quatura, they’ll want me to leave my mother.”

Panic spread through the pit of my stomach, and I remembered that I hadn’t eaten anything today. That was strange. Normally my stomach would have been growling by now, especially after lunchtime. But it was silent, probably just as shocked as the rest of my body. This town simply wasn’t good for my health.

“Who said anyone needs to know what you are?”

My eyes widened. I stared at him, flabbergasted.

“First of all, you should drink this tea, because you don’t have your irises under control yet.”

I quickly squeezed my eyes shut and finally lowered my gaze to the smelly drink in front of me.

“What’s in there?” I looked suspiciously at the purple flowers.

“A mixture that ensures that you won’t transform for the next twenty-four hours and won’t react to transformation triggers.”

It sounded tempting and like something I’d better take before something bad happened.

Yet, I hesitated.

“Are you afraid I’ll poison you?”

Alarik smirked.

“N…no,” I mumbled and quickly reached for my cup, which I emptied in one go.

Meanwhile, Alarik got up and walked to his desk. I followed him, hoping that he had a plan.

My mouth burned bitterly.

“How do I explain this to my mother?”

Maybe she had something to explain to me instead? Now I was all the more interested in who my father was.

“It’s best to keep this between us for now.” He looked up from his calendar. “I’m serious. The pack really isn’t a good place for you right now, and as soon as Gloria and the Councils find out what you are, there’s going to be a riot, and I don’t want that for your mother either.”

I raised my eyebrows.

Somehow, it unsettled me when he talked about her. But I didn’t dare ask the questions that were burning on my tongue. There were too many. And above all, they were too personal.

“Next week, Monday. Before university. I’d pick you up.”

Sorry, what?

“From home?”

“Yes,” he said, as if it were the most normal thing in the world. “But very early. At five in the morning. We can’t afford to attract attention.”

Why did everything sound wrong about meeting my professor at five in the morning?

“I’m sorry it can’t happen before then. As you noticed this morning, there’s still a lot I have to do here.”

He sounded exhausted.

“It’s… okay, it should be… fine,” I stammered quickly, trying not to blush.

Everything was strange. Just the fact that I was supposed to be a werewolf should be unsettling enough. Now I had a secret to keep that no one had prepared me for. I would have to continue playing the unsuspecting daughter of a witch, because I would probably only find out later what happened next.

And then there was Larissa... I had to sort that out. But how, if she belonged to the Ruisangors now?
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Chapter 15

Julie

She Knows

Christopher Tyng

He had just taken her with him. Was I the only person who thought that was more than just weird? Strange creatures, these Senseque…

Maybe I was just trying to distract myself from the things I’d witnessed in my crazy molecular biology professor’s office this morning.

After I’d seen his black eyes, he’d closed them again, grabbed the back of his chair as if to hold on to something, and when he’d opened them again, the blackness had shifted slightly, letting the peridot-green return. What had remained were the veins on his neck.

With a pounding heart, I had watched him put his shirt and vest back on, gather his things and finally leave his office in human form.

For ten minutes, I had stayed in the closet, trying to process what I’d seen, but my overloaded mind had yet to find an explanation for what had happened there.

I knew that I could only find answers in that room.

But I had just wanted to get out of there. And so, I had left the office, determined to return as soon as I had sorted out my thoughts.

After I’d left the office, my body had started to go crazy, controlled by this strange magic, and before I could suffer another panic attack, I’d used the Salma that Gloria had given me yesterday. It had dulled my emotions, but the memory of Professor Tiberius’ black eyes burned into my mind like a mark.

“Let’s go before we get ourselves into unnecessary trouble,” Amber said, pulling the frozen and white-faced Vivienna with her.

I looked ahead to where Larissa was standing among the Ruisangors, her expression full of confusion. It must have been a harsh shock to find out that you had suddenly become something completely different. The transformation alone must have been painful. Even though I couldn’t imagine anything being more painful than being stuck in my body. Either uncontrollably emotional or empty, like now.

“We should go,” the one with the short black hair grumbled, wearing an expression of steel as always. Adrian.

“In a minute.”

“No, Larissa, you’re coming with us,” he replied, slightly annoyed. “Now.”

Larissa stared at him hostilely. “I won’t let you tell me what to do!”

They didn’t seem to like each other very much.

“Larissa.”

The moment this Miles interfered, she reacted angrily.

“And not from you either!”

“We can’t leave you alone,” Miles continued calmly.

Why couldn’t they leave her alone? She was an adult and didn’t belong to them. But did I actually know much about her? Not really. I realized that the Circle was doing an excellent job of sealing us off from the outside world and the other species as best as they could.

“A few minutes and I’ll be with you!”

You could tell Larissa was making an effort, but she was just bubbling over with anger.

Adrian and Miles exchanged indistinct glances, but then nodded and gave me and Grace one last warning look before turning and strutting off with David.

My inner tension rose, especially after the realization that they might have something to do with the recent events. I thought not only of the sudden appearance of the high-ranking councilor, but also of the death of Ezra Campbell. An animal attack. How creative. Wild animals lived in the woods of Blairville, but they didn’t just come into town to tear people apart.

Last night, I’d overheard Amara on the phone with the police chief, Graham Bardot. Julian’s father and she had made a deal that if anything supernatural happened, he would contact her immediately before it could get to Gloria. Because Gloria was a box of dynamite, and a supernatural death was reason enough for her to start a war.

“You have to help me. I’m in trouble. I have no idea what you know or why you know it, but nothing makes sense right now anyway.”

I looked into Larissa’s widened eyes. She had lowered her voice.

And there she was again. The Larissa I’d sat with at a fucking bar last time. Me... at a club bar. This girl had been able to persuade me to do so much that I would never have dared to do on my own. And now she was a Ruisangor.

“Larissa, we’re not even supposed to talk to you,” Grace began cautiously.

“What? Why? I thought we were friends.”

“You’re one of them now,” my cousin continued. “Sorry.”

The words seemed to hit Larissa. Her eyes radiated pure bewilderment.

“Do you think I chose this?”

Grace sighed. “No, but we can’t help you anymore.”

I could tell my cousin was getting impatient because she was playing with her elbow and looking around the whole time.

I knew that the other Quatura were watching us. They were all sitting under the huge white gazebo, where Vivienna and her two bitchy pets had disappeared to.

“Guys, believe it or not, they’re keeping me prisoner in their fairytale castle while pretending I’m a blood-sucking beast.” She spoke so quietly you’d think someone was eavesdropping. “I’m a prisoner, and you’re the only ones who can help me. Who else?”

She came closer and Grace took a step back. Probably I should be scared of her too, but my fear was just as absent as any other emotion right now, thanks to the Salma, so Grace pulled me back a little indignantly.

“What’s wrong with you?” Larissa looked confused at Grace’s grip, from which I quickly freed myself.

Grace continued to stare at Larissa as if she could kill us at any moment.

“You don’t understand. If anyone here sees us together any longer, it could have serious consequences for us.”

“Why? What is wrong with you guys?”

“The DeLoughreys and our family are...” Grace’s excuses were getting on my nerves, which was why I interrupted Grace unbidden.

“What Grace is saying is that our species are in conflict with each other.”

“Species?”

Larissa stared back and forth between the two of us.

“We should go now,” I began, trying to get Grace out of here.

“No, Julie...” Larissa grabbed my arm and I instantly felt her coldness.

I looked up, straight into her eyes, and all I could see was despair. To me, she was still Larissa, the best friend of Bayla Adams, who was a little crazy, liked to talk about motorcycles and had wanted to help me find Erik.

I swallowed.

The thought of Erik was the most painful. I repressed it again and again.

Now, I still had mixed feelings about Larissa. I didn’t know what to do, I was powerless, as so often.

Before I could say anything, Grace pulled me back again.

“We can’t help you.”

“But...” Larissa tried to protest, but Grace wouldn’t let her finish.

“And above all, we can’t be friends anymore.”

I realized how this sentence gave Larissa the hardest slap. She stared at Grace in bewilderment, then at me.

I was indeed a bad friend, would never be one of the good ones. It was already hard for me to be there for Grace.

Then my cousin pulled me away, further and further across the campus, until we disappeared around a corner into a corridor and suddenly, we both found ourselves in front of an open Gothic arched window that looked out onto one of the university’s countless courtyards. The corridor was deserted.

Grace didn’t look at me. She inhaled deeply before expelling the air in a gush.

“God, what was that?” Grace laughed with irony, and I had problems interpreting it. “I’ve never spoken to a Ruisangor before. If I’d known she had the gene...”

“You’re exaggerating,” I said dryly, hating myself for the tone. That also came from the Salma. At least I wasn’t shaking like I had been since leaving Moenia.

“What?” Grace looked at me with widened eyes.

“I said you’re overdoing it. She’s still Larissa. We should be glad she survived it.”

“Every Ruisangor is one too many,” she began in a firm voice. “But you don’t care about the Circle anyway, do you? I mean, why else would you hide your powers from your family and blow up your own cousin’s first ceremony?”

Ouch.

“Family...” I laughed, surprised at the confidence in my voice. Maybe I should take a double dose more often. It didn’t seem to do any harm.

If she’d told me that this morning, I probably would have cried, because everything inside me was still in shattered pieces of sharp shards, and every day they dug deeper into me.

“We are your family, Julie. Us and not the Westcodes!”

Grace’s voice was louder now.

I bit my tongue.

Simply that she assumed these people could ever qualify as family to me showed me how well she really knew me. And then a far more uncomfortable question popped into my head. Had Grace ever made me feel like she was family? Did I even know what that felt like, having someone that cared?

“What you did there was so typical of you. If there’s one way to make my day harder, you grab that opportunity.”

I looked at her, stunned. “That’s not true.”

“And how true it is!” There was a green sparkle in her usually brown eyes. She was emotional. Added to that was the rising fall wind sweeping through her corkscrew curls. “One could almost think you were her daughter! Anyway, now it makes sense why you’re so cold sometimes!”

I winced.

This time it had really hit home.

She was comparing me to her. To Gloria Westcode.

“How long have we known each other by now? I can hardly believe we grew up together.” She snorted and turned away from me. Tensely, she leaned on the stone ledge of the window and stared at the statue of an unknown goddess in the courtyard, holding up a scepter. “I’m beginning to feel like I don’t even know my own cousin.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. Grace’s words had hit the mark.

Thunder rumbled in the distance. A storm seemed to be brewing. The sky darkened, and a shadow fell over Grace’s face. It was as if we had made the gods angry. I had made the gods angry.

“I’m waiting for the day you open up to me and the Circle completely,” were Grace’s last words before she shouldered the leather backpack, pulled her dark brown cardigan tighter around her waist, and turned away from me with a disappointed look, hastily disappearing back through the stone entrance toward the campus lawn.

I stared into the courtyard, but then looked to the side as a black raven hopped through the corridor heading in my direction, as if it didn’t know how dangerous I could be to the creatures around me.

It stopped just before me, looked up at me with its head tilted as if it was reconsidering its proximity to me, but hopped even closer and began to peck at my gray leather boot.

I backed away, but the animal followed me. I didn’t want to step on him, so I turned around and disappeared through the corridor, knowing that I would never be able to fully open up to the Circle.

His tail wagging, the little golden puppy pranced toward me as I pulled the door shut behind me with a sigh. I had brought him here this morning and hoped he wouldn’t make a mess. I had hoped wrong.

Shaking my head, I looked at the torn cushion on the floor in front of me. The dog sat on his back paws and tilted his head to the side before plopping to the ground, landing in a pile of polyester and feathers that swirled up immediately.

“Your mutt made a big mess.”

My head snapped up, and I spotted Emely sitting on the countertop next to the stove, where something seemed to be cooking. She herself was sitting there, lowering a fat law tome, looking with raised brows at the puppy running toward her so that she had to pull her legs up to avoid him.

“And he’s annoyingly clingy.”

I had to smile slightly as the little one propped his paws on the cupboard to sniff Emely’s suede boots. A sign that the effects of the Salma were wearing off.

I went to Buddy, picked him up, and his warm little body wriggled. Something inside me tightened. The feeling of holding something so tender and vulnerable in my hands...

When I straightened up, I stood directly in front of Emely, who eyed me suspiciously. Her indigenous features fascinated me as always, because she looked so different from her brother. The two of them were almost nothing alike, except that they both shared that suspicious look.

Her eyes began to glow yellow, which made me flinch.

I kept forgetting that we weren’t on the same side.

“There doesn’t seem to be any peace from you guys in this place.” With these words, she slipped off the worktop and walked around the kitchen island behind me.

I didn’t move. Instead, I looked at the stove. My heart stopped when I saw the blood-red water boiling in the large pot. A huge meaty chunk was floating in it... and then the smell hit my nose.

My stomach did a flip.

“And I actually thought you and your cousin were inseparable.”

My gaze remained fixed on the pot and its contents. I felt sick to my stomach. Emely’s words reached my ears from the background. And her presence suddenly sent an unpleasant tingling sensation over my skin.

“I forgot... You’re’ the one who never talks.”

The dog began to whine and fidget back and forth in my arms, but I couldn’t break out of my stupor.

Whatever Emely was cooking had been alive... and not that long ago.

It smelled awful and the urge to retch came faster than expected. Everything inside me fought against the image before my eyes, and then I couldn’t hold it back any longer.

I hastily put the dog down and sprinted up the stairs to the bathroom. Just in time, I was hanging over the toilet, and then it was already too late.

I threw up.

Vomiting, I bent down even lower because it wouldn’t stop and the image of the bleeding flesh wouldn’t go away from my mind.

When I had finished, I breathed hastily.

I realized that I had probably also regurgitated some of the Salma. Great. That was all I had needed. I didn’t have that many doses left.

I got up and went to the sink, where I washed my mouth. In front of my reflection, I paused. I was used to seeing this pale skin with its cool undertone. My ash-blonde, almost white straight hair had grown so long over the years that I had to wear it up so that it didn’t blow around my nose at this time of year and block my bright aventurine-colored, almost ice-blue eyes. God, I looked fragile, almost elfish.

As I stepped out of the bathroom and hurried down the stairs to deal with the mess Buddy had left behind, two bewildered faces met me.

One was Emely, leaning against the stove with her arms crossed, and her eyebrows raised, looking at me like I was her worst nightmare, and then there was Bayla Adams, watching Emely like she was her worst nightmare.

“What the hell was that, if you don’t mind me asking?” Emely asked.

I could feel the warmth in my cheeks. Another sign that the serum was no longer having an effect.

“What happened?” Bayla asked without taking her eyes off Emely. She was standing in the open doorway and closed it as Buddy tried to scamper past her outside.

“Your little witch friend just threw up when she saw my food.”

“Oh, what is it?” Bayla asked, “It smells so good in here.”

I widened my eyes at her words.

How could she like that disgusting smell?

“Doe heart.”

Bayla paused instantly, and I looked at Emely as if she had lost her mind. But she didn’t correct herself. Then she grinned mischievously and turned back to her food.

“Quatura…” She continued to laugh with a mocking undertone. “Sissies.”

Bayla and I both looked at each other, completely aghast.
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Falling Apart
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“Larissa!”

I stopped abruptly because I recognized the voice. It was Jenny Bexley, running after me breathlessly. She had been following me for the last three minutes, but I had hoped she was just running in the same direction as me.

I spun around and she came to a stop. Immediately, the sweet smell of her blood hit me and I bit my tongue, but it wasn’t until my two sharp upper teeth cut into the flesh that I realized I’d made a mistake.

Hold your breath, Larissa. You don’t have to breathe anymore.

At least that was roughly how Camille had explained it to me. And it took some getting used to.

Jenny, unaware of all this, tossed her yellow-blonde hair over her shoulder and smiled at me so intensely that her puffy lips looked as if they were about to burst.

“I looked for you on campus on Saturday, but you were nowhere to be found, so I reported you missing.”

I looked at her in surprise.

Why had she been looking for me? And did she always report people missing when they were nowhere to be found? I mean, we were in fucking Blairville, a town full of monsters, but she was a human who didn’t seem to know anything about any of this.

“Thanks,” I mumbled thoughtfully, holding my breath to keep the smell of her blood from entering my nose. “But I’m fine.”

I wanted to sink my teeth into her arm, her shoulder, her neck…

Fuck, Larissa. Those aren’t your thoughts. Those are the thoughts of the monster they turned you into. Get out of here!

“You look good too,” Jenny remarked with her artificial smile, looking down at me. “In the clothes the DeLoughreys got for you.”

I raised both eyebrows.

I wanted to rip this dress off my body. I was missing my old black leather jacket, jeans of the same color, and comfy tops. Camille had dressed me, and it looked really good, but I would never wear high heels again. Not on this campus!

“Are you dating Adrian now?”

I looked at Jenny in disbelief. She had unlocked her tablet, and now I realized what she wanted from me.

“Definitely not,” I murmured and turned to leave. I had to get out of here before I left a bloodbath behind.

I felt sick.

“With Miles? Or David?”

Jenny hurried after me and, unfortunately, I couldn’t use my new speed to escape.

“Over my dead body,” I returned.

Jenny appeared next to me.

“But you’re friends, right?”

“Jenny...” I stopped. “I don’t have the energy for any interviews right now.”

“That’s what they all say,” Jenny sighed, rolling her eyes, and only now did I notice that she was walking around without Penny. That poor introvert girl had probably fled to a quiet place. Understandable.

“I’m serious.” I sighed. “It’s best to get as far away from me as possible.”

It was for her protection. Even though I doubted that the Bexleys put protecting their family at the top of their list. These people put themselves in danger just to publish the best article.

I also liked to put myself in danger, not because I didn’t care that I might get killed, but because I needed it to relieve stress.

And suddenly I missed my motorcycle. Oh, how I wish I could have gone for a ride through town, through the forest, which was no longer a threat to me. The long, albeit winding, road through the forest in the DeLoughrey area was perfect for practicing a few stunts and ignoring the speed limit.

“One more thing before you run away from me,” Jenny said indifferently, as if she was aware that she was bothering people. “There’s an internship at our radio station.” I looked at her in irritation. “I hear you like taking photos, and you are good at it?” I nodded slowly, but immediately regretted it, because Jenny smiled. “Consider this an invitation to become part of the reporter team. You know how to reach me.”

She smiled one last time, then turned away from me and hurried back to campus.

I stared after her, bewildered.

A week ago, I would have said yes. This would have been my chance, even if the media industry wasn’t the field I was hoping for a career in.

Now I had completely different problems.

Damn it, Larissa, where have your life choices gotten you?

I spotted Miles, who skillfully dodged Jenny before he spotted me.

The anger from earlier was returning, and he was one of the people responsible for it.

Determined to get out of here, I wheeled around and started walking.

“Larissa, stop, damn it, why so hostile today?” Miles shouted behind me.

He had already caught up with me.

I stopped and wheeled around to face him.

“You’re fucked without me. Where are you going anyway?”

I didn’t know myself any longer. The sweet smell around me was driving me crazy. Every breeze that drove the scent of a human toward me was filled with tantalizing aromas. That’s exactly why I hated them. All of them. I was no longer myself. And for no price in the world would I allow myself to drink a human’s blood again. God, the mere thought…

Bastien had given me animal blood this morning because I’d refused to suck out the AB bag, but he’d given it to Adrian like he was my babysitter.

Miles came closer, his expression alarmed.

“You’re hungry... Damn.”

I looked at him more closely. His hair was darker than mine, a deep brown. But the eyes... no. He could look like me in appearance as much as he wanted, but that didn’t make him my goddamn twin brother! I didn’t have a family anymore. And I’d managed to put that behind me. How ironic that it now seemed that I would probably never have one. No children... nothing.

The lump in my throat got bigger, and I tried to focus on Miles. He had the same lips as me.

No. Larissa, stop!

So far, I had managed to avoid Miles. I’d had plenty of reasons to do so. After all, he had kept the truth from me and simply left me with my murderer father without ever showing up again.

“You idiot!” I clenched my fists and hammered them against his hard torso, making him stumble back.

“Wow, relax. What’s wrong?”

Miles looked surprised. Good acting.

“What’s wrong?!” I stared at him in anger. My chest quivered with rage. “You apparently didn’t see the need to tell me that Bastien was serious when he said I was a DeLoughrey!”

Three girls walking past us looked at me in astonishment and I couldn’t help but stare back in annoyance, so they quickened their pace and disappeared.

I felt my eyes start to glow and inwardly thanked Camille for the contact lenses she had given me to start with, but I wouldn’t be able to wear them for long because my eyes were burning like hell.

“I wasn’t even there during your conversation.”

“That’s not the point, Miles!” He didn’t seem to get it. “You didn’t tell me that my trainer is actually my father!”

His breath stopped completely and surprise appeared on his face.

“He dropped the goddamn daddy bomb? This early?” He started to laugh. Hell, even his grin resembled mine. How had I missed that? “That man does indeed have no sense of timing.”

His words made me even angrier. “That’s all you have to say about it?”

“Larissa...”

“No. Leave me the fuck alone!” I tore myself out of the grip he had on my arms. “Don’t get the idea that now that I know the fucking truth about my messed-up family, you can play the brother!”

He swallowed. The slap had stung, and he absolutely deserved it.

“What else did I expect?” I hissed and couldn’t stop myself from laughing like a maniac.

Shit, man, how unlucky was I? My mother had been impregnated by a murderer and he had killed her. And I had a twin brother? I started laughing and realized how dazed I was. God, could it get any crazier?

“You should have a drink.”

Laughing, I patted him on the shoulder. “Go to hell with your disgusting eating habits. I’d rather die than drink blood again.”

Miles’ expression darkened and he moved closer again. “This isn’t funny. If you try to suppress it, it’ll take over, and you’ll randomly pounce on the nearest human and kill them.”

“Here you guys are.”

Great, that arrogant snob was all I needed.

Adrian eyed me suspiciously. He looked a bit windswept because his short black hair was falling into his forehead. Something you rarely saw on him. The noble Adrian DeLoughrey.

“She looks hungry,” he murmured darkly, and then looked at Miles, his hands in the pockets of his suit trousers. “We should show her how to hunt.”

Hunting. What the...

“No, Adrian. She won’t learn to hunt. The blood bags are enough.”

“Damn it, Miles! She won’t learn control otherwise,” Adrian returned impatiently.

“I’m not going to drink blood. And I’m certainly not going hunting,” I pressed out, looking for his black moonstone.

Every DeLoughrey wore one. Camille had explained to me that this stone protected us from burning in the sun, whatever that meant. Transformed people always had to wear it; Legacy Ruisangors – like me – only when they were using their powers or transforming someone.

And so, I had spent the last few days trying to find out where the others wore their moonstone: Camille wore a ring, like Tristan; Bastien a simple bracelet, like David; Miles wore a chain beneath his shirt, and the moonstone on it bore the DeLoughrey crest in gold, seamlessly attached to its surface. The only ones I hadn’t found out about yet were Laurent and Adrian.

Camille had promised me my own moonstone, but said it would take longer to find one that worked.

I didn’t even know if I wanted such a stone, because I wasn’t going to use any wild powers or turn innocent people into infertile bloodsuckers.

“Your stubbornness will endanger you and our family line.” Adrian’s words sounded cool. Just as he always was.

“To hell with this family!” was all I could say in reply.

Adrian raised an eyebrow scrutinizingly, then looked at Miles. “What did you do to her?”

“She knows…” Miles sighed and grabbed me by the right wrist. So firmly, in fact, that I had no chance of getting away from him.

“Let. Go. Of. Me!” I hissed.

“About time,” came from Adrian, who eyed me strangely.

“She may be a Ruinouveau but, with all due respect, she’s strong,” Miles sighed.

“Newbie,” Adrian murmured darkly without changing his expression, and suddenly his hand was on my back.

I swallowed and my whole body tensed. The last time he had touched me had been a while ago, but it gave me the same electric shocks as a few weeks ago.

I cursed my body because there was no reason for this reaction. Adrian was an arrogant prick.

He pushed me, his fingers resting firmly on the new leather jacket, applying light pressure so that I was forced to walk. Only now did I realize Miles had already let go of me and was on the phone.

“All right, give us three minutes.” I looked at him questioningly. “David. He’s waiting for us. And we’re going to show you a place where there’s plenty of prey.”

Why did it sound like even he didn’t feel like going there?
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I didn’t know what I’d done to deserve the honor of sitting in the front seat next to Adrian, because just this morning, Miles and he had fought over the driver’s seat and then Miles and David had fought over the passenger seat like little teenage boys. And as if the two men had managed to offend him, Miles had decided to drive his own matte gray sports car.

I had noticed that Adrian and Miles had special models with five seats, which – as David had explained to me – had been made especially for them.

Now David and Miles were sitting in the back talking about Bitcoin, while Adrian’s hands rested on the steering wheel, or rather clawed into it. He seemed to be just as uncomfortable, although he barely showed it.

One of his hands suddenly wandered over my lap and I startled. What the... He was half leaning into me, and only now did I realize what he was doing. I blushed when he said to me, “Sunglasses.”

I stared at him like an idiot as he pulled his hand away and sat up straight again. I spotted a streak of light blue paint on his wrist.

“Some fool had apparently forgotten where the proper compartment for it was.”

In the rearview mirror, I caught Miles’ grin. He was the aforementioned fool who had played with the glasses just this morning, not to mention the suspicious look on Adrian’s face, as if the item was a fragile crystal.

“The glasses”

I winced and looked back up at Adrian, who eyed me with a steely expression before looking back at the road.

“Um... yeah… of course”

I took his sunglasses out of the front seat compartment and handed them to him.

“Did you finally tell her?” it came from Miles, whose gaze I immediately caught in the rearview mirror. And I knew immediately that it was about me.

“Told her what?” I asked suspiciously and looked at Adrian, whose jaw was now completely tense.

“Thanks, Miles,” he murmured, jerking the steering wheel around so that we sped through one of the many intersections downtown, and I had to hold on tight to avoid slamming into him.

“Speak up. I hate secrets.”

Adrian was silent, and I was about to threaten him when Miles opened his mouth.

“Bastien isn’t your only uncle.”

“What?” I stared at Miles through the mirror, and then at Adrian.

What did Adrian have to do with this?

“Miles, she’s learned enough for today.”

I gave Adrian a devastating look. He had been a great help to me so far.

“So, I have another uncle? An aunt? Any surprise siblings I should know about?”

My voice almost dripped with cynicism. I was prepared for anything.

This time, I looked to Miles. Looking back, he had been my only help so far, albeit a flawed one.

“Adrian, don’t you want to enlighten your niece?”

My jaw dropped.

“His what?”

Adrian sighed.

And I stared at him. Because I wasn’t capable of anything else.

He and I had made out, and he had kissed me. I had almost developed feelings for this arrogant prick, and now I found out that this man, who was just six years older than me, was my uncle?

Adrian cleared his throat, as the situation seemed to make him uncomfortable too. Was that the reason why he had kept his distance?

“You’re the brother of...” I couldn’t say it.

Distraught, I sank back into my seat and tried to erase what had happened between us.

“Welcome to the family,” Miles said from behind me with a grin, but I’d already stopped laughing two days ago. I didn’t know if I could live with the truth, or if I should go bury myself today.

“The witches looked pretty dumb when they saw you today,” Miles continued.

“The what?”

I widened my eyes again, and for a moment it distracted me from Adrian.

“He means the Quatura. A species gifted with elemental magic that is a territorial as well as financial burden to us.”

I stared at Adrian again. “Witches...”

Hadn’t the uncle bomb from a moment ago been enough?

“The Blairs are the oldest Quatura family in this town. They also call themselves the founding family,” David explained, as if it were an entry from an encyclopedia.

“More like founding crisis,” Miles said gloomily.

And then it clicked. Grace possessed so much weird stuff that reminded me of the esoteric aunties from Sacramento’s underground streets, and she and Julie had always acted so strangely secretive. But witches? It wasn’t unthinkable. After all, I was now a what? Bloodsucker? Ruisangor? Vampire? It all came down to the same thing.

“I don’t get it... How did I not realize that?”

“When it comes to identity secrecy, we are all, perhaps except for the wolf pack, cautious.”

I looked at Adrian again, confused. “Wolf pack? You mean like werewolves?”

“More like biting puppies,” Miles laughed, but Adrian remained serious.

“Watch out for them. They hate us and would take any opportunity to kill one of us. One bite and you’re dead.”

So, all this supernatural stuff was real? Vampires, witches, werewolves…

“I’m sure they want to kill you for a reason,” I said, remaining thoughtfully silent and ignoring Adrian’s devastating sideways glance.

“They should kill Tristan,” Miles growled from behind me. “He’s already done far too much damage.”

I snapped my eyes open and glanced at Miles in the rearview mirror, but he only looked out the window with a grim expression.

He wished his own father was dead. I didn’t know how to process that, or if I could even let it get to me without suffering collateral damage inside.

This man was also supposed to be my father…

“It’s not certain that it was him,” David remarked. “The girls could also have been killed by the other man.”

I couldn’t keep up.

What were they talking about? Surely not about the missing persons cases?

I remembered that I had wanted to ask Adrian something else, even if it was the most inappropriate time, especially in front of the others.

“Have you ever manipulated my thoughts?” Adrian looked at me, focused. “Bastien said that we can do that, that it’s part of our gifts.”

“Legacies can’t manipulate other species’, each other’s or Transformed’s minds,” David clarified. “We can only use our special gifts on each other.”

I looked thoughtfully at the road. Adrian must have tried it then, because he had thought I was human…

I remembered the bite, but immediately tried to suppress it again, because in combination with the fact that he was my uncle, this image in my head was not only inappropriate, but also disturbing.

My mind wandered back to the frustrating events on campus and... to Bayla.

“My friend, she was also attacked and bitten by that man. I’m sure of it.”

The man Tristan had killed... I wonder if he was telling the truth or just trying to scare me.

“Wait, someone else was bitten?”

David looked surprised, and I glanced at Adrian with a searching look.

He hadn’t told him?

“Bastien told me about her,” Adrian said tonelessly.

I caught myself looking for similarities in him too, but we didn’t look a bit alike.

“She’s one of the Quatura” He looked at me again. “The witches.”

No. I would have known that. Had I been so blind all this time, all these years?

“And the Circle insisted that the girl stay there.”

I was absolutely shocked. My best friend of many years? A witch? I should have noticed something like that.

She had been out with Julie and Grace... Of course, she was one of them. I’d seen her eyes earlier. Yellow. Just as abnormal as my red ones. But it hit me that she’d kept me in the dark about it.

“Best stay away from them, all of them,” Adrian murmured tensely.

“You already dictate enough to me,” I hissed back.

“Your former friends are a threat to our clan.”

“You’re joking,” I laughed in response to Adrian’s words. “You are monsters. How can witches be a danger to you?”

And besides, this was Bayla. She wouldn’t hurt a fly.

“I’m not joking,” he replied dryly, silencing me. “First of all, now you’re also a... what did you say? Monster?” He looked at me again with that creepy, threatening look. “Secondly, the Quatura own the entire town center, and they’re part of a treaty we all have to abide by, even the fucking Copelands.”

I looked at him again with wide eyes. “The Copelands?”

“The so-called werewolves,” Miles laughed as he painted quotation marks in the air, amused by my choice of words.

And then the last piece of the puzzle fell into place: the Copelands, Emely, this strange tension whenever Emely and the other girls were in the same room... They didn’t just hate each other, no. They were enemies. Wolves and witches. Wolves and vampires.

“Like I said, keep your distance and nothing will happen.”

“And if I don’t?” I challenged Adrian.

He turned his head. His eyes sparkled. “Then you’ll have to deal with them and with us.” A huge shiver ran down my spine. “And believe me, you don’t want that.”

Fire

Two Feet

The three of them had taken me downtown, to a bar called Black Roses. A rather expensive-looking one, I noticed.

What did they expect me to do? That I would throw myself at someone and literally suck them dry? Preferably in the middle of all the people here? Not in any way conspicuous. No, not at all.

The bad thing was that I felt like it. It smelled delicious. And how ashamed I was of it. I was disgusted with myself and forced myself to hold my breath, but failed immediately.

A girl bumped into me and I practically inhaled the smell. The scent was sweet. My body seemed to literally crave it.

“Freak!” she barked and pulled her even better smelling friend past us. I flinched, caught off guard.

“Not like that, newbie.”

Annoyed, I looked at Miles, who couldn’t stop teasing me. How could this guy be my brother?

“Don’t call me that.”

I’m sure I sounded aggressive, but I didn’t care. I was fucking hungry and could have literally eaten a horse.

Disgust rose up inside me again. I didn’t recognize myself; that’s how much this hunger was affecting my mind.

Even though I would have loved to storm out of this bar like a madwoman, preferably far away from here, I followed the blood brothers. That was the name they gave themselves, even though they obviously weren’t brothers.

They settled down at a table that reminded me more of a darkened side alcove, slightly overshadowed by a black lace curtain.

Damn, what kind of place was this? This bar seemed somehow mysterious with its black and red color spectrum. It was also very busy for this time of day.

I felt like I was being watched because every second woman seemed to be staring at us as if they wanted us. It was clear to me what they were all after. They wanted the men next to me, and their eyes spoke of pure desire. You couldn’t blame them. All three had their charms. And unfortunately, I was related to them.

“Who’s the girl with the DeLoughreys?” I heard a curly, slim blonde whisper.

And it seemed the three DeLoughreys also were the talk of the town.

“She looks hot.” My head whipped around,and my eyes met those of a woman occupying another alcove with two men. She winced.

Crap. Miles had been right when he’d told me on campus this morning that I was acting too conspicuous. I just hadn’t gotten used to my refined hearing yet, let alone learned the code of conduct for Ruisangors.

“Hello there,” chirped a delightful feminine voice, and a blonde woman with straightened hair and a very tight black dress stepped out from under the curtain before sliding her shapely ass onto Miles’ lap.

What the...

Miles smirked at her and my mouth fell open.

I felt Adrian give me a warning look. I stared back at him sourly, but his gaze remained cool, so I turned away from him in confusion and looked back at Miles and the young woman.

“You have a new friend, I see.” She blinked at me out of her big blue eyes and when I didn’t return her smile, she looked at Miles. “I haven’t seen you around for a while, darling.”

Darling?

Miles didn’t seem to mind this term of endearment because he put his lips to her ear and whispered audibly. “I’m very busy, as you know. But I just couldn’t forget about you.”

She giggled. Then it happened.

I had thought he was going to kiss her neck, but he bared his teeth and... bit her. Miles bit the girl’s thick pulsing vein and the sweet smell in the air intensified.

I saw the other two’s eyes begin to glow, barely noticeably. I could feel my own glowing too.

Miles seemed to suck and suck on her until he finally broke away and licked his lips. His eyes were glowing... although they were reddish, they were darker than the other two’s.

Shock must have been written all over my face, because Adrian looked at me again in warning. The glow in his eyes made him look more threatening.

Then Miles stood up unexpectedly. “Come with me, pretty, you don’t seem to be feeling too well. I’ll take you home.”

“Miles, I’m fine… I...”

“It’s okay.” He gripped her waist.

I was startled. The girl looked like she was high, all woozy, and Miles looked a little lost too.

“Is he all right?” I asked Adrian, who was now eyeing Miles suspiciously and cursing something unintelligible, before getting up with David and pulling me out of the alcove.

Hubble’s Shock

Tony Morales

Once outside, I felt my hunger subside a little. The smell was no longer that intense.

Adrian simply walked to the car, where Miles had already pushed the girl into the back seat, and I had no choice but to follow him, snorting. At the car, the sweet smell hit me again, and I realized that it wasn’t the girl’s Victoria’s Secret perfume.

“Shit, he’s had too much to drink,” David said, and I held my breath again. Something that normally helped with my craving for blood but didn’t help at all right now.

“What does that mean?” I asked, puzzled.

Adrian looked at me annoyed, as if I were a small child. “It means you ‘re going to sit in the front seat, and we’re going to take the girl home.”

I ignored his tone and looked at David.

“Do you know where she lives?”

David just nodded, and I could read the concern from his expression before he disappeared into the back seat of the sports car.

I got in, still too perplexed, which ironically helped me to block out Adrian’s annoying behavior.

Then we drove off.

Whatever had happened to her, it upset me. Seeing the blood on her body brought back unpleasant memories of the past, and I struggled to push them away.

Then there was the divine smell, which made me clench my teeth and look into the mirror with narrowed eyes, where my faintly glowing red eyes were reflected. They were glowing through the contact lenses, damn it.

I caught Miles’ face through the rearview mirror, his expression revealing that he was tense and not relaxed himself. The girl, seemingly unconscious, hopefully just asleep, lay there, leaning against his chest while he looked out the window, his jaw working. What was wrong with him?

A strong, sweet smell mingled with the one that was already making my mouth water. I jerked my head to the side, where Adrian was holding out a plastic bag filled with dark red liquid labeled AB. My eyes widened as my stomach began to growl.

“Drink this.”

When I didn’t take it, he placed the cool bag on my lap, and I winced. There was... blood on my lap. And he demanded that I drink it...

I didn’t hesitate another second, grabbed the bag, twisted the top open and brought the bag to my dry lips.

A few seconds later, the liquid ran down my throat like syrup. My body craved it, sucking fiercely on the pouch until I realized that nothing more was coming. I lowered the bag breathlessly and licked my lips.

My eyes wandered back to Adrian, who was staring at me as if I had shocked him. His expression seemed petrified.

“It’s green,” David remarked, and Adrian’s foot hit the gas as he turned away from me.

I stared at him for a few more seconds, but finally turned my attention to the road.

How would I ever come to terms with the fact that he was my uncle?
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Chapter 17

Bayla

All Through the Night

Sleeping At Least

I was about to turn on my heel when the door opened.

For a moment, I was unable to say anything.

Mady was wearing a hoodie that was far too big for her, her greasy hair resembled a bird’s nest and her emerald green eyes were very red, as was her petite nose.

“Mady...” I started, but when I couldn’t find the right words, I stepped toward her and wrapped her in my arms. “I’m so sorry. I found out far too late.”

Mady said nothing, let herself be hugged, and I glanced into the hallway where shoes, clothes and empty cereal boxes covered the floor.

Mady was home alone. Of course, she was. She had no one else left.

My nose caught a sweet smell, the same as my mother’s. And I got hungry.

Nervous and confused at the same time, I released myself from the hug and looked my normally cheerful neighbor in the eye. She looked down at the floor. Her gaze seemed empty, even absent.

“My condolences.”

I put a hand on her arm and watched as her chest heaved. She was fighting back tears.

“I don’t understand,” she sobbed, her last word almost dying out. “I don’t understand...”

And then she fell into my arms again, as if I could help lift the weight that was on her shoulders.

I tried not to breathe, holding my breath until I needed it again. Something was wrong with me, because the urge to open my mouth and dig my teeth into Mady’s neck was getting stronger.

This time I pulled away from her, startled.

What if Senseque craved humans? I had never asked Julian.

An uneasy feeling ran through my stomach.

“You should get out of there, do something with us,” I begged Mady, trying to distract us both. Hanging around her family home all the time couldn’t possibly be good for her.

“They hate me,” she whispered, lowering her eyes. “Everyone.”

I wanted to tell her that wasn’t true, but she was quicker.

“Grace, Julie, Vivienna and her friends, Julian, the Copelands... Everyone.”

I would have liked to tell Mady that there were reasons that had nothing to do with her. I immediately thought of Larissa again, whom I hadn’t told anything to protect her from all this. But how much of the truth would Mady be able to take in her current state?

Mady’s voice became even quieter, and she stared out into the street.

“There’s no one who doesn’t hate me.”

I stepped forward and put my hand on her shoulder again. “Larissa and I...”

Mady laughed softly, and it sounded sad. “I must have tried to reach her ten times. Ten times.” She searched my gaze. “Don’t you think that pretty much says it all?”

I stared intently at her hallway again. She was wrong, but I couldn’t tell her anything. Not a word. And it weighed on me.

“Larissa’s had a lot on her mind the last few days.”

Mady crossed her arms and ran her hands over her arms as if she was freezing. “Do you think that’s a reason to ghost me?”

I hated having to lie. And even more, I hated not being able to say anything. So, I decided to change the subject, hoping Mady would jump on it.

“You should come back to campus when you feel ready. I’ll be there.”

I didn’t want to promise anything, because since living in Blairville, I’d already been unconscious three times. And that had been for several days. Another thing I couldn’t explain to Mady, because I myself didn’t even know what was wrong with me.

“I’ll never feel ready,” Mady whispered. “My brother is dead. And with him, something died inside me that I need to keep going.”

“Mady,” I sighed. Her words set all my alarm bells ringing.

“It’s okay, Bay. Thanks for coming by. You’re the first.” She forced herself to smile and stepped back into the dark hallway of her house. “Even Mia didn’t check in.”

Oh, no... How could anyone be as undeserving of bad luck as she was? Mia was at the Copelands. If Mady found out, after all the drama regarding Nash...

I wanted to say something else, but she disappeared inside and a few seconds later the door closed.

I let my arms hang down with a sigh and turned toward the street. My eyes fell on the streetlight under which I had almost died. Ravens had gathered underneath it. A shiver ran down my spine.

Why had Mum come here with me?

Cellar

Jay Varton

It was strangely quiet as I entered the first floor of the house.

“Mum?” I called out and listened carefully for an answer. In vain. Mum had to be at work.

Normally, I wouldn’t be here either, but I had found out through a coincidence called Emely that Julian wanted to go home again to pick up the last of his things to take with him to campus, and I hadn’t missed out on the chance of a ride.

I had forgotten quite a lot this morning, but I didn’t want Mum to bring me anything extra either.

I’d been trying to get everything I could out of Julian, and all I knew so far about the affair between his family and the Quatura was that Mia had moved out this morning. And that Julian was planning to move back to campus completely. He hadn’t exactly been talkative, had seemed absent.

I walked through the living room to the kitchen and spotted a package on the kitchen island, which I inspected curiously and when I deciphered my name on the address label, my curiosity increased considerably.

Who sent me a parcel?

It was just sitting here and... there was a crest with two wolf heads…

Vanderwood University?

I quickly tore the cardboard apart and was startled by my strength, which reminded me of the meeting with the professor. I had tried to suppress it at Mady’s, but now it all came flooding back.

After seeing my reflection, it was easy for me to believe him, but that didn’t change the shock of the fact, or the fear of turning and possibly dying in the process.

Me, a cursed werewolf? Something like Julian and Emely?

I hadn’t said a word about it, of course, but I was confused. Yesterday afternoon, before the rite of passage, my eyes had lit up like that. Now, at least, I could be sure that it wasn’t a reflection of the sun or my imagination that I had seen flashing in the mirror.

But how was that possible? There was only one answer, and I didn’t even want to think it through.

I doggedly pulled the plastic bag with the soft contents out of the box, and wasn’t surprised when I pulled out a white blouse, a black skirt and a navy-blue sweater, as well as a knitted sweater vest, with the Vanderwood crest, plus other items of clothing in navy blue, dark green and black. I started rummaging around, looking for pants, but found none. The crest was also on the chest of the other sweater vests and knitted sweaters, with the dagger with tendrils woven around the handle and two wolf heads sticking out at the tip. 1866 was written underneath, as was the name of the university.

With an unenthusiastic expression, I threw the clothes onto the worktop.

Only over my dead body would I wear a skirt on this campus.

A note floated toward me and I quickly grabbed it before it could fall off.

The university offers other clothing items, which are available at the local store at Vanderwood.

Of course, I had to go to a store first to get an item of clothing that I didn’t even want to wear voluntarily.

That co-director... Who the hell was she, and how did it occur to her to introduce school uniforms at a Canadian university? As a fucking obligation?!

I snorted in disapproval.

A cool breeze crept over the back of my neck and I wheeled around.

There was nothing there. No window was open, and I had even pulled the door shut behind me.

I was just about to turn back to my uniform when I heard a muffled noise.

Thump.

Rhinoceros

Tony Morales

My head jerked toward the stairs, where the noise had come from. My stomach tightened.

Oh, God. Was there someone here who hadn’t expected to find the owner of the house? And now I was here. Alone...

I was about to shout out Hello, but I remembered what always happened to people like that in the movies.

But who could it be? Was Mum expecting someone? Or maybe she hadn’t heard that I was there? Had her car been outside?

It could be anything. And I idiot decided to find out.

I wasn’t comfortable at all as I climbed the carpet-covered stairs and my whole body seemed to rebel against it.

Alarm bells rang inside me as my headache returned. Oh, please…

Ever since Alarik had given me the nice-smelling tea, I had been in a strange mood. I got attacks of headaches as soon as something upsetting happened, and I wasn’t sure what that meant. But right now, it felt like the pills I’d stopped taking before the attack and vowed never to take again.

I crept on, and it occurred to me too late that I could have taken something with me so that I wouldn’t be at the mercy of whatever was running through Mum’s old house. But it was too late to...

“Bay, I heard something.”

I jerked my head around and spotted Julian standing at the bottom of the stairs, his hair a mess as if he’d run here.

I gestured with my finger for him to be quiet, but he didn’t seem to want to listen to me and stormed past me, up the stairs.

I caught his scent in my nose. He smelled good, like cologne, a little woody. He hadn’t smelled like that before.

When I realized in which direction my thoughts were drifting, I shook my head and took the last steps of the stairs to hurry after Julian. He disappeared into the room where...

Crap.

“Julian, don’t.”

I hurried to catch up to him and stopped. A cool breeze blew through my hair.

As I watched Julian rush to the open floor-to-ceiling window and glance out, I noticed he was tense.

“What is it? Have you seen anyone?”

He continued to turn toward me and his look didn’t bode well.

“Someone unfamiliar was here, and it looks like he was quick enough to disappear unseen. And the smell is already gone, too.”

I looked around and the thought that someone could have been rummaging around in my mother’s secret room scared me.

How had the person got in here in the first place? Hadn’t Mum locked the door? Anyway, the front door had been... Shit.

“The person must have come in through the front door... It was open when I arrived,” I remarked, looking around the room for any changes.

The photo was back in its old place, only without the glass. Mum must have cleaned up the mess I made back then.

And there it was again, the guilt. I should never have entered that room. On the other hand, I would never have found the letter from my literature professor to my mother...

“Then either your mother has given the house key to other people who have been snooping around here, or the person knows how to break locks.”

“I think the second one.”

The 3rd Door

Jay Varton

Julian looked at me as if he wasn’t so sure, and I gave him a questioning look. “What?”

“Well, after the letter thing, I’m not so sure you really know your mother.”

I furrowed my eyebrows in frustration.

Did he have to remind me of reality like that?

“It’s sad that even you think that. I thought I was the only one who shouldn’t trust my mum. I mean, I trust her, but she... you know…”

“…has a lot of secrets,” he finished my sentence, nodding.

There was still concern in his gaze.

“Are you worried?”

“Pardon?” He raised his now arched eyebrow as if he hadn’t understood me.

“You seem worried.”

“Someone just broke into your house. Shouldn’t that be reason enough to worry?”

I gritted my teeth.

Yes, yes... He was right. But he shouldn’t be worried. Not about my family.

“You have enough other problems,” I muttered, but he didn’t change his expression.

“Damn it, Bayla, are you serious?” I realized I was blushing and looked down. “Your problems are a welcome distraction.”

I looked up and caught his familiar grin.

Relief spread through my body. Then I realized what he had said.

“Excuse me?”

Julian sighed. “The last thing I need right now is someone to remind me of all the other drama going on around me.”

I swallowed unnoticeably, and he turned to the window to close it.

I would have loved to see the look on his face. I wondered if he was hurt at the thought of his family and the Copelands still trying to force him into this pack. I wonder what he was thinking about. And what could be bothering him the most?

It occurred to me that he probably had it a lot harder than me and wasn’t complaining as often as I was. Sure, I was in a shitty situation with my mum and the whole Quatura Senseque problem, but I was... free, right? I could just leave. He couldn’t.

As Julian closed the window, a strong breeze swept through the room and a rustling drew my attention to the floor. There was a book lying there. Or rather, the pages of a book held together by a thread, as if it had been torn out of a book...

I walked across the room, bent down, grabbed the paper and realized that it really had been torn out of a book. Scraps of paper hung from the strings that held the remaining pages together.

“What’s this?” I looked at Julian, who had come closer and was eyeing the paper suspiciously.

“I... don’t know,” I confessed honestly, looking down at the neat handwriting.

“Hello? Is anyone here?”

I winced and before Julian could respond to my mum’s words, I put a hand over his mouth and hurriedly pulled him out of the room. He seemed puzzled, but I didn’t let myself be put off, closed the door and took my hand away from his much too warm, soft lips. Very soft lips, which he now pressed together as if I had hit him.

“Bayla?”

Into the woods

DOLKINS

“Yes, Mum?” I called quickly and hurried down the stairs to where my mum stood in a dark blue blouse, bent over the mess on the kitchen counter.

“Is that...”

“Yep, it’s school uniforms. Thanks to the nice lady with the red hair, I have the honor of experiencing this crap for once in my life.”

“Rebecca?” I wasn’t surprised that Mum knew her personally. I walked over to the counter and put the clothes back into the box. “What’s she doing at Vanderwood?”

“You’re asking the wrong person,” I said quickly, blushing when I realized I was still holding the pages of the book. I hastily threw them into the box between my clothes. Luckily, Mum didn’t notice because she was busy reading the letter.

“Hey, it’s addressed to me.”

Mum looked at me with a laugh. “To you? What’s that supposed to mean? Is your mother not even allowed to know what’s going on at your university anymore?”

“I think your daughter wants to spare you some drama,” I heard a laugh from behind me.

Oh, no. How was I going to explain to her that Julian had just come from upstairs?

The blush on my face intensified.

“Julian…”

My mother seemed surprised and then looked at me questioningly. Oh, great. She was thinking wrong. So wrong.

“Julian brought me home so I could get some things.”

“I can see that,” she said with a laugh, and the embarrassment must have been written all over my face.

“My stuff is still upstairs...” I added quickly.

Julian, who didn’t seem to notice any of this, came over to us and leaned casually against the fridge, which had a magnet with a barn and another one with my university’s logo on it.

“I’m surprised you got them sent home, and the rest of us all found them in our campus room.”

“What?” I looked at him, startled.

Mum cleared her throat. “Rebecca brought it over herself.”

My jaw dropped.

Interesting to know.

“Could you please not call her that?”

“I’ve known this woman for ten years.”

I paused.

Mum had just started to continue packing up the ridiculously expensive-looking uniform. Now she looked at me as if she hadn’t just told me yet another new piece of information about her past.

“Ten years?”

She’d been in Blairville when I’d been eight?

Mum seemed to realize what she’d told me because she avoided my gaze and reached for her black leather briefcase that she always took to work.

“Anyway, I’m surprised she’s in charge of the rules at Vanderwood now. That’s... news to me.”

“And Director Copeland doesn’t seem too happy about it,” Julian laughed, not realizing that he had brought the wrong name into the game.

I remembered the conversation we had had today at noon. And the fact that I still had to come up with a plan to get out of this house on Monday without Mum or Julian – who had always driven me to university – suspecting anything. I felt like a criminal who had planned something extremely illegal. But what was the big deal? Training with Alarik Copeland. Not strange at all... at five in the morning.

Mum looked at Julian in surprise. Was that a sign that she was the woman in the letter? That would mean there might have been something between her and Alarik. It would explain her mood when it came to him and the fact that I should stay away from him. Certainly not just because he was a Senseque.

“Yeah, anyway... I still have to finish something for one of my literature seminars. Didn’t you say you had to study too?”

What a cheap excuse on my part, but at least it got Julian to push himself off the fridge.

I decided that Mum shouldn’t find out that someone had broken in and gave Julian a warning look. He seemed to understand me wordlessly. Lucky for him. Otherwise, I would probably have had to kick him like Mia had taught me.
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Chapter 18

Julian

When Bayla got out of the passenger side, three ravens landed on my rusty hood and Bay backed away, startled. She clutched the book that she’d been burying her nose in all day – titled Breaker of Oaths, written by an author named Shassii – and slowly backed away.

Her widened eyes made me laugh softly.

“Are you still afraid of those poor animals?”

She looked from the ravens to me, aghast.

“Julian, I was attacked by these creatures,” she began, making a wide circle around the car hood. “Say what you want, but I’m sure they’re following me.”

Shaking my head with a grin and both hands in my jeans pockets, I followed her to Lola’s Diner.

I didn’t like the fact that she hadn’t eaten yet today. Her stomach had been growling ever since I’d brought her home, and I’d spontaneously decided to take her out for dinner.

She had protested, and I had had to promise her that she could pay for it herself, but her hungry look had spoken volumes.

Max&Chlo;é

DOLKINS

We sat down at one of the tables, facing each other, and a familiar face immediately appeared at our table. Penny Bexley. She took our order and returned within ten minutes with eight burgers for me and a pancake stack with blueberry sauce for Bayla.

“Julian,” Bayla laughed after Penny had disappeared. “Eight burgers?”

Her cute dimples stood out, and I scrutinized the many freckles that adorned her snub nose.

Senseque had to be careful not to order too large quantities of food too often so that people didn't ask unnecessary questions over time. These burgers were big, but I hadn't eaten since yesterday lunchtime and as I didn't want to starve to death with the meager portions from the campus canteen. I didn't pay attention to whether anyone was staring at me or not.

“A Senseque’s body works differently than a Quatura’s,” I reminded us both of the reality I was planning to block out for the rest of the afternoon. But what did I expect in Blairville? That I would simply forget what was lurking inside me? What was waiting to burst out of me?

Bayla rolled her eyes and put the book aside.

“What are you reading?” I asked, trying to distract myself.

“Dark sapphic paranormal romance,” she said, her cheek reddening slightly.

“Dark... what?”

Bayla pressed her lips together with a mischievous look and reached for the cutlery.

“Something I’m sure is very foreign to you.”

I raised both eyebrows. Now she had made me curious. I would probably google it or steal the book from her as soon as she was done.

I didn’t know where the curiosity came from because I didn’t normally read. However, I was fascinated by how she could always sit by the window at weekends and read for hours without getting bored.

I often sat at my piano, but not even the music could really distract me from this town and the burden it placed on my shoulders.

Mia had moved out, and I was going to visit her later, even though the mere thought of going to the Copeland estate made me tense inside. Dad had asked me to go because he couldn’t manage it himself. He was too deeply involved in the Ezra Campbell case and all the missing people.

In my opinion, Dad was getting far too deeply embroiled in town politics. If he wasn’t careful, he’d get himself between the three fronts. But he didn’t listen to me anyway.

I turned my gaze from the window through which I had been staring at nothing, and tried to concentrate on the girl in front of me.

Bayla had cut her pancakes into even pieces and had already started to eat. I couldn’t help but notice the gleam in her eyes and the obsession with which she devoured the pancakes.

She energetically brushed one of her brown strands behind her ear and shoved a fork full of food into her mouth. Her lips were already shimmering blue.

“You’re in love,” I remarked with a grin and crossed my arms in front of my chest.

Bayla looked up in confusion, giving me an uninterrupted view of her two different-colored eyes. Turquoise and blue. A harmonious combination.

“What?”

The blush in her cheeks was so intense that my grin widened.

“With blueberries,” I laughed, pointing to her plate. “I don’t know anyone who is as obsessed with blueberries as you are.”

The confusion cleared from her gaze.

“They’re the most delicious fruit ever,” she said with her mouth half full.

That’s when I spotted the little berry hanging from her cheek. I had to grin. I would have loved to take a picture of her now.

“Why are you grinning like that?”

“Because you look like you’ve been eating blueberries,” I laughed softly, first touching mine briefly and then pointing to her cheek with a grin.

By now, her entire face was covered in red. “Oh no.”

She fumbled through her face, but missed the berry.

“Wait,” I said with a grin and leaned over the table. “Come here.”

I put my hand on her right cheek to remove the berry from her left with my other.

Bayla stared at me and to tease her, I took the berry and popped it into my mouth.

Her eyes widened, and I leaned back in my seat, satisfied at the look on her face.

“What is it, Blueberry?” I asked teasingly, stifling a grin. She would realize soon enough that she had blue stains all around her mouth.

“Don’t you dare call me that!” she said, snapping out of her shock.

“Does that annoy you?” I asked with a grin and finally started to eat, which made the taste of the sweet berry fade.

With red cheeks, Bay brushed her shoulder-length hair behind her ears and rolled her eyes before sighing and turning back to her pancakes. But she paused and stared at her plate, taking a deep breath.

“Bay?” I asked in alarm, and she lifted her head toward the window, staring with concentration into the void.

“Do you feel that too?” she asked quietly. “This energy?”

What was she talking about?

My chest filled with worry.

“No,” I replied, confused. “Are you all right? Are you cold?”

I didn’t feel any pain, which should have calmed me down, but instead it had the opposite effect.

Bay suddenly shook her head. “No, I was just dizzy for a moment.”

Suddenly, her cell phone buzzed and Bayla flinched. She stared at the display for a moment, and when I followed her gaze, I realized it was her alarm clock.

I raised an eyebrow. “Why is your alarm clock ringing at this time of day?”

It was six o’clock in the evening.

“It’s called a pill alarm clock,” Bayla explained and continued eating.

I eyed her suspiciously.

“For those pills your mother makes you take?”

“No,” she said quickly. “For the other pill.”

I felt lost. Was she taking more medication that she didn’t know the effects of?

“The contraceptive pill.”

Realization spread through me, accompanied by embarrassment.

“Oh...” was all I could get out, and I felt warmth shoot into my head, but Bayla didn’t seem to notice.

“You really don’t seem to know anything about women, can that be?” she said with a smirk and that playful twinkle in her eyes that automatically made me return her smile. “That must be a total turn-off for Emely.”

I leaned back in my seat with fake indignation. “What’s that supposed to mean now?”

Did she think I didn’t know how the female body worked? I had never slept with a woman before, but I was no longer a thirteen-year-old teenage boy who had no idea about anything. It had just taken me a little longer to understand what kind of pill she was talking about.

“Nothing,” she just said and grinned mischievously which made me squint at her.

“What’s going on in your head, Blueberry?”

“Julian!” she blurted, confirming that this nickname was an excellent choice for her.

I watched in amusement as she reached for my glass of water, removed a white pill from a blister pack and took it.

I wondered why she was taking the pill at all. After all, she didn’t have a boyfriend as far as I knew, and she didn’t seem to be the type for one-night stands. She probably just took the pill because it had other benefits for her.

“What?” Bayla asked. I realized only now that I had been staring at her the whole time and shook my head.

“Nothing.”

I decided it wasn’t a good idea to bring up her sex life, simply because it was none of my business. We were neighbors, and she was a Quatura who hadn’t really liked me until two weeks ago.

Hubble Confesses

Tony Morales

A whirring sound rumbled through the diner. Bayla’s head jerked around as if she’d heard it too. And suddenly, the lights flickered.

Out of nowhere, Bay squeezed her eyes shut and held her head with her hands.

I immediately felt a slight headache coming on.

“Bayla?” I asked with panic in my stomach. Then there was a loud burst of glass.

I jumped up and stood in front of Bay, leaning over her just in time before the glass came crashing down on me.

“Oh my God!” Bay gasped from beneath me. “What was that?”

People had jumped up around us. The lights were out... because the light bulbs had exploded.

What the hell had just happened?

“Julian?” Bay asked from below me, looking up at me in confusion.

I gritted my teeth. “I don’t know. Probably too much voltage.”

I pulled her out of the booth and reached for her book.

“Are you all right?” I asked, looking at her scrutinizingly.

She reached out with a nod and wiped shards off my shoulder. Not a good idea with her delicate hands, so I brushed the last of the glass from my T-shirt myself.

I left money for the food on the table, put a hand on Bay’s back and pushed her past the angry diner customers, out into the parking lot.

“Let me take you back to campus.”

Tranquil Breezy Early Morning Forest

Nature Sounds

When I entered the Copelands’ property, goosebumps immediately spread up my arms.

Not much had changed since the last time I’d been here.

I cautiously touched the moss-covered walls that surrounded the huge garden, as if I could burn myself on them. And my body reacted by threatening to start my transformation.

I could deal with that. Until I reached a certain limit.

I pulled my hand back and looked straight ahead, through the garden gate, through which I walked a few seconds later.

Suddenly it occurred to me that I should have stayed with Bayla on campus. Because as strange as that thought felt, with her, it was easier not to think about all the crap I was about to face. By now, she didn’t hate me anymore, if she ever really did. I had to smile. That girl...

Something else was bothering me. Her words... On the drive back from the diner, while I had been trying to explain this strange lamp explosion to myself, she had kept bringing up Emely. I must have really been a fool, because I hadn’t noticed Emely’s behavior, and I still couldn’t believe that she wanted more than just a place in the pack for me.

With two goals in mind, I set myself in motion. I had to find her, but first I had to take care of the person I was here for. Mia.

After long hesitation, Dad had brought her here this morning and now she lived here. God, I didn’t want to know how she was feeling right now. That was exactly why I couldn’t just leave her alone with these people.

Stepping through the many trees and not stopping when the huge meadow with the big trees came into view took willpower, because unfortunately I wasn’t alone.

Nash’s guys and a few younger ones, including Emely’s little brother, who had just been playing football, stopped and stared at me. But I didn’t let myself get distracted and kept walking with an unyielding face, even when one of the men whispered, “Is that Bardot?”.

“Are you blind? Of course, it’s Bardot.”

“What is he doing here?” another voice interjected, but then they disappeared from my ear, because I had already reached what looked more like a garden.

An old fountain, decorated with stone wolf heads and surrounded by red-colored flowers, cascaded into the fountain and drowned out all other sounds. I could only hear the birds that lived in this part of the forest.

It was a lively forest, more than just lively. Not like other areas of Blairville.

The sun filtered through the thicket behind the house, which I had had to walk through on a narrow path, even though I could have just used the entrance via the driveway from the road. But this road felt more familiar.

In that very moment of realization, I cursed myself. This feeling was out of place. I didn’t want to be reminded of that time. Never again.

And yet it happened the moment I stepped up the steps from the paved garden and came to a halt on the equally stony terrace right in front of the double wooden door of the manor house.

I remained motionless, listening to the lapping of the water in the background, the chirping birds and the guys in the garden who had continued their game. It sounded exactly the same. Only there had been fewer people on the property back then.

The pack had gotten bigger. I knew that many new Senseque had come to Blairville with their offspring, especially in the last two years.

The door opened and Alarik stepped out.

I tried not to let my surprise show, because he was usually in his university office at this hour, just like Nickolas was in the hospital. It was the reason I had come now and not later, and I wondered if the Alpha was here too, and if maybe I should go back and meet Mia somewhere in the woods.

Just the thought of running into the Alpha caused an uneasy feeling in my stomach. Everyone knew he was capable of binding us to him if he felt like it.

It was called the Alpha bond. Anyone who possessed the Alpha gene was able to use it to bind their packs to them and ensure loyalty. This depended on the strength of the Alpha bond.

“Julian.” Alarik looked like he’d been expecting me, which confused me even more. “You’re here for Mia, am I right?”

“What else...” I sighed and looked around, checking that no one was overhearing us, which happened here more often than one would like. Back then, we children had always eavesdropped on each other. Emely had been the best at it, while Nash had been the best at disappearing. And then there had been Kieran Wheeler, the slightly older, gruff guy who had always come up with the best games for us. But I hadn’t seen him for a long time now, not even on campus.

Had he moved away? Would Emely have told me about it? I mean... he was like a third brother to her.

“It would resemble a miracle if you wanted to join the pack,” Alarik sighed, walking past me while gesturing for me to follow him.

“Good thing you know me,” I confirmed in a firm voice, and followed him through the paved garden.

Images flashed through my mind of how, when we had been little, we had built a tent here out of blankets and benches, full of pillows from Emely’s room. It had been night and the older ones had been on a dangerous hunt. Afterward, Nickolas had almost torn us apart, but Alarik had defended us, as he always did with those who were weaker. His hopes for this town were definitely too high.

I bit my lower lip. So many memories that held more power over my emotions than they should.

“It must have taken a lot for you to come here.”

Alarik looked at me with a scrutinizing gaze.

“It did,” I confessed honestly.

“I think your sister appreciates that.”

“Where is she?”

It made me uneasy that I hadn’t seen her yet. Mia knew I had wanted to pay her a visit.

“Emely’s helping her move in.”

Move in.

I stopped in the middle of the stony path that led us around the house. And Alarik knew.

“She’ll live here until your father has raised the necessary finances to afford a house in our territory,” he said. “I already offered help, but Graham still avoids taking on debt.”

“He wanted to repurchase our old house,” I replied with suspicion.

Even if it meant more pain. I wouldn’t be living there anyway. The campus, as stupid as it was, was my home now. The fact that I was as good as homeless didn’t make it any better.

“It’s already occupied.”

My hands balled into fists.

“By who?”

“By my family.”

Alarik and I turned around.

There was a guy standing there. Not just any guy. It was Nash’s stopgap for me.

“Hunter Jones,” I murmured unenthusiastically. I was boiling inside.

How could Alarik allow another family to move into this house? How on earth... And Dad hadn’t even said a word.

More anger rose up inside me. I would have to talk to him.

“Julian Bardot.” Hunter grinned, and it didn’t even seem hostile, more amused.

“Did you follow us?” I wanted to know, because even though Hunter was the calmer and more reasonable type of person, I didn’t trust anyone here.

“Someone has to make sure you don’t cause any trouble,” he laughed.

Was he serious?

“Why would I?” I replied, unimpressed.

“You’re not part of the pack, and you’re still hanging around on our territory.”

One point for him. Members took it seriously when there were intruders who disrupted the order. Only I wasn’t planning on staying long.

“Do you think I’m here to test Nickolas’ patience?” I joked dryly.

“You’re already doing that anyway.”

“He’s my guest, Hunter,” Alarik said, and I looked back at him.

I didn’t need his protection.

As if an angel had heard my request, his phone rang, and he retreated apologetically.

“Listen, Hunter. I’m only here to see how my sister is doing. I have no intention of causing any trouble, nor do I pose a serious threat.”

“Hey” He slapped me on the shoulders in a friendly way and I didn’t know how to respond. “I never intended to expose you.” Somehow, he sounded sincere. “I guess I was just curious if you were more like how Nash or how Emely described you.”

I started moving and Hunter walked beside me. He definitely had more muscle mass than me. I wonder how much he worked out. The width of his shoulders didn’t make me doubt that he could beat me in a competition.

Senseque were able to build up more muscle mass more effectively when they transformed regularly. The mere thought was frustrating.

“I’d be very interested to know how Nash describes me,” I remarked suspiciously and my conversation partner grinned.

“You’re supposed to be very cocky and irresponsible.”

“Oh, yeah?” Now I was the one who had to grin. “Someone seems to know me better than I know myself.”

“Don’t hold it against him. You haven’t had anything to do with each other for a long time.”

Except for the little disagreement a month ago and his stupid comment about my mother, for which I would still like to beat him black and blue.

“Indeed.” I stopped and looked at him firmly. “And you should know that the rumor mill is the spiciest.”

Hunter stepped back with dismissive hands. “Never mind.” I turned away from him to keep walking. “Then it seems Emely’s descriptions are also just... rumors.”

I narrowed my eyes and quickened my pace. “I’m all ears.”

“I was surprised you wanted Nash’s opinion first and not hers, since you seem to be so important to her.”

I wheeled around quickly. The look on my face was probably one of bewilderment.

Had I really been that blind?

“If she means as much to you, you should join the pack.”

Emely and the pack. Two inseparable things. That was the problem.

“I don’t see how that’s any of your business,” I grumbled, displeased that I hadn’t just gone to Mia.

“You may be right.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

Hunter sighed. “She is to be married.”

A few seconds passed before I burst out laughing. “You make good jokes. I’ll give you that.”

He grabbed my shoulder and I paused.

“I’m not joking.” His expression darkened. “You know exactly how it works with us.”

“But Emely is just the sister of the future…”

“That doesn’t matter.”

“It doesn’t make any sense.”

It really didn’t. Nickolas would never do anything like that to his daughter. He wasn’t a dominant father. Sometimes, I even had the feeling that he had already completely forgotten about Emely. And now he wanted a marriage for her? With whom anyway?

“Don’t question the Alpha’s decisions,” he pressed out.

I raised my eyebrows. “Don’t you do the same?”

He narrowed his eyes, seemed to be fighting something inside. And I knew it was the bond with the Alpha. This bond was currently putting him in an extremely dangerous inner conflict.

Although an Alpha didn’t know when his pack members doubted him or disagreed with him, it was harder for them to misstep in the first place because the Alpha bond gave them something like a mild migraine.

Somehow, though, Hunter managed to stay focused on me.

“That’s the reason you have more chance of changing anything about Emely’s fate.”

He sounded like he cared about her. Like her life was at stake. Like it really hadn’t been a joke…

“If that’s what Nickolas has decided...” he began. “There’s nothing anyone can do about it except join the games.”

“Games?” Anger rose in me. “You’re playing for her hand?” I pressed out in disbelief.

Hunter’s eyes narrowed into slits. “I’d do anything to keep her from being married to a stranger and disappearing, even if it meant taking part in the games.”

My breath hitched. Once at the fact that Emely should leave, and once at the fact that Hunter was so supportive of her.

Shit. She seemed to need people like Hunter to stand up for her.

“Julian?”

I winced as I caught sight of the girl everything had just been about. Emely was standing there in her black jeans and one of her olive-green blouses, her hair for once not in one of those wild ponytails. Her eyes glistened.

“You’re here.”

She looked confused. And it was my fault.

“I came to check on Mia.”

“She’s upstairs.”

I turned away from Hunter and walked toward her, determined to get past her, but too many thoughts of Bayla’s words, and now Hunter’s, made me stop. Right in front of her. I looked into her eyes, a disheveled strand of dark hair hanging in front of them, and immediately I had the urge to brush it out of her face.

After all this time with her, it was only now that I realized how pretty she had become over the last three years. She always had been. But it hadn’t mattered back then.

I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

Then Hunter cleared his throat, and I stepped back. “By the way, Emely, I really like your idea from this afternoon.”

She turned her eyes away from me and smiled towards Hunter.

“What idea?” I asked with interest.

I felt idiotic for not paying attention to Emely all these years, as she deserved. I had been trapped in my bubble, and maybe what Bayla had said was true.

Ems looked at me again. At first, she seemed very focused on me, as if I had thrown her off track.

“I... we... well, a few of the pack are planning on not wearing the uniform tomorrow, against the rules.”

“Is that so?” My grin widened as I looked at Emely. This was how I knew my childhood friend.

She started to smile and for a second I thought I spotted something playful in her eyes.

“Are you in?” she asked quickly.

I tried to memorize every detail of her, only to realize that a hell of a lot had changed about her. Her lips looked fuller than before, as did her hair, which looked much better loose.

As if she had read my thoughts, she brushed the left strand behind her ear.

I realized that I was making her nervous. Something that must have happened before, otherwise Bayla wouldn’t have noticed.

I didn’t want to make Emely nervous... and I wanted to stop this carousel of thoughts about my childhood friend before it did more to me than I wanted.

Finally, the corners of my mouth turned upward. “I’m in.”

Hypnotic Suggestions

Chris Tilton
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Chapter 19

Miles

Wild Child

The Black Keys

My plan had seemed extremely ingenious. Until the moment, the redheaded co-director had appeared on campus and summoned everyone who wasn’t wearing the ridiculous uniform to her office. Professor Copeland had shown up and just shook his head, as had David, who had sworn to himself and us that he wouldn’t mess with the university administration again.

“It had already been a risk, leaking the video to that Quatura.”

I had regretted it too, because thanks to this action, we had now attracted Professor Wannabe’s attention.

If we had simply cut down the dogs’ favorite tree back then, everything would have turned out well for us.

David had even been quite taken with the uniform that everyone on campus was now wearing. Everyone except us. And when it came to Adrian, I’d spent hours persuading him to join in last night, and he’d actually decided to wear his designer clothes. We had gotten some looks for that.

I did my best to make sure we lived up to our reputation, as we should. We were the DeLoughreys and anyone who wanted to tell us what to do was definitely in the wrong place.

The thing I liked most about it was the fact that Larissa seemed to have the same attitude as me. She had thrown the skirt out of the window into our driveway and said that only over her dead body would she be wearing the – what did she say again? – rags for nerd chicks.

She was easy to get into a rage, and I wondered if she had been that way before her transformation. In fact, I was becoming more and more interested in what she had been like growing up and as a child. After all, she was my... sister now.

I didn’t like the idea that that bastard had left one of his children behind. What was he thinking? That she would die because she was a girl? Disgusting.

Now she was here. In Blairville. Fate couldn’t have been worse for us both.

“Bastien won’t be pleased.”

David walked anxiously on the other side of Adrian, who looked visibly upset. He blamed me, as usual.

“Nicolaj will be even more pleased than Bastien,” Adrian murmured audibly.

“You’re not going to let your rivals tell you what to wear. Your Nicolaj will understand that.”

I had to grin, because Larissa, who was walking to my other side, was right. How pathetic that we put up with so much at this university.

“You’re a girl. These things would have suited you a lot.”

“Fuck you, David,” she grumbled, and David and I grinned at each other.

I couldn’t imagine Larissa in a skirt that wasn’t skin-tight, like the dress from yesterday that Camille had managed to convince her into.

Adrian seemed to be ignoring Larissa, especially since the conversation in the car yesterday.

The memory of the bar visit burned a little, and I pushed it aside forcibly.

“Why again did I listen to you?” David sighed, addressing me. It had taken half an eternity to convince him, too.

“I’ve been asking myself that all morning,” Adrian grumbled, shaking his head.

I just couldn’t stop grinning. I was seething with excitement, especially now that I was preparing for a heated discussion with the strict red-haired Quatura.

The suppressed emotions thing didn’t seem to work for me the way it did for the other clan members, and I didn’t even bother to change anything about it, as I seemed to be invisible to Nicolaj anyway.

Admittedly, I had done it for the moment. The uniform wasn’t even ugly. There was something in me that wanted to annoy the new co-director. Yesterday, I’d seen how much she’d had to pull herself together in front of me. Let’s see how long that would last.

We walked through the corridor, past staring and whispering students on our way to the director’s office, in front of which we didn’t stop, but stepped straight into the already open door.

Office Talk

Christopher Tyng

The first thing I spotted was Professor Copeland sitting at his desk, rubbing his temples with his hand as if he’d been in seminars all day. The real reason for this was standing fifteen feet away, with her arms on her hips and an angry look on her face.

She possessed a feminine, attractive figure for her age and was therefore the best proof that shell did not equal contents. Her red hair was pinned up in a bun, which made her look more severe. The hair could just as easily have framed her face, and maybe I would have liked her a little more. I doubted it...

With both hands in the pockets of my black chinos, I walked ahead of the others, suppressed my emerging grin and dropped into the comfy couch, for the second time this semester. And my gut feeling told me that it wouldn’t be the last time.

The other guys sat down next to me, only Larissa opted for one of the armchairs.

“You’re sitting down like this is some sort of entertainment!”

The woman looked at us indignantly, but seconds later smoothed her face, making her look like a robot.

I would have loved to tell her that this was great entertainment for me, and damn it, I would have liked to get her even more worked up.

“What are we waiting for?” I asked after a while when nothing happened, and Professor Copeland poured himself a cup of coffee. It’s a wonder he needed it as a Senseque. The Alpha would probably have hit the ceiling with coffee and scratched the couch.

“For...” the woman wanted to begin, but then turned to the door with a strained expression. “Finally! Your unpunctuality is inacceptable!”

I raised my eyebrows as more students in anything but uniform entered the office. First, I recognized the Senseque who was sleeping in our room, which we no longer occupied for obvious reasons.

Other guys from the Senseque pack entered the room, even the African-American guy who always hung out with the Alpha son. Nash himself wasn’t there today, but one face caught my attention.

It was director Copeland who smiled at her first, as if she had improved his day by disobeying the snippy professor’s instructions.

She stood there in a pair of skin-tight matte black jeans that emphasized her subtle curves. In addition, she wore brown leather boots and a cream-brown blouse that flattered her skin tone. She wore her black-brown hair back in a ponytail as usual, but with a few strands falling out. It made her look like a cute little rebel.

A female Senseque. Something extremely rare.

She let her head wander around the room and when our eyes met, I gave her my most devilish smile.

Her body seemed to stiffen, and her expression grew tense.

This was exactly what I had wanted.

I had met her outside this room yesterday and at first, I had wanted to blow her cover, but then I had found it much more fun to drive her up the wall.

I knew she hated us. Ruisangor and Senseque had been enemies for centuries. Nicolaj had told us the bloodiest stories when we were little and nurtured our paranoia about the Senseque. But when she’d jumped on my words in the hallway yesterday and before that on the lawn… God, it had been wonderfully amusing.

“You know why you’re here.” Professor Harlow began to walk across the room and picked up a sheet of paper from the director’s desk.

“Should we?” I asked, giving the woman my best smile.

I noticed that the Senseque guys were stifling their grins, and even the professor was squinting out the window, concentrating on not smirking. Only Emely Copeland rolled her eyes.

The wannabe director paused and seemed to be struggling with herself.

“You should, indeed!”

She began to flip through the pages, then pulled out a silver pen with a thorny R engraved on it and made a note on the black leather clipboard.

Who still used clipboards these days? Even Jenny Bexley, who wouldn’t stop running after me, had an iPad by now.

“You have violated regulation twenty of the new student code on our campus.” She looked at all of us without lifting her head. “As a result, each and every one of you must either write a fifteen-page letter of justification to me for this offense, according to paragraph twenty H, or participate in cleaning the campus for an afternoon.”

Loud groans went around the room.

“You can’t expect us to wear this ridiculous uniform. We’re of age and this isn’t high school.”

“Miss Champson!”

The wannabe director put on her glasses as if to double-check that the protesting girl was Larissa.

She had our mother’s name... Champson. My jaw tensed, and I pushed that thought away too, because it had no place here.

“You...” The woman seemed to have trouble finding words. Her eyeballs twitched. “Are one of those...”

She looked back at Professor Copeland, and he just nodded.

Bastien had probably not yet implemented the name change request in the files. Because from now on, Larissa’s surname would be DeLoughrey.

Director Copeland seemed to mind less than the Quatura did that Larissa was one of us, and for a moment I was worried that she would make a big deal out of it, but she seemed to realize that this was not her Circle where she could go cry about it.

The wannabe director adjusted her amber horn-rimmed glasses.

“You have to wear the uniform like everyone else. That way you can be identified as a student of this university.”

“What nonsense,” snorted the Senseque girl.

I wouldn’t have expected her to go against the rules. That was probably because she usually seemed to do everything the pack asked of her. The pack hated the Quatura as much as they hated us, at least to some extent. That was the only plausible explanation.

“Miss Copeland!” The woman wheeled around to face Emely. “I’ll increase your punishment. You’ll see for yourself how that looks.”

Emely’s jaw dropped, and she wanted to protest, but the English professor gave her a placating hand signal and indicated that she’d better drop it.

As far as I knew, he was the Alpha’s brother, and she was the Alpha’s daughter, so he had to be her uncle.

“Does anyone else have anything to say?”

Ban All the Music

Nothing But Thieves

“Yeah, us.” I stood up and noticed David trying to pull me back. I elegantly removed his arm. “Shove your rules up somewhere else.”

I didn’t say it with any contempt. Rather, it was in the meaning of the words, which I pronounced with a smile and the deepest kindness.

A whisper went through the Senseque group and Professor Wannabe seemed to be on the verge of bursting when Alarik Copeland spoke up.

“You should go now, Miles.” I eyed him skeptically. “You’re staying,” he continued, addressing my blood brothers, who had just stood up.

“May I know why?” Adrian asked behind me and the woman was quicker than the professor.

“Your friend has little respect for authority!”

She put on one of her absurd fake smiles, which I hadn’t expected at all.

“Never had, and that... wait, let me check my schedule...” I theatrically picked up my cell phone and pretended to scroll. “’... won’t change anytime soon.”

The wannabe director’s jaw dropped.

With a final smirk, I turned away from the red-haired witch and left the room without a word.

You’re Loved & I’m Hated

Christopher Tyng

I heard an awkward silence after my exit and decided to wait a little further away from the room for my blood brothers.

After just two minutes, the door burst open again.

I assumed the meeting was over and pushed myself away from the wall. But the person who slammed the door in a rage was not Adrian – who would never have done that, by the way – and not Larissa either, who I definitely expected to do that.

Emely turned to leave in my direction and only became aware of my presence at the last moment, when she almost ran into me, looked up startled and flinched as if I were the ghost under her bed that she had feared since childhood.

We were standing right in front of each other, an arm’s length apart.

I scrutinized her.

The last time I’d had this opportunity, I’d been pushed against the wall by her and, damn, this girl had power.

Now she stared at me out of her memorable dark brown eyes.

She was pretty. That wasn’t up for debate.

I mentally slapped myself for that thought. She was one of those damn dogs, even if she didn’t smell like it. She smelled unexpectedly... pleasant.

I quickly held my breath.

Emely interrupted the intense stare and made me realize what an uncomfortable situation I was in. Nothing about this was pleasant, except her expression, which darkened, and my inappropriate grin, which slipped over my lips once again.

It was simply amusing how easily she could get upset.

“You again,” she snorted, trying to get past me when I stood in her way.

“Yes, me. Do you have a problem with me?”

I blinked at her, which obviously seemed to bother her. Her bad luck.

“To be honest, yes, Miles.”

She tried to go around me again, but I shifted to the right this time, and she almost bumped into me.

I raised an eyebrow in playful surprise. “You remember my name?”

She gave up trying to get past me and looked straight at me as if she wanted to strangle me. “Don’t feel honored now, idiot.”

“Did you just call me an idiot?”

“And I thought your hearing was better.” She rolled her eyes, visibly annoyed. “Must be a myth.”

“What isn’t a myth is that a Beta does whatever the Alpha asks of him, which gives your kind quite a bit of weakness.”

I’d hit the mark because she squinted, causing a pretty little wrinkle to form between her eyebrows.

“I’d love to take a photo of your face right now.”

Her tension gave way to disbelief. “This picture would remind you how much your presence excites me!”

“More like what an angry puppy looks like.”

She seemed to grow even angrier as her expression stiffened.

“Now I know what people mean when they say you can turn as red as a tomato,” I laughed softly.

If my words made her uncomfortable, she didn’t let it show. In fact, she seemed less anxious than the last time we met. It must have been quite a shock for her that I hadn’t killed her.

“Are all of you like this?” Emely seemed to be referring this question to our clan.

“How exactly? Classy? Intellectual?”

“Conceited and annoying!” she finished my sentence, swearing, and I pretended to be hurt by patting my chest.

“Ouch, no one’s ever said that to me before.” Which was a big, fat lie.

She rolled her eyes.

“I’m starting to think your eye roll belongs in the Guinness Book of World Records.”

“What do you want, Miles?”

It sounded kind of... oddly good the way she pronounced my name.

I bit my tongue to push the bizarre thought away.

“I just didn’t think you’d ever break the rules, wolf girl.”

Her expression normalized and now, for the first time, I saw... a scornful smile?

“You’d be amazed if you knew what I am capable of.”

She piqued my curiosity.

“Oh yeah? Is there a rebel slumbering inside you?”

“I don’t know what business that is of yours, so don’t call me that,” she hissed back. “Now let me go.”

Once again, she tried to squeeze past me at the wall, but she hadn’t expected what I did next.

Everywhere – Epic Trailer Version

Hidden Citizens, Adam Christopher

I placed my hands on her surprisingly soft shoulders and pressed her against the wall. I immediately felt the warmth of her skin through her blouse.

“Nobody just leaves me like this without answering my questions,” I murmured threateningly softly.

Emely looked shocked, as if she didn’t know how to react.

She sucked in her breath, perplexed, and I couldn’t stop myself from inhaling her scent again. She really did smell different than I had expected. The flowery scent of her perfume was mixed with a pleasant sweetness that didn’t come from her blood.

Normally, Senseque should smell strange to us because we were conditioned to it in training. The training that I had often neglected…

For a moment, her scent broke my concentration.

“How can you be so arrogant,” she pressed out, and her eyes turned yellow.

“I can afford it,” I whispered.

Then I formed a slight smirk with my lips and caught myself looking at hers. They were rosy and curved... full.

Damn, Miles... She’s a Senseque.

I had her confused because she just stared at me. Her body looked rigid, like she was tense. Her eyes glowed menacingly, but that only made me continue to scrutinize her curiously. I had never been this close to a Senseque before.

I was about to use my powers, but something stopped me. Her emotions were so real, and I was sure that I was able to evoke the full range of emotions in her without wasting my energy with my powers. So, I stepped closer.

“What? Mm?” My glowing eyes pierced hers and I saw her open her full lips to gasp.

“Did I leave you speechless?”

I realized I was brushing against her. I was already that close...

I looked from her eyes, shielded by thick lashes, to her plump lips.

That had been a mistake, because I could feel all the blood in my body rushing downwards.

Shocked at myself, I stared back into her widened eyes, streaked with fine-fibered yellow galaxies, letting my jaw work to distract myself from the overwhelming hardness of my cock.

Then I heard the door burst open nearby and jumped back. And without hesitation, I disappeared down the spiral staircase.
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“Good morning,” I said, clearing my throat and putting on the smile I’d been trained to wear so well as a child, before looking at the innocent faces of my experiments and an inner satisfaction spread through me.

Sitting in front of me was molecular biology course number three, the one in which I had sorted all the supernatural inhabitants of Blairville who were attending molecular biology. None of them knew that each of them was a guinea pig, an essential piece of the puzzle in an elaborate experiment.

“I’m glad so many of you applied for the internship at the DLSC.”

Of course, I didn’t care in the slightest who had applied for the free spots, because it was already a foregone conclusion that David DeLoughrey would get one place and the incompetent Quatura girl next to Amber Smith would get the other.

The two of them would give me what I needed without ever knowing what I’d taken from them. And even though I feared David would be harder to outsmart, I knew neither of them stood a chance against me.

I rolled up my sleeves, leaned against the massive lab table of the seminar room, and tried to ignore the greedy looks of the human girls I unfortunately had been obliged to include in this seminar.

None of them seemed to be interested in molecular biology, but if I had let the class consist of just the Ruisangor, the Senseque and the three Quatura girls, someone would have taken notice sooner or later.

It was enough that I had to play the crazy human professor on the internet as well as in this seminar room just so I could get on with my private research without causing too much of a stir and of course it would have been wiser to vanish completely from the radar, but my approach had its advantages.

“Please, put your laptops away. All you need is a piece of paper and a pen,” I continued, looking at the students’ tense expressions. “Today you’re going to create a protocol plan for the experiment we talked about in the last lesson.”

Everyone obeyed, and I walked around my desk to the file containing my research papers. Until today, I had used the time the course was working to go through my own research documents and check for errors, but today the new surveillance system was in place, so three hours ago I had had to watch as two janitors installed a camera in this room.

To blame was Professor Rebecca Harlow, sent by the goddamn Councils.

Just the thought of that scum made my blood boil.

I would destroy them all. Without exception and without mercy. But I had to wait patiently. Because even if I didn’t follow all of my boss’s instructions, he was the one who had the resources to carry out the overthrow of the Councils.

I was pursuing my own plans, but nobody needed to know about that. Including those stupid cameras.

I suppressed the urge to look up at the ceiling, pushed the binder aside, and sat down to open one of the folders containing the protocols of the other seminars.

Instead of sighing because I was wasting my time here, I focused on the chemical formulas in front of me.

Of course, I would have preferred to focus entirely on the work at DLSC, as well as on my own little experiments. I had to keep the two experiments separate, because although the DLSC gave me space and resources to work with, they didn’t grant me full access to everything I needed there. Also, my boss was monitoring me, just like the DUIO was doing with the research project.

I had spent a research year at DLSC after my field trip to the Mediterranean before officially starting this semester as a professor here. And now it was as if I was interweaving two parts of my life. One was the academic side, the university where I had already spent half of my life, and then the research, the project, the big thing that would change everything in this town.

The DLSC was plan A. And if that didn’t work out, I still had my job as a professor at Vanderwood: plan B.

And so it was that I had come to see Vanderwood as a retreat rather than an annoying alibi. This university was a goldmine for what I was looking for, a place full of fascinating architecture, buried history, and I felt like that wasn’t all there was to it.

I didn’t like listening to my gut, because it was feelings, not facts, that guided me at times like this. Things that hadn’t gotten me far in life. On the contrary.

Almost by reflex, my fingers moved to the golden ring on my right hand and began to play with it, and inside I fought the urge to give the ring control over my feelings.

I was a fool.

An arm lifted in the corner of my eye and I looked up, grateful for the distraction, and nodded to Amber.

“How much time do we have, Professor?”

I didn’t let on that I didn’t like that title at all, especially coming from her, even though this goddamn title was one of the few things in my life I didn’t have to lie about. But with these girls in the room and the ones who were annoyingly stalking me all over campus, it always sounded like they were flirting. And the last thing I was here for was to be a sex object for some spoiled girl’s daddy issues.

“Forty-five minutes, Amber,” I answered her tersely, returning Amber’s smile with inner distaste.

This girl had put the most effort into the application phase so far, and since I wasn’t blind, I knew what her goals were. She was no better than all the other hormone-driven girls in this course who made me feel like I’d landed on an episode of The Bachelor. To make matters worse, it didn’t stop when I left the seminar room. They were everywhere, and over the last few years I had needed to develop tactics to protect my privacy from these nasty little stalkers.

The worst were those girls on the football field who knew no limits and would accidentally wander into the men’s showers or slip their letters under my office door because my mailbox, which existed for study-related exchanges only, was already full.

I was glad that they hadn’t found out my address yet, because there was no way I wanted to be greeted by naked freshmen in my bed, as had been the case in my third year.

Once again, my fingers wandered to the gold ring that looked like it was made of two rings welded together.

There was only one woman for whom I would throw all my principles overboard, and this woman, of all people, no longer wanted to have anything to do with me.

The need to unlock my iPad and send her all the hundred messages I had suppressed until today made me grip the ring tighter until it became warm, and I could clearly feel my heart beating.

I didn’t know what to do, because every wrong message would be another stone thrown at the heavenly glass castle that housed the garden she had made a retreat for me.

I pressed my lips together and suppressed a dry laugh as I stared at the ring on my finger.

At that moment, this allegorical garden seemed to me like that of King Tantalus. Tantalus had been a mortal king who had tried to fool the gods and had therefore been cruelly punished by Zeus. He had been sentenced to stand in a garden with fruit and water floating right under his nose, but always out of reach.

Was this the punishment of the gods of Moenia for turning against them?

When I felt a stare on me, I looked up reflexively, and it only took a few seconds for my eyes to meet her aventurine-colored ones.

Love is a Bitch – Slowed

ImXgine, ONIBI

Like every time, something inside me tensed, and I didn’t just mean my jaw. My whole body went on alert, ready to make her forget everything I’d revealed without thinking twice.

It hadn’t been wise to let the feeling of power that shot through my veins after each injection guide me. Now I had a witness and, on top of that, she was one of those whose existence would soon be history.

She stared at me, as she always did, before looking back down at her table and placing the tip of the silver ballpoint pen on the page again, as if she hadn’t just been watching me. As she did, one of her platinum blonde strands fell into her face, and I immediately felt catapulted back to that evening with J.

Her hair had been just as light. White gold that I would have loved to claw my fingers into one more time.

I felt myself getting hard and took a deep breath.

This was definitely the wrong place to be thinking about this woman’s delicate body, the soft curves that would probably press perfectly against my body when I took her hard from behind and showed her what it meant to be worshiped by me.

Fuck.

Just the thought alone had been enough to make my cock so hard that it strained against my pants.

That was what the thought of her had done to me ever since the line between friendship and more than friendship had shifted between us, and she’d fucked me without restraint in my car. She had made me addicted to her, to her clever nature, her flattering humor, her hidden beauty and this divinely hot body that I hadn’t even begun to explore.

In the corner of my eye, I noticed something black scurrying past the window and a glance at the statue-adorned courtyard told me that another flock of ravens had settled in front of the window, as if they were looking for something. Just like in yesterday’s seminar lesson.

I noticed that the Blair girl was also looking out of the window whilst brushing the loose strand of hair behind her ear.

She must have followed my gaze, which reminded me that she had been watching me since the first lesson, as if she could read me, as if she knew what I was up to.

No matter how carefree, how invincible I played, I was always restless whenever she entered the room. And I hated it.

On top of that, it was damn hard to interpret the meaning of her looks. She knew how to hide her emotions as if she’d been trained to do so. What if she was a spy for the Councils?

I gritted my teeth and tried to banish my paranoia.

That girl there was what was called a vulnerability. She was an Air Quatura and, therefore, a candidate for a place within the Councils. And it was only a matter of time before she would use her knowledge against me, until she ignored my threats and I would regret not having given her the Salma immediately.

I had to come up with something to clear her memory. Quickly. Even if she was harmless – which I doubted – the thought of her breathing down my neck bothered me. It was driving me insane.

Only yesterday, she had bumped into me. I’d been running late and hadn’t expected her to walk past this passageway – of all places – but suddenly I’d felt her fingers on my upper body, and a few seconds later, she’d been on top of me.

I could only hope that she hadn’t noticed how hard I had become, because I still couldn’t believe it myself.

The only explanation for this physical reaction was that she had also reminded me of J yesterday.

But J was somewhere in Vancouver, probably studying philosophy, judging by how well she knew the texts of Plato, Aristotle, and Socrates by now.

I had wanted to ask her, but I always felt hesitant when it came to her personal life. It wasn’t fair to her when she told me about her life and I could only give vague answers about my own. It was fine the way it was, and I was aware that I could never give this stunning human woman what she deserved.

Inwardly, I felt the unease I had been feeling since that night at the Halloween party, which seemed to be tightening more and more around my heart.

What if she sensed that I could never be the man for her that she deserved? What if the gods were on her side? Which I more than hoped…

She deserved the world. Something someone like me would never be able to give her.

But now I had damaged our friendship just because I had not been able to stand it in that damn car and had desperately needed to touch her.

I was a fool and deserved all the wrath of the gods.

As punishment, they had probably sent this annoying little witch after me, who was now sitting at her table, completely absorbed in the task and writing things down.

She seemed focused, which resulted in her biting her full lower lip until it reddened slightly, just like her cheeks did whenever she messed up my documents.

My cock was still throbbing against my pants.

I tried not to stare, looking away on purpose.

What was wrong with me that I hadn’t been in control of my body since that night? Just because that girl there also had blonde hair and her lips reminded me of how I had kissed J’s?

I was twenty-eight and no longer sixteen, for fuck’s sake.

Ashamed of myself, I took a deep breath and looked over at David, who rose from his seat and walked toward me. As always, the Ruisangor eyed me intensely before placing a paper on my desk.

“Already finished?” I asked, trying to sound impressed.

I was aware that this young man had remarkable intelligence. He had already studied physics and chemistry in Vancouver before joining the DeLoughrey clan in Blairville, which I had found out through painstaking research in the DLSC database.

David just nodded and returned to his seat, so my gaze automatically flitted to Julie.

I Want You Dead

Two Feet, Allie Cabal

She looked dainty, especially in the black skirt, white blouse and navy-blue sweater vest of the uniform, deceptively innocent with her elfin hair loose.

The Salma she had been carrying around had revealed her second side. Not that I hadn’t known what she was before.

She sat leaning back in her chair and I couldn’t help but raise my eyebrows.

She was the best here in class, another fact that pissed me off immensely, which was why I’d made it my mission to work a mistake into every one of her protocols. I didn’t know what else to do to get her to finally switch courses. Thankfully, she was the only one in the seminar who had not applied for the position at the DLSC and if she really was as intelligent as she pretended to be in her written work, she would soon sign out of the seminar.

Smirking, I leaned back and held her concentrated gaze.

Was she trying to play with me? Make me nervous? Too bad she didn’t know who I was. What I was...

“Miss Blair, if you’ve already finished, you can hand it in,” I said, trying not to sound challenging. “Don’t be afraid to show off your fast pace to your fellow students.”

Even though there was little movement in her expression, her hand clutching the pen before she let it disappear under the table signaled to me how uncomfortable this situation was for her.

I couldn’t help but smirk as I watched the others turn to her.

Introverted students hated having their achievements exposed in front of the whole course. I had to know. After all, I had been one of them.

“What are you waiting for?”

Julie bit her lip and I stood up to circle my table. Julie rose as well and reached for her experiment plan.

As she walked toward me, a strange tingling sensation ran through me, but only for a split second, because then she was already standing a meter in front of me and held out the sheet of paper to me with her lips pressed together.

I smirked down at her, tried to hold her gaze with mine, to pierce into hers with my eyes to make it clear to her who had the upper hand here. And it helped that she was more than a head shorter than me.

Still, she managed to unsettle me with her staring aventurines, although I would never show her that.

Without breaking eye contact, I took the paper from her hand. And suddenly, her irises turned a barely noticeable... ice blue.

Confused, I fixed her eyes, which obviously unsettled her, and the color immediately disappeared from her irises. She wheeled around and left me with the sheet of paper.

I forced myself not to stare after her because some girls from the class were already watching me, so I wheeled around and walked around the table with Julie’s piece of paper. But before I could sit down, I looked at her again, searching her eyes for the blue.

Had I been wrong, and she was a Water Quatura, or had my paranoid mind just played a trick on me?

It had to be her mere presence. She brought my paranoia to a new high. I couldn’t stand it when she was here.

“Those who are finished can leave already,” I said loud and clear, whereupon the Senseque in the last row jumped up and handed in his obviously unfinished protocol plan to me.

Noah’s performance wasn’t very satisfactory, and every time he came to football training, he asked me to improve his performance, but it didn’t work that way for me. I didn’t want to risk my job.

He looked at me insistently, probably to remind me of the $2,000 offer, but I shook my head almost unnoticeably and snorted.

If he had known what I was, he would never have asked me for such a favor.

He left the room gruffly, followed by David, who kept an extra-large distance, which I couldn’t blame him for.

Senseque and Ruisangors hated each other to bits, and I was surprised that none of them had died in a fight yet, nor that an earth-shattering war had broken out in Blairville long ago. The director certainly didn’t seem to mind. And if he wouldn’t take care that this Quatura co-director disappeared, I would have to intervene there myself.

Julie grabbed her light gray leather backpack and hurried out of the room with her fists clenched.

Only now did something inside me relax, even if it didn’t solve my problems in the long term. I had to take care of this girl. Whatever that meant…
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I couldn’t believe I was here again. Only because the fact that he had let me leave early gave me the certainty that he would spend another thirty minutes in this seminar room.

It was pure madness that guided me to return here so quickly, especially after what I had observed only yesterday.

I had tried to find a logical explanation for what had happened here. That moment when his eyes had turned completely black after he had injected himself with that dark, shimmering elixir.

What if he had more of it and I could find it? What if I was able to decipher the formula of this substance? But what if he found out? What if he already knew that I had been here before?

My nervousness drove me around the desk in the quiet office. And I checked if all the other drawers were locked.

My eyes fell on my hands, on which fine ice crystals had formed.

This damned ice magic had almost broken out of me, just like down there in Moenia’s temple. And as much as I would have liked to stab that crazy man with an icicle, if only my hands had turned blue, I would have collapsed due to this overwhelming situation.

My whole body was shaking, and my heart was racing.

I tore my panicked gaze away from my hands and pulled at every single drawer.

Of course, they were all locked. And of course, I left ice crystals everywhere.

Calm down Julie. Concentrate on the here and now.

“I see, Mr. Suspicious. You’re hiding something...” I whispered intently as I opened the lock on the nearest drawers with my hand. When it clicked, the corners of my mouth turned up slightly. “Let’s see how good you really are at playing hide and seek.”

With a tingling sensation in my fingers, I pulled open the drawer and curiously scanned the documents in front of me. They were scribbled notes that I had to pull out of the drawer to decipher them more precisely.

Analysis of the biochemical processes in Ruisangors has shown that they have specialized enzymes that enable them to digest blood efficiently and optimally absorb the nutrients it contains. Their metabolic rate is remarkably high, which could explain their exceptional endurance and regenerative capacity. Enzyme inhibition or the introduction of toxic substances into the Ruisangors’ blood could be a way to eliminate them, but so far only the Senseque’s neurotoxin is known to work (...)

I had begun to read his books, including one on alleged vampirism, but I was puzzled by the fact that he clearly seemed to know the species by name.

Was he keeping up appearances in his books because he was afraid of being exposed? But then why was he publishing them at all?

I turned the pages.

Research into the bioactive compounds in plants has shown that certain herbs and substances do indeed seem to have an effect on the elemental magic of the Earth Quatura. For example, some plants could influence the strength of their powers or protect them from negative influences. This means that Earth Quatura can not only use the energetic as well as chemical composition of plants, but that these can also be used against them.

I came to a loose protocol:

Statistic B2 reveals that certain neurological areas are more developed in Quatura and that they may react differently to element-specific stimuli than normal human beings.

I skimmed over the statistics mentioned, which dealt with Quatura’s reactions to influences such as heat, water, or lack of oxygen, and I felt uneasy. What if this man had experimented on Quatura?

It was the strangely elegant, albeit spidery handwriting, which was very different from the handwriting I knew from Professor Tiberius, that gave me hope that I was wrong.

The longer I flicked through the folder, the clearer it became to me what the professor had compiled here. Insights into the supposed weaknesses of the species that even I hadn’t known about until now.

I swallowed, but decided to take a few photos, not only to have evidence against him, but also to go through his discoveries at home in undisturbed privacy.

I quickly pulled out the next folder with research notes and interesting, unfamiliar formulas and statistics.

Genetic findings research file C07 was written in scrawly handwriting on the first page.

I read the sticky note stuck to the edge of the cover page.

To what extent can genes influence the development and inheritance of elemental magic?

Gripped by a strange curiosity, I continued turning the pages when something suddenly slipped out of the file and sailed to the floor. I quickly put the folder down on the desk and bent down, but paused on the floor when I discovered that it was a photograph.

It was of a tall man with light brown hair, peridot-green eyes and a memorable smile. He was wearing black trousers, a black shirt and a vest of the same color, a necklace with a golden snake pendant and several golden rings. He had his arm around the waist of a woman with loose champagne-blond hair and deep blue eyes that reminded me of the ocean. Her smile was soft, and she wore a light blue summer dress that made her appear more feminine. In her arms she held a toddler, almost a baby, who played with the mother’s hair and was smiling wildly, just like the two little boys in front of them, who were sitting on a rock at the coast and holding each other. They looked the same age, wore the same clothes, but one boy was the exact image of the tall man, only short, while the other had the woman’s hair.

I knew immediately who the second boy was.

The professor...

A warm feeling settled on my chest, and I didn’t know whether to push it away or allow it to corrupt me.

I had just found a family photo of that unpredictable man who didn’t seem even close to being a family man and who would probably kill me if he found out I was holding something so intimate of his.

Tick.

Heart pounding, I looked up. First to the window, where once again a raven was hopping around, then to the wall, where a golden clock showed me that it was already twelve noon.

The seminar was over. The professor would be back here soon. And Grace was probably already looking for me again.

Crap. I’d wasted my time getting lost in the first file, and now I couldn’t think of anything better to do than sympathize with complete strangers in a family photo? God, Julie.

Shaking my head, I shoved the picture back into the file and was just about to close the drawer to get out of here when I spotted the black runes on the next folder in the drawer.

Goosebumps spread across the back of my neck.

Forbidden magic... Umbra.

Mesmerized, I stared at the black ink symbols. Curved, jagged and with elegant serpentine lines. Yet not as lovely as fairytale runes. The symbols on the parchment in front of me seemed complex, mystical, dark; like an ancient, long-forgotten language. Dangerous...

[image: Umbra Rune]

Clack.

My head shot up. I stared at the door.

Clack.

Rhinoceros

Tony Morales

My fingers began to tingle. I hastily stuffed everything into the drawer and, to my horror, ice crystals spread across the paper.

“No, no...” I gasped in panic, but I pressed my hand over my mouth, pushed the drawer shut and hurried to the wardrobe where I had hidden the last time.

The moment the door opened, I closed the closet door.

My heart was racing far too fast and as I touched the wood to hold on to something, I felt more ice crystals forming under my fingertips. Quickly, I pulled my hand away and stared through the slit in the cupboard, my heart pounding.

Mr. Suspicious entered the room and let the door fall into the lock. But when he turned around this time, he didn’t walk to the desk. He stopped, stared at the window, then at his desk.

The panic in my chest grew rapidly, and I looked to see if there was anything there that wasn’t the way it should be.

My heart jumped. The photo. It must have slipped out of the file again.

No, damn it.

My hands began to tremble, as did my knees.

The professor walked slowly toward his desk, walking around it like last time, without taking his eyes off the family photo. His pressed lips automatically made me press mine together as well.

The wall clock ticked menacingly slow and all of a sudden far too loud.

He reached for the picture, looked at it, and then... he pulled on his desk drawer. It opened. But he paused.

No... I had forgotten to lock it again.

I prayed to the non-existent gods that this would end well for me, but his eyes were glued to the open drawer. He seemed frozen.

And suddenly, he turned his head in my direction.

That was the moment when my heart stopped.
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Chapter 22

Quentin

Change is in the Air

RealTunesStudio

“Quentin?”

Realizing that one of the five lecturers from the mythology department had spotted me, I hurriedly disappeared up the stairs, thanking the gods that the vast corridors of Vanderwood were massively crowded at lunchtime, even if you had to be extra careful not to get hit by a football at this time of day.

This lecturer, Sarah, stuck to me like a burdock and I had already given her several signs that I wasn’t interested in her, but apparently it had mistakenly given her the opposite impression. I was already wearing the ring to scare off other women, but women like Sarah consistently ignored fake wedding rings and fucked their way through the faculty.

Knowing that she would probably follow me, I hurried, but took a detour so that she wouldn’t think of following me to my office.

Around a corner, I watched her choose the wrong corridor and snorted in annoyance before making my way to my office.

Fortunately, the corridors up here were empty at the moment. Still, I shouldn’t challenge my time. These girls here were like huntresses, lurking around every corner like greedy vultures, and there were only two places I was safe: my house on campus and my office.

I hurriedly put the key in the door lock, unlocked the door, not without looking around two more times, and entered my office.

The first thing I felt when I closed the door behind me was a strange cold, the same cold as yesterday.

I looked carefully at the windows, which were all closed.

It didn’t make it any better that the ravens were already bustling around in front of them again. Over the years, I had been aware that there were many of these birds in Blairville, but it was only recently that they seemed like a plague.

I stared at the black bird and couldn’t help but pause, because something wasn’t right here. It wasn’t just that the temperature seemed to be dropping, no, something was hanging in the air.

My eyes wandered to my desk, where I spotted the photo of...

My heart stumbled.

What the...

Suspense Dark Ambient

RealTunesStudio

Paralyzed, I stared at the photo that was supposed to be in my research folder.

I forced myself to walk around my desk without taking my eyes off the picture, even though a lump formed in my throat every time I looked at it.

My parents, Delilah and Dylan... The photo had been taken exactly one year before the incident. On my and Dylan’s birthday.

Anger clenched in my chest, as it did every time I thought back to it. And like every time, I couldn’t do my family justice, had to swallow the rage and hope to eventually have the blood of those who had taken them from me on my hands. None of them would survive. I would destroy them all.

I reached for the photo, staring for a while longer into the innocent faces of those people who were now trapped in Elysium. A place where I would never end up, because this earthly life had already forced me to sin unforgivably.

I reached for the second drawer on the left-hand side of the desk to put the picture back where it belonged, opened it, but stopped immediately.

I had locked the drawer this morning. Now the damn drawer was open.

Was I a fool to have taken so long to realize that someone had been rummaging through my things? For the second time? Someone who could pick locks…

Instinctively, I used my Quatura sense to reassure myself that I was wrong. But when I sensed the magic of another Quatura in my office – high-vibration magic, to be precise – my entire body tensed, ready to knock out whoever was in that room with me, and – if necessary – finish them off.

There was only one place the intruder could hide.

Slowly, I turned my head to the tall closet. Without hesitating, I dashed across the room and yanked the doors open.

I had expected anything; spies from the people who had killed my parents; people from my boss who wanted to check that I wasn’t keeping secrets from him; but seeing her in front of me threw me off my well-trained role for a moment.

She stood there, between my spare shirts, with a startled expression, flushed cheeks and tousled platinum blonde strands. But as always, it was those cursed aventurine eyes that caught my gaze. Eyes that made her look innocent, yet mystical.

“You...” I pressed out, and before she could react, or even flee, my hand sprang forward and closed around her neck. “Here.” She widened her eyes and I pushed her further into the wardrobe until she pressed my shirts against the inside of the closet wall with her petite body. “In my office.”

I fixed her gaze, but didn’t really manage to focus on the fact that she’d broken in here. Instead, I took in the smell of her perfume and her body odor with my next breath. A soft note of rose blossom and a pleasant natural smell that compelled me to inhale her scent a second time.

I would have liked to slap myself for it.

Did the gods have to make her smell the same as J? Did they have to remind me of something I was about to lose? With something that posed a threat to my existence?

My hand felt incredibly good around her neck, and only now did I feel her soft skin under my rough fingers, her pulse beating under my fingertips.

Julie swallowed under my grip and looked up at me.

A shiver traveled through my tense body, sending the blood down into my cock, making it throb hard against my pants.

I didn’t want to react like this to this girl, yet I couldn’t loosen my grip.

“What are you doing here?” I murmured in a low voice, hoping my physical reactions would remain hidden from her.

Her lips opened slightly as if she wanted to say something and I immediately felt the urge to put my thumb on them.

What the fuck… What was wrong with me? Was this my body’s way of dealing with J’s rejection? And, of all people, this annoying little witch who was the complete opposite of the woman my heart belonged to.

Julie was breathing shallowly under my hand, and if I didn’t take her away soon, my body would go crazy.

And suddenly I knew that this moment was the perfect chance to take away her memory. I wanted to show Julie that she had crossed a line, wanted to punish her, wanted to wrap my hand tighter around her neck until she opened her lips wider. Wide enough to...

I bit my tongue and tensed my jaw.

That was going too far.

“You have one chance to explain to me what you’re looking for here.”

I loosened my grip, and she gasped, yet she didn’t seem to intend to answer me, so I stepped closer to her and took her chin in my hand.

“Listen to me, Julie...” I fixed my eyes on hers. “All the things you already know, all the things you should have found here...” I didn’t even want to know what she must have discovered. “Everything you think you know about me... I can erase them. All your memories…”

She stared at me, three seconds, then looked at me defiantly, stepped toward me, leaned into my grip.

“Are you trying to threaten me? Or are you trying to flatter me?” She didn’t smile. Nevertheless, it looked as if she was mocking me. “Do you really think I want to remember?” Her gaze became more serious, more insistent, sharper. “You’d be doing me a favor, Professor.” My jaw tensed even more, as did my cock. Did she have to call me that? “Go ahead.”

Confused, I eyed her, undecided how to proceed against her.

Who was this girl? What were her intentions? And why did she seem to be begging me to take away her memories?

“Who are you?” I pressed out, concentrating on not showing her all my confusion.

“I think you know who I am,” she said calmly, objectively, as if I wasn’t holding her chin in my hand while she stared at me like she was begging for a harsh punishment. “I guess the question should be: Who are you?” She stepped out of the closet, which made me automatically walk backward. “Or should I rather ask, what?”

I bumped against my desk.

“It’s not your place to ask questions,” I pressed out, stepping toward her again, while hoping she didn’t see how much her unexpected self-confidence had thrown me off. “Answer my question!”

Julie’s expression was unreadable, and with every second she stared at me, I realized how powerful it made her that she was unreadable.

Damn, this girl was going to be my downfall if I didn’t find a weak spot soon, if I didn’t act now and use my physical superiority to my advantage.

“It would be wise of you, Professor, to let me go now,” Julie continued. “If you would like me to keep your thousand little secrets to myself.”

She eyed me carefully.

This little beast.

My free hand clenched into a fist while the other still clung to her chin, gripping it tightly.

I didn’t like the fact that my ring was touching her skin.

That was the point where I yanked my hand away and backed away, ashamed of myself.

It was eating me up to think about J when that nasty little witch was around. Added to that was the rage Julie Blair triggered inside me.

Thud.

Startled, we both wheeled around to the window pane where a black raven was sliding down.

Those bloody birds...

As if that had been a signal, Julie shot past me, unlocked the door, wrenched it open and stormed out into the hallway.

Petrified, I listened to her hurried footsteps as they faded into the distance.

I should have run after her, dragged her back to my office and tied her to my desk, grilled her about the Councils and filled her with Salma until she didn’t even know who her mother was.

Instead, I let her escape. Again.

The problem was that I didn’t know enough about her, that I hadn’t expected someone spying on me, driving me to confusion.

It had been one sentence that prevented me from acting quickly.

“Do you really think I want to remember?”

What had this girl experienced that she didn’t fear consequences? What had she meant by that?

I remembered the scars on her wrist, which she now wore hidden under the white blouse of her uniform. I didn’t need to be a psychologist to know that she had inflicted them on herself.

My jaw was still working as I pulled myself out of my stupor and walked around my desk to the window to look down on one of the many courtyards that existed at Vanderwood.

I needed to sort out my thoughts, clear my head, and try to find out more about the Quatura girl before I planned my next steps.

She had threatened me. I wasn’t going to let her get away with this.

Something was pinching in my pocket, so I reached in and pulled out the silver bracelet with painful realization.

That night I never wanted to forget, J had left it in my back seat. And so, it was the only thing that confirmed to me that I hadn’t just been dreaming. The last thing I had left as a memory of that night.

I clutched it tightly and rested the fist it was in on my chest, feeling my pulsing heartbeat. It was beating for this divine woman, and it would beat for her forever. Even if I was doomed to perish with this town and the gods refused to allow me to worship her as she deserved.
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Chapter 23

Julie

It Hurts

Tessa Rose Jackson, FFM

It was Friday afternoon, and hours had passed since the strange incident in Professor Tiberius’ office. I hadn’t been followed or threatened by him yet, but it was only a matter of time before he took revenge for my stupid rummaging.

The encounter with him in his office still seemed so surreal to me.

Just before he had opened the closet, I had managed to swallow the last ration of Salma from Gloria. The stuff had literally saved my life. Otherwise, I would never have been able to stand up to this man while he had his hands around my neck.

The memory of his rough skin and that darkened look sent a warm and cold shiver down my spine.

I sat on our bench on the campus grounds, vigilantly observing my surroundings. Grace sat next to me, busy with her phone.

Ever since she started talking more and acting as if nothing had ever happened between us, Bayla had been even more silent.

The slim girl with shoulder-length hair sat there reading, looking as if her thoughts were in a completely different world.

I wondered if I sometimes seemed like that to Grace or the rest of the Circle... or to Bayla and Larissa.

It still bothered me that Larissa was now a Ruisangor and I came to the realization that Legacy Ruisangors could camouflage their untransformed offspring perfectly among humans.

Now I waited with Bayla for Larissa to return and let the icy autumn wind blow through my hair. When the wind blew, I felt more comfortable than usual. But there was nothing I liked more than the snow. I would have to be patient for another month or two if I could rely on Oliver Bexley’s weather forecasts.

Ever since I was little, I liked the cool wetness that covered landscapes in a white and calm blanket. I even used to go ice skating back then. It took me a long time to find out where this love of snow and ice came from. It was inside me. A part of me. I had inherited it. From my father.

I knew nothing about him except that he had been the son of Gloria Westcode.

Somehow, I had gotten over myself and asked Amara who this man had been, but she had said that it was better to keep certain things buried.

Of course, I hadn’t just sat around and done nothing. I wanted to know what had happened to him. After all, he had been a male Quatura, which meant that contact with him would be allowed, but it was as if this mysterious Alaister Westcode had never existed, not on paper, let alone on the internet.

“How much longer are we going to wait?”

Grace looked impatient and played with her elbow as if she had been bitten by a mosquito. Her cell phone was on the table in front of us.

“It can’t be that long,” Bayla sighed without looking up from her book. It was an old book, probably one of the works she had to read during her studies.

“What happened to her?” Vivienna remarked suspiciously and loud enough for me to hear her despite the distance to the huge Victorian pavilion.

I followed her gaze and spotted... Mady.

She was wearing a gray hoodie and her makeup looked smudged. Her hair was disheveled, and it looked like she was in desperate need of a shower. She no longer smiled at people who approached her. A trait that I had always admired and at the same time viewed with suspicion, because why should I smile at the person opposite me if I didn’t even know them? Only now did I realize how lifeless she seemed without her smile.

I remembered what had happened.

“She looks terrible,” Grace sighed, and I looked at her. I didn’t know what exactly I was looking for. Pity or the usual hatred?

“Her brother’s dead,” Bayla remarked, looking at Grace in an odd way. “And I think you should put your hatred for her aside.”

I looked back at Mady, who was walking toward the west wing.

It reminded me of back then. Everyone had liked her, and she had danced at all the parties, joined every club at school and had even been more popular than Vivienna, simply because of her friendliness. Then her parents had died. And she had looked a lot like she did today. Until she’d gotten together with Nash. That was the point I didn’t understand. Nash was an asshole to everyone, but he’d always been caring to her, until that day a year ago…

I glanced toward the parking lot where he’d just closed the car door of his blue Jeep, and I held my breath as I realized his gaze was glued to Mady, who disappeared into one of the doorways a few seconds later. He stared as if he didn’t understand the world.

Did he know about Ezra? Did he even care?

I must have stared too long because he turned his head toward me, and I quickly looked back at Grace and Bayla.

“She’s in a shit state, and she needs people to be there for her. This unnecessary drama is just child’s play,” Bayla snorted, visibly upset, and I knew she was right.

Grace apparently disagreed. “It’s the same as with you and Larissa.”

“Larissa and I grew up together.” Bayla sounded indignant.

“For the last time: I know you’re best friends, but you need to stop seeing her.”

“For the last time, Grace: I’m not going to do that.”

It had been like this all morning. Larissa hadn’t slept in the accommodation with us, but Grace tried to convince Bayla to stay away from her. It was an interesting situation because Bayla was disobeying the rules of the Circle... and she was allowed to because she wasn’t yet part of the Quatura community without the rite of passage, even if Amara and Grace were already calling her a Novice.

“This is crazy.” Grace continued to curse. “I’m going to be dragged to the Councils for this.”

“You won’t, Grace. Even I know that,” I sighed, because she was really starting to get on my nerves. She definitely got that from her mother, only her mother stayed calmer. Something Grace had yet to learn.

“What Gloria doesn’t know won’t become a problem.”

Bayla seemed to be serious, and I was as aware as Grace that she was underestimating the situation. Gloria wasn’t a strict mother who admonished us for our missteps. She was a bird of prey, ready to tear us to pieces if we threatened the existence of the Councils and the Circle.

Grace looked stunned at Bay, who turned her eyes back to the pages of the book, and finally to me.

“All of you have gone mad!” Grace exclaimed.

She reached for her phone again, probably to distract herself.

I automatically reached for my own cell phone and immediately regretted it. Ever since I’d slept with Erik, I’d wanted more. I missed him, his kisses on my lips and his body against mine, much warmer than mine.

I blushed and tried not to look up from the screen.

He hadn’t texted me again, and I understood why. I was a traitor. I had hurt him without meaning to, just because I hadn’t thought about the consequences of our meeting sooner. We should never have met. Then everything would be the same as before.

I tried to convince myself that my family and the Circle were the reason for this misery, but that wasn’t the case. It was me. I was afraid of myself, afraid of losing control, afraid of destroying something that I...

No.

I almost finished the sentence. Instead, I sat on this cold stone bench, terrified of my own thoughts and ashamed of my stupid behavior. The wind was blowing fiercely, whipping and punishing me for all my sins.

“Okay, so when Larissa comes out, I’m leaving.”

“There she comes,” I remarked quietly, yet Bayla and Grace heard me.

They both jumped up quickly, one of them rushing past me with a devastating look and the other storming off in the opposite direction, straight toward Larissa, who was in the company of the young DeLoughrey men. Not a good sign.

I wanted to follow her, but decided that wouldn’t be such a good idea. I had respect for the Ruisangors and all the drama around me was already too much for me.

I needed some distance. So, I decided to go to the library, borrow some books and retreat to the student accommodation to study.

Pearson Specter Litt

Christopher Tyng

Studying would have been a fantastic distraction if the fight of the century hadn’t been raging in our accommodation.

The picture that revealed itself to me when I entered the house was almost bizarre. Vivienna – or my cousin now, even if I really disliked the idea – and her two best friends were standing in the kitchen area wearing green face masks and opposite them was Emely with Buddy in her arms. The dog looked scared. Not like he’d done something stupid, which he was a natural at.

“It’s not even your dog!” Vivienna snarled at Emely, who was the only person who looked normal. Except for the glowing yellow eyes that made me freeze in place.

“Just leave the dog out of your vengeful machinations!” Emely retorted in a firm voice.

Stunned, I stared at Vivienna.

The dog? Was she serious?

Of course, Vivienna had intended to continue showing me her dislike. Now that – according to my DNA – I was part of her family, she seemed to hate me even more. As if I had chosen all of this.

“What’s between me and Julie is none of your business!”

“If this puppy is involved, it is!”

Emely looked furious, as if the dog was her child.

I cleared my throat and everyone looked at me.

Emely’s eyes were still glowing yellow, her body tense.

“You ruined everything!” Amber screeched angrily to Emely, dragging Kelly with her to the stairs before I could intervene.

Vivienna blinked at me angrily before opening her mouth.

“You almost had a whole other dog.”

I stepped forward, trying not to let my insecurity show.

And whatever Vivienna had intended to do to Buddy, it triggered a slight anger inside me, made my fingertips tingle.

“I haven’t done anything to you, Vivi. So please, leave me alone.” I clenched my shaky hands into fists to fight my insecurity. “But if you’re so desperate to find out, I could be someone else entirely!”

My fingers twitched, and her startled gaze lingered on my hands.

She was probably surprised by the coldness in my voice, just as I was. I had taken two doses of Salma again. The perfect amount to make me forget that I had no self-consciousness.

I stepped closer. Vivienna actually took a step back.

Suddenly, she raised her hands and a pillow flew against my head. My body hit the sofa and I crashed to the floor.

Pain shot through my back.

Vivi laughed derisively. However, she hadn’t taken my body’s autonomy into account, because the kitchen tap started automatically, and I looked down at my hands, which were turning blue.

I looked up at Vivienna. Her smile was gone, and the color drained from her face.

Very slowly, I straightened up again and concentrated on the water, but I didn’t succeed. I didn’t have the right crystal and water was not my element.

Instead, my magic took on a life of its own, and Vivienna began to shriek as the green mask gradually crumbled from her face and shattered on the floor.

She turned away from me and rushed up the stairs, her girls following her as if a serial killer was about to get them. Then a door banged.

I picked myself up and looked at my hands, which were returning to normal color. Then I looked at Emely, whose eyes were still glowing and who had stepped behind the countertop with Buddy in her arms. She looked... scared? Of me?

“Thanks for looking after my dog,” I said, and she still didn’t move until I stepped toward her. She stumbled backward.

“Emely,” I began hesitantly. “The dog. I’d love to have him back.”

She looked at the golden ball of fur, which had dozed off, and made me smile a little. Then she hesitantly held it out to me.

I noticed that the tap was still running, so I turned it off with a flick of my hand using telekinesis. At least that still worked.

Emely stared at my hands.

“You don’t need to be afraid of me. I won’t attack you.”

That wasn’t a promise, but as long as she didn’t attack me or stand in my way when I had an outburst, everything should turn out fine for her.

Her eyes normalized abruptly, and she began to laugh disdainfully.

“I’m not afraid of you witches.”

She turned her head away and walked back to the stove, where something was boiling.

I inhaled automatically and immediately recognized the smell. Everything inside me began to spin. My stomach squeezed as if I had swallowed metal and then, like last time, I felt sick to my stomach. I hunched forward.

Emely seemed to notice. “God, what’s going on now?”

“What do you always cook there?” I gasped.

“It’s just normal meat,” she said, shaking her head and looking back at her food.

Another wave of scent hit me. That was too much.

The urge to vomit hit me again, and I stormed up the stairs. Once in the bathroom, I quickly bent over the toilet. I threw up until the gag reflex eased, straightened up and rinsed my mouth out, trying to keep my balance at the sink.

From now on, I would consciously avoid the kitchen as soon as Emely was cooking there.

I flinched when, through the mirror – which was covered in green mask stains – I spotted Emely leaning in the doorway behind me with her arms crossed.

I wheeled around in alarm.

“Either you’re terribly unstable or you’re pregnant.”

I hadn’t been prepared for that sentence. It jolted me back to reality so hard that I had to hold on to the sink to keep from falling over.

“It’s not my food because someone just ate it yesterday without asking.”

I couldn’t answer her and clawed my hands deeper into the sink as if otherwise I would tip over and the water on the edge started to freeze. Fine ice crystals formed under my hands.

“Don’t tell me you had unprotected sex.”

That was the crux of the matter. I hadn’t...

“I... I’m on the pill,” I stuttered.

She stared at me for a second too long.

“What?” I asked in a panic. I preferred any answer from her now rather than her remaining silent.

“I would never have guessed that you had a boyfriend.”

Nice that Emely didn’t think I had any social skills, either. And she was right. My personality ruined any relationship.

“I don’t have a boyfriend,” I sighed, clutching my head.

Despair rose up inside me, and everything moist I touched inevitably froze into ice. I tried to cover it up, but the panic in my chest made itself noticeable through my trembling.

“Shit,” Emely laughed, looking at me even more speechless. “I really didn’t expect that.”

I started to wipe the ice off the sink with a towel. It was ice. Dammit. It wasn’t going to come off that easily.

“So, you are pregnant?” Emely whispered cautiously.

“I’m not pregnant... no.”

I clutched my head again. All I wanted was a clear moment to think. And now the Salma was gone. I was weak, fragile. “That can’t be. It’s impossible...”

Emely looked at me. “Are you on medication?”

I paused.

Of course I wasn’t on medication, but something else. I opened my eyes.

Salma.

Emely sighed, overwhelmed. “Maybe you should take a pregnancy test,” she said.

“Lucky, I’d say.”

Emely looked down at the pregnancy test in her hands.

I wasn’t sure where she had dug it out, but she had brought it to me within seconds. I had somehow managed to get it done and had survived the longest ten minutes of my life. The next moment, Emely was back in the bathroom holding it out to me.

At the moment, she didn’t seem like she hated me, almost as if she had momentarily forgotten about our family rivalry.

I was surprised, but panic had been gnawing at me until a few seconds ago, so I couldn’t think about it any further.

Hesitantly, I picked it up and stared at the single red line.

I hadn’t felt so relieved in a long time.

Emely took it out of my hand and threw it in the garbage can. “And best you stay away from my food. I don’t know what’s going on with you when you smell that, but it doesn’t seem to be doing you any good.”

“I’ll try” I sighed, still shaking with my whole body.

A shiver ran down my spine.

I could have been pregnant. But no... It had only been a week since I’d slept with Erik, and I was also on the pill. Once again, I’d been unnecessarily paranoid.

“Are all Quatura like this?”

I turned to Emely and brushed my completely disheveled hair behind my ear.

What did she mean by that?

“Whatever. Stay out of the kitchen when I’m cooking,” Emely sighed when I didn’t answer.

I nodded and she turned away from me.
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Chapter 24

Bayla

Max&Chlo;é

DOLKINS

Alarik had given me the herbal mixture, and now I drank it every day. The downside: headaches. Similar to the ones I had been having until a week ago.

By now, the herbal mixture had run out. Perhaps I had used too much per cup, but who could I ask besides Alarik when no one but the two of us knew of my apparent true identity?

Denial didn’t help at all, except that I managed to read through the books that were on my reading list for the semester.

Now it was Friday, and I was sitting in Julian’s passenger seat because he insisted on taking me home, even though he no longer lived next door but on campus.

“And you’re not afraid that someone will find out?” I asked in astonishment.

Julian was focused on the road, as always. That was why I had gotten into the habit of only communicating with him at traffic lights, because then his attention belonged to the passenger for once.

“You have to think of it as a gray area.” I raised an eyebrow as he slowed down and shifted into first gear. “I don’t live here anymore, but I can’t take the workshop onto campus with me.” He grinned mischievously at me. “And it’s just as difficult to take the grand piano.”

Both were true, but that wasn’t the whole truth. I knew he was helping his father pack and planned to check on him regularly.

“Has your father found a house by now?”

Silence. Then I realized that everything was working in Julian before he answered me. “Our old house is already occupied by people.”

“Oh” The subject was sensitive, but it was worth trying to dig further. “And that seems to upset you?”

Julian grumbled something incomprehensible, then stepped on the gas and crossed one of downtown’s many traffic lights, driving past the glass-encased DeLoughrey skyscrapers that cast a huge shadow over the district.

“It’s my old family home, not just any place to live... It feels like they could take everything from us here, kick us out everywhere.”

Shit. I seemed to have a talent for bringing up sensitive subjects.

“I grew up there.” He snorted contemptuously. “If I’d known back then that our value to that pack depended on our loyalty and performance, and that they didn’t give a shit about our private problems, I would have left a lot sooner.”

His words stuck in my head, dug deeper. If anyone ever found out I was one of them, I’d be under the same pressure as Julian, forced to get to know the pack and maybe get to experience the same sides as he did.

And another thought came to mind: I was like him, like Julian.

My eyes wandered to the young man next to me.

“Alarik...” I began and Julian turned his head toward me. “Our professor... He’s part of the pack and seems somehow trustworthy.”

Julian laughed. “To hear that from a Quatura...”

I almost started to protest, but for some reason it felt unsafe. It was strange that no one had noticed what I really was. By now, I was asking myself if what the professor had shown me wasn’t just an illusion. It had been five days and... seemed so blurry.

“Alarik is different from the rest of the pack. Sometimes I get the feeling he’s against a lot of what the Alpha decides. And he dares to speak against it, which makes it more complicated for him in the pack. But that’s a whole other topic.”

“Explain it to me,” I demanded, and Julian rolled his eyes.

“Oddly enough, for being one of them, you want to know a lot, Blueberry.”

“Hey!” I said, offended, yet with a grin.

I felt my cheeks redden.

That nickname was ridiculous.

Julian next to me just grinned. At least he didn’t seem to notice that I was almost bombarding him with questions.

“Nickolas – the Alpha – and Alarik are brothers,” he continued. “And since they are equally strong and equally skilled, it is impossible for Nickolas to bind his brother to him through the Alpha bond. This is mainly due to the Alpha gene that they both carry.”

“Alpha bond?”

“It’s a mental process in which the Alpha makes the members of the pack submissive. That’s all it is.”

Oh God, this pack was no better than Mum’s cult.

“But that doesn’t change the fact that he’s the Alpha’s brother and therefore an integral part of the pack. He’s a Beta wolf, Emely’s father’s closest confidant. At least, that’s what he was until recently.”

Discomfort spread through me. What if Alarik was trying to get me into the pack after all and this was all just a sneaky plan to trick me?

“Beta wolves? So, there’s a pack hierarchy?”

“Yes,” Julian confirmed, and turned into Beaver Street.

I remembered that Julian had mentioned Emely. “And Emely? Is she trustworthy? I mean, you seem to have known each other for a long time, but...”

God, how was I supposed to finish that sentence without making it even more suspicious?

“I’ve never seen anyone as devoted to the pack as she is.”

Great. That didn’t sound good for me and my situation. If she found out what I was, it would probably be the end of the game of hide and seek, which had only just begun.

“It all seems to be something higher for her. She is extremely loyal and stands up for everyone who is part of the pack.” So, I would no longer be a threat to her from the moment I became part of the pack… “That was already the case back then. She’s very strong. You shouldn’t underestimate her.”

I looked at Julian, who had parked between our houses. My gaze lingered on his face. His side profile was angular, but his slightly tousled curls hanging down his forehead created a harmonious effect. He radiated a calmness that I had never experienced before. It surprised me that he didn’t have a girlfriend.

“You like her a lot,” I remarked, and he turned his face toward me, giving me a perfect view of his olive-green eyes. There they were again, the little golden speckles shining vividly. A detail you could only see if you were close enough.

He opened his mouth but seemed speechless for a moment.

“Don’t talk yourself out of it. I’ve told you before. You like her. She likes you. There’s some kind of connection between the two of you.”

“We grew up together,” he said defensively, which only emphasized my theory.

“Perfect premise,” I laughed softly.

“How so?”

I sighed. “If you can be best friends, you can be more. And it’s kind of romantic, don’t you think?”

He scratched the back of his neck sheepishly. “But...”

“Just admit to yourself that she’s not just Emely.”

I started to laugh, and he blushed like a shy little boy.

“You’re right.”

My jaw dropped. “What?”

He put one hand on my head and the other under my chin. I immediately felt the pleasant warmth of his fingers. My stomach tingled strangely.

“Close your mouth.” I grinned. “And not what?” He took his hands off my head again. “When you told me that, I felt like an idiot.”

“You are an idiot.” I couldn’t stop laughing, and he gave me a friendly slap on my calves because I had pulled my legs up onto the seat.

“Thanks,” was all he said, the grin literally waiting to appear on his lips.

“Anyway, it’s only now that I’ve realized that I’ve probably overlooked many aspects of her that make her special.”

I tried to calm down a little again, because after all, it was something personal that I had just learned from Julian. And people didn’t open up every day. Especially not people like Julian.

He must really like Emely a lot, otherwise he wouldn’t have even given my suspicion that there was something going on a second thought.

“And now?” Curiosity rose inside me.

“Now?” He didn’t seem to understand me.

“What will you do?” I asked curiously.

He looked at me as if I had just told him that cooking also involved cleaning the dishes.

“You’re not just going to sit there twiddling your thumbs with this information about your feelings.”

“I don’t even know if she really wants anything from me,” he tried to talk his way out of it.

I shook my head.

Why were guys often so lost? Wasn’t it obvious what to do?

“Then figure it out.”

“I don’t want anything to do with the pack.”

“Is Emely the pack?”

“No, but...”

“God, Julian, do you have to be forced to find happiness?”

Julian paused, saying nothing more. I seemed to have made him think. And if Emely meant something to him, then he had to act. Maybe then other things would fall into place, too. For example, the relationship between him and Nash.

“You should meet up with her.”

“We see each other a lot on campus, even at her family’s estate, yesterday.”

Of course, all the rich people here owned an estate. What else did I expect?

“I thought you wanted to stay away from the pack,” I thought out loud.

“My sister lives there now. She had to leave first, so my father could have more time to find a house.”

“What?”

The pack seemed stricter than expected. Hierarchies, bonds and now something like this? I didn’t like the idea of me having anything to do with that at all.

“Just don’t ask.”

And I didn’t. Instead, I returned to the Emely topic.

“As for Emely, you should meet up with her, undisturbed. Go to the diner together or do something you used to do as kids.”

“We used to chase frogs together.”

I laughed, amused. “Maybe something else?”

“Building booths in the garden.”

“Mh...” I was beginning to get the feeling that Julian had a lot of fond memories of that time buried inside him, and that somewhere in between there were probably feelings for Emely.

“There’s a tree house that we built.”

I looked at him with envy. That sounded like a perfect date.

“Meet her there.”

“Don’t you think that might seem weird?”

“Weird?” I raised my eyebrows. “The only thing that’s weird is your lack of experience in dating.”

I palmed myself cross-legged in front of him.

“What does that mean?” Julian asked, also pulling one of his legs up onto the seat so he could turn to face me.

“It means what it means.” I laughed, gesticulating. “You can’t even flirt.”

“Take that back,” he snorted in astonishment. His eyes widened, and I couldn’t help but laugh out loud. “Take that back, Bayla.”

“I won’t.” I couldn’t stop laughing, even when he shook my leg and I slapped his hand away, laughing.

“I’m sure you’re no better,” he snorted, leaning against his door, his eyes glinting playfully in challenge.

“Who says I want to be good at this? I don’t have a pretty girl to impress.”

He didn’t seem to have anything else to say. Instead, he shook his head with a grin and looked down. It made me notice his thick eyelashes better.

“At least you look good. That’s your compensation.”

Julian’s jaw dropped, and I took the opportunity to pull my bag off the back seat.

“I have to get going,” I said, without stopping to grin at Julian’s reaction. Then I opened the door, got out of the car and disappeared, the corners of my mouth pulled way up without looking back, even though I could feel Julian’s eyes on me.

Suspenseful Mystery Investigation
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The whole house seemed quiet again. Not eerily, but as if there really was no one here. Somehow, I was still paranoid enough to sneak up the stairs and check that the room was closed.

The door was shut, and I pushed the handle down, but left it at that. I wasn’t in the mood to enter this room.

I remembered that I still had the written pages of the book somewhere…

Shit, they were still in the box with the student uniforms under my bed on campus. I had completely forgotten about them.

I turned away from the door, cursing, and went to Mum’s room to check that she really wasn’t there.

Her room was the same size as the other two but simpler. The decorations in this room were not as plentiful as in her book room, and there was a large desk with a glass top and two computer screens against the wall.

DLSC was written in simple italics on the screen saver. This was her employer. Whatever exactly this company did... Maybe I should find out what this company was researching? It belonged to the DeLoughreys, to the mysterious family Larissa now belonged to.

My mind flashed back to the conversation I’d had this afternoon, when she’d angrily rejected me again and called me a liar. We hadn’t crossed paths since then. She no longer slept in our accommodation, as Emely occasionally did, but at least the latter came for meals. And that hurt like hell.

After all, Larissa had to understand why I hadn’t told her anything and that everything here was crazy. Even I didn’t want to come into contact with it, and by now I was in the middle of it.

I focused on Mum’s desk again and spotted an open file on the edge of the table.

Curious, I stepped further into the room, closer to the papers until I could read them.

[image: Research File C07]

When I got to the end of this far too scientific document, I felt overwhelmed. It took me a while to understand what it was actually about and what the letters and numbers meant.

A little shocked, I looked at the column of Ruisangors, all high-risk births and stillbirths, and in every case the mother died.

I immediately thought of Larissa, who belong to the Ruisangors, which made a lot more sense now. Of course, I could be wrong, but Larissa was an orphan and her mother had died giving birth to her. What a shock it must have been for her to find out what she actually was, and at the same time it was a damn coincidence. Larissa, of all people. Did she know about these inheritance rules?

Curious, I continued to study the table and noticed another peculiarity. It was rare for a female Senseque to be born... and she had to be pureblood.

My breath caught in my throat.

No, impossible...

My mother was a Quatura.

Just to make sure I had understood correctly, I looked again at the combination of Quatura and Senseque. Not only did this crossbreed clearly have to produce male offspring, it was also outlined in red... as if I wasn’t the only person who had been puzzled by this topic.

Judging by the scribbled handwriting, it was Mum’s.

At the bottom left was another signature... A. Westcode.

Only one person came to mind, and that was Amanda, Vivienna’s mother. She had seemed like she knew my mother, but did they do research together? Odd... And the dates in the bottom right-hand corner were also worrying.

The document had been created on November 6, 1998. Twenty years ago. That’s how long Mum seemed to have been researching this project.

I tried to soak up all the information from the page, but I kept getting stuck on the red-circled marker that stood out alarmingly.

Could it be that she knew? What if she knew and that’s why she’d kept researching it? Precisely because she wanted to know how it was possible that I was a girl and not a boy. Is that why she thought I was a Quatura?

More and more questions piled up in my head, but there was one that wouldn’t let go. What if I wasn’t allowed to exist?

It was certain that I was descended from a Quatura... and most likely from a Senseque. But that wasn’t allowed. These two sides... They hated each other to the core, almost as much as the Ruisangors and the Senseque.

“Bayla, what...”

I wheeled around.

“Mum!”

Mum looked at me in surprise before her eyes wandered to the document in my hands. Then she paled. With a quick step, she approached me and snatched the document from me as if it were a bar of nougat chocolate. Her favorite kind.

“What are you doing here?”

It didn’t even sound angry, but rather... shocked? Had she wanted to keep these documents from me?

“Mum, you’re researching the genetics of the species?”

Mum didn’t seem to know quite how to respond to my questions, so she pushed me aside, put the document in the desk drawer, which was – what else – lockable, and pulled me out of the room a few seconds later.

“You’ve been researching genetics for twenty years...”

“Bayla, you shouldn’t have seen that.” She pulled me violently toward her, by the shoulders, but I barely moved. I remembered her being stronger. She seemed puzzled for a moment. “Tell me what you saw.”

Confused, I blinked at her. How did my mother always manage to catch me off guard like this?

“Tell me, Bayla, what did you read?”

“Just briefly... the table and...” I thought about what I should tell her, but decided to skip the red circling. “That you and Amanda Westcode have been researching these things.”

Mum stared at me. There was something indecisive in her eyes. She looked much more confused than I felt, and somehow like I’d found out something that no one really should know about.

“You never say a word about what you’ve just seen.” Mum shook my shoulders as if she wanted me to give an immediate sign of approval. “Bayla, you have to promise me.” There was desperation in her eyes, and finally I nodded, but not without giving free rein to one of my many questions.

“Why? What’s so wrong with this document?”

Mum blinked at me. She always did that when I asked too many questions, for example about my father. Only this time I wasn’t going to let her get away without an answer.

“Tell me why. Why exactly should I keep it to myself?”

“I should never have done that investigation.”

“Why not?”

Mum fell silent again, looking nervously at the floor between us.

There was too much she wasn’t telling me. Once again. And I was tired of confronting her for nothing. She might end up lying to me for more reasons she would never tell me. Confrontation didn’t help with her. It never had. The reason I would have to find out everything on my own from now on.

“All I can tell you is that I’ll be in big trouble if anyone finds out I have this document.”

“Why? Surely Amanda has it too.”

“Bayla, please.”

This plea sounded so desperate that I could almost feel Mum feeling backed into a corner. And I didn’t want that for her. Even if she was hiding too much from me, I couldn’t leave her with no other choice. She had to be willing to open up to me on her own, whenever that might be. And that was only possible if I gave her the space to do so.

I instinctively pulled her into a hug. She seemed confused, but eventually she hugged me tightly. So tightly that a sweet, pleasant scent filled my nose. Too sweet to be true. Too sweet to be able to think clearly…

I inhaled the scent, deeply. It filled my body and fogged my senses... until my mouth was watering.

God, what was that smell?

My lips opened slightly, and I sucked in the hint of sweetness. It was like with Mady, although not as strong, and I was just about to open my mouth slightly when the front doorbell rang.

Mum broke away from me without giving me another glance and disappeared downstairs with the words, “I’ll quickly see who it is.” The smell disappeared with her. And all that remained was my confusion. And a feeling that scared the hell out of me. Hunger.
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Chapter 25

Larissa

When I returned to the DeLoughrey estate this Friday afternoon, I found a black and gold motorcycle key wrapped in a fine velvet box on the desk in my room. Next to it was the message:

Your new motorcycle is waiting for you in the garage. Have fun.

Of course, you don’t say no to a message like that, especially not as someone who had been infected by the motorcycle virus and had made the streets of Sacramento unsafe.

With inhuman speed, I had rushed into the garage, which was a hall full of sports cars, BMWs and other interesting cars.

I hadn’t been surprised, even though I had been amazed when I touched all kinds of vehicles and took photos. Of course, you could afford something like that if you built your wealth on a wine empire and a thousand other economic investments in various global markets.

At some point, I had discovered the black Ducati Panigale V4 Speciale and my eyes almost fell out of my head. I had never taken so many photos of a motorcycle before, especially one that cost around thirty thousand US dollars and that nobody was driving yet because it wasn't even available on the official market.

The nameplate with the inscription For Larissa finished me off.

Someone had gifted me a damn motorcycle and completely new protective clothing that fitted my body perfectly.

Of course, I’d gone for a ride straight away and damn, that had been the most epic ride I’d had in a long time.

I had probably just needed to relieve some stress. Something I could only do on a motorcycle at at least one-hundred mph.

I’d tried a few stunts but had been careful because I didn’t want the new bike to be ready for the scrapyard.

It seemed like a gift, but I would never be able to fully accept it as mine. I hadn’t grown up like that.

I’d returned to the estate a good three hours later and put the pretty gem back into the garage.

Someone should have prepared me for the “I see I made the right choice for you” from none other than Tristan DeLoughrey. Then I would never have gotten on the bike and wouldn’t feel so stupid now, like I was now in this man’s debt.

“Thank you,” was all I’d been able to reply tonelessly before I’d rushed back to my room and spent an hour under the hot shower.

Tristan had given me a motorcycle and equipment…

I had refused to train with my supposed father all week. He was a monster. He had killed our mother and made sure I learned what it meant to live on the streets. And now I’d ended up here with the rest of his messed-up relatives on a gigantic estate in a town that was far too wild with paranormal creatures. And all that was left of my family was said father, two uncles – one who seemed to work for the mafia and one who I had almost slept with – unknowingly about the truth – and an idiotically annoying twin brother.

And then everyone was so respectful when it came to Bastien...

Make sure Bastien doesn’t find out. Bastien is responsible. If Bastien knew, Bastien would... Bastien, Bastien, Bastien.

If there was one thing I had realized, it was that this extremely attractive man had a special position, which, in my eyes - unlike Adrian – he had earned. I was told that he had already survived many dangerous missions, was the head of a specific FBI department – the so-called DUIO in Blairville – and had been personally trained by the head of the clan. Which brought us to the only person with a higher position than Bastien.

Alan Wake
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“Nobody jokes with him. Absolutely no one.”

“I get it,” I said, rolling my eyes as I forced myself into the tight dress. Another one of those princess things that suited me, but I didn’t really feel comfortable in.

“Why...” I pulled the fabric over my hips. “Do you always have to be dressed...” I bent so I could pull it up over the rest of my body. “So fucking fancy?”

I heard a laugh from the door, where Miles was waiting for me.

“Argh!” I gasped out loud.

I couldn’t manage to close the dress.

“You’re having trouble putting on a dress? I thought you were a girl.”

I tried again and snorted angrily when I couldn’t manage it.

“If you don’t shut up, I’m going to put you in one of those dresses!” I cursed as I still couldn’t get a grip on the zipper.

Miles just laughed, but I skillfully ignored his remarks and turned my attention to the shoes. Another burden.

I admired Camille, how she walked around like a model all the time, sometimes in designer suits, sometimes in skin-tight dresses, without slipping or getting her clothes dirty. She wore all types of heels and boots like a goddamn fashion queen.

“We have to go, Larissa.”

I angrily threw a shoe against the ajar door. “Shut up and help me.”

“Are you naked?” Miles asked seriously, and I yanked the door open.

His face wandered over the dress I was wearing without staring for an uncomfortably long time.

“Camille seems to know what suits you, sis.”

“Don’t call me that, and you better zipper the damn thing up!” I turned around, annoyed, and let Miles zip it up. Then I turned back to him and he grinned mischievously at me.

“Don’t laugh so stupidly.”

“It’s just really weird having a sister all of a sudden.”

I laughed and picked up my high heels. “Don’t you complain about anything being weird. My whole life has changed overnight, and I can no longer separate reality from illusion. I no longer sleep, I burn myself on silver jewelry, I’m no longer hungry, but I crave blood intensely every three days and a bunch of rich snobs are holding me captive against my will. That you are supposed to be my twin brother is the least of it.”

I slipped the black velvet pumps over my feet and straightened up to check my reflection. I still hadn’t gotten used to how intense everything looked, every single color. My dress was black and red this time, as was half of my evening wardrobe.

“You’ll get used to it.”

“I don’t want to get used to it.”

“I know what you mean.”

I wheeled around.

Miles was standing by the window, leaning on the black-painted window sill while looking outside.

Before I could say anything, he continued, “Bastien really gave you the apartment with the better view.”

It was indeed an apartment. Not only did I have a dressing room and the modern luxury bathroom, but there was also a door that I hadn’t even noticed at first, which led to an adjoining mini kitchen and finally to a study.

And of course, everyone in this godforsaken castle had their own apartment.

Miles paused for a moment, then turned back to me. He wore his chin-length hair loose today, which really flattered his face.

“Too bad, I’d say.”

I gave him a mischievous smile and pulled up the hem of my dress to be able to walk at all. This gown was definitely from another century. At least the design.

“God, Camille. What did you give me here?”

“Karma.”

“Shut up, Miles.” I shoved him aside, but he just laughed. “You better tell me if there’s anything else I should know about this Nicolaj.”

Except that he had a quirk that made the entire clan dress as if we were in the 1800‘s. Even Miles wore a tailcoat that looked museum-worthy, though classy.

Miles gave me his arm, which was less awkward than with Bastien a week ago.

“He’s the oldest living Legacy Ruisangor...”

I looked up at Miles questioningly. “As if I know what that means.”

Miles lowered his voice. “A strong gene in his bloodline allows him to produce heirs, and they in turn carry the same gene that makes them Ruisangors with certain gifts. Legacy Ruis age to their most attractive stage of existence, which was probably essential for survival back then.”

What he was implying was that we drank human blood. David had already explained to me that many Ruisangors seduced their prey for it. A sick thought that reminded me of the disastrous visit to the bar.

A question popped into my head as Miles led me down the wide corridor.

“What was that again about transforming?”

Miles continued. “Only Legacy Ruisangors can transform, and those transformed people are called Transformed. They don’t have any of the special gifts.”

How creative.

At least Miles was useful whenever I had a question.

I thought about how everyone in this house was a Legacy Ruisangor. Everyone except Laurent. I think could feel it… Whenever I was near a Legacy Ruisangor, I felt something like… darkness emanating from them. Laurent was the only Ruisangor with whom this darkness felt faint. Could that be the meaning behind that strange feeling?

“What gifts?” I continued to ask, confused.

“We have powers, not like the Quatura with their elemental magic. I’d say we’re a bit more fun.”

What Miles meant by fun was still a mystery to me.

“What’s your gift?”

Miles grinned and let his eyes wander over the pictures on the wall. “If I told you, you’d laugh at me.”

“Tell me,” I urged him, but he just shook his head.

“Some other time.”

“Whatever.” I snorted. “As long as I don’t get any weird powers.”

“You’re a Legacy. You’re definitely going to develop a gift.”

Thanks, Miles. Thanks for the hope. Not that something like that wasn’t cool, but it would definitely just get me into more trouble.

I laughed sarcastically. “I’m going to kill myself first.”

“Good luck with that.”

I forgot that I was pretty much immortal. Not only did I not age, I couldn’t even be killed. I could have used that ability in Sacramento. Several times. Especially the part about the fast-healing injuries.

“There must be a way…”

“Special wooden stakes from hunters.” I looked confusedly at my brother. “Better described as magic-infused wooden stakes.” The whole magic thing confused me the most. “But no one knows anything about this magic needed for it because it vanished off the face of the earth.” Miles looked at me smugly, as if it had been his doing. “Fortunately for us.”

“So, that’s why this Nicolaj is still alive?” I snorted, even if it meant reminding myself that I was about to meet the clan head.

“You really should behave yourself when he’s around. He hates to be interrupted, and he’s very scary to little girls like you.”

I ignored Miles’ teasing and the fact that he was holding a throwing knife in his hand again, tossing it up and down and catching it again and again as he led me through the estate.

“Scary? I thought we were immortal. There’s still such a thing as fear for you guys?”

“He can make you suffer, believe me, you don’t want to experience that first hand.”

My shallow breath hitched, and I looked to him as we crossed the hallways with increasing speed. “It sounds like he did something to you.”

“To us, Larissa,” Miles corrected me quickly.

The thought was shocking.

“Your clan leader is hurting you?” I asked.

The urge to stay in my apartment until Nicolaj was back in California was growing rapidly.

“Not anymore... Unless we allow ourselves a major misstep.”

“You were raised with violence?”

“Ruisangor children tend to be wild.”

I thought back to my childhood. And I didn’t know whether they or I had been more difficult. All the teachers who had called me the troublemaker, so many children I had encouraged to do stupid things – what you did when you were a child. It had felt normal. But it seemed to be running in my blood.

“You must have suffered the most,” I thought out loud.

Miles looked at me in surprise as we took one of the grand staircases leading downstairs. “Why?”

“Because you’re the most rebellious.”

He eyed me for a moment, only to laugh again. “That may be true, but you’re very wrong. I was under Camille’s care.”

This time I looked at him in surprise.

“Adrian suffered the most.”

“What?”

My eyes widened. I couldn’t imagine how Adrian could be the one who had tested the patience of the clan leader the most.

“I had the good fortune to get sorted out early enough. I wasn’t good enough in Nicolaj’s eyes.”

“What? Why is that?” And good enough for what?

“It’s a long story that has a lot to do with our father.”

Miles turned, his gaze fixedly straight ahead.

By now I realized that this man was a touchy subject for him. I just hadn’t dared to ask any more questions. And I had been hiding from the man who was supposed to be my father for three days; more or less successfully. I didn’t know who he really was or what he had done to Miles, let alone our mother. She was dead. That fact was enough for me to keep my distance.

“Adrian was not so lucky. His gift and everything about him must have appealed to Nicolaj. They’re also close, but I can’t say much about that. Adrian never talks, but in training you can see the marks Nicolaj has left on him. Just a warning.”

“God...”

“He never existed for Nicolaj.”

Suspense Cinematic Mystery
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Miles’ last words sent a shiver down my spine. But there was nothing more I could ask. We were already in front of the dining room, where you could usually hear Camille and Bastien’s voices. Today it was dead quiet.

I took a deep breath, which I didn’t even need, because breathing was something only human creatures did. But not Ruisangors. We could hold our breath forever. Basically, we were actually dead. The thought completely displeased me. Creepy. Just like the atmosphere in the dining room, which had far fewer candles than usual. And this time they were dark red.

I recognized the faces. They were all there.

My gaze involuntarily lingered on Adrian, who was sitting frozen at the table, staring at his untouched glass of blood. I didn’t want to know what he’d been through.

“Ah, Miles, what would an evening be without the late-night prowler.”

The pleasant, deep voice that had just exposed Miles belonged to a person I could barely recognize as he sat hidden in the shadows.

I saw Miles give a forced smile and nod before he released his arm from me and let go of me to take his seat.

Great, now I was standing here alone. On top of that, everyone was once again staring at me like I was a fucking circus attraction, even though we were all dressed like we were in one of those expensive documentaries.

I saw the shadow move and this certain person stood up and walked around the table toward me.

Shit.

“But this time, I can overlook it, because I see...” Finally, the person stepped out of the shadows and a man came into view. “That you brought your delightful sister with you.”

Standing stock-still, I stared at the man who didn’t even look much older than Bastien. How could he have been his mentor, and how many years ago had he stopped aging?

Suddenly he took my hand in his, covered with a black velvet glove, bowed slightly and indicated an unfinished kiss on the back of my hand.

I eyed him suspiciously.

What century was this guy from?

His features reminded me of the model David Gandy. He was a little taller than me, maybe as tall as Miles or Tristan, but that wasn’t what caught my attention. It was the scar on his face that looked like the claws of a large animal had scratched his face. One small and three big furrows which stretched across his entire face from top left to bottom right and, together with the dark red glowing eyes and the smile on his lips, looked... frightening.

Without hesitation, I stepped back and immediately regretted it. At the table, a certain tension automatically took over.

I looked at Miles, who had raised his eyebrows, then back at the man who was now looking at me.

Shit, man, he was actually scary.

“Sorry, it’s just these... scars,” I said to defuse the situation, but in retrospect, it sounded even ruder.

Miles rested his head in one hand, rubbing his temple – a gesture that screamed I’d messed up.

“I’m sorry…”

“There’s nothing to be sorry for, Larissa. The only one who should be sorry is the Senseque who inflicted this mark on me... with the poison in his vile claws.” He was talking about the werewolves. “But don’t worry. That problem was quickly taken care of.”

My stomach turned one-hundred-and-eighty degrees. He hadn’t...

The man just smiled as if he were the sweetest soul in the world, but something menacing crossed his face.

I studied his striking features, the black hair and the three-day beard.

“Why don’t you sit down, girl?” He pulled a chair back for me, and with reluctance I took a seat opposite Adrian, who was staring fixedly at the table as if he were mentally absent.

The man left my chair and walked around the table to sit down again.

From here, I had a better view of him than I had a moment ago.

His eyes no longer glowed red, but were now a cold gray, colder than Bastien's.

Bastien no longer looked scary next to him. He was also silent and only glanced briefly at Adrian. A mimic language was being spoken here, the content of which I didn’t understand.

I spotted Camille’s eyes on me, scrutinizing, as if she were worried.

“Sacramento is a heap of misery,” the man began to speak.

Sacramento. The city where I had grown up. A heap of misery? Why was he even talking about this city?

“Infested with these miserable renegades. And the businesses are getting harder and harder to keep.” He took a sip from his glass. A glass filled with blood. Like the one in front of me. “We should move all our capital investments to the east, strengthen our influence here in the north too, before other clans come here and make claims, but unfortunately these filthy Copelands are still in our way.”

The man, who appeared to be Nicolaj, seemed to have a hatred for the wolves, and not without reason. The scars on his face, which should have healed by now, marked him.

I didn’t want to know what had happened back then.

“Horrible creatures,” he sighed dismissively, and Tristan nodded.

“Why?” I asked.

The others present paused what they had just been doing and looked at me in shock, and I wondered if I had interrupted him, but I hadn’t. What was wrong with them?

The head of the clan looked at me again. More forcefully than even Adrian could. In such a way that every last bit of blood in my veins began to pulsate.

“They take everything from us, destroy the forests and are wild beasts whose origins are impure and tainted,” he pressed out.

Had I angered him?

“There can only be war between us. Someone has to get rid of them before they have too much power over this island.” He leaned back and lowered his voice. “If you knew the serious damage those creatures have left behind for two centuries.”

Two centuries...

“How old are you?”

Miles choked on his drink and Camille’s eyes widened. The other eaters also paused, as if I had just insulted the man at the head of the table.

Fear spread through the pit of my stomach.

“Excuse me for asking… I didn’t mean to be rude.”

Then, out of nowhere, Nicolaj started laughing. It was an amused and unforced laugh, as if I had cracked a joke. And instantly the tension at the table seemed to ease, even if it didn’t disappear completely.

“I was alive when there was no one you know today. All the history, I’ve been part of it, experienced wars that no man wants to experience first-hand.”

That sounded terrible... But it didn’t make sense. He didn’t look a day over forty. And if it weren’t for the scar, he’d look really good, just like everyone else in this damn family.

“I like your daughter, Tristan,” the man laughed.

Only Tristan wasn’t laughing. He seemed focused on the drink in front of him. Also, a glass, filled with blood. And Camille was staring at the table with her lips pressed together, as if she had a problem with this whole situation.

Only now did I notice that everyone present seemed to be avoiding Nicolaj’s gaze. No one but me and him had spoken to each other yet.

“They have guests,” Nicolaj said coldly, and I watched everything in his face tense up. “They actually think they can bring the Rolanows into our town without facing any consequences.”

No one said anything. And had I not read Jenny Bexley’s online article, I wouldn’t know who the Rolanows were.

“Their alpha is scared,” Tristan said in an amused tone, without taking his eyes off his glass. “He feels cornered. Just like you wanted.”

He looked tense, which made my inner tension grow.

“What are you talking about, boy?” Nicolaj murmured and looked at Tristan, who straightened his shoulders and quickly reached for his glass. “Those filthy dogs want to form an alliance with the Russians. They will marry off their offspring, as they have tried to do many times before.” His jaw looked like it was about to pop out. “And this time I won’t be able to get rid of them easily.”

I felt sick, not like when I was trying to get used to drinking blood, but like when he had made me watch him shoot people.

I chewed faster, harder, trying to pull myself out of the spiral of thoughts and not thinking about back then, but the present was just as disturbing.

Who was this Nicolaj to be so cold-blooded and kill the descendants of the Senseque? Had that scar on his face scarred him so much inside, or was there more to it than that?

Alan Wake

Petri Alanko

The meal had not taken long, as Nicolaj had some important business meetings to attend to and said goodbye to us. As soon as Nicolaj had left the room, the mood had lightened. The people present had all looked at me and finally Bastien had also left without saying anything. A little later, Laurent and then Tristan left too, until it was just the four of us students and Camille at the table.

“That was very bold of you,” she said, picking up her empty glass.

“It wasn’t bold, it was idiotic.”

I gave Adrian a dark look, only to find that his was as dark as night. He seemed angry, for whatever reason, but he didn’t give me time to ask, rising as well and disappearing from the room within a second.

“He’s...” I began, but was interrupted.

“Always like this,” Miles finally sighed and leaned his head back to empty the blood he had poured himself, as if he was the only one who wanted some. The veins in his neck and eyes stood out.

“Adrian has his quirks sometimes,” he continued. “And it’s at its worst when Nicolaj is here. That’s when he completely loses his shit.”

Miles poured himself another drink.

I convinced myself that it was cherry juice, and it worked ever since. Even if everything about it was wrong.

“That’s enough!” Camille snapped at him and snatched the white gold jug out of his hand. Her eyes were glowing red, and I noticed she hadn’t had a drink in Nicolaj’s presence.

Miles’ eyes began to glow instantly, but he let her take the jug and turned back to me. “You’re actually bolder than me.”

“She doesn’t know how to behave in front of him yet, that’s all,” Camille sighed and winked at me. “And she’s allowed to. After all, she’s new.”

Great... new. So, my protected status had saved me from being tortured by this man?

“The puppy bonus,” Miles just sighed and drained the second glass.

He wasn’t restraining himself at all, but it occurred to me that perhaps he hadn’t had a drink for longer than anyone else present. To be precise, since the incident with the girl we’d had to take home.

I stood up. “Excuse me, I have something to do.”

“As long as it has nothing to do with leaving or packing your bags, go ahead,” Miles laughed jokingly, and I looked at him, unimpressed.

“I wish.”

Camille looked at me and I thought I saw pity in her eyes.

I quickly nodded to the others and then headed off. I didn’t know which way to go, but I would find him. Bastien couldn’t be far away.

However, I wandered through the estate and got lost in the dimly lit corridors. There was no Bastien here. Bastien had disappeared.
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Chapter 26

Emely

Impromptu No. 1 in C Minor for Piano

Nicholas Britell

Sitting at this table and eating with guests had never been as strange as it was today. Maybe it was because we rarely had guests or because I was already used to Hunter, his brothers and their father, Maverick, occasionally coming over for dinner. But it wasn’t these four people we were having dinner with this time. No, it was the Rolanows. They were sitting at the other end of the table. To be precise, their Alpha was sitting there.

Dimitrio Rolanow, a tall, dark-blond man about my father’s age, his eyes light blue and cool. His short beard made him look older than he actually was.

Next to him, to his right, sat a beautiful woman. She was younger than him, perhaps in her mid-thirties? She had beautiful blonde curls and freckles that emphasized her blue eyes, as did her thick eyelashes. She was Dimitrio’s sister. Tania Rolanow, if I wasn’t mistaken.

To the other side of the Russian Alpha sat a handsome tall blond man, with striking facial features that emphasized his masculinity, and I would be lying if I said he wasn’t attractive. He had the same blue eyes as the rest of the family. And he had introduced himself as Mikhail Rolanow, son of the Russian alpha.

Father had made a statement, even publicly – though he hated that sort of thing – to let the DeLoughreys know that we weren’t going to let their indirect threats through the murders at our forest borders get through to us. Even if Jenny Bexley was already chasing after me again for that, trying to squeeze more details out of me.

I had put on a loose-fitting dark green evening dress, wore my hair down and was already regretting having put earrings in because, as always, my earlobes were burning like hell. But what didn’t you do to look your best at such an important dinner?

“Word is spreading fast that you have taken the supremacy in Canada.” The Russian alpha smiled at my father as we all ate together. There was the best food, all kinds of food in fact. And my uncle had cooked, which meant it tasted extra good. He had a talent for seasoning meat. “And let’s get straight to the point. I realize you want to extend this power to all of North America.”

My father smiled, but I could feel him tense up.

Dimitrio seemed to know his plans. It wasn’t that hard to guess when you knew why this dinner was happening. And the fact that I was the reason didn’t make it any more pleasant.

“And you want to strengthen your business influences in America as well, as far as I know,” Father replied calmly, although tensely, when Dimitrio cleared his throat and now his tension seemed to be rising as well.

I couldn’t help but conceal my nervousness by once again putting something on my plate. Hopefully it wouldn’t be noticeable that I had already eaten my fifth chicken leg. That’s when I spotted Mikhail looking at me.

Heat shot through my cheeks. I was embarrassed to be eating in front of the son of the Russian Alpha. Alone, the reason why he was here... And now I saw him and he saw me. Oh, God. The nervousness almost threatened to eat me up from the inside.

Nash next to me didn’t seem nervous at all, but strangely tense. Because whenever he was tense, he ate very slowly and observed everything, just like he did with Dimitrio’s son all the time. I would have liked to kick him under the table, but I restrained myself, especially now that Mikhail’s eyes were upon me.

“We both have our interests, otherwise we wouldn’t be here,” my father said, easing the tension considerably by smiling at the Russian Alpha, who smiled back.

“The food tastes very good, Nickolas. Thank you for your hospitality,” the Alpha’s sister said in a warm voice and smiled, looking more genuine than her father and Dimitrio.

“You have to give the compliment to my uncle. He cooked all this,” I replied quickly, earning a serious look from my father, which triggered the familiar confusion inside me.

Tania looked a little flustered, but then she nodded with an insecure smile and continued eating.

“Alarik is here?”

The Russian alpha didn’t sound at all enthusiastic. And immediately all my alarm bells rang.

“Actually, I had asked him to be here, but...” Father began with a sigh as my uncle entered the dining room.

“Good evening.”

There was something strange about him. Either the fact that he was wearing a new dark green vest, which I had never seen on him before, or perhaps the fact that he paused briefly in the doorway and stared at the guests. Alarik was never rude. This time, something in him seemed to be rebelling. Maybe it was his hair, which looked neater than usual. Someone had replaced my uncle.

Anxiety rose in my chest when I saw how rigid the looks he and Dimitrio exchanged with each other were, until my father finally cleared his throat.

Alarik raised his head, nodded to my father and finally walked through the dining room.

I hoped he would sit next to me and the woman, but he took a seat between Mikhail and my brother. Then he gave me a smile, which I immediately returned. His presence put me at ease, because he tended to lighten the mood.

“Alarik... I didn’t think we’d see each other again,” the Russian alpha said. His jaw twitched strangely. He wasn’t smiling.

Had I missed something?

“Me neither,” Alarik replied tonelessly, ignoring the stare from Dimitrio and his sister.

There was something in Tania’s gaze that I couldn’t interpret. She had stopped eating entirely.

Our eyes met, and I quickly turned back to eating.

“And you’re still just as cocky and disrespectful.”

I looked up in astonishment at Alarik, who forked up two chicken legs and laughed. “I don’t owe you any accountability.”

Shocked by Alarik’s disrespectful tone toward the most powerful Alpha of all the continents, I widened my eyes.

“I beg your pardon?!”

Angrily, the Russian Alpha slammed the knife into the dining room table, and I winced.

My father cleared his throat again and exchanged meaningful glances with Alarik.

I tried to catch Alarik’s gaze, but he didn’t look at me, instead looking tensely at his plate before starting to eat.

Mikhail spoke up, probably to lighten the mood. He had a deep, pleasant voice. “Tania said that your food tastes good. I couldn’t agree more.”

Now my uncle looked up, directly at the woman sitting a few chairs away, who was staring at him. She couldn’t hold his gaze for long and turned back to her food. He, however, remained staring, his green eyes full of unreadable emotion, as if he had only just noticed her presence.

I looked at Nash, who wasn’t looking at the two of them, but at Mikhail... tense and with a menacing glint in his eyes.

God, what was going on here?

This was a serious dinner with major political significance for Father, and I seemed to be the only one in this family who understood the assignment. And now it made sense that Finn wasn’t there. He would probably have made some kind of comment that would have made the situation worse.

“Mikhail, don’t you want to tell Emely a bit about yourself?”

I stopped chewing as Dimitrio gave his son an expectant look. Mikhail looked up and looked me straight in the eye. A smile stole across his lips.

If anyone looked like an angel, it was him, even if, as the son of the Russian alpha, he hardly was. I had heard the stories from Alarik. How the Russian pack raised its offspring. Brutal and ice-cold.

“Emely probably doesn’t know that you can cook at least as well as Alarik.”

My uncle looked contemptuously at the Russian Alpha, and I noticed Father kicking him under the table.

“Certainly not better, but yes, I like to cook when time allows.”

Okay, this might all be arranged, but it was a different level when a man could cook.

“Most of the free time I have I spend on the field playing American football, along with a few other sports like karate, boxing, and duel training.”

What sounded like a lot was not unusual for a Senseque. We had to burn off energy somewhere. I was part of the basketball team at Vanderwood and attended the gym at Vanderwood. And when Kieran was there, we always boxed together at Pavati Lake.

“Football. Did you hear that, Nash? I’m sure you’ll show him the team at Vanderwood,” Father tried to include Nash in the conversation.

“Definitely...” Nash growled, but luckily, our father seemed to be more focused on Mikhail.

“And what are you studying?” Father asked with interest.

I was amazed to see the interest in his eyes. Something he rarely showed, and when he did, only with Nash.

“I graduated with a master’s degree in economics two years ago.”

That didn’t surprise me if he was going to be the next Alpha. And of course he had already finished his studies. After all, he was already twenty-six.

“Just like his father, a businessman,” the Russian Alpha laughed and patted his son on the broad shoulder, who smiled proudly, albeit cautiously.

“He’s such an ambitious man,” Dimitrio continued.

Mikhail looked at me and scrutinized me again.

“Now, don’t bore the girl with things like that.”

“Tania...” Dimitrio cleared his throat in surprise.

“Excuse me, but if I were such a young woman, the last thing I’d be interested in is my potential partner studying economics.”

Tania didn’t know that I was very interested in economics and politics. After all, I was studying law, with my focus on international law, and hoped to get a good job that would help my family politically. Not only in Blairville.

Alarik had to grin, and I noticed my father’s displeased look, which was only directed at him.

Tania seemed to be unsettled by Alarik’s grin because it took her a moment before she turned her attention back to me.

“Did you know that Mica plays the piano? He’s my best student.”

Now I was really surprised. He played the piano, just like Julian.

Memories came flooding back... of Monday. He had just turned up here and his looks... They had been so unusual. Not hostile or reserved, but open and curious. He had completely thrown me for a loop.

“Tania, please. That’s not a quality that characterizes a young man.”

Tania looked at her brother with an indecisive expression, as if she wanted to say something else, but left it at that.

It seemed that Tania and I agreed. Playing the piano was something very beautiful, but I couldn’t do it. I was more someone who liked to listen to the familiar sounds of my childhood when I had been at the Bardots and Julian had played. He was talented. And now here was Mikhail, who first had to prove to me that he could actually play the piano.

“Tania’s right, Emely must be bored of me by now.”

“No, I’d love to hear you play,” I quickly blurted out and Nash raised his gaze. He was always so calm, but now he seemed to want to interfere.

“But we don’t have a piano, Emy.”

“The Jones have one,” I reminded him. “A very old grand piano.”

“And I’ve arranged for them to put it in our drawing room,” my father interjected, and I looked at him in surprise.

He looked at Tania, who smiled in gratitude.

“But it belongs to the Bardots,” Nash snorted.

Not exactly.

“It’s Julian’s,” I corrected my brother.

Nash stared at me fiercely. I knew he was thinking about Julian, and I wished I knew what it was that was bothering him at that moment.

“Who is Julian?” Tania asked now. She sat up straight and looked at us scrutinizingly.

“A frien...” I began, but Father seemed to find the subject too sensitive.

“No one...” he began. The Alpha across from me raised his eyebrows. “...that we want to talk about tonight, because there are more important things to discuss,” my father deflected skillfully, which the Russian Alpha seemed to be satisfied with. “Emely, please introduce yourself and don’t leave our guests in the dark like this.”

I looked at my father, who nodded at me encouragingly. It was unusual for him to speak to me directly, to call me by my name. Overwhelm threatened to overtake me.

“Emely is also studying economics as a minor and is very active in sports. She’s on the basketball team at university,” Father then spoke up and I couldn’t say anything.

It felt strange when he talked about me. As if he didn’t know me, which wasn’t far from the truth. My interests were my business. Something that had no place in the affairs of the pack. He could have mentioned my law degree, but had opted for the minor....

“Besides, Emely is very involved in the pack.” Alarik winked at me and I blushed. Did he have to mention that like it was something special? It was my damn duty.

“I’m glad to hear that. A social woman at my son’s side isn’t doing too badly.”

The look Dimitrio received from Alarik was more than devastating, and Tania looked down into her lap, ashamed.

“We’re not living in the sixteenth century anymore, Dimitrio,” Alarik growled with a bitter scowl. “And that’s why you don’t talk like that about a woman, especially not when it’s my niece.”

My father instantly turned pale.

Dimitrio’s thick brows drew together. His jaw moved menacingly.

“Am I understanding this correctly? You’re criticizing the Senseque tradition that every pack follows?”

My uncle looked at him with defiance. “Maybe, yes.”

Tania looked up, startled. A blonde curl came loose from her hair and fell forward.

The Russian Alpha looked in horror at Alarik, then at my father. “Your brother still shows me as little respect as he did back then, even though I’m above him! Are you letting him get away with this behavior?”

“No,” my father pressed out. If only the Russian Alpha knew all the things Alarik was allowed to do, simply because he was Alarik. “Brother, please don’t forget your manners. The Rolanows are just as much your guests as they are mine.”

But Alarik seemed to have a really big death wish today. “Emely is your daughter, and you let him talk about her like that?”

“Alarik…”

“No, Tania.” The woman flinched, and again Alarik’s gaze lingered on her. He addressed her directly by her first name… They must know each other.

“Alarik, damn it!” My father’s eyes began to glow. But that didn’t help with Alarik. He was just as strong and indomitable when it came to the Alpha bond.

“Never mind!” He jumped up, his chair grinding across the floorboards with a loud noise. “I’ll let you negotiate your deals, Brother. But without me.”

Those were his last words before he hurried out of the dining room.

Tania and I watched him leave, and I was about to get up and follow him, to confront him. He may have wanted to protect me, but my well-being didn’t come before the pack’s.

What kind of messy dinner was this? It felt like I hadn’t done my homework, even though I had informed myself about the Rolanows the last two evenings.

“This behavior is inexcusable!”

To make matters worse, the Russian alpha was bubbling with rage. He pulled the knife out of the table.

I knew Father loved this table from the founding days, despite its many nicks, but he tolerated Dimitrio’s anger.

“I have to apologize. He promised me he’d pull himself together.”

“You should never have brought him under my nose!”

I pressed my lips together and looked at Nash, but he didn’t seem to understand what was going on either. His light blue shirt was glowing, which meant he was on his phone again.

God, didn’t anyone here have any manners?

“I should honestly doubt you are interested in this alliance.”

“No!” I’d never seen my father react so quickly. “We’re interested.”

I heard a vase break in the garden. That was too much.

“What’s he doing?” Dimitrio asked angrily.

I pushed my chair back and stood up. “I’m sorry I have to excuse myself, but I’d like to look after him and talk to him.” And before my father could say anything, I was already hurrying through the doorway into the hallway and finally outside.

Crickets Chirping in the Evening Forest

Nature on Record, White Noise Workshop

The cool evening air hit my face. A welcome breeze blew through the November night. Just two weeks to go until the moon was full again. A night I was looking forward to, even if I could change whenever I wanted. However, the full moon gave us Senseque an ecstatic feeling.

“Did you find him?”

I wheeled around.

“Mikhail,” I gasped, startled.

He was just standing there, a few steps away by the railing, his short hair blowing barely noticeably in the wind.

“Call me Mica, please,” he said with a smile and looked around the front of our garden, his eyes glowing yellow.

I didn’t know what to say to that and looked around as well until I spotted the broken porcelain on the patio, as expected. But there was no sign of Alarik.

“Your uncle is very tempestuous.”

“He’s worried. That’s all.”

And I appreciated that about him, but he couldn’t behave like that in front of potential allies. World politics was at stake here. Other Alphas might question Father’s authority once word got around about how little he was enforcing.

“I hope you don’t think I just want you next to me as my trophy.”

I looked at Mica. His gaze was curious.

“I don’t care as long as it makes my father happy.”

I wasn’t going to lie. That was the truth. I would do whatever it took to save my father’s pack. Maybe it would even help my father to prevail against the other species. Maybe even against the Ruisangors.

I couldn’t help but think of the man who had challenged me for the second time now. Miles DeLoughrey. He was terribly annoying and didn’t know his limits. Last time, he’d pushed me into a corner until I’d had to force my way past him. It had taken all my effort not to attack him. And then there had been something else... His look, his body. He had come too close to me. And the worst part was that at that moment, I had been so captivated by the reddish glow of his irises. He had pressed against me…

The thought aroused a strange inner tension, followed by goosebumps. The mere memory seemed far too absurd to actually have happened. And yet it had happened. I was still confused and ashamed that I hadn’t just left, but had stayed there with him, that I had let something like that happen to me.

“Wow” Mica laughed, bringing me back to the present.

“What?”

“I should consider myself lucky that you’re such a dutiful woman. Alarik doesn’t seem to have lied.”

“He didn’t,” I confirmed. “And I would do anything to keep things peaceful between our packs. It just depends on what your goals are.”

I scrutinized the strange man in front of me, his powerfully built body, the neat appearance, the sharp look with which he was scrutinizing me the whole time.

Mica came toward me and stopped just in front of me. I resisted the urge to step back.

Unbound

Gustavo Santaolalla

“I don’t want you to be my wife if you don’t love me.”

I swallowed. That was a pretty heavy confession with a lot of demands behind it.

“Are you trying to force me?” Now I stepped back after all.

He laughed softly. “No.” And suddenly he brushed a strand of hair behind my ear. “I want to convince you.”

Overwhelming heat shot into my cheeks.

I sighed and tried to distract myself from the warmth of his hand.

“Why is this so important to you?”

“Because I don’t want my future wife to make the same mistake my mother did.”

I gritted my teeth.

Shit. I had apparently touched one of his sore spots.

“Your mother?”

“She was married to my father and after three years fell in love with someone else. She cheated on Father, and in our family, cheating on the Alpha is the ultimate betrayal.”

Damn. That sounded like a lot of family drama. And even stricter principles than we had.

But I was willing to give everything for the pack I belonged to. Without even a second of hesitation.

“What happened to her?” I asked quickly, trying to push away the dark thought that was about to come to the surface.

Mica came closer so that I could smell his eau de parfum. He leaned towards my ear and whispered softly: “Something very bad, Emely. Something I don’t want to see happen to or even do to you.”

A shiver went down my spine.

His mother was dead.

I took a step toward the railing to catch my breath.

This was a heavy story, and maybe it had just ruined my evening completely.

“I want to be able to convince you of me,” I heard Mica close behind me, and a tingle ran down my back.

“I will never cheat on you. I’m loyal and sincere,” I assured him in a firm voice, but somehow these words felt wrong. That was probably because they didn’t come from my heart, but from my head, which put traditions and the pack above everything else. It was my duty to be loyal and obedient to Mikhail, to my husband and eventually the Alpha of the Russian Pack, which I would be part of should we marry.

“Emely. I want that the woman I like very much to return my feelings.”

I turned to him slowly. The conversation was getting awkward. It felt like he was asking more of me than we had actually agreed on.

“I like you.”

I swallowed.

I liked him too. Attractive, muscular, future Alpha position, athletic and maybe even musically gifted. The fact that he could cook was the icing on the cake...

“I don’t know Mikhail... You seem like a great guy, but I can’t force feelings all of a sudden.” I didn’t want to turn him down either, dammit. “Can’t we just play by our parents’ rules?”

His jaw tightened, then he sighed, his expression rigid as if he was thinking over my words.

So, I stepped back up to the railing to look across the garden.

My head was a battlefield of thoughts by now, and I needed time to process this evening. I would love to roam the woods out there now, to lose myself in the hunt.

The pack knew that the Rolanows had arrived today. And if it got back to my father that I had sneaked off for a run, he would not be pleased. Unnecessary problems, the last thing I needed.

I sensed that Mica had come closer behind me when I heard his whisper.

“I want all of you, Emely Copeland.” I held my breath. “And I will leave no stone unturned.”

Director’s office

Methods of Madness
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“She wants to abolish the elections!” the Vanderwood director huffed and didn’t even try to hide his frustration, even though the new co-director, who fancied herself in her undeserved post, wasn’t the only thing that infuriated him.

His brother had actually meant what he said and invited the Rolanows again. And once again he had done so out of fear of the Ruisangors, afraid that they would take his family away from him. But what his brother didn’t want to see was that – in order to save them – he was actually destroying his family with all of this bullshit.

“Alarik,” the mayor sighed, still standing next to the door. He had noticed that she had barely looked around, knew that she wanted to get out of here as quickly as possible. “I can only emphasize again and again that I will do everything in my power to get the Councils...”

“What does Gloria want this time?!” He was beside himself. “What else does this insatiable woman want?!”

He noticed how the woman in front of him flinched and tried to calm down. It wasn’t her fault that everything was going haywire here.

“Alarik...” she began, but the director was gripped by a new wave of rage.

“I know what she wants!” He hurried across his office and poured himself a glass of whiskey, offering one to the mayor, but she just shook her head. “This university.” He took a sip, one of his dark brown strands falling into his forehead. “But she’ll never get it!”

He put his glass down as a knock sounded.

Doggedly, he stared at the door. He knew who knocked twice quickly and never waited to be invited in.

The door flew open and the new co-director – wearing a black skirt, white blouse, and leopard print scarf, as well as the ridiculous horn-rimmed glasses – entered the office but stopped to push her glasses down her nose and look snidely at the mayor.

“Miss Blair,” she said observantly, pushing her glasses back. “What brings you to this hole?”

Anger rose again in the director’s chest.

This place was a veritable treasure trove, full of history, full of memories... He wouldn’t let her take that away from him.

“I didn’t invite you in,” he pressed out.

“Because you have no manners, Professor Copeland,” the co-director remarked sharply, not even acknowledging him with a glance, instead looking around as if she were disgusted. “And I see you still haven’t vacated your office.”

“Rebecca,” the mayor reminded her with concern.

“Did I give you permission to address me so informally?”

The director was at the limits of his composure.

“That’s exactly what I mean!” he said, addressing the mayor. “She thinks she’s something special.”

“Unlike you, Professor Copeland, I am,” the co-director laughed, reaching for this year’s student file – which had not yet been digitalized – before turning on her heel. “And you’ll soon see how much better this institution will function under my management.” She paused at the door and looked directly at the director for the first time. “Keep your...” She made a circular finger motion. “Cave.” Then she opened the door. “The office in the west wing tower is the only compromise I’ll ever accept.”

She left the door open and disappeared. Fortunately for her. One more off-the-wall comment and he would have hit the ceiling.

“You have to do something,” he pressed out and walked around his desk, toward the huge window that gave him the second-best view of the campus.

“My power is limited,” the mayor said behind him. “I’m not even supposed to be here.”

Just in that moment, it crossed his mind that he didn’t even know why she was here. He hadn’t asked her to come to him, had tried to handle the Harlow problem himself. So far without success.

But he would not let this madwoman abolish the elections and rob the university of the democracy it needed to bring together what belonged together.

“Why did you come?” he asked the mayor. “Did you miss this place?” He made a sweeping gesture with both hands without turning to face her. “Did you need something to remind you of her?”

He hadn’t asked this last question to the mayor but to Amara.

“Don’t do that,” he heard her fragile voice.

He knew he was right.

“You know me,” he sighed, watching one of the DeLoughreys park his matte gray sports car next to his niece’s car far too quickly, as if he wanted Nash’s guys, or even his niece herself, to go for his throat. “I won’t shut up.” He ran a hand through his hair. “It’s just like it was back then. Go ahead and look around.”

His gaze wandered over the meadow, the old oaks, the Midnights, and in the distance, rising up behind the thicket, he could even make out the town’s abandoned funfair with its Ferris wheel and curling rollercoaster rails.

These were not the places he meant. He meant this office. And the secret he had been hiding here for years.

He turned to Amara, but didn’t see anyone in his office. She was gone.

If Harlow hadn’t noticed the mayor, he would have wondered if he was still sane.

She had probably left because she couldn’t bear the thought of her dead sister.

Alice wasn’t the only old friend on his mind. Now Tania was back, threatening to dig up old memories. And the painful realization that both women still occupied two incomparable places in his heart made him desperate.

He had to put them out of his mind, had to concentrate. On one specific person. The person with whom he would raise this place from the ashes or burn it completely into the ground.
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Chapter 27

Quentin

Fire n My Head

Two Feet

I downed the smoky whiskey in one gulp and let the burn rush down my throat, hoping it would numb me inside, at least temporarily. Then I put the glass back before propping both elbows on the Midnight’s bar counter and cracking my knuckles.

The dimmed light from the vintage lamps, the quiet conversations around me and Two Feet playing on the jukebox gave me the deceptive feeling that I wasn’t quite so lonely.

But nothing could replace what J had given me whenever we had texted. No one had her intelligent humor, her thoughtful nature, her smart thoughts, and damn, sex with her had been a whole other level, yet I hadn’t done nearly everything I planned to do with her.

I would be lying if I said that I had only had friendship on my mind until our first meeting. I knew from the first rush of messages that she was special and that I never wanted to let her go again because she gave me something I never had dared to dream of finding in this destructive world.

Inner peace.

I should text her, not let her go, but I didn’t want to push her.

And so, I lost myself in my work as a professor, in my private research project on Umbra, in the genetics experiment at the DLSC, and in the secret project that was actually the main goal my boss was pursuing.

I had had to sign a contract with Agent DeLoughrey to keep my identity under wraps. He had nothing to do with my boss and the project, but because his department was monitoring the supernatural experiments at DLSC, I had been forced to reveal my identity to him. He was the only one, besides my boss, who knew what I was, and if he didn’t stick to the contract, I would have to turn to the magic that had already gotten me far in life.

My thoughts started to revolve around all the projects I was a part of.

It was interesting that this genetics experiment had started twenty years ago. Diana Adams, my research partner, had been trying to understand the inheritance rules of supernatural genetics, together with a goddamn member of the Westcode family. I was aware that she was an Air Quatura and part of the Circle, but my boss meant that we could trust her, even if she was only unknowingly part of a larger plan.

Why she was researching the species in the first place – against the rules of the treaty that governed Blairville – was unclear to me. She had come to Blairville two months ago and had started working with me, without asking any questions. She hadn’t even approached me about the fact that I was working on this project as a human.

Anyway, that was what I pretended to be; what I made them all think. Otherwise, I wouldn’t stand a chance in this Quatura-infested town. Besides, that way, it was easier to do research unnoticed.

I was missing important samples that I could only get as a Vanderwood professor. And that’s where David and Kelly became important.

“Aren’t you the prof from the football team?”

I turned my head to the side, trying to hide my surprise.

One of the DeLoughreys took a seat on the bar stool next to me and gestured to the bartender, pointing to the bourbon bottle in front of me.

I eyed him suspiciously. He was wearing a man bun with undercut and a black coat that reached down to his knees.

“And coincidentally, you can keep up with the Copeland guys,” he laughed.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I replied, looking back down at the glass in front of me.

I decided that I wasn’t going to let him make me leave, even if I didn’t particularly like the idea that he might have chosen me as a snack. To him, I was an unsuspecting human, a sitting duck...

“Me neither,” he laughed with a grin and nodded, accepting the drink from the bartender while the music in the bar changed to another song from Two Feet. “Never, actually.”

Darling, I’m on Your Side

Two Feet

Now I turned my head toward him.

“What does someone like you want from me?”

He smirked, as if he found this situation amusing.

“You seem to be the only reasonable guy here.” He turned the glass in his hand and the orange liquid sloshed back and forth. “The others are either running after me because they want to get into my bed, or they’re throwing apples at my car.”

It sounded like he was making fun of being hated by the Senseque. I could well imagine that he was one of the more provocative Ruisangors.

“I wonder why that is,” I sighed and took another sip.

“It’s probably my charisma.” He raised his glass too. “What attracts the girls puts the men off.”

The guy raised his glass and because I didn’t want to be a spoilsport, I raised mine too.

“Miles,” he said, the right corner of his mouth barely noticeably raised.

“Quentin,” I introduced myself as well.

That name was the only real thing I possessed, along with the photo of my family and my father’s ring.

“Are you married?”

I followed Miles’ gaze to the other, plainer ring.

“Let me put it this way,” I sighed and took a sip. “I’d like to be.”

I don’t know if I had inherited it from my mother or my father, or if it was simply J that had turned me into a helpless romantic. It was a weakness that got human beings somewhere, but not people like me.

“To keep all those women off your back who’ve been staring in your direction the whole time?”

Miles, who had obviously misunderstood me, pointed his gaze across the bar, where I spotted a bunch of girls staring at us. As I looked at them, some of their cheeks reddened, some giggled and others quickly looked away.

I suppressed an exhausted sigh and wished, not for the first time, that I looked like a homeless grandpa.

Just earlier, Amber Smith had crossed my path to hand in some extra work for her internship application. She had already sent me two of them, and I was starting to feel harassed.

What did this girl want from me? Meaningless forbidden sex? Couldn’t she find someone for that who didn’t want to kill her?

“Be glad you met me here,” Miles continued. “I know how to deal with problems like that.” He grinned mischievously. “Unless you don’t want to leave this bar alone tonight...”

I laughed, but when nothing changed in his expression, my amused expression turned to one of disbelief.

“You want me to hook up with a woman?”

He looked around as if he was already looking for a suitable match. But as long as it wasn’t J that he presented to me out of nowhere, I wasn’t going to let a Ruisangor set me up with one of those horny girls. No, thanks, he could find another victim for that.

What did he want? Maybe a threesome before he sucked us dry? That thought wasn’t so far-fetched. Ruisangors lived long lives, they got bored quickly, and these rich immortals had the strangest kinks anyway.

“Someone like you should enjoy the benefits of being good-looking,” Miles continued, but then looked at me with narrowed eyes. “Or is there someone?” He stared at me, but I avoided his brash gaze. And unfortunately, I made the mistake of pressing my lips together. “Uh-huh,” Miles said. “Gotcha!” I looked at him with a tense jaw, and his annoying grin widened. “Which, considering the fact, makes this ring even more mysterious.”

He pointed at the ring on my finger.

It was as if he had hit some sore spot inside me. And he had no fucking right to.

“I have to go,” I grumbled and got up to leave the bar as quickly as possible.

But, of course, he got up too and followed me out of the door.

Night Walk

DOLKINS

I was sure he wanted my blood. But did he have to poke through my privacy for that?

“Are you two friends?” he asked after he had caught up. “Then I’ll buy you a drink.” He strolled alongside me and just kept talking. “Because the friend zone is not a nice zone to survive in, believe me.”

J had returned my kiss and fucked me. If there was one thing we’d gotten over, it was the friendship phase.

“I am fine,” I sighed, frustrated that I was so easy for this stranger to read.

“I see. That’s why the ring there is screaming loudly: Quentin, get the girl,” he said in a playfully fake voice, and my inner tension grew.

“She’s out of reach,” I confessed, looking at the dark path in front of me. It was already evening and the cold fall wind was blowing through my clothes, creeping under my vest and into my shirt. I should have brought my coat.

“Is she a student at Vanderwood?” Miles asked, reminding me of the Vanderwood law that forbade professors from having intimate relationships with the students they taught.

“No,” I sighed.

“Promised to someone else?”

“No…”

“Your niece?”

“No!” I gasped, disturbed.

Where were his thoughts? Did Ruisangors practice incest? After all, the women there were unable to get pregnant. A very disturbing thought...

“Well, then you’re a fool for still waiting.”

I snorted, my focused gaze wandering around the area, looking for people, because I didn’t want to become his evening snack. Sticking to passers-by was a good way to get around something like this, but there was no one here.

And suddenly, an idea came to me.

“I can’t believe I’m having this conversation with a stranger right now,” I said to buy myself some time.

What if I got what I needed from David from Miles instead? What if his blood could help me prepare the experiment on David to avoid unnecessary mistakes afterward?

My hand slipped into my back pocket and I thanked myself for taking the concentrated Salma extract I’d matched to Ruisangor’s and Senseque’s DNA, just in case of defense. It would work differently than on Quatura and humans, was modified with a numbing concentrate for which I had developed an elaborate formula three months ago.

It was prepared in a small vial with a tiny needle tip.

“You’ve got frustration trapped inside you,” Miles continued. “It’s something one notices in...”

Before he could finish his sentence, I pulled out the needle and stuck it into Miles’ neck.

He stared at me, staggered back and collapsed on the grass.

“I’m sorry, buddy,” I said quickly, looking around and kneeling down before pulling out a small box from my vest where I kept small syringes, just in case.

He was not the first student I had taken blood samples from in this way, but he was the first Ruisangor.

I took three samples from the Legacy, and it felt like I was stealing gold from him, because in the DLSC the Legacies didn’t give us their samples to protect themselves from possible bioweapons.

I pulled the Ruisangor to the nearest bench, hoping for him that no Senseque would find him, and returned to the bar.

Call Me, I Still Love You

Two Feet

“Another drink please,” I said to the bartender and looked around, hoping no one had noticed, that no one had followed us.

The bartender handed me another whiskey, but I tried to control myself and not reach for it straight away.

My eyes fell on the ring on my finger. I automatically reached for it, took it off, and immediately missed the feeling it gave me when I wore it.

I turned the ring, which shimmered in the warm light, in my hands and inspected the inside. And I couldn’t help but smile sadly when I discovered the engraved J.
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Chapter 28

Miles

Swept

Jay Varton

With both hands in my pockets, I walked across campus, letting the cool November air blow through my chin-length loose hair. And fuck, did it feel good to be alone. Even if it seemed like I enjoyed being the center of attention, there was nothing more exhausting in this endlessly boring life.

I shouldn’t complain. My existence was limited to a paltry twenty years. Nicolaj would have laughed now, even though I doubted the man knew what humor was. When he laughed, either one of his long-term business partners had passed away in an unfortunate accident or one of his sons had made him proud. And the latter happened so rarely that whenever it did, you could buy a new car.

My head was buzzing, differently than usual. I had just been in the campus bar with that professor... or had it been hours ago? We had talked, but from then on my memories were fuzzy and three hours ago I had woken up on a damn park bench.

There was also this weird feeling in my neck.

I touched the spot, but there was nothing there.

I’d probably had a drink too much and just needed to sleep.

Distant footsteps on one of the gravel paths snapped me out of my thoughts, and I paused to scan my surroundings. My hand was on one of the knives in my coat pocket, just in case.

Of course, there were students here. It was a fucking campus. However, at three in the morning, on a Saturday morning to be exact, said students were limited to two blonde girls who had been making out on a bench near the campus bar and had asked me if I wanted to join them.

The girls were pretty, but they were both AB, and it wouldn’t have ended well for anyone involved. I also didn’t go far with women. It was too dangerous.

Adrian and David assumed I was fucking my way across campus, but none of them knew that it had gotten worse again, and I hadn’t touched a single girl here in weeks. Whenever I invited a girl into my car, all I did was take her to where she lived, put her into her bed and lock the door to keep her far away from me.

The gravel crunched again, closer this time. And then I spotted a girl with long dark hair making her way across campus towards the West Wing – alone, I should mention.

Everything in me demanded to keep walking, but a dark part of me wanted to follow her immediately.

I had drunk blood. I drank every day. Twice as often as my blood brothers. And yet, the mere thought of fresh blood made me go crazy.

The girl was too far away for me to smell her blood type or guess her age. It was half-moon, so I didn’t recognize much of her face.

Fuck it.

Driven by my desire for fresh blood, I rushed toward the west wing and followed her discreetly through the corridors.

I would be quick. Nothing would happen to her. She would survive this.

Adrenaline and fear of myself crept like a traitor through my body.

What I was doing was risky. And I was on the verge of declaring myself crazy if I seriously believed I could do something so risky on Vanderwood campus when the girl stopped abruptly in the hallway.

I did the same. And I knew how to proceed. I had to close the gap between us, take her head in my hands, and ram my fangs into her jugular.

All these thoughts vanished instantly as the girl wheeled around, her eyes glowing yellow lights that made me suck in my breath sharply.

Nailed to a Wall

Tony Morales

“You...” I said with suspicion, and it took me three seconds for my battle guns to automatically activate.

Emely Copeland narrowed her eyes and stepped toward me.

I immediately remembered the small vial in my coat pocket.

I held her gaze, feeling my irises turn red.

How had I not been able to smell her?

And then, without hesitation, I pulled the knife out of my pocket and threw it at her.

She stumbled back with a startled gasp, toward the wooden post supporting the crumbling stonework, and the knife missed her sharply, just as I had intended.

I sped toward her, and she crashed into the post.

I had shocked her. Good

Quickly, I pulled the knife out of the wood next to her shoulder, but it was only then that I noticed the blood running down the blade.

Emely looked down at her shoulder, her eyes widening as she discovered the slit in her blouse, the fabric of which was turning slightly red.

“You wanted to...” she stuttered, and I tore my obsessive gaze from her blood, which ran dark red down my lily-engraved kunai knife.

“If I had wanted to kill you, I would have done it,” I murmured darkly and stepped back, because the longer I looked at the spot on her shoulder, the hungrier I became. “And if you hadn’t moved, nothing would have happened.

She stared at me, stunned, as if she had to figure out if I was talking bullshit.

I stared at the blade in front of me again, and I couldn’t stop myself from bringing it to my lips and tasting the blood. Her blood...

I brushed it against my lips and watched her shocked expression, while licking. The sweet taste and the unfamiliar aroma were irresistible, and I enjoyed how her taste changed on my tongue, licked my lips and closed my eyes for a moment with pleasure.

I was probably deeply disturbing Emely. But even worse, I was disturbing myself. This was the blood of my family enemy, and I was enjoying it without restraint.

What was wrong with me?

I quickly put the knife away.

“The blood of my enemies tastes best,” I said, and let the right corner of my mouth move upwards.

“What are you doing here?” she suddenly snapped at me with hostility, reminding me that she had also pulled out her guns. Far too many. As if she needed it. As if she actually assumed that I would kill her, sooner or later.

But she didn’t scare me, even though I knew that one bite from her was enough to take my life.

“I’m enjoying the fresh night air,” I said, clasping my hands behind me.

It wasn’t a lie. I had come here to clear my head, which November nights in Blairville were excellent for.

In the corner of my eye, I saw her clench her hands into fists, coming toward me as if she hadn’t had enough of my knife.

The mere thought of tasting her again almost made me lose my composure.

“I know you and the other bloodsuckers don’t live here, but in your ridiculous fairytale castle!” I almost grinned, but I suppressed it. “And I know that if you’re alone, that can only mean one thing. You are hunting. In our territory!”

She sounded angry. I would have loved to see her face in daylight, because whenever this girl went ballistic, she mutated into a tomato.

“Unlike others on this campus, we can control our nature,” I replied unenthusiastically.

A stupid lie. But I looked at her with a steely expression. Adrian would have been proud of me.

“Control,” she pressed out and stopped a meter in front of me. “Something you’re trying to gain, but it’s not in your blood.” She shook her head. “You are bloodthirsty murderers.” My jaw tightened. “And I don’t even want to know how many lives you’ve already taken.”

There were so many words I would have liked to throw at her now. But then she would have realized that she had hit a sore spot. And the last thing I wanted was for the Copeland offspring to know my weak points.

Instead, I went with an honest answer to her first question.

“I was in the library.”

I enjoyed the night. It was the best time for me to study. And I took advantage of the fact that the Vanderwood library was open twenty-four hours.

Emely’s serious expression slipped. Now it was mockery and disbelief that flashed through her eyes. Her dark hair was blown through her face by the wind, making her look rougher, yet feminine.

“Are you trying to be funny? Then I have to disappoint you. Because you’re not.”

Emely was the epitome of a pain in the ass. If there were no problems, she found them. I was her enemy. What else could I be when – already in the baby crib – our families were beating horror stories about each other into us.

Right now, her hostile behavior was getting on my nerves. Or was it still her comment about my control?

“Now tell me...”

I stepped forward, and she automatically backed away, but I was quicker. Within a second, Emely bumped into the stone wall and immediately the smell of her blood thundered toward me, fogging my senses.

“Careful, puppy,” I murmured urgently and pressed my forearm against her chest. I immediately felt the warmth of her Senseque body through my coat sleeve. “I could ask you the same thing.” I looked at her penetratingly. “What are you doing here, all alone, on campus at night?”

We engaged in a squinting battle. And it was my mistake to breathe in to control my overflowing emotions, because immediately there was another pleasant sweet smell in my nose.

It wasn’t just her blood, which – it should be noted – smelled pretty damn weak on Senseque, but a note of jasmine and cinnamon.

“It’s none of your goddamn business!” she snapped at me, reminding me not to breathe.

Something in her expression was different than usual. She looked as if something was occupying her stubborn little head. But she was right. It was none of my business. Let that girl rack her brains.

“Then we’re even,” I murmured, ready to let her go, but she hadn’t finished yet.

“We’ll never be even,” she squeezed out with a deadly look. “Now let me go if you don’t want me to scratch that cocky smile off your face.”

Damn. She really wanted to find out.

I reached into my coat pocket, and my smile returned.

“Try it...” I whispered, opening the vial of yellow tincture with my free hand.

“What?”

Emely’s eyes widened, and with satisfaction, I dripped the contents of the vial onto her wrist before taking three steps backward.

Kings Gambit

Brand X Music

The moonlight shone through the open windows facing the adjacent courtyard and gave a good view of her arms, where thick black veins stood out in a delightful pattern.

“No...” Emely panicked and looked at her arms, then at the neckline of her blouse, from which a few black veins were also climbing up to her neck. “No...” She looked at me, her face full of shock. “What have you done?”

“Let me put it this way.” I ran my fingers through my hair, smiling triumphantly. “Now we’re even.”

Emely’s eyes widened even more in horror. I had managed to throw her completely off track.

“Why did you do that?”

The very next moment, she arched her back, and I resisted the urge to take another step back.

“Control, Copeland,” I said sharply. “Remember?” My smirk made the anger return to her face. “Now I want to see how much of it you have.”

“You’ll pay for that!” she snapped at me, arching her cracking back one more time before sinking to her knees. “With your death!”

“Empty threats.” I laughed. Inside, my tension grew, because I hadn’t intended to do this to her today. “Come on,” I continued. “I know you can do better than that, little wolf.”

She sank forward, and a deep crack sounded in her neck.

“Get out of here...” she gasped, “Damn it, Miles, get the fuck out of here!”

This time it didn’t sound like a threat, but a warning.

“I’ve always wanted to watch you transform up close.”

Adrian would stake me if he found out I’d raided Bastien’s private lab just to make a Copeland wolf’s day.

“Miles!”

Her exclamation turned into a menacing growl as her clothes ripped, and this time I did take three more steps back, into the courtyard.

That was the moment I should have disappeared, but it turned into the one where a majestic, man-sized dark brown wolf jumped through the stone window straight at me.

I shot further back, around the ivy-covered stone fountain, to put distance between me and her.

Damn. She was bigger than I expected.

Like possessed, I stared at the huge wolf. Thick brown, almost black fur, paws as big as the surface of a face and large yellow glowing eyes... not to mention the teeth she bared at me as she paced around the fountain, growling.

I would be lying if I said her appearance left me indifferent. I wasn’t scared, but damn, respect didn’t even describe it in the slightest.

She growled, and we walked another round around the fountain.

I didn’t know if it was smart to run now. I would be faster than her. But here on campus, she had a crucial advantage. She knew which corridors were dead ends, I didn’t.

Unexpectedly, she jumped over the fountain and I dodged back across the courtyard towards the wall.

Now there was no longer any obstacle separating us.

“Easy, little wolf,” I said, raising my hands.

Fuck. I was screwed.

What had I been thinking? That I would throw a stick, and she would bring it back to me?

Emely growled and came toward me. Closer and closer, ready to make me pay.

I took a deep breath.

The last thing I would do was show her my respect or weakness by running away.

I should have run. Because with one leap, I was jerked to the ground and a huge, snarling wolf towered over me.

Her sharp teeth were as long as my thumbs. The moonlight made them gleam dangerously.

Everywhere – Epic Trailer Version

Hidden Citizens, Adam Christopher

My heart hammered wildly against my ribcage, and I was at the mercy of the menacing gaze of a female Senseque.

One bite was enough, and she would be rid of me. Except that would also be her downfall, the downfall of her whole family.

I managed to distract myself somehow. Or rather, her eyes did. Fascinated, I looked at the detailed fibers of her irises. Golden and just as intense as Ruisangor's irises.

My heartbeat stabilized a little, even though I became more aware again that I was just skidding along the edge of my life.

I kept silent and let her gaze wash over me, trying not to show any weakness, but also not to move a bit. I did something much more fatal. I looked directly into her eyes and held her gaze.

She seemed to calm down, but then her pupils widened. She looked startled. And suddenly she backed away, growled again, but this time irritated, as if she didn’t know what had just happened, and then she ran across the courtyard, through the next corridor and disappeared, leaving me behind in the stormy night.

I lay paralyzed on the cold stone floor for another ten minutes, looking up at the clear starry sky above the courtyard.

Emely had spared me. I had expected nothing less. She kept to the contract, no matter how much I challenged her. She was different from her brother. And she had full control over her wolf form. But there was something else. Her confused look.

I stood up and left the courtyard.

Where Emely had transformed, the torn clothes had disappeared. She must have taken them with her.

Suddenly, the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I paused, looked around to see if Emely had returned, tried to smell the scent of Senseque or her blood, but there was nothing. Just the cold night air and a dark corridor. But the feeling on the back of my neck that someone was watching me didn’t go away. It only subsided as I drove through the forest in my car toward the town center.
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Chapter 29

Bayla

Studying was okay, but it became too monotonous if you didn't have a counterbalance.

Larissa hadn’t been in touch, neither had Julie, and Julian was on campus. I was pretty much alone here, and I was starting to need a change. I could read and write all day, but inside I was starting to get restless.

I felt extreme cravings for that sweet smell, like there was a dish somewhere in the house that my mum had baked, and I couldn’t find it. And the worst thing was that Mum smelled the strongest.

I rolled through bed and got up to take the book to the shelf... and immediately I was standing in front of the shelf.

A little stunned, I held on to it and tried to understand where this speed had come from. Had I just flown across the room? Something was wrong with me, and I wasn’t sure if it had something to do with the wolf inside me that wanted out. All I knew was that the herbal teas had helped. But the herbs had run out.

I nervously played with the blue crystal pendant on my necklace.

Actually, I was pretty much screwed. What if I turned here, in this house?

I realized how it started to work inside me at the mere thought, and I looked down at my arms. Black veins.

No, no, no, not now…

However, the rustling of curtains successfully distracted me, as it wasn’t coming from my room. It was coming from next door. The room where Julian and I had closed the window last time.

I was sure, really sure, that Mum was gone. I’d heard her leave. A car had driven away, and she’d told me she had to see Amara again quickly. It was already midnight, but that didn’t matter. The Circle apparently had priority. And this wild smell had finally disappeared with her.

I wondered if she had baked cake for Amara and didn’t want me to eat it. Possible when it came to Mum.

But that still didn’t answer the question of where the noises from next door were coming from.

Wake Talks

Petri Alanko, Alan Wake

A strange rattling noise finally made me leave the room quietly and pause in front of the door to the next room. This time I wouldn’t wait. I yanked the door open.

As expected, it had been the curtains, which I had – strangely enough – heard all the way over to the other room, that were rustling in the wind. The room seemed deserted, empty. No one was here.

Goosebumps spread all over my body. First on my arms, then down my legs.

I quickly ran my fingers along the wall. I tried to switch on the light, but it wouldn’t come on. The light switch seemed to be broken.

At least I could see enough. It seemed as if the nights here had become brighter. Maybe because the endless storm clouds had temporarily disappeared? Strange island…

Alarmed, I walked across the room to the window and leaned out to see if anyone or anything was up to mischief. I had probably already become paranoid. Well, I wouldn’t be surprised.

It was dark outside. The last leaves of the oaks and ash trees were rubbing against each other, making a creepy crackling sound. The wind had picked up.

I quickly closed the window. Then I turned around and… slammed straight into something. Or rather, into someone.

I shrieked, but the person pressed a cold hand over my mouth in time so that no sound escaped.

“Be quiet,” a deep male voice murmured and pulled me away from the window. “And calm down.”

My heart raced.

A man. A tall man.

I had my eyes wide open and tried to hit the person, to struggle free, but his grip was too tight. I had no chance of freeing myself.

“Bayla, please.”

The person knew me…

And I couldn’t say anything until he finally let go of me, causing me to stagger back and crash into the closet. It rumbled loudly, and we both flinched.

“Damn it!” the man exclaimed.

I wanted to say so much, but not a word came out. It was only when the large shadow moved towards me that I managed to pull myself out of my shock.

“Who are you, and what are you doing in my mother’s house? I’m calling the...”

“You’re not going to call the police, believe me.”

The intruder spoke with such confidence, as if it was normal to just break into a stranger’s house in the middle of the night.

And then I realized who was standing in front of me.

“You...” It was one of the men who had been out with the DeLoughrey guys. Bastien.

“Stay away from me...”

I’d only survived one of those bites. And when I thought back to the pain, I definitely didn’t want to feel it again. Even if the pain had been much more intense during the Quatura’s rite of Passage ceremony.

A Ruisangor stood in front of me. A bloodsucker. And there was no reason why he was here except to kill me.

He just laughed dryly and came closer. As always, he was wearing one of those fancy suits. And he was very good-looking, like all the DeLoughreys. Maybe he was in his early thirties. Anyway, he was tall and scared the hell out of me.

“Don’t come any closer,” I warned him in a shaky voice as he took another step toward me. He stopped, and his eyes began to glow. Dark red and dangerous.

“You’re a mystery to me.”

What? Had he seriously just said that?

“You are Diana Adam’s daughter, therefore a Quatura. So how can it be that you survived the bite?”

“What do you mean?” I didn’t even know what to do. My body just stiffened. I had to buy time. “And how do you know my mother? God, why are you even in this room?”

I lost control and, clenching my hands into trembling fists, prepared to defend myself.

“Mr. DeLoughrey, please…”

“Call me Bastien. I hate being called Mr. DeLoughrey by children.”

“Excuse me?”

Had he just called me a child? And besides, how dare he?

He didn’t make a face. He had meant it.

“Fine, then, Bastien,” I began with frustration, “You know that I’m a Quatura, and that your kind and mine are enemies,” I began, as everyone else in this town did.

“You might be wearing one of these crystals,” I instinctively reached for my necklace, which had nothing to do with all the mumbo jumbo in this town. “But you don’t smell like Quatura.” I had forgotten all about that. “Believe me, I know exactly what your kind smells like.”

That sentence wasn’t unsettling at all.

“But the strange thing is that you don’t smell supernatural, or like a human at all, not even like us. Even though you’re one of us now.”

“What?!” I jumped back and crashed into the closet wall, which collapsed further. At least from the inside, because the loud cracking sound followed by a crash was impossible to ignore.

Bastien skillfully ignored it.

“You survived the bite.”

“Because I’m a Quatura. They said I was strong, and...”

I tried, but it was pointless. Bastien knew I wasn’t a Quatura. Which didn’t mean I was a Ruisangor. Did it? No, never... I was a Senseque. Alarik had said so. I had seen it.

Bastien came closer, and I had no room to dodge backward.

“You’re not a Quatura. No matter what they say. They’re lying to you, or they don’t know.” He sounded thoughtful. “Tell me, do you feel that hunger? A sweet smell that follows you everywhere when you’re around people?”

I widened my eyes.

How did he know about that?

“Do you smell it now?” I heard the crack of a cap being twisted open. Then I smelled the scent and began to suck in the air until I couldn’t stand it any longer. “You smell it, and you feel desire, don’t you?” I looked up at Bastien. His eyes were glowing red. “And that’s because you’re hungry.”

Hungry? I’ve been very hungry lately. So hungry that I had even eaten Emely’s cooked meat when I hadn’t been able to find anything better in the fridge.

“Bayla. You are one of us. You’re a Ruisangor.”

I shook my head violently. “No. You’re wrong.”

And suddenly, a small plastic bag filled with dark liquid dangled in front of my nose. That was the point at which I completely lost it, snatched the bag out of Bastien’s hand and brought it to my mouth.

I sucked on the opening and felt the sweet syrup flow down my throat. It was somehow satisfying and intoxicating at the same time, like he was drugging me. The thought was intense, but my craving was greater until I realized the bag was empty, and I stared down at the plastic.

Two letters devastated me. Destroyed my mental stability within a second.

AB.

“Do you believe me now?”

Bewilderment rose up inside me. I had just drunk blood.

I suddenly felt sick, nauseous. My body began to tremble, and then I looked back at Bastien, who finally took the bag from my hand.

“I must be dreaming. None of this makes any sense.” I fumbled for the cupboard behind me and moved further away from Bastien, toward the door. “This is all a dream. Of course…” I laughed nervously. “Because my head is trying to explain the chaos in this town. My mother’s cult, the professor, and then Larissa… I’m going crazy!”

Before I had even reached the door, Bastien blocked my escape route. He wouldn’t let me go until he had what he wanted. He looked like a man who knew what he wanted. And like a Ruisangor with whom it was better not to play games.

“You’re not dreaming. Everything you experience in this town is real.”

Plot twist.

I stared at Bastien. It was all I could do. I tried to process the fact that I had just drunk blood. Then I went into shock. The nausea in my stomach was enormous by now.

“I almost bit my mother…”

My fingers slid to my mouth and I felt for my teeth. Sharp canines grazed my finger and I realized I was cutting myself. I looked at my finger, from which a pearl of blood dripped onto the carpet beneath me.

“That’s why you should come with me.”

“What? No... No, I can’t...” I stared at Bastien, bewildered. “Where to, anyway?”

“To our estate. To Larissa and the others. You belong at the Receptum. I can find out what’s wrong with you there.”

The thought of going to stay with Larissa seemed tempting for a moment, but it was the same thing as with the pack. I didn’t belong there. This was my home. And I didn’t want a Ruisangor experimenting on me.

I was sure there was an explanation for all of this.

“I’m staying here!”

Bastien’s face darkened. “You’re going to kill people.”

“I won’t.”

“You’re awake for twenty-four hours, you’ll get hungry.”

“I’m not awake for twenty-four hours. I slept for eight hours straight last night.”

He stared at me. “That is not possible. Have you been drinking alcohol?”

Confused and still disturbed at the same time, I shook my head.

How could I be a Ruisangor? Bastien was wrong. Even the sweet aftertaste on my tongue had disappeared, and what remained was the nausea.

When I finally got out of this town, I would need a therapist.

“My mother is alive. I can’t be one of you,” I thought out loud. “And a Quatura can’t be turned... I know that.”

He stared at me intently. “Whoever your father is, your mother survived it, and even though I’m dying to know how she did it, I’ve already risked enough by coming here.”

His own fault. No one had invited him. I wouldn’t say that out loud, of course, because I still wanted to live a little longer. Even if that should preferably happen far away from Blairville.

“Either you come with me, and we’ll train you, or I’ll be forced to kill you.”

“What?!”

“You’re endangering the existence of our clan.”

“No, I don’t, I promise... I didn’t even know until now.”

“You know nothing about yourself. You need training.”

“Train me,” I slipped out far too quickly. “Please. Anything, but don’t separate me from my mother. She’s all the family I have.”

“You’re dangerous.” Impatience mingled with his words. And out of my growing anxiety, I got a rare smart thought.

“What do you think will happen if you take me with you, just like that, or even better, kill me? The Quatura are just looking for a reason to start a war against your family and drive you out of their city.”

His eyebrows furrowed.

I seemed to have said something he didn’t like. Maybe I was just saving my life.

“Train me, on campus, wherever, but not there at any cost. I’m staying here.” Bastien seemed to consider my words. “And I promise, in return, that no one will find out about this.”

Of course, I wasn’t in a position to make demands. Not at all. He was a full-grown man, a Ruisangor on top of that. All it would take was one move from him and I would be dead.

My heart was still pounding.

“You’re making a lot of demands.”

I bit my tongue.

He stared at me in silence. Not aggressively, no, even worse. You couldn’t read any emotion from his face. Nothing. Just as well as he could kill me right now, he would surely be able to smile and invite me to have some tea. But Ruisangors certainly didn’t do that.

And I was an idiot trying to negotiate with a Ruisangor. The very idea was absurd.

You have a death wish, Bayla.

“I’ll expect you on campus the day after tomorrow in the last courtyard of the East Wing. Ten o’clock in the evening and not a minute later.”

Relief spread through me and I nodded, unsettled, because I had just saved my life. Bastien DeLoughrey could have killed me...

I heard a car come to a halt in front of the house. It had to be Mum.

“Drink this if the smell gets too strong. If anything, that isn’t of human or animal nature and can only be traced back to you, is happening in this town, you’ll be dead before you can blink.”

And then he simply disappeared through the open window. Just as I had found it.

Five minutes later, I was hanging over the toilet seat, vomiting the blood I had drunk. And it was another ten minutes before I was able to flush.

I washed my mouth and brushed my teeth for at least another ten minutes while my nausea disappeared. And all that remained was a stinging sensation between my breasts.
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Chapter 30

Emely

Missile

Dorothy

Seething with rage, I stormed across the busy campus. I could feel the stares of the guys in the pack at my back.

Fine. Then they were just about to watch me kick the ass of a Ruisangor who didn’t know his limits.

I had my eyes on the Lamborghini, which he had actually parked next to my dark green jeep. Again!

He was leaning against his car with his hands in his pockets, talking to the platinum-blond Ruisangor, an amused smile on his lips. He was about to lose it!

“Oh no,” I growled with my lips pressed together, rushing through the students who willingly made space for me. “Not with me.”

As if Miles had heard me from a distance, his head turned in my direction. His smile faded. I wish I could have captured this moment.

“Emely?” I heard Cody behind me. He must have followed me.

Focused, I sped up, approaching Miles, not even intending to stop.

Miles DeLoughrey had pulled out the guns with his St. John’s wort concentrate move on Saturday, and I wasn’t going to let that sit on me.

“I’ll kill you!” the words escaped my mouth, and I lunged toward the bastard.

My hands grabbed Miles’ far too strong shoulders.

The Ruisangor next to him moved aside, and immediately, I felt the eyes of half the campus on me.

But my focus was on Miles’ deep brown eyes. Just like on Saturday, when an inner voice of sanity had forced me to let him live when I would have loved to tear him apart.

He had licked my blood from his ridiculous knife. The mere memory sent goosebumps down my spine, accompanied by a strange tingling sensation, which I skillfully suppressed.

“Wow! Emely,” Cody exclaimed behind me and in the corner of my eye, I saw other guys from the pack rushing toward us and the blond handsome man next to Miles trying to step in, but Miles raised a reassuring hand in his direction.

I then pushed him harder against his swanky car, clawing through his black shirt.

Miles’ jaw began to work, and I could see him stifle a groan of pain as he scrunched up his face slightly.

I hoped my nail marks would remain, at least to some extent.

“Come on, kill me in front of your pack,” he murmured playfully, pointing behind me with his amused gaze. More rage clenched inside me. “I want to see you break the rules, wolf girl.”

“Emely, leave him!” Harry shouted behind me. “Whatever that bastard provokes you with, it’s not worth it.”

Miles laughed derisively and lifted his angular chin.

“Go on.” He narrowed his eyes slightly. “This is your chance.”

“Go to hell!” I yelled at him, and my jaw began to work fiercely as well.

“Finish him!” Noah bellowed, and I moved closer, completely blocking out the sensation-seeking students with their phones pulled out.

“Copeland!” an angry female voice shouted, which could only belong to one person in particular. “DeLoughrey!”

Miles’s smile intensified and we both focused on each other, trying not to let our eyes drift out of control. But someone tugged me back. Hunter.

Before I could give him a grim look, I spotted the redheaded air witch who had just waltzed into Vanderwood like this was her territory.

She slammed the door of her new caramel colored convertible and pointed aggressively up at the distant tower of the west wing, around which a screeching flock of ravens was buzzing.

“Into my office!”

Confrontation

Christopher Tyng

It was a disgrace to be standing next to a Ruisangor and having to justify something understandable to a Quatura.

Harlow calmly unpacked the contents of her leather bag – decorated with leopard patterns – but her eyelids twitched.

The ridiculous decorations in her office were at least a little distracting. Until her way-too-high voice warbled through the room.

“Do you have the slightest idea what kind of riots you’re provoking on this campus with your daily outbursts?”

She wasn’t looking at Miles. She was looking at... me?

More anger, more concentrated rage that I would have loved to take out on Miles. With my claws. On the hood of his car.

“He’s being provocative!” I said, pointing at Miles, who was standing next to me with his arms crossed behind his back, smiling with satisfaction. The sight alone was enough to get on my last nerve.

“I already know that, Miss Copeland,” Rebecca fucking Harlow sighed. “And do you know what to do with people who think they could overstep the line? Who think they can dance around your nose?” She paced around her desk, a sharp amber letter opener in her hand. But this time she wasn’t looking at me, but at my rival. “You take something they’re attached to. Something that means a lot to them.”

Harlow stopped in front of him, letting the tip of her letter opener tap against his chest, and I watched his Adam’s apple move, his gaze fixed on the woman in front of him, his smile gone.

“Mr. DeLoughrey. Do you know that I once knew someone like you? He overstepped the mark, too.” She laughed, making a shrill noise. “But anything that runs riot will, sooner or later, be destroyed by nature itself.” She smiled. And she was the only one capable of doing so in that moment. “Your entire species is a disgrace to this city. A mistake of nature.”

She turned to me, took the letter opener from Miles’s chest, and stepped toward me.

I swore to myself that if that thing so much as grazed my clothes, I’d take her to court with the proper laws.

“Which brings us back to you, Miss Copeland.” A disdainful look settled on her porcelain face. “One more misstep like that in front of the entire campus, and I’ll erase you from the student records.” I bit my lower lip and thought I saw Miles smirk in the corner of my eye, but when I looked at him, he lowered his smile-adorned gaze to the floor. “And considering your good performances, that would be a pity.”

I looked back at Harlow. Her letter opener hovered over my chest. Harlow smiled.

“And while we’re at it. Neither of you will win the election... I’ll make sure of that.”

The door bursting open made her flinch, and the smile automatically vanished from her face as something fell off the laden dresser behind us and shattered into shards. A vase with a leopard pattern.

“Rebecca!” my uncle exclaimed, casting a confused glance between me and Miles.

Oh, great.

“When did I give you permission to call me by my first name, Mr. Copeland?” Professor Harlow sighed and walked past her desk to return to her briefcase. “And I recently got a doorbell made of gold. Just for you. So, you don’t just storm my spare office like a... savage.”

She emphasized her words so theatrically that I almost snorted. Miles stifled a laugh, and I resisted the urge to kick him.

Miles cleared his throat. “It’s a Copeland thing.”

“Silence!” the co-director emitted.

I hoped my glare would kill him inside. But when he caught mine, there was only the usual satisfaction.

Who had raised this guy? The other Ruisangors were just as arrogant, but not even the one with the ice-cold killer look provoked us as much as this annoying specimen next to me.

“Before you ask, these two troublemakers almost managed to start a brawl,” sighed the co-director, examining a crystal ball that she placed next to another one on her desk in a wooden holder, smiling in a way that might make you think it was her child. Except I was sure this woman would scare away anything under twelve for miles.

“Emely?”

I looked to my uncle, who eyed me questioningly.

“I’m not a troublemaker,” I replied in a firm voice.

Alarik looked at Miles, then back at me. And finally, he sighed. I detected exhaustion in his tone.

“Both of you, please leave. I’ll sort it out.”

The Quatura lifted her head. “Don’t be ridiculous, Mr. Copeland.”

“Professor Copeland!” my uncle corrected her with an angry look, and this time I had to grin. But even this one triumph faded bitterly when I caught sight of Miles grinning too.

Could he please not do that?

You’re Loved & I’m Hated

Christopher Tyng

The second Alarik closed the door behind him, I wanted to leave, but Miles immediately began to add his ridiculous two cents.

“That must have felt like a death sentence to you,” he began with a provocative look. “Just the look of shock on your face when she threatened to make you lose the elections.”

“You don’t care about that anyway,” I snapped at him. “If you lose a job, Daddy will come and make sure you get it back.”

Miles’ face darkened.

“It’s not like that,” he said through clenched teeth.

I shook my head.

“I’m in absolutely no mood to keep arguing with you,” I growled angrily and turned to leave.

“I think I’ve just got into the mood.”

That was enough for me.

I turned back around. Stepped toward him.

Then we would be alone when I tore him apart. All the better.

“I could have killed you yesterday!” My eyelids fluttered. “What’s wrong with you? Do you want to die so desperately? So I can break the treaty and your family can come after the pack? Are you guys really that eager to destroy us?”

My eyes must have turned yellow, because his turned red too.

When his hands moved even a tiny bit in his trouser pockets, I immediately backed away. Not again would he throw one of those cursed knives at me or throw St. John’s wort at me. This devil’s stuff burned on the skin, and I wasn’t in the mood to break several rules at once right now. If he did that again, he’d be as dead as me this time.

“I don’t care if my clan wants to tear your little animal shelter apart,” he sighed. “I don’t want to see you all fail, I want to see you fail!” Miles’ expression had become serious, almost dark. “You think you’re something better. In control and untouchable?” He laughed bitterly. “I’m going to drag you out of your little fairytale dream.” He leaned down toward me, and for a moment I held my breath. “I’m going to destroy you, Emely.”

It sent shivers down my spine. But I couldn’t leave it at that.

An equally bitter laugh escaped me. “Believe me, you don’t want this war!”

The air around us crackled with tension. Tension that would destroy him if he didn’t learn his limits soon.

“You bet I do,” he whispered, and the low, menacing sound of his voice raised every hair on my body. “Every day I see you fail, Copeland... every damn day you lose control of your oh-so-perfect life will be a good day for me.”

Shadows flitted across his defined jawline.

“I’ll never sink that low. Before I allow that to happen, I’ll ruin you first!” I pressed out.

He laughed unenthusiastically. Then his expression hardened. “I am your downfall, Emely. And I cannot lose.” His gaze pierced mine. “Because when I fall, you fall with me.”

My heart stood still. Only when Miles turned away from me and disappeared elegantly down the hallway did I let my lungs fill with air... until I was gasping for breath.

Miles DeLoughrey had just declared war against me. And I wasn’t one to lose wars.

Gentle Breeze, Water Dripping from

Needles and Leaves, Distant Birdsong

Nordic Wilderness

“Are you okay?” asked the deep male voice from the phone.

I took a deep breath and walked along the creek, behind our estate, the phone pressed firmly to my ear, as a massive wolf flew past me. My little brother Finn jumped after him in his wolf form and rolled over Cody. In the distance, Hunter growled menacingly before leaping after him as well.

I ignored the three of them, rolling my eyes, and walked further into the forest.

“No. This place is a mess.”

I didn’t mention that my father wanted to marry me off and that my uncle seemed to be at war with the Russian Alpha. I hadn’t called for that reason.

“Was that just Hunter?” Kieran laughed gleefully on the other end.

I just snorted.

“When are you coming back?” I asked, sighing.

“Next semester,” came the curt reply I always got when I spoke to Kieran on the phone.

He was taciturn, but I was used to that. I’d rather have a quiet pack member than the wild bunch who’d just gone on a witch hunt for Cody in the meadow behind the house just because he’d stolen the calf meat for the arm-wrestling winner.

“There’s something, Emely.” He sounded worried. “Out with it.”

I sighed. But decided at the last moment against telling him about the hideous DeLoughrey or Mikhail Rolanow. Instead, I broached a minor issue.

“The Vanderwood has a co-director now. A Quatura.”

If there were any creatures Kieran loathed more than Ruisangors, oddly enough, it were the Quatura.

“A Quatura... Alarik allowed this bullshit?”

He didn’t sound shocked because he knew Alarik. But this time it hadn’t even been Alarik’s fault.

“She just walked in and made herself comfortable in his office.” I snorted with a laugh. “But trust me, Alarik hates Harlow. Maybe he’ll kick that woman before you get back.”

“Harlow?” Kieran asked tonelessly.

“That’s her name. Rebecca Harlow.” I didn’t want to think about this woman any longer. “Anyway... I’m glad you’ll be back soon. The others are acting like rowdies.”

Kieran was quiet on the other end.

“Kieran?”

I heard a brief noise on the other end, then his voice again.

“Yeah, sorry about that. I was just distracted.”

I kicked a stone into the stream in front of me and accidentally hit a bird, which fell into the water and was swept away by the stream. I gritted my teeth with an apologetic look.

“Is the Winter Ball happening this year?”

“I guess...” I replied, surprised that Kieran was interested in this unnecessary celebration. “Why?”

“I think I’ll be back a bit sooner.”
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Chapter 31

Bayla

A few hours earlier

Black Shadow

Jay Varton

I hadn’t actually been dreaming, because when the alarm clock woke me up at four in the morning, I spotted the bag of blood on my bedside table. I stared at it for a solid thirty minutes before I realized that Alarik would be at the door in another thirty minutes.

What was I supposed to tell him? That I wasn’t a Senseque after all? I didn’t even know if that was supposed to comfort me. After all, I wasn’t a furry flesh-eating creature, but now I was apparently a blood-sucking monster that couldn’t keep blood inside. Nothing made sense anymore. Nothing.

Somewhere in the last few weeks, I’d stopped questioning where all this magic had come from, so I was at a point where Mum could come in here and tell me Barack Obama was a unicorn, and I’d believe her.

My jaw tightened a little as my thoughts started to revolve around Mum.

First of all, I couldn’t actually believe anything she said, and I certainly couldn’t trust her. She was the one who had lied to me about my identity and brought me to this satanic town. And secondly, I had to be as quiet as I could to avoid waking her up.

I decided to just pack my things, which I needed for my seminars and had brought here on Friday and should not forget under any circumstances...

I would have lunch somewhere on campus today, with Larissa, who had somehow stopped liking to eat with me recently, or sometimes nothing at all for three days, like last week. She was still angry with me, but she wanted to be close to me.

How could Bastien be so sure that I was one of them?

I stared at the blood one last time until I let it disappear into my backpack. Damn. I’d drank that crap. Maybe because wolves liked bloody meat too?

I had so many questions. And it was disappointing that there were only two people who could answer them for me. One was my mother and the other was the professor who would be picking me up outside in a few minutes.

My stomach was tingling with excitement... maybe hunger, too. God, what if Alarik kidnapped me to take me to the Copelands? Maybe he knew I had found a love letter from him addressed to my mother, and now I was a sitting duck for him.

Bayla, calm down. Everything will be fine. A lie, but I ate it up.

Swept

Jay Varton

I crept down the stairs like a tiger and almost went into cardiac arrest twice because the stairs had started creaking deafeningly.

If Mum found out what was wrong with me and what I was doing, she would ground me for life.

I made it to the door without making any more noise, slipped out onto the porch, and surveyed the lantern-lit street.

Not scary at all when you think about what had happened here. The therapist was really worth considering.

I spotted a shiny dark brown SUV. A man was sitting in it, nodding at me with a pleasant smile. My professor.

My excitement rose once again, giving my ass the push I needed to get moving.

Oh, great. Was that really smart of me? Could I trust this man? After all, he was a university director.

I opened the passenger door and got in, trying to suppress the queasy feeling in my stomach, telling myself that it could only be hunger.

“Bayla, I’m glad you made it.” I was only slightly calmed by his gentle smile.

“I had no other choice,” I confessed nervously, placing the backpack on my lap.

His expression softened even more. “It’s important that you find out what you are until the next full moon comes.”

The attempt to calm me down had failed and a little too violently I closed the car door. Crap. Maybe I’d woken Mum.

“Should I be scared?” I asked quickly to get Alarik’s attention back on the subject, and he finally put the car in motion. Further away from our house, down the road. Further away from Mum.

“Not if you do what I tell you.”

“And the tea? Can’t I just drink it for the rest of my life?”

Just like Julian did.

“I won’t let anyone make that mistake again.”

He could only mean Julian.

Alarik drove us through the neighborhood where my mother and I lived, which was still peaceful at dawn, and we took a route that wouldn’t take us into downtown.

“Firstly, the herbs are extremely hard to find. The supply I’ve collected over the last few years is almost used up, and there’s less and less wolfsbane growing in the Copeland woods.” He sounded worried. “I fear that the occurrence of it has increased in the Quatura forests. Secondly, the side effects are strongest around the nights of the full moon.”

I wondered if Julian was struggling with side effects. And another thing...

“Does that mean that Senseque’s powers are dependent on the moon?”

“The moon doesn’t just play an important role for us. Perhaps you’ve already heard. The Quatura also adapt their rituals to different days of the lunar cycle.” That’s right. My ceremonies, which had both gone wrong, had taken place once on the full moon and once on the new moon. “Only the Ruisangors don’t seem to have to adapt to the moon.”

I just nodded and watched as we got closer to downtown.

Maybe I should have looked at my mother’s lunar calendar. Now it made sense that she had one.

“The moon is kind of a guide, for most of the supernatural inhabitants of this town. If the moon is waxing, our powers become stronger, we are more connected to ourselves and our true identity. If the moon wanes, we distance ourselves from our true nature. We become more human.”

“That one Quatura, Rebecca Harlow, or whatever her name is...”

I heard a disdainful snort from Alarik, who ran his hand through his hair, destroying his neat hairstyle.

“That woman. The devil sent her.”

“If you mean Gloria...” I said and heard him take a deep breath.

The Quatura of this town must be an enormous obstacle for him. Especially since he was the director of Vanderwood.

“Anyway, she said she’ll keep an eye on me and if she finds out...”

“She won’t,” Alarik interrupted me confidently. “God, Gloria. That woman is truly the spawn of hell. Already back in the day, she did unacceptable things to the young Circle members.”

My ears perked up. How could he know so much about the members and the Circle if he had never been part of it and the species hated each other so much?

“How do you know so much about the Quatura?”

He was silent, and I felt as if I had asked the wrong question.

We drove through a peaceful part of the forest with scattered larger rustic houses along the edge of the woods, and something told me we were already in Copelands’ territory.

“Bayla. I don’t know why that is, but you make me feel like I can trust you with certain things and that you understand them. Probably because you haven’t been in this system for that long,” Alarik began more insistently and quieter than before, although it was clear that no one could hear us.

I didn’t know if I should feel honored. After all, he was one of the people I was hoping to get the most answers from, and we didn’t even know each other that long.

“It’s complicated and I have to be careful what I can really say without risking my neck.” Now I was curious. “Please remember that our species weren’t always the way they are today.”

“Enemies?”

Alarik nodded, focused on the road.

Ever since I had witnessed all the rancor on campus, I had wondered when all this had started.

“How did it come to this?” I asked further.

Alarik gave me a serious look. “Many conflicts over territories, disputes during the founding period... upheavals in society and changing norms...”

“Why do people make it so complicated?”

Alarik laughed ironically. “Believe me, if I knew that, I’d solve the problem.”

I looked at him.

He didn’t have the slightest intention of being part of these conflicts any longer.

“You want peace.”

He looked at me again briefly.

“Unofficially, yes.”

“Unofficially?”

“It’s important that you know that everything we discuss at this and other meetings stays between us.” He looked focused on the road. “I’m probably giving too much away again.”

“I’ll keep it to myself. I promise.”

I had to gain his trust. Maybe he really could answer all my questions, although I wouldn’t bang the door down by asking him all of it now.

He turned to me with a warm look. “Thank you.”

If I was honest, I didn’t know the extent of the danger he faced by telling me all this, being politically against this war, and on top of that, training me against the pack’s knowledge.

I knew nothing. At least that’s how it felt after three months in this town. And all my mum told me was “Trust me” or “It’s better for you this way”.

No. It wasn’t. Ignorance had already cost many people their lives. Alone the crap that had happened to Larissa. Maybe I should have let her in on it...

“I found something on my mother’s desk. Something she’s researching.”

I didn’t know why I brought it up now, but it was too late anyway.

Alarik glanced at me. It was clear from his expression that I had aroused his deepest curiosity, and my hesitation didn’t make it any better.

“Do you want to tell me?”

Yes, I did. That was probably the reason. I had to talk to someone about my weird mother. “She’s kind of researching the heritability of the species’ genetics.”

Alarik nodded. “What exactly did you find?”

“A document... a protocol, to be more precise.”

Alarik fell silent again. I had apparently given him a lot to think about.

I was on the verge of confronting him about the letter, but that was perhaps too much. Above all, it was one thing: Private.

“When was the protocol dated?”

I looked at Alarik, confused.

Did that matter?

“It looked old.”

“And you found it in her files?” I felt like a criminal. Alarik looked at me. “That wouldn’t be a bad thing. If I were you, I would try to find out the truth, too.”

I was surprised. I hadn’t gotten that much sympathy from anyone in the last few months. But then didn’t he also assume that I might have found the letter? Now I was confused. Maybe he had forgotten the letter or thought Mum had thrown it away long ago? Maybe she had never actually replied.

“The letter was on the desk.”

“Letter?”

“Um...” I realized I was blushing and quickly turned my face to the window. Those moments when thoughts took on a life of their own… “The protocol, I mean.”

Silence again.

“Do you think my mother is still researching it?”

“Quite possible, knowing her.”

Bingo. He did know her. But he had mentioned that, so further questions in that direction would only be strange.

“Why is this so important to her?” I thought aloud and watched Alarik carefully. He was driving straight past the unusually peaceful university parking lot, down the street to wherever.

“Your mother is a very ambitious researcher.”

“She said no one should find out.”

“And she’s right. You shouldn’t actually tell anyone.”

How ironic that he had just let me tell him. Had he wanted to test me?

“I just thought you might have an answer...” I tried to explain myself.

He fell silent again. Maybe he had an answer, but he couldn’t tell me. He would remain silent. For my mother. That said a lot.

We drove down a street surrounded by forest. But the road eventually became rockier and then disappeared completely. Signs like “No Trespassing” or “Caution, Dangerous Area” lined the road.

“Are you sure we should be here?”

“I’ve put up these signs.”

Very comforting.

“You can’t kill anyone here.”

“Kill?” He stopped the car and turned off the engine.

“Kill,” he just said with a friendly smile and got out of the car, leaving me to do the same so I could ask more questions.

Tranquil Birdsong in the Forest Drizzle

Nordic Wilderness

“Senseque sometimes forget themselves, which is why it’s important for them to have a pack and be under an Alpha bond.”

Otherwise, they would kill?

There was a queasy feeling in my stomach now.

“I don’t want to and won’t kill anyone.”

“Don’t be so sure, especially if you’ve never turned in your life.”

“I have...”

I faltered.

I had never turned before. That was supposed to take away my fear, but it didn’t at all.

“Don’t worry about it. Not today. I want to teach you a few basic things first.”

That was reassuring. Somehow...?

“Follow me.”

I obeyed and followed him across the leaf-covered ground, and it rustled softly as the dry leaves folded under my sole.

A raven swooped over our heads, and I ducked down in alarm.

Was there nowhere safe from these crazy animals?

“The first thing you need to learn is how to control your emotions to suppress a possible transformation. All this without using the day serum. For that, it’s essential that you can consciously perceive your emotions.”

I simply nodded and waited for further instructions.

“The Senseque in you is stronger. You should know that. She will want out and when it’s too late, even experienced Senseque won’t be able to control themselves.”

Images of Emely flashed through my mind. I didn’t want to experience that for myself. I didn’t really want to turn. On top of that, I didn’t even know if I really was a Senseque.

“Is there anything that makes you particularly angry?”

I had to think. Anger was something I rarely felt, as it wasn’t one of my main moods. I shook my head.

“Everyone has something.” But I had nothing. “The day I had to separate you and Larissa, what were you arguing about?”

Slowly, the memories came flooding back. Unpleasant memories. I tried to feel my way into them, to experience them again, but I didn’t succeed. As if these feelings had never been mine.

“I can’t,” I grumbled, and my professor gave me a displeased look.

“You haven’t even started yet.”

“Who says I’m even a Senseque just because my eyes can glow yellow?”

“Name me another creature that has that characteristic, and you’re dismissed.”

Point for him.

I snorted in displeasure and tried to summon something into my head that made me angry. I closed my eyes and literally rummaged for memories, nerve-racking discussions with my mother. Whenever she kept quiet instead of talking, whenever she lied to me.

I opened my eyes.

“Much better now,” Alarik said, coming closer. “What do you feel?”

“I feel anger. Just like you wanted me to.”

“Can you amplify that anger?”

I tried, reliving old discussions in my head. Until a thought occurred to me, and I was shocked at myself.

I exhaled and ran a hand through my hair.

“What if I don’t want to be angry?”

Alarik sighed.

I felt my eyes stop glowing.

All Of This

The Naked And Famous

The training had been a disaster. I hadn’t been able to feel anger, had even resisted this feeling at a certain point, until Alarik had explained to me that while anger was the most effective emotion, it wasn’t the only one. And then I’d started from scratch again. At some point he had said that maybe it was still the tea, and that I should stop drinking it and come to his office when I got angry. He had even given me his number in case anything happened, and I had time until the next meeting on Wednesday evening to find the emotion that affected me the most.

Great.

Now – after my messy pants purchase where two arrogant bitches had wanted to rip the clothes out of my hands because it had been the last pieces – I was sitting at my part of the long desk, trying to concentrate on the essay I had wanted to finish last week.

I had managed to attend two interesting literature lectures with Alarik Copeland, who hadn’t let me out of his sight. And then there were my fellow students, who had almost been at each other’s throats again today over little things. As always.

Next to me, Julie sat in silence at her laptop. Grace had braided her hair back and then decorated it with flowers that made her look almost fairy-like, especially in combination with the pastel blue dress.

It was pleasant to work next to her. It didn’t feel awkward at all that we were silent. It was much more like we understood each other and let the other do their stuff in peace.

When I realized that my concentration was waning, I leaned back in my chair. And as if she had set the clock after me, Larissa appeared in the doorway.

She was wearing black jeans with one of her new leather jackets of the same color over a very tight white top. “Don’t tell me you guys are studying the whole time.”

I should be surprised she showed up at all. After all, she was still pissed. However, I knew my best friend and hoped she would forgive me eventually.

“What does it look like?” I just asked, prepared for her usual grumpy mood as she took another step into the room and finally dashed to her far too neat bed at an inhuman pace.

Julie immediately put her white headphones down and stared at Larissa as if she’d seen a ghost.

“I have a feeling there’s a lot I don’t know yet, and since my friendly escorts aren’t telling me a damn thing, I have no choice but to ask you traitors.”

Ouch. But well deserved. If it brought us closer again, she could insult me all day.

Larissa eyed us both with obvious frustration on her face.

I didn’t have the answer to all the crazy stuff that was going on in Blairville, but she was still my friend, and I wouldn’t be keeping any more secrets from her from now on. I hoped she knew that and sighed, which got her attention.

She seemed to be fighting a battle between pride and curiosity. And I knew which side would win.

“Grace doesn’t want me to...” Julie looked a little unsettled, and Larissa interrupted her directly.

“Forget Grace for a few minutes. She’s not here.” A similar battle now seemed to be raging inside Julie. The one between reason and curiosity. “Besides, I don’t understand why everyone’s like this anyway. You don’t even smell that tasty. And you...” Larissa looked at me. “You don’t smell at all.”

I stiffened.

I should slowly get used to the fact that my elemental magic was too weak for others to detect, that I didn’t have any in me, which of course didn’t explain why I didn’t smell like either Senseque or Ruisangor. Something was wrong with me.

Larissa raised one of her elegant eyebrows. “Which brings me to the question: What the hell are you?”

“She’s one of us, except... her magic couldn’t be activated yet. Some Quatura suspect that this magic is even too weak, which would make her human,” Julie explained quietly.

You could see that it took Julie a lot of effort to talk to Larissa, although it had been easier for her a few weeks ago. When we had been looking for Erik.

I narrowed my eyes and looked at Julie.

She hadn’t said another word about him until today.

“She’s not human,” Larissa huffed. “Humans smell... delicious.”

My gaze slid to hers and I knew exactly what she meant. Scrutinizing her, I tried to hold her gaze.

I wanted to know how she dealt with that smell when she walked around campus. Was she disgusted, like me, or could she just deal with it? Were all Ruisangors like that? Did they repress it? After all, it wasn’t the human himself, but his blood that they smelled. But something she had said bothered me now. Because Grace and Julie didn’t smell sweet... neither did Emely or Julian.

“Anyway. I want to know what you are capable of. Miles said you’re like witches, and you control the elements.”

“Something like that,” Julie said.

“So, you can burn down Bayla’s...” She pointed a finger at my bed. “…nightstand, there?”

I took that personally and snorted in playful annoyance.

She was always like that when she was angry. For a moment, I wished she could give me some of her anger so that at least Alarik would be happy with me.

“No. Everyone controls a different element. Some elements are rarer and some are more common. While most are Earth Quatura, there are fewer Air Quatura or Water Quatura. Fire Quatura are the rarest.”

Larissa nodded with interest. “And what is your element?”

Julie seemed uncomfortable with the question.

I had seen the magic burst out of her and literally save me from the rite of passage. Only that hadn’t been normal. Julie had a special gift, but her answer was simple.

“I’m an Air Quatura.”

“Interesting,” Larissa mumbled and reached for one of the cameras on the shelf above her bed.

“This man...” Julie murmured quietly. “All this information is contradictory.”

I’d never heard her talk to herself before, but now I couldn’t help but stare at her.

“What are you researching?”

Larissa shot across the room and stole Julie’s laptop.

Julie jumped up in panic.

“No!”

“Professor Quentin Tiberius,” Larissa read aloud with a grin and looked at Julie, who grabbed her laptop back. “Isn’t that your hot biology professor?”

“Molecular biology,” Julie corrected her and closed the laptop with an expressionless face.

“Why are you googling him?”

“And why do you own his books?” I followed up with a question that had been puzzling me for weeks.

I had seen the books on Julie’s shelf, but hadn’t dared to read more into them than necessary. But now I was curious.

Julie looked at us both as if she was thinking. She hesitated, and I knew she was about to lie. Larissa seemed to notice it too.

“Okay, there’s something going on and if you don’t tell us...”

“He knows about supernaturals,” she blurted out before pressing her lips together. “And I went to his office to look for clues.”

Larissa raised both brows and tilted her head. “Without us?”

Julie stared at her as if my best friend had lost her mind.

“Wait, he knows about magic, but he’s human? Why haven’t you erased his memory yet?” I asked, confused.

“You do such things?” Larissa laughed dryly, raised both arms and ran back to her bed to throw herself into the pillows. “Holy shit?”

“He knows how to defend himself,” Julie continued with a strained expression.

My eyes widened. “You tried?”

Julie started pacing back and forth as if she was getting desperate.

“He’s a danger to the Circle. But I can’t tell anyone until I know more about him.”

“That sounds dangerous...” I voiced my concern aloud. And I wondered why Julie, of all people, would throw herself into such danger.

“You have to promise me. To keep it to yourselves...”

I nodded, because who was I going to tell about Julie and her crazy professor? Alarik? Hardly.

“If you need help, you know where to find me,” Larissa said with a wink.

Julie stared at her, then looked out the window in despair, as if she regretted sharing her information with us, before hurrying back to her laptop.

“Julie?” Larissa suddenly asked, and Julie looked up, caught off guard.

I knew what was coming next. Something I had wanted to ask Julie the whole time.

“We haven’t had a chance to talk about Erik yet...”

“There’s nothing to talk about,” she replied in a shaky voice.

“Liar,” Larissa said with narrowed eyes. “You’ve been seeing each other. What did you do?”

I’d never seen anyone blush like Julie did at that moment.

“We talked...”

Larissa looked at me with a grin.

“What? We really talked...” Julie assured us, looking at her screen again. Even the tip of her nose started to change color.

Now I had to grin too.

“Are you going to meet up again?” Larissa asked.

“He’s human.” Julie sighed. “I don’t think that would be a good idea.”

“As long as you don’t feel the need to suck out his blood, it’s all right.”

“No,” Julie replied quickly. “It’s different with us.” Julie took a deep breath. “Quatura remain among themselves for a reason.”

Something in me wanted to ask, wanted to disagree and encourage Julie to ignore this law and prioritize her friendship, or whatever it was that she had with this Erik. But another part of me knew that wasn’t the reality. Julie wouldn’t listen to me. She’d been part of the Quatura community for what seemed like forever. Their rules were probably part of her DNA by now.

I decided it was too private to investigate further and got up because it was time to tidy up a bit. My bed was a mess, and there were suitcases in front of the bed, piles of books and even the box of uniforms... I paused. The diary.

All the curiosity that dwelled inside me came together, and I reached for the box to search for the book.

I rummaged and rummaged until my fingers felt the pages hanging together, and I held the book – or what was left of it – in my hands.

“Is Bayla here?”

I saw Larissa jump up, and her eyes began to glow red.

“You’re a Senseque.”

I knew immediately who had asked for me and came out of the corner.

“Hey Julian, what are you doing here?”

I was more than surprised.

“Actually, I wanted to bring you something from your mother. She said you left early this morning without saying goodbye.” Julian looked at me scrutinizingly before glancing at Larissa. “That’s all I wanted here, actually.”

I looked at Larissa. “It’s all right. He’s not going to tear you into pieces.”

“And I didn't want that to happen. My body reacted to it on its own.”

“You guys can’t do that,” Julian laughed. “You Ruisangors just hate us for no particular reason.”

“I don’t hate you,” Larissa snorted.

Julian shrugged his broad shoulders. “Sooner or later, you’ll be like the others.”

I looked at him in disbelief, as if he hadn’t just put my best friend in a massive box.

He turned to me and skillfully ignored it. “Anyway, here.”

He held out his arm and handed me a stack of laundered uniforms. The last thing I needed right then.

“Oh God, what am I going to do with these?”

“Wear it, Blueberry.”

“Funny,” I said, giving Julian a playfully devastating look, which made him grin until his eyes wandered to my hands.

“Blueberry?” Larissa laughed behind me. “How fitting.”

I gave her an annoyed look.

“The diary...” Julian said, looking at me scrutinizingly. “Have you read it?”

I raised my eyebrows to make it clear to him that I was in a room full of people who could hear us. Julian didn’t seem to mind.

“Diary?” Larissa was standing next to me within a second. “What diary? And who’s?” She tried to reach for it, but I made it disappear behind my back. Her expression changed abruptly. “Oh right, you’ve been keeping secrets from me lately. Nothing new.”

She glared at me.

“No, but it’s a diary and...”

“You’re holding someone’s diary in your hands, and you don’t want to share it with your best friend?” Larissa replied accusingly.

I looked at Julian in despair. He seemed amused.

“It’s from my mum.”

And that was the crux of the matter.

“Oh, even better, Diana’s secrets.” An amused expression spread across her face. “How exciting.”

I pressed my lips together before opening them again. “Maybe it really is very private, and I should take it back.”

“Hey Julie, how much would you bet me that Bayla would return a diary that isn’t hers?”

Julie stared at the diary at first and finally smirked. She smirked.

“After you read the love letter, I wouldn’t bet on anything,” Julian said cheekily, and I widened my eyes.

“Julian!”

“Love letter?” Larissa raised an eyebrow.

There was no way out of this.

“I found an old love letter for my mother. But it’s not that important.”

“It’s actually very relevant because the sender is Alarik Copeland.”

Julie widened her eyes and looked at me in alarm.

Julian had taken it too far.

“What? Our English professor? To your mother?”

The disbelief on Larissa’s face was impossible to miss.

“Could you please be quiet and not blurt out everything I’ve entrusted to you?” I said to Julian.

Then I rushed to the door of our room in a panic and closed it in the hope that no one had heard us.

“Too late, I’d say,” Larissa snorted.

Julian was still laughing. “I was just trying to help you get back on good terms with your friend.”

“Very kind of you, but I could have done that on my own.”

“Very kind of you, but she can’t even manage that with you.” There was dissatisfaction in Larissa’s expression. “You should have told me about it before telling your annoying neighbor.”

This time Julian’s jaw dropped.

“You didn’t want to talk to me,” I said with indignation, wondering if I was on the verge of anger, but I was just upset.

“Because of all your previous lies,” Larissa hissed angrily, and her eyes began to glow red.

“Larissa, I don’t know anything myself. I don’t even know if I’m a Quatura.”

Lie. I knew I wasn’t one, but what I was instead, I didn’t know.

How was I supposed to be honest with her in this godforsaken town? It was like everything around me was forcing me to keep secrets. But I didn’t want to end up like my mother.

Larissa looked at me angrily, and I? I still didn’t feel any anger.

How was I supposed to learn to control myself if what was inside me didn’t even come out? Alarik would be disappointed. Only I wouldn’t complain. Who wanted to voluntarily walk around as a beast?

“Show me you’re serious and read the journal with me.”

Wait, what? I looked at her, confused. “So, you don’t want me to bring it back?”

“No,” everyone in the room said at the same time, even Julie.

I looked at each and every one of them, stunned.

“You just want to know what’s none of your business.”

“It’s none of your business either,” Julian laughed again. “And besides, you’re not going to bring it back anyway.” He grinned broadly at me.

Again, I looked at Larissa. “Okay. You’re right. I would never have brought it back anyway.”

Larissa was grinning now too. For the first time in a long time.

“Well, then let us see.”

A little overwhelmed, I went to Julie’s bed, where everyone always hung out – out of habit – because she didn’t say anything against it.

“Can I?” I asked nonetheless, and she just nodded and slid to the edge to make room for me. Larissa sat down next to me while Julian sat down on my desk chair.

Everyone looked at me as if they were aristocrats from back then, and I was the letter carrier who brought the gossip to them.

God, now I would actually look at my mother’s diary with them. It felt so forbidden. And yet there was this feeling when I picked up the first page. The feeling that I deserved the truth.
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Chapter 32

Bayla

Mirror Lake

Angus MacRae

Beloved Mum,

Even if you can’t read these letters because you’re seriously ill right now, I’m still writing to you, because the idea of writing to a book instead of a person seems a bit lonely.

This weekend, I moved into a shared student flat, and you were right: I just had to get out of Moenia. I think you just know me too well.

As for my housemates, they’re very friendly, especially Diana, the daughter of the new Circle member.

She wants to study molecular biology, which is the complete opposite of my interest in the humanities, but we immediately clicked.

The second girl – you won’t believe this – is Amanda. Yes, exactly, Amanda. I only knew her from the temple and from my visits to Alaister, and I had the feeling she was like her mother. Strict and cool. But here in this house, far away from Gloria, she’s almost a different person. She is talkative and open, very cheerful in fact, and doesn’t mince her words. In short, she’s great to talk to.

I’ll ask Alaister tomorrow if his twin sister is the same with him. I mean, it’s similar with him. Especially since he’s a male Quatura and you know Gloria. If there’s one person in Blairville who treats and controls everyone else from the top down, it’s her. I’m always amazed that you two could ever be friends.

I just hope that Alaister doesn’t give himself such a hard time anymore, especially now that university is starting, which – by the way – I’m really looking forward to.

Studying literature is and remains a dream and I can still hardly believe that it will finally come true tomorrow.

We have all grown up so quickly. Amara is already in her fifth semester. You would be so proud of her.

Mum... Even though I don’t believe in the gods, I pray every single night that you wake up again. I cry a lot. Maybe that’s one of the reasons why I had to get out of Moenia.

Oh, one more thing... I’ve been wondering the whole time if it’s a coincidence that I ended up in a student house with two Quatura. I get the feeling that Gloria is somehow involved, but it’s just a feeling.

Beloved Mum,

Vanderwood is such a beautiful place, almost magical. Even though we still have to wear uniforms here – which, in a way, has a special flair, though Amara definitely disagrees with me about that.

The campus is simply huge, and I feel like I’m entering another world as soon as I wander through the stone corridors... And believe me, the ancient-looking library – which reminds me of a temple from the inside – is a dream with its old bound tomes. You can even touch the books, not like in Moenia.

I immediately borrowed a few books, including a collection by Jane Austen, which I had to read straight away. I sat down under a tree on campus and enjoyed the sun while I let my fingers glide over the coffee-scented paper. And I met someone.

I thought long and hard about whether I could write about it, but I don’t think there’s a better place than these letters here.

His name is Alarik Copeland. Yes, I know, he’s a Copeland. A real Senseque. On top of that, he’s the Alpha’s son, and the Alpha has recently become the director here.

Anyway, this young man sat down right next to me in my literature lecture. Just like that... Maybe because there were no other seats available?

He didn’t even care that I was a Quatura and he a Senseque. I’m so glad that no one from our Circle or from his pack is attending this lecture, otherwise someone would have reported it to Gloria immediately, and then we both would burn in hell now.

I had mentioned to him that we would be punished if we were seen next to each other, and he turned to me for the first time and laughed.

It has to be said that he is not unattractive, quite the opposite! He has bright green eyes and dark brown wavy, nearly curly hair. A warmer, softer brown than mine. And he grins a lot when he’s not busy writing something into his notebook.

But he can’t just sit down next to me and start discussing the species with me. That’s what he did, and his opinion on this sensitive topic is that the current species policy is total nonsense.

Somehow his words felt forbidden, but also somehow... right.

It’s been on my mind all afternoon, and I think he’s right. We have no reason to be at odds with each other. In fact, we might even benefit each other.

I’m still thinking about it a lot, but I don’t dare talk about it with anyone other than the wolf guy. But maybe... I should talk to Alaister.

Beloved Mum,

Alaister has become very handsome over the summer. I haven’t seen him for a long time, but today, as I sat there under that tree, and he came up to me in his uniform with his books under his arm, there was something very masculine about him.

His platinum blond hair makes his ice-blue eyes with their slight green tint look even more intense, especially in the sunlight. His facial features have also become more angular... and his broad shoulders...

I had told him that he had become attractive, whereupon he had pulled me away from the tree by my foot. I’d laughed out loud and told him that he was still just as cheeky as before the summer break, to which he’d just grinned and sat against the tree with me.

It’s funny to see my best friend grow into a man after all these years in Moenia and at school.

“The professors here are all so arrogant,” he’d said, and I’d grinned. He had grown up a bit spoiled himself, even if he hadn’t had the best and especially not the most caring childhood under Gloria’s care.

You can still see that he doesn’t sleep much, and that he has started drinking that strange serum that Gloria has been giving him for a long time now.

I’m increasingly worried about his health, because this stuff is not harmless. Sometimes it seems to make him numb.

Anyway, I shared my thoughts on the species with him, and he started philosophizing about how best to combine the powers of all of us. But he told me that it is not in our nature to understand each other, due to the rules of genetics alone. I had to think long and hard about the genetic rules. But what made me think even more were his last words.

“That can certainly be changed, Alice.”

Then he got up and disappeared into the main building.

Alaister sometimes speaks in riddles. By the way, he really is a biochemistry student now. And I’m sure he knows more about the genetics of species than I do. However, perhaps someone else in particular would know more than both of us...

Beloved Mum,

Diana was more open to the subject than I would have expected. She is – how shall I phrase it – a budding molecular biologist. And I think I’ve awakened a forbidden interest in her. That’s how it feels for me, too. As if I wasn’t allowed to talk about it at all, like in Moenia.

Diana had asked me where my sudden interest in such a dangerous topic had come from, and I had told her about the young, charming Copeland man. She had immediately told me to stay away from him to avoid possible confrontation, especially since I was the Domini’s daughter.

I told her to relax, and that the young man is nice, but she’s worried about me. She even said she wanted to keep an eye on me, but I think she’s overdoing it.

An hour ago, I started writing down all my questions on the topic. I think I’ll do some research, maybe there are some old town stories about our origins in the university library, hidden between all the literature for humans.

I haven’t dared to go to Moenia until today, but next Sunday is a rite of passage. My little sister’s rite of passage. I will have to come. I don’t want to lose contact with Margot, especially not now that you’re so unwell. I don’t think she has anyone, and Amara is very involved in Moenia’s temple studies. I hardly ever see her on campus.

I think I’ll seek her out tomorrow, maybe even share my latest thoughts with her. But I won’t tell her about the director’s son. She’d kill me.

Numb3rs

Jay Varton

“So much for your mother’s diary,” Larissa said, drawing quotation marks in the air.

I turned red.

A few seconds ago, I had read Julian, Larissa, and Julie the diary entries of a complete stranger. A sister of Margot and Amara...

Alice Blair.

“Don’t worry about it. All the better if it doesn’t belong to anyone we know.”

What did Larissa mean by all the better? It wasn’t just anyone. It was...

I looked at Julie.

“A Blair?”

Julie stared at me, confused.

“None of this makes any sense,” she whispered absent-mindedly.

“I thought there were only two Blair siblings...” Julian sounded as confused as Julie looked, and she just nodded, lost in thought, before continuing. “There is no Alice... at least none that I know of. I’ve never met her.”

“Then the love letter wasn’t addressed to your mother, but to her...” Julian continued in thought.

“Professor Copeland wrote a love letter to a Blair who disappeared,” Larissa summarized.

“What the hell?”

I widened my eyes.

Grace was standing in the doorway, looking at us like we had done something very forbidden, and she was our mother about to kick our asses.

“And anyway, what are you two doing here? Together.”

Julian jumped up with a jerk, and I had to grin before Grace’s death stare brought me back to reality.

“Grace,” Julie began calmly, as if her cousin wasn’t standing in the doorway pissed off. “Do you know an Alice Blair?”

“Hell, no! I don’t know anyone by that name.” She stepped toward us and looked at the diary as if it were a deadly poison. “Where did you get that?”

I looked at her, unsettled. Individual corkscrew curls fell wildly down her face, and I realized that she was the last person who was supposed to know about this.

Now she was standing in front of us. And she wouldn’t calm down without an explanation from us.

“From the room of the person who wrote the diary,” I began with inner reluctance.

“Her mother apparently lived in a shared house with this Alice Blair and another one of you witches, and now she owns the house,” Larissa said, and I looked at her stunned.

“And there’s a room?”

Grace didn’t sound so angry now.

“I think it’s crazy that she got a love letter from our professor.” Larissa sounded sensationalistic.

“She disappeared, Larissa.”

The color in Julie’s face had finally lost its saturation.

Grace looked at us all in alarm. “Maybe someone found out, and she had to leave town. They must have erased her memories.”

“Wow, chill, why would they do that to her?” Larissa laughed, but Grace’s expression darkened.

“Because love relationships between the species are strictly forbidden. It’s written in the treaty.”

I looked at her, dumbfounded.

It was the first time I’d heard that. Even though it made sense in this town…

“Anything else I should know?” I asked, frustrated.

Grace understood me immediately and sighed. “I keep forgetting that you’re clueless.”

I looked at her with growing frustration, but she avoided my gaze.

Larissa intervened. “What treaty?”

“Long story...” Grace began. “Actually, you shouldn’t even be here.”

“Are you trying to kick me out again?”

I bit my lip and noticed Julian tense up noticeably, as if he was uncomfortable with the whole situation. I tried to catch his gaze and when I succeeded, I tried to let him know with my facial expressions that everything was okay.

His chest rose. Then he stood up. “I should probably go now.”

“Right,” Grace grumbled, as if there really was something unbearable about Julian.

He nodded at me and then he was gone.

“I don’t understand why the species have such a problem with each other in the first place,” I sighed, thinking back to the conversation with Alarik in his car.

“Because we don’t match biologically or morally, and because history has shown that we don’t belong together.” Grace rolled her eyes and stood up again. “Probably that girl was sent away. It’s a disgrace that someone like that was part of our family...”

It bothered me that Grace immediately judged everything and everyone just because the Circle and the Councils told her to. I was surprised that she didn’t even care what had happened to this Alice. This was her aunt.

Larissa gave me a look that made me understand that Grace’s behavior made her uncomfortable, and the only reason she didn’t comment on it was because she was probably mad at Grace.

“My mother wouldn’t be making such a huge secret out of this room if that Alice girl had just been sent away. It might sound silly, but I think there’s more to it than that,” I voiced my concerns out loud.

Now Grace laughed for the first time. “Do you think there’s a conspiracy?”

“Quite possible, with all the things that are going on here,” Larissa interjected sarcastically and crossed her legs.

Grace eyed her suspiciously, as if she had turned into a monster overnight. To me, she was still Larissa Champson, my best friend. And I didn’t understand the rules any more than she did. We were both clueless.

“What if this Alice had something to do with my father and that’s why she had to disappear? What if...” Julie looked up, and her next words weighed heavier than my last meal. “What if your mother covered for her?”

I froze into a pillar of salt.

Grace’s jaw dropped.

“Do you know what you just accused Bayla’s mother of? That would be treason against the Councils,” Grace whispered, her face filled with bewilderment.

Larissa, who didn’t seem to understand anything, leaned against the modern bed railing and interrupted the serious bewilderment, her gaze fixed on Julie.

“May I know what’s the matter with your father?

By now, we were all downstairs in the kitchen, even though Grace had kept her distance from Larissa, and Julie hadn’t said a word since Grace had told Larissa about Alaister. Nothing new had come out of it other than what I already knew.

All we had been told was that no one talked about him because he was supposed to have done bad things.

But ever since I had read the pages of Alice’s diary, curiosity raged inside me. And I knew it wouldn’t go away until I knew everything.

Since Grace had been cooking her carrot soup in annoyed silence, Larissa had given me three we-must-go-after-it-anyway looks. And that was after Grace had told me upstairs that I should return the diary and preferably not interfere in my mother’s private affairs. Larissa had rolled her eyes, and I’d had a hard time stifling my knowing grin.

Emely slammed her law books shut with a snort and stacked them on the coffee table in between the couches. She and Grace skillfully ignored each other.

The entire time, Emely seemed unfocused, which was probably because Larissa was a Ruisangor. Just this morning the Copeland girl had attacked Miles DeLoughrey and Julie had told me that things were really hostile between the Ruisangors and the Senseque. I was surprised that she hadn’t fled the accommodation or threatened Larissa by now.

Confrontation

Christopher Tyng

“I don’t want to spoil anyone’s fun, but one of you is in big trouble.”

Vivienna appeared on the stairs together with Amber.

She was wearing a white pantsuit and Turkish rose-colored high heels. If it hadn’t been for that devastated look on her face, I probably would have spent a minute longer trying to figure out how she managed to always look so polished. Everything about her screamed money. From her car to her behavior.

She stopped in front of us at the kitchen island and waved a long piece of plastic in the air.

“What’s that?” Grace asked at the exact moment I saw the two red lines.

Vivienna slammed the object onto the marble countertop and pushed it into the middle so that it lay between us like a menacing omen.

“Maybe you can answer that question for us,” Amber said snappishly, and their mischievousness literally spilled over so that you could have taken a bath in it.

“A pregnancy test,” Larissa blurted out in surprise. She looked confused. Very confused. And my alarm bells immediately rang.

I tried to stare at her, but she just looked at the test and then at the other girls in the room. And at that moment, I realized that everyone was watching each other very suspiciously. Grace and Larissa looked at each other, but Grace seemed very confused. Vivienna’s eyes were also on Larissa, as if it was obvious that it was her pregnancy test, and I began to wonder if it could actually be. Larissa was... No… She was a risk-taker, but with whom should she...?

No matter how hard I tried to meet her eyes, it took and took... Then she looked at me.

She started to laugh. “You don’t think...”

Larissas expression hardened and I swallowed with regret.

“You’ve been whoring around with the DeLoughreys for a while now,” Amber blurted out.

Larissa narrowed her eyes angrily and if it hadn’t been for the kitchen island between them, there would have been another conflict.

“They’re my...” She gritted her teeth and cursed something inarticulate.

“Larissa,” I said, trying to calm her down, but she slapped my arm away.

“I’ve seen the look on your face!” she said, and I sighed at her remark. “You’re thinking the same thing as them!”

Okay, maybe I had been on the verge. And even if I had, I would never have judged her.

“No. Believe me.”

The next attempt to touch her failed. She pulled her arm away.

“Leave me alone,” she hissed, and I swallowed. “You never fail to surprise me.”

Then, with abnormal speed, she darted to the countertop next to the stove and sat on it.

I immediately felt the tension on the first floor, especially coming from the Quatura.

Bayla, be realistic... You know Larissa. That was exactly the problem.

“Who says it’s not you, Vivienna?” Julie’s voice sounded different than usual. It was less quiet, stronger, and accusing.

“Excuse me?” Vivienna seemed to feel offended. But more than that, she seemed surprised – as I was – that Julie dared to say something like that to her.

“She’s right. All you want to do is cause trouble. What if this isn’t even real?” Grace reached for the pregnancy test and held it up for all to see. “What are you up to, mh?”

Vivienna’s face darkened. “You don’t really think I would fake a pregnancy test, do you?”

“Then tell me. Who’s the lucky one?” Grace seemed to enjoy seeing Vivienna upset.

“Maybe we should ask the person who did the test?” Amber intervened again. “I was there when Vivienna found it.”

“Don’t you think it’s a bit weird snooping around in the garbage and meddling in other people’s business?” I said, frustrated. It was beyond the privacy of anyone present. Even if my curiosity was slowly growing.

Amber came closer to me.

For the first time, I had direct contact with her and felt threatened by it. She was one of those girls whose make-up was so perfect that you felt like you were wearing make-up from a children’s make-up workshop, even if you hardly used any make-up.

“I can well imagine it would be awkward for you if we found something like that.” She stepped even closer. “Especially if it was yours.”

I could smell her ultra-sweet perfume, which had been lingering in my nose for the last few days. I coughed, and she shrank back with a disgusted expression. Vivienna looked at me a little too long, and I remembered the day Alarik had saved me from the conflict with Larissa. Vivienna had looked at my eyes...

Unease spread through me.

“Bayla? Pregnant? By whom?” I heard Larissa laugh in amusement and looked at her, annoyed. Her eyes were full of triumph. Was she serious?

“Help...” Amber rolled her eyes and leaned against the countertop. “I’m sensing Virgin vibes.”

I didn’t quite know how to respond to this rude comment since I was no virgin, but felt my headache setting in again.

“It really shouldn’t matter whose it is,” I said, taking the test from Grace’s hand and throwing it across the room toward the garbage can... and landed it.

For three seconds, everyone was watching me. And that was extremely uncomfortable, so I quickly continued. “You should mind your own business.”

Vivienna seemed to be literally drilling holes into me. “But it matters.”

“Why?” I said, stepping toward her. She jerked back. “Why do you insist?”

We both stared at each other until it became noticeably uncomfortable.

Amber snorted. “She still doesn’t know anything.”

I finally broke my gaze away from Vivienna and looked at her sidekick. “What is it I don’t know?”

Would I ever know everything relevant?

“She should be starting to learn what certain things mean,” Amber just kept talking to Grace as if I didn’t exist. Polite as always...

“Did I miss something?” I now asked Grace.

“Seriously? Are you telling the girl anything at all?”

Vivienna sounded outraged.

Grace threw her arms up in the air helplessly. “She hasn’t even finished the rite of passage yet!”

I looked at Grace, stunned.

They had had the task of telling me everything.

“Pff...” Amber turned to me, rolling her eyes. “Anyway. There’s a certain prophecy. And if any of the Quatura present here are pregnant, we’d like to help fulfill that prophecy and report it to the Councils.”

Oh, God spare me from that ridiculous prophecy Julie had once told me about.

“A prophecy? That sounds intriguing.” Larissa had made herself comfortable on the kitchen countertop by the window so that her high boots reached over the hob.

It was a while before Grace said anything. “Leave the prophecy out of it.”

“Why?” A mocking grin pulled Amber’s full lips wide. “Aren’t you supposed to be a part of this?” Grace looked focused. And caught. “Aren’t you supposed to carry said child?” Everyone stared at Grace. “Who should we congratulate, Grace?”

Amber didn’t seem to know where the line was.

“I don’t quite understand,” I voiced my thought aloud.

How were they going to know when this prophecy came to pass?

“Believe me, I understand even less,” Larissa laughed, seeming more amused than anyone else. As if this was a game.

“A child is to be born, to a very powerful family line,” Amber hissed impatiently.

“This child shall be the downfall of all other species.”

We all turned toward the living room, where Emely had risen from the couch.

How had I forgotten her presence? She had been there the whole time. Silently. Her face was unnaturally pale.

Our eyes met.

What had she just said?

“Is that true?” I asked in astonishment.

“Of course it’s true!” Vivienna sounded as if I had insulted her. “It’s only a matter of time before this prophecy comes true.”

“Who says the baby has to be the Quatura’s?”

Point for Larissa.

“It can hardly come from you.” Vivienna looked at Larissa challengingly. “What Amber said earlier was just a joke, as you should know.” Vivienna’s smile became more devilish. “Because as far as I know, you’ll never be able to have children.”

Wait... what?

Larissa jumped up and within milliseconds Vivienna was hanging on the wall. Larissa, without flinching, held her neck.

My eyes snapped open.

“Larissa!” I gasped out loud. What the hell?

A massive iron pot flew in her direction and I dashed forward to catch it.

Vivienna had let it fly and was now scowling at me, but I turned my focus on Larissa and pulled her back from Vivienna. I managed this too, and my best friend stumbled back a few meters.

Her eyes were glowing red. Her gaze was full of rage. She looked completely out of control, with tiny veins all around her red glowing eyes.

“Fuck you, Vivienna!” she squeezed out, not without showing her middle finger. And then she disappeared so quickly that all you could hear was the front door slamming, which then fell out of its frame, causing everyone present to wince.

Buddy disappeared up the stairs, whining.

Silence filled the first floor for a while until I realized that everyone was staring at me.

“What?” I said angrily… and remembered Alarik’s words.

Don’t let your anger out around others, Bayla.

Anger... I turned away with a jerk and went to the fridge. God, how strange I must have come across. I hope my eyes hadn’t done anything weird.

“You witches are really fucked up. I can well understand why the Ruisangors voluntarily stay away from you,” Emely finally said, and our eyes met over my shoulder.

“She attacked us!” Pure indignation spoke from Amber’s tone, while Vivienna clasped her neck with her hands.

Emely seemed unimpressed. “Do I look like I care?”

“You would have just been happy if something had happened to one of us.”

“Maybe you’re right, Amber. But not here, on these grounds.” Emely’s eyes began to glow yellow. “I won’t have you pathetic witches dragging my family’s hard-earned reputation through the mud like this.”

“Oh yeah? Maybe you’ll get your family in trouble too.” Amber walked backward toward Vivienna, bumping into her lightly. “Unless your father wants a baby wolf for his daughter.”

The yellow in Emely’s eyes intensified, but she remained standing where she was.

“Stay away from us,” Amber hissed, unsettled.

She was actually scared…

Emely stared at her without saying a word. Veins stood out on her arms and neck under her black blouse.

“I’d love to finish what Larissa started,” she growled.

Then she turned away from them, not without looking back at Grace and Julie. Unfortunately, I couldn’t see the look on her face.

Eventually, she too disappeared through the door.

“We’re going to find out which one of you is behind this pregnancy test.”

Amber sounded confident.

God, how ridiculous. Didn’t they have problems of their own? If I were the owner of the test, I would have been super uncomfortable the whole time.

It was all too much for me, so I walked past them to go upstairs. In the middle of the stairs, someone grabbed my arm. It was Vivienna.

“You might be able to wrap the others around your little finger, but not me,” she whispered in a low voice. So low that a normal human or a Quatura couldn’t possibly have heard her.

My breath stopped.

I knew what that meant.

“I know what you are, Bayla Adams.” Her irises began to glow a light gray. It just wasn’t the tiny fibers running through her irises like spindles that burned into my mind. It was her menacingly cold words. “And sooner or later, your mother will pay for betraying the Circle like this.”
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Chapter 33

Julian

Locked In A Cage

Brick + Mortar

Actually, it could have been a good morning: Getting up, avoiding the Copelands, I wouldn’t have even met the DeLoughreys because they weren’t sleeping on campus, and so I’d have a room, as well as a bathroom, to myself. Then I would have attended my lectures, followed by two piano lessons that I would have enjoyed on my own, and in the evening, I would meet Mia at Lola’s Diner to make sure she was okay.

Instead, I woke up in a cold sweat from one of those ridiculous nightmares, frantically trying to find my cell phone, realizing I’d left it in my car yesterday. So, I hurried, took a quick cold shower, and reached my car, stressed by the fact that it was being used as a rusty border wall between a modern Jeep, driven by Nash’s guys, and an athletic sports car, driven by one of the DeLoughreys.

And, as if that wasn’t enough, I got a message from Mia saying she’d injured her arm while training with the Copelands.

Normally, it was hard to make me lose my shit. But now I was raging.

On top of all that, I spotted Nash getting out of his blue jeep in the distance.

Wrong place at the wrong time, I thought to myself, and my anger multiplied.

I should never have let Mia go there.

“Hey!” I yelled angrily, marching toward the guy I’d known for far too long.

Nash stopped and turned to face me. He looked tense, but I didn’t care.

“What are you doing to her!” I shouted angrily and immediately felt my eyes glow, and the monster that dwelled inside me gave me the kick I needed to shove Nash toward his car.

He stumbled backward. His expression darkened. I stepped even closer, and he did the same.

“What are you talking about, Bardot?” he growled.

“Don’t act like that. There’s only one person I’m worried about right now!” That wasn’t entirely true, but he understood me, and that was enough for me.

“Your sister is fine. Relax.” He sounded tense, but not angry like usual. But I was.

“Oh, is that so?” I clenched my hands into fists, ready to punch when Nash grabbed my arm.

“We both don’t want this.”

My brows automatically drew together.

“If a single thing happens to her that sounds abnormal, I’ll get her back,” I pressed out, tensing.

I couldn’t overreact. There were people here.

“Your sister is fine. She just bruised her arm after exercising too much.” He paused, and his look turned disdainful. “She seems to be making an effort, which no one here would have expected from the Bardots.”

Everything in me fought not to smack him.

“Why are you such a…”

Nash interrupted me without restraint. “I’m not the one who tucked his tail and cowardly ran away.” He laughed, and it sounded bitter. “How could I?” Something on his jaw twitched slightly. “Duties. You have fucking duties as a future Alpha, Bardot,” he finally pressed out.

I snorted tensely and took a step back. No matter what turns this conversation could take, I didn’t see any good ones. Nash had become a stranger. We were both strangers.

I looked at him, but he’d long since stopped looking at me and was instead staring across campus, where Mady had just stepped out of the main building and was walking toward the library with a book under her arm. She was wearing the same dark gray hoodie as last week, and her hair was now stringy and tied back in a bun. She was no longer wearing make-up, and it seemed to me that her skin had become more unclean, which of course I could only be imagining.

Yesterday morning – better later than never – I had expressed my condolences and apologized for Mia after she had asked where my sister was. All I had been able to say was that she had a lot of stress at school at the moment. And lying to her like that was unpleasant and felt wrong.

Blood In The Cut

K.Flay

A loud cheer snapped Nash and me both out of our stupor, and we turned to the big oak tree on campus.

I spotted Nash’s guys standing there, clapping their hands in the air. Not all of them, just a few. Most of the guys clapping were men I didn’t know.

More people were watching what was going on when I finally spotted Emely standing there, motionless and...

“Who the hell is this guy?” I asked tensely.

Everything about the situation aroused suspicion inside me, and my fists still hadn’t relaxed. And it didn’t get any better when I spotted the tall, muscular, handsome blond man with the massive bouquet of roses in his hand marching toward Emely.

My jaw dropped when he held out his hand for hers and held the roses out to her with the other.

“Mikhail Rolanow,” Nash pressed out dismissively, and I looked at him.

I finally knew the reason for his tension.

“What does he want from her?”

I turned my suspicious eyes to the spectacle and almost froze when he took her hand and planted a kiss on it. Everything in me wanted to intervene and confront this man.

“Her hand,” Nash growled.

His eyes had turned yellow, just like mine, and he seemed to have to stop himself from sprinting off straight away.

Shock rolled over me like an avalanche as the rules and principles of the pack flashed through my mind. I remembered Hunter’s words.

“Father invited his family to marry her off,” Nash continued.

I looked at Emely, who accepted the bouquet with flushed cheeks. We’d known each other so long by now that I knew that blush meant she was more than uncomfortable with the situation.

And damn it, everything in me wanted to help her, so my body finally took on a life of its own and I started to move. Nash pulled me back, and I looked at him with furrowed brows.

“What are you doing?!”

“You can’t go there. As much as it bothers you, you’re not part of the pack.”

The accusation hit me harder than I expected and fueled my anger.

“I don’t give a shit!”

Nash looked from me to Emely again.

“But I do.” His expression darkened. “If my father finds out about this, I won’t have a chance to stop anything.”

He let go of my arm, completely transfixed by the sight of the two of them.

I couldn’t look at them anymore without wanting to do something. Just the thought of someone flirting with her like that, someone who wanted to marry her as if she were...

“You want to prevent this from happening?” I asked in surprise when Nash’s words had finally sunk in.

“I won’t let Father restrict Emy any further. She’s not his puppet, and by now she’s old enough to decide for herself what she wants.”

I was surprised. Nash had changed enormously, but in one aspect he was still the guy he used to be.

“You know how she is. She’ll say yes. Just for Father.”

“Shit,” I muttered as reality hit me like a hard rock. “I have to stop her.”

“I have to stop him,” Nash murmured, looking at me deadpan.

We both had the same goal. Something about it was more than uncomfortable. He seemed to realize that, too, because his right eyebrow twitched uneasily before he continued.

“I don’t trust the Rolanows. The last time they were here, Alarik pissed them off, and now their Alpha wants to get what he didn’t get last time.”

Nash’s expression reached the absolute depths of darkness.

Just the fact that Alarik hadn’t gotten along with them set all my alarm bells ringing.

Suits Theme

Christopher Tyng

“Julian, there you are. I don’t want to bother you, but...”

Bayla appeared next to me, and Nash seemed distracted by her for a moment. He looked her over from head to toe, and when she noticed, she suddenly blushed.

“You,” he said sharply, and Bayla’s posture stiffened until she tore herself away from his gaze and looked helplessly at me.

I had to grin, even though I felt sorry for her. “You smell like... nothing.”

Nash moved closer and something inside me forced me to push myself protectively in front of her, which seemed to remind Nash that our relationship was not under a good star.

I felt Bayla push me away again before she gave me a frustrated look.

“I can speak for myself.”

I took a deep breath and stepped further to the side.

This reaction had to be due to her magic connection…

“And for that matter... I am a human. And don’t worry, I won’t tell your little secret, because my memories will soon be taken away.”

Nash’s gaze was full of unease, like that of many people who realized for the first time that Bayla smelled of nothing. At least if you ignored the secondary scent of her skin.

I stared at her, holding my breath in confusion.

This chaotic morning really didn’t seem to be doing my mind any good.

“You’re not human,” Nash murmured, his eyes starting to glow.

I pulled Bayla a little closer to me. When her eyes began to glow yellow, my breath caught.

Nash paused and held eye contact until Bayla shook her head and the bicolored eyes returned to their original human glow.

“What the hell are you?” Nash gasped.

“I’m sure you mean who. My name is Bayla Adams, and it was nice to meet you... Nash Copeland,” she said with uncertainty, the blush returning to her cheeks before she pulled me away by one arm.

It Hurts

Tessa Rose Jackson, FFM

“Your eyes...” I said, perplexed, staring at Bay as we disappeared from Nash’s sight behind one of the oak trees, and I unfortunately no longer had a view of Ems either. I would talk to her later.

“What’s wrong with my eyes?” she suddenly asked in shock, and I couldn’t help but look at this rare phenomenon in front of me. One deep blue, the other a greenish turquoise blue. It was as if two completely different oceans had been separated, and one had been placed in her right eye and the other in her left.

“Julian. What’s wrong with my eyes?”

“They had a yellowish glow,” I began slowly, remembering the first time her eyes had turned that color, back in the forest before she had fainted. Her eyes had just looked like those of a Senseque, just as they had back then, but I didn’t say so.

Bayla’s expression was full of concern. Then she looked around and pulled me further into the shade of one of the many oak trees on campus.

“I’m going to tell you something, and you’ll promise to keep it to yourself.”

I just nodded, and then she told me everything: from Alarik’s training, that he would protect her from the pack, to the encounter with a damn Ruisangor in her house.

“You should have told me something,” I pressed out tensely, because I didn’t like the fact that a Ruisangor had been so close to her.

“I don’t know who I can trust here and who will lie to me next.”

She blinked away a tear, and I felt the need to take her in my arms and tell her that we would find an answer to all the questions. But then wouldn’t I be lying to her as well?

“I know I can’t answer your questions.” As she looked around frantically, I turned her head toward me, and she stared at me, upset. “But I can listen to you and help you get away from here.”

“How?” Hope flared in her eyes.

Imaginarily, I slapped myself for the way I would let her down.

“I’ll talk to your mum.”

“No!” She reached for my wrist and gripped it tighter than Nash had before. Her panic, I felt it to the core.

“Please don’t tell her. Promise me,” Bay pleaded desperately.

“Okay, I won’t...” If it was that important to her.

“Promise!”

I couldn’t hold back my grin. “Okay, witch girl, I promise.”

She held out her middle finger to me and I allowed myself a joke by taking mine and hooking it into hers, like it was done with the pinky in a vow.

She stared at me in disbelief, but to my surprise, she understood a few seconds later and squeezed my finger further.

“Don’t you dare break that ridiculous vow.”

Then she let go and ran her fingers through her tangled hair.

“I’ll go with you tonight,” I said firmly. She widened her eyes. “Just in case.”

“But Bastien will notice you’re there.”

She was right. “Then he’ll know.”

“Why would you put yourself in danger if that guy could kill you?”

I thought back to the promise I had made to Diana. It had been meant kindly, but now it was more than that. Bay had almost died, and I didn’t want to have to go through that feeling of helplessness and shock again.

“If something happens to you, I’ll feel it anyway. Then why should I extend my path between us and risk you almost dying by a Ruisangor bite again?”

Her jaw dropped.

She wouldn’t go there without me.
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Chapter 34

Emely

New Girl

Labrinth

One might assume I was the enviable princess in this story. The one with Prince Charming and a bright, glorious future. But life wasn’t a fairy tale, and I wasn’t a princess either. Instead, I wanted to sink into the floor, but it had just been pulled away from under my feet.

Mica stopped in front of me and I could literally smell estrogen in the air as countless girls gathered around us, excitedly whispering and pulling out their phones.

“Won’t you give me your hand?”

I stared at him, stunned, and it took me a few seconds to realize and give him my hand.

He kissed it.

My skin immediately tingled because his lips were pleasantly warm, and I shyly withdrew my hand, my cheeks getting warm.

Mica held the flowers out to me.

Of course, I took them, but not without more heat shooting into my cheeks.

“Beautiful flowers for a beautiful girl,” he said loudly for all to hear.

My heart leapt with an overwhelmed jump.

He gave me an extremely attractive smile, which made his blue eyes sparkle, and I automatically returned it, however cautiously.

His men suddenly started to cheer, and the many girls around us clapped.

God, how much I just wanted to disappear into thin air.

“Thank you...” I said and then, finally, I regained my courage. “But if you want to impress me, maybe you should try something else.”

I gave him a challenging glare, which he apparently hadn’t expected.

Mica’s smile disappeared. He seemed confused.

I had intended to give him a chance, but this was definitely not what I had meant.

“I have to get going...” I said quickly before he could say anything and turned away from him and the guys, embarrassed, meeting Hunter’s worried gaze.

All okay, I told him through our pack link, but his expression remained the same.

I sighed and turned away from Hunter and Nash’s guys as well, only to stare at the envious faces of countless girls.

Oh, great. Half the campus had probably just seen that.

I hurried past them, feeling silly.

I hated roses, but Mica couldn’t have known that. And now I had to walk around with this expensive-looking bouquet. I couldn’t just throw it away. That wasn’t right.

I would have loved to put it in the hands of one of those girls, but I pulled myself together and disappeared through the main entrance of the west wing and finally through one of the porticoes around the corner, where I stopped and took a deep breath.

There was almost not a soul here and the adjoining courtyard I entered was surrounded by a small green area with a fountain, wooden benches, and a rose garden.

How ironic.

Now would be the perfect time to throw away this smelly bouquet.

Everywhere – Epic Trailer Version

Hidden Citizens, Adam Christopher

“Roses... how creative.”

My neck tensed automatically, but I didn’t turn around. I felt him approach and stop close behind me. My body was on alert, prepared in case he wanted to attack me.

Could he really be that stupid?

I felt his every move, every time his arms brushed against his suit. I smelled him, inhaling the air deeply, as I automatically did when a Quatura or a Ruisangor was nearby, even if that smell usually put me off.

But all I could smell was a hint of almond mixed with a woody note... and an extremely pleasant body scent. This Ruisangor didn’t smell disgusting at all. His smell made me woozy, triggered a strange tingling sensation in my stomach… Confusion spread through me.

I turned around abruptly and was startled by how close he actually was to me. There weren’t even two feet between us.

He was taller than me, which hardly any man could manage.

It had always bothered me that I was the tallest, often taller than some of the men and guys in the pack. It had never occurred to me that one day I would wish I was taller than someone else. How amusing it would have been to be able to look down at him.

Miles watched me. The corners of his mouth turned upwards.

Office Talk

Christopher Tyng

“Did I scare you, little wolf?”

My expression immediately darkened, and I looked into his provocative eyes. Sparkling brown tourmalines. And then that grin... It wasn’t like Julian’s, warm and cheerful. It was pure malicious joy that was triggered when he was amused. Only I wasn’t his clown doll!

“Don’t call me that!” I hissed, holding the bouquet of roses between us so he couldn’t get too close to me. If he did, he would hopefully hurt himself on the thorns that were already pricking my hand. Stupid flowers.

He just kept grinning before looking down at the flowers.

“Roses.” He raised both brows. “How come you don’t like these flowers?”

“What?” How did he know...? “I like roses!” I blurted angrily, hugging them to my chest for emphasis. A painful mistake.

“Your look told me otherwise, Copeland.” He continued to grin at me, and I was annoyed that he’d been able to figure it out so easily.

“They’re not my taste either,” he continued. “But I wonder, what kind of flowers do you like, then?”

He raised an eyebrow.

I looked at him, annoyed. “That shouldn’t interest you.”

“Someone has to tell your admirer that he’s in the dark.”

He seemed to enjoy making fun of me. However, he was still playing with the wrong girl.

“At least I have one.”

Miles’ grin widened. “If you only knew how many women are waiting to be desired by me.”

My jaw dropped.

“The list is long. Wait...” He pulled out a notepad from his shirt pocket – covered in unreadable scrawl – as if he were a waiter and pretended to read. “I’m afraid there’s no more room for you.”

My jaw dropped even further.

“In your dreams, DeLoughrey,” I hissed angrily, glaring at him.

I wanted him to know that I was annoyed. He was everything bad I had imagined a Ruisangor to be. Incredibly self-obsessed, passive-aggressive and on top of that, deceptively attractive... The last part, unfortunately, was due to his nature.

He wouldn’t fool me! He could perhaps do that with a human, but never with a Senseque.

“I hate people like you, Miles,” I gritted out.

“Why? I’m bloody adorable,” he replied with a grin. “I asked you about your favorite flowers, did he?”

I rolled my eyes.

What game was he trying to play with me now?

“He’s a gentleman, Miles. Now leave me alone. I have a lecture to attend.”

He should be glad I left it at that. I still wanted to strangle him for the St. John’s wort action from the weekend.

I turned away from him and was about to leave when he appeared right next to me and walked down the path with me.

“The legal department is the other way.”

I stopped and looked at him in disbelief. “Are you stalking me?”

“No, of course not.” He laughed as if I’d made a joke. “We’re just both sitting in the same lecture.”

“Of course...” I snorted and kept walking. “How could I have forgotten?”

Miles followed me, which set all the alarm bells ringing inside me. Probably the Senseque in me feared that he might use me as a throwing target for his ridiculous knives again or make some other stupid attack attempt.

“Do you actually get bonus points for sacrificing yourself for your pack?”

“Excuse me?” I stopped again, ready to punch him in the face if he didn’t leave soon.

“This man, Mikhail Rolanow. He’s from the Russian pack. On top of that, he’s the Alpha’s son.” If my face once had an expression, it just vanished in disbelief. “And there’s only one reason the Rolanows can be here. You guys want to pool your power, but you can only do that through this one good old tradition. A wedding.”

I stared at him. That was all I was capable of.

Just don’t freak out, Emely. I could handle anything, and Miles DeLoughrey would be no exception.

“I should report you for stalking,” I pressed out through clenched teeth.

“What are you going to tell the cops?” The corners of his mouth turned up again, giving me a good view of his two dimples. If he weren’t a Ruisangor... What was I thinking? “A charming young man knows that I’m being forced into a wedding to form an alliance with the Russian pack?”

How could he joke as if the situation was funny?

“I’m not being forced!” I clarified.

“Oh, no? And yet you do what Daddy says, am I right?”

That was it. I could feel my eyes starting to glow. The veins on my neck stood out and so did the ones on my wrists.

“I’m just fulfilling my responsibility!” I tried to make it clear, taking another step towards him.

It annoyed me that I couldn’t manage to scare him. Because this cocky bastard was looking at me calmly as if I had just described to him where the library was, not as if I wanted to rip his non-existent heart out of his chest.

“How is it that you, as the second-born, don’t simply enjoy your privileges?” he asked more seriously than before.

This question hit me harder than expected.

“What privileges?” I snorted.

He couldn’t imagine what it really was like within a pack. How could he? His kind probably knew nothing about ours and everything he thought he knew was lies or assumptions.

“You could follow my example and live your life to the fullest.”

Now I was the one laughing in amusement. “Not everyone can enjoy the privilege of being a goddamn slacker.”

Miles stared at me, his jaw working barely noticeably.

“Better than wasting your time trying to live up to someone else’s expectations without being adequately rewarded.”

Miles was the kind of person who didn’t seem to care about the opinions and feelings of others. He had probably never had a loving family.

I knew exactly how it worked with the Ruisangor. The mothers died, the fathers took the children. What a cold-hearted creature he must be. Someone who had never known the love of a mother.

I bit my tongue when I realized that I had also grown up without a mother.

“You almost look like you’re going to be the new Alpha,” he laughed.

My jaw tensed.

“Oh, oh, I almost forgot...” he continued, grinning broadly. “Only the men get to call the shots in your pack.” I winced inwardly. “Am I right?”

Patriarchy was part of the tradition. I had grown up with it. Actually, his words shouldn’t have hit me. But they had penetrated right through my I.

“I think you’re misunderstanding something...” I tried to collect myself. “I have the same rights as my brother.”

I suddenly felt a lot more insecure, and I hated Miles for it.

He raised an eyebrow. “So, you’re telling me that your brother is really the firstborn and that’s the only reason you won’t be the next Alpha?”

I widened my eyes.

He had just finished me off.

But there was no way he could know that...

My whole body stiffened.

“We’re twins,” I managed to get out.

He began to laugh triumphantly. “Tell me he was born first without lying to me.”

Miles DeLoughrey had torn open a very old wound inside me that I had been trying hard to close for five years.

“How do you know…”

Miles stepped closer.

“We DeLoughreys are known for our excellent research skills.”

He laughed softly, probably not really realizing what a mess he’d made of me.

All these years, I had blocked out the fact that my father had gotten the birth certificates changed. The fact that I could never have the same responsibilities as my brother – responsibilities which seemed like privileges to me to this day – had become normal to me. I had forced myself not to strive for it, even calling Nash my big brother in front of others. And now a Ruisangor – of all people – was standing in front of me and ripping open that damn scar.

“You’ll never be able to lie to me, Emely,” Miles whispered in a low, barely audible voice. “Your eyes can’t lie.”

He turned away from me and walked down the stone path that led to the law lecture halls as if that unpleasant conversation had never happened.

I stopped, caught up in my thoughts, fighting with all my strength against the tears that kept fighting their way up.

Eventually, I took the bouquet off my chest and ripped threads from the white blouse of my uniform, which broke the camel’s back.

I screamed angrily and panted to calm myself down. I wanted to scream at him.

“Ems.”

Don’t Speak

Chaël, kaii

I wheeled around. There stood Julian.

Oh God, he would notice something was wrong. Julian knew me.

He came toward me, his brown hair typically messy. The black uniform pants looked good on him, even if he wasn’t wearing one of the sweater vests with it, just a dark green Vanderwood hoodie.

A strange dress code had developed over the last few days. While the Quatura all wore the blue uniform, the pack demonstratively wore the green sweater vests and the Ruisangors wore either their suits or the black pieces. I had unconsciously joined in with all this.

“Why didn’t you tell me about the Rolanows?”

Julian looked worried, almost tense, like Nash had been since the weekend.

“Hey, what is it?”

He put a hand to my cheek and I winced. He took his warm fingers off me immediately.

“I’m sorry,” he said, running a hand through his hair.

“It’s okay,” I replied, confused.

What was wrong with me? This was Julian... who had been acting weird around me since last week and was giving me strange hopes.

My cheeks heated up at the thought. If there was a competition for this sort of thing, I’m sure I would have won first place today.

“I’m all right. Don’t worry about it.”

Sighing, I lowered the flowers and looked down at the blouse. I definitely needed a new one. Those roses had gotten me into so many awkward situations, it was almost ridiculous. The Esadowa spirits were probably trying to punish me.

“But I do.”

I looked up at Julian, touched.

If only he knew his words hurt.

“Unnecessarily,” I sighed.

Every time he was sympathetic, I wished we were still best friends, maybe even more. Except it would only get that far in my dreams. I had to finally put an end to it.

“No,” he continued to disagree. “You should have told me something.”

“And then what?” I laughed. “You don’t have to protect me. I’ve managed fine without you for the last two years,” I slipped out a little too sharply as I straightened my blouse and tightened my ponytail.

There was regret in Julian’s gaze.

“If he wins the games, I’ll accept my fate,” I continued, trying to change the subject.

“You don’t even love him.”

I looked into Julian’s eyes.

What did he know about love?

“It’s about the pack,” I clarified my intentions in case he’d already forgotten.

“It’s always about the pack, for God’s sake!” Julian cursed, and I felt that sting again from the scar Miles had just ripped open.

How ironic that a person I absolutely disliked and someone who meant the world to me could touch the same wound inside me.

I looked at my former best friend and remembered that I was actually mad at him. Hell, he had been sitting in a room with two Quatura and – even worse – a Ruisangor, reading diary entries of a Quatura who had been in touch with my uncle.

As I had stood in the kitchen, making myself a snack, the ham sandwich had almost slipped out of my hands from shock.

I had never wanted to eavesdrop on them, but it had been so clear to my sensitive hearing that I would have had to get some earplugs so I couldn’t hear anything. And when my uncle’s name had been mentioned, I hadn’t been able to resist the urge to listen in disbelief to Bayla reading aloud.

It was no secret that Alarik didn’t take part in the rivalries. He had helped Julian’s father back then by contacting the mayoress, and that had brought a lot of conflict. But these diary entries, a bloody love letter? To a Quatura?! I really needed to talk to him.

Julian’s look became more worried. I realized that I had been staring at him the whole time, lost in thought, and hadn’t reacted to his critical comment, as I usually did.

His pretty small freckles sparkled at me like little stars. When the summer passed, they would disappear too, just like every year. And it was already November.

Welcome Home, Son

Radical Face

“I don’t want to argue with you now,” I said quietly.

Julian understood, and then he did something I hadn’t expected. He pulled me into his arms.

“Me neither,” he whispered warmly against my ear.

Heat shot through my body.

It took a few seconds, then I finally let myself sink into the hug I had needed for so long. The one from a childhood friend, a person who had always made me feel so safe. I had longed for this embrace for years. My body pressed against him, pleading for his gentle touch, and he gave me a minute that felt like half an eternity.

“I want to go out with you,” he said as he pulled away from me.

I winced, my knees went weak, and the next moment I was gasping for air.

“No.”

“No?” He looked at me as if I’d just punched him.

“Yes,” it slipped out of me faster than I could think.

I smiled like a Cheshire cat.

Julian had asked me if I wanted to go out with him? He was asking me if...

I looked him straight in the eyes.

My childhood best friend smiled softly. “Probably overdue.”

A moment ago, I had been devastated and now Julian had asked me out on a date! Him? Me?

I was literally floating across campus toward the legal department because my heart was jumping up and down. Until the moment Vivienna Westcode brought me back down to earth by crashing right into me.

“I’m sorry, I...”

The roses were scattered around us on the path, and when I realized whom I had just accidentally ripped the folder from, I broke off mid-sentence.

I was more than happy that not even this arrogant cow could manage to burst my bubble.

She gave me a nasty glare. “Don’t get too excited!”

I glared at her.

“Everything tells me you did that pregnancy test.”

My joy died abruptly.

Julie.

I had wanted to talk to her all along. It had taken me hours to make this decision, but I couldn’t leave her alone with it. Not after I had taken the test with her and put her in this situation to a certain extent. As much as I didn’t want to admit it. I owed a Blair-Quatura something.

Vivienna picked up her things, huffing. “Better watch out next time! Why do you have such good senses if you don’t use them?”

Then she rolled her eyes and hurried past me.

This day had been a tough one.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 35

Julie

Alone In This World

RealTunesStudio

I had to get rid of it. Somehow.

Once again, I was on my own in my small, cold, and dark world. I had never felt so lonely as I did right now. With every little thought of what this something inside me could mean, another fragment of my future was shattered. Like a child throwing stones at a mirror without knowing what it was doing. Something destructive inside me that had decided to take on a life of its own. It was like a storm brewing in my body. And helpless didn’t even come close to describing what I was feeling.

It had started yesterday in the kitchen, when Vivienna had been standing there holding the pregnancy test in her hand. Ice cold shivers had run down my spine and I had felt how the drawer of the large kitchen island that I had been clinging to had gradually become covered in ice crystals. It had felt as if everything I came into contact with was trying to signal to me that I had failed. Especially that stupid pregnancy test.

I had hardly been able to bear Emely’s pitying look. Because if there was one thing I didn’t need, it was pity.

I didn’t care if she hated me, because anyone who didn’t like me was doing themselves a favor and didn’t give me any more unnecessary hope of being better than I actually was.

It had felt deserved when Vivienna had pushed me aside in the hallway that one day. But yesterday, when she had held up the pregnancy test like Cinderella’s shoe, I had felt like I was going to collapse the next moment.

It had been the Salma that had given me the last bit of strength to pretend that everything was fine. That’s how close I had been to the edge.

Inside me, the first big stone had flown against the glass, striking me with a brutal blow in the pit of my stomach.

When everyone had left for lectures, I had stayed there and thrown up. Three times.

I hadn’t been able to stop, and the side effect was that I had clearly felt my emotions again.

This morning, I had emptied the last vial, with the devastating realization that I was at the mercy of the sheer range of my emotions. And as long as I didn’t possess an elemental stone to help me get a grip on my powers, that meant only one thing: I was a walking danger to everything and everyone around me.

Physically, I was alive. But something was dying inside me, very slowly.

And until that minute, I had suppressed the fact that something was growing there in that pile of shards. Something that was supposed to live. It was only a matter of time before it cut itself. Because of what I was, it could die. Maybe it was too weak, weaker than me. It wasn’t even pureblood like me, though I still couldn’t believe that I was the child of two Quatura, as fragile as I was.

Here, this place I lived in, had weakened me. Whatever it was that I would face if I kept this child, I wasn’t ready for it. I could feel how it would break me, without any doubt.

The last thing I wanted was to bring a child into this cruel world.

The feeling that, no matter what I did, I would end up doing something wrong, crawled painfully up my throat.

You would kill it anyway, I kept telling myself, stifling a sob that quietly fought its way out and echoed off the sand-colored walls of the hallway, as if even the building had realized there was no place for it in this world.

I listened to the sound until it faded away.

Then I was alone again.

With every step I took through the half-open colonnades, I felt the cold around me. There was no doubt that it emanated from me, because I didn’t feel it the way you did when you were standing in the middle of a snow-covered landscape, freezing.

The cold was a part of me, always had been. Only it had taken years for my body to let it out, and now it was threatening to destroy everything.

I walked on through the stone corridors, past one of the courtyards, where a flock of ravens landed at that very moment, as if they were following me, past all the ancient columns that were literally being devoured by ivy.

The university had been built long before our time. Everything about this place seemed like something out of a dark fairy tale, and the stories from the diary Bayla had found had made me curious. We weren’t the only ones… Alice had been here, maybe even right here, where I was walking.

I stopped.

My gaze slid over the stone walls to the ground. The cobblestones, wet from the rain, shimmered slightly, even though the sun was no longer shining because the sky had been completely closed for a few days.

Irritated by my trance-like state, I started moving again.

I wasn’t a bit shocked that I had an aunt I’d never heard of. She had been older than Margot but younger than Amara.

Amara seemed to have been a completely different person back then. Maybe she had just been young and insecure, like me. But no one could be as miserable as me and become like her.

And this Alice? She seemed to have disappeared, just like him. This woman had known my father, my aunt, even Bayla’s mother and the director of Vanderwood, our English professor. It was more than strange that she – obviously a Quatura – had spent time with one of them without permission, with a Senseque. Alice had described the feeling: Forbidden.

I knew exactly what she meant. For a brief moment, it had felt like we had something in common. And I felt bad.

Why? Was I different from her? Was she even bad?

She had spent time with Alaister, more often, apparently. She and my supposed father had been friends. And they were both gone now.

The diary had awakened an irrepressible desire in me.

Who was this woman? What did she have to do with my father?

I deliberately hadn’t done any research on him to protect myself from disappointment. No one had talked about him, there were no pictures, nothing... As if he had never existed.

Alaister Westcode was like a shadow hanging over me now, as if he was haunting me. I had tried, again and again, to put the thought of a father out of my head. I didn’t want one. And above all, I didn’t need one. He hadn’t been there.

Whatever had existed between him and Margot... it hadn’t been strong enough to survive this town.

“He is dead.”

Gloria’s words from the last temple lesson echoed through my head.

“He is dead.”

That was all I knew about him. But now there were these diary entries from a girl I didn’t know. No one seemed to know her.

There seemed to be a hidden darkness between the lines of the diary, and I wanted to know if and how it continued, if there was more about Alaister, what had happened to him...

Not like in Moenia... That’s what Alice had written.

Not much seemed to have changed. The scriptures there were still not for the hands of those not in the top two ranks, which included me. I had never dared to even touch them. There was too much chance that they were covered in a spell of Earth magic, too little chance that they were filled with relevant information.

I had never understood how all these books were just sitting there, full of stories about the town, filled with magical knowledge about everything and everyone. But only those who belonged to the Councils could afford to look inside and learn something.

As Domini, Amara was an exception, and soon Grace would be too.

Another reason why I felt like a stranger there. Everything there screamed that I was unwanted, even my ancestry.

Pretty. That’s how the girl from the diary had described him. Platinum blond hair, ice-blue eyes with a slight tint of green.

It was only a few minutes ago, when I’d idiotically looked in the bathroom mirror to see if I could see anything yet – of course I couldn’t – that I’d noticed the resemblance to his description.

I looked like a ghost. But now, this ghost had an origin.

He had been cheeky, she had written. Had I ever been cheeky? No. Nowhere did I find memories of my identity that pointed to a wild, impetuous and mischievous child. I had forgotten a lot, thanks to the Salma, thanks to Gloria.

A shiver ran through me.

Thanks to Gloria.

Never.

I managed to push the thought aside, away from this woman and back to him.

He seemed to have been clever, passionate about science, and he had a controversial opinion about the species.

We were strictly forbidden to even think about such things. We had to remain among ourselves. Mixing was not possible, a hybrid was unknown to me and if it had ever come to that, the Councils would have intervened.

The idea of a war over such an unpleasant matter was absurd. Nothing like that would ever happen. Everyone would kill each other first.

He had been right. The rules of inheritance separated us.

How could he have talked about it with her? He was Gloria’s son. This woman was the devil himself.

More questions arose in me. Again. But what surprised me most was that someone had liked him, him, Gloria Westcode’s son, Amanda’s brother, the man no one dared talk about. Alice Blair, of all people, had worried about him. And he had consumed Salma...

I had felt sick when I realized what Gloria had done. She had dosed her son with the serum, just as she had done to me all those years. And an evil premonition had spread through me.

Everything about my thoughts seemed forbidden, because still no one talked about him.

But now, there was this diary…

Suddenly I felt the shadow again. This time it wasn’t just hanging over me, it surrounded my fragile appearance.

Would I become like him? And if so? What had he even been like?

My thoughts spun like a whirlpool, and with every “What if?” the shadow wrapped itself further around me.

Bump.

Pearson Specter Litt

Christopher Tyng

I bounced back and stared at the stern female features of the person in front of me. She was elegant, certainly attractive to the men out there in the wide world... Until she opened her mouth.

“Julie Westcode!”

“Blair,” I corrected her a little more sharply than I intended.

“Blair...” co-director Harlow sighed mockingly and grabbed my arm – which I hadn’t expected – and pulled me through a hallway that was filling up with countless students, up a huge spiral staircase, all the way to the director’s hallway. But she led me past his office.

Another sigh escaped her, she looked around, not letting go of my arm, then pulled me through a door that led us up to another door, and finally into the dark but luxuriously furnished tower room.

Bronze and black, from the seating to the curtains that hung in front of the second largest window in the entire building.

Professor Copeland had managed to banish Gloria's closest Council member to one of the smaller corner towers.

Rebecca Harlow let go of my arm and I stumbled back, only now realizing how woozy I actually felt. She had dragged me here, and I hadn’t really realized it until now.

What was wrong with me?

“You seem paler than usual, wandering around like a stray cat.” Her voice sounded sharp as she wandered around the desk to sit down. As she did so, she arched her back strangely. She was the cat. “You and Grace both seem more distant since... well, the incident.”

It was clear what she meant by the incident. In fact, no one talked about it. It was just as much a taboo subject as he was. On top of that, all the Quatura on campus were staring at me, and I would have loved to freeze them all into pillars of ice.

That thought was cold-hearted. But maybe that was just me. I had managed to block Erik out. I only read our chat history every night, clicked through his blog in my spare time, which had been inactive since we’ve met, and my heart was like a ticking time bomb every time I heard my phone vibrate, only to be sobered by the realization that it wasn’t him, but Grace or Amara.

I should throw my phone away. I didn’t deserve his understanding messages, and I would never be able to get in touch with him again.

Damn it, I was carrying his baby inside me.

A bitter ache shot through my chest, and the thought that this something inside me was a part of Erik that I was now carrying made my knees shake.

How was I supposed to let something go that reminded me of the only person in my life who had made me feel wanted?

I forbade myself to think about it any further.

Actually, I had to let him forget, but the risk of losing my emotional control if I met him again was too high. He knew too little about me, and that should be to my advantage. He would forget me at some point. He had to...

My heart tightened.

What had I done?

I felt like an immature teenager who no longer had her life under control. Basically, I was nothing more than that. I wasn’t even nineteen yet and already pregnant by someone I’d only met once before.

“Sit down.”

Harlow’s voice sounded demanding, and I sat down immediately, my eyes on my wrist because I felt pain. Her fingernails had clawed deep into my skin when she’d dragged me here, leaving red half-moons between the pale scars on my skin, just below the fresh cut from a few hours ago.

“You’re probably wondering what I want from you.”

I looked up.

“Well, what can I say? You’ve caught Gloria’s interest.”

My heart tightened, except in a completely different way compared to the Erik pain.

“She’s of the opinion that your still unbridled powers can be used for greater purposes.”

Used. That was all Gloria saw in me. A use.

“She has given me the task of training you until she takes on the task herself.”

She seemed to realize that I was getting restless inside, because her lips formed into a smile.

“Believe me. Gloria sees a lot in you that the Councils see as a risk.”

My body tensed as she came to me and paced around the armchair. Her hands were suddenly on my shoulders.

I hated it when others touched me, especially when I didn’t know the person and didn’t like them.

“Potential,” she whispered, and I tried to control my breathing.

My hands were on my lap, wet with ice crystals and... clearly visible to her.

I could literally feel her gaze on my skin as it drilled through me, heard the thoughts rattling in her head without me being able to guess exactly what she was thinking until she came out from behind me and strode back to her desk.

“Nevertheless, your father was a dangerous man.”

“My father...” I mumbled those strange words for the first time, and she paused in her stride to turn and lean on her desk.

“You seem to take after your mentally unstable mother in character.”

The look on her face was full of... pity?

Shame spread through me.

How could she compare me to Margot when she didn’t even know me?

My mouth remained closed, even though the words were burning on my tongue. I kept quiet because it was better not to reveal any information rather than trying to prove myself.

The only one who didn’t listen to me was my cursed body. More ice crystals made their way up my arm... and she watched it with pleasure.

The first time I had seen this woman, I had already realized that she was one of those who must have been born with cold feelings.

I often wished I could be like that.

Wishes I had were like heroin. They seemed to fuel me, I wanted more... until I was broken by the false hope that these desires had triggered in me.

“Dear God! Gloria’s got her work cut out for her,” she laughed suddenly, her neck bones standing out. “Although I know it took her quite a bit of effort.”

My body tensed again.

The fear of Gloria was still greater than anything else.

Professor Harlow’s expression became more serious, albeit accompanied by that ambiguous smile. “I’ll make you an offer.”

Once again, she crept around the desk like a cat and reached for a black, beautifully decorated wooden box that must be very old.

“I can tell you’re uncomfortable having to deal with Gloria.” Was I really that readable? “That’s why I suggest that I train you and take you under my wing temporarily, just between us, of course.”

I looked at the woman in front of me and had difficulty interpreting her facial expressions.

Of course. Just between us. What else had I expected? Something told me that this was a really bad idea. She didn’t seem to realize that I could hurt her with my magic.

“Sooner or later, she’ll demand to train me,” I replied with a dry tone.

And I was right. Although it was a mystery to me how she could have hated her son so much that she never spoke about him and yet now wanted to use me for her purposes.

“Well...” Professor Harlow began promisingly, coming toward me with the box, sitting down on the edge of the desk, and crossing her legs. “You must know, my influence within the Councils is very considerable.”

That didn’t change the fact that Gloria was above her.

So I tried a different approach.

“Who can guarantee that I’ll learn anything from you?”

The corners of her mouth turned upwards.

“This.”

My breath caught as she opened the box and held it out to me, filled with at least 50 bottles of Salma. Elegant-looking glass vials, all filled with the shiny grayish liquid and secured with silver caps.

But something else caught my eye. An ornate R, decorated with thorny tendrils, which stood out in silver from the vials. The symbol of the Councils.

How on earth...

Rebecca Harlow gestured promisingly at the contents of the box. “That’s assuming, of course, that this remains our little secret.”

Camera Obscura

Angus MacRae

She hadn’t given me the box, just ten bottles, as a generous advance payment.

Very generous.

My skin prickled with nervousness. It definitely felt wrong to keep this secret and not run straight to Grace. It felt like a betrayal.

But what was worse? Betrayal or my powers bursting out of me without me meaning to and accidentally hurting Grace at some point?

There was only one way to get my magic under control.

I pulled the clear crystal from my pocket that I had taken from Bay’s bedside table. It was my only chance. She wouldn’t miss it. In fact, it was worthless as long as it wasn’t linked to its bearer and their element. A slightly too pointed crystal, white and empty. That was all it was.

I hurried through the corridors, past countless students, and when I spotted Bay and Larissa, I quickened my pace.

They would talk to me. And I liked them. I wasn’t supposed to like anyone, and vice versa. If there was a way to strip away all this vulnerable humanity, I would do it.

My humanity made me make mistakes, and so I had told them about the problem with my molecular biology professor.

I had skipped the last seminar simply because the problem that was in my gut had thrown me off track too much.

I looked around again and exhaled with relief as they walked past without noticing me and hurried to the massive gates of the library.

“Julie,” I heard from my right, and a damn strong person pulled me into one of the many small side passageways.

I looked into dark brown eyes. Emely’s eyes.

My posture stiffened automatically.

It wasn’t often I was this close to a Senseque and Julian was definitely an exception. But Emely? She hated us, actually... On top of that, I had already been this close to her once. In the bathroom, a few days ago.

“I’m sorry,” she said, to my surprise, as if she had done something very bad that forced her to apologize to me, a Quatura. “You must be insanely confused and upset and...”

Then it clicked.

“I’ll be fine,” I interrupted her urgently, wondering at the concern in her gaze. “And the last thing I need right now is that look on your face.”

Pity. It was everywhere I looked – the reason I recognized that emotion so well on other people’s faces.

As if she had just been waiting for those words, the usual look came back to her face.

“Sorry... I just wanted to apologize for that stupid test.”

My eyes widened, and I pulled her further into the shadows.

She was too loud.

Then I began quietly. “Please, don’t tell anyone.” I couldn’t interpret the look on her face. “Please.”

Actually, I should feel pathetic asking a Senseque who hated our guts for anything. Except that my future depended on her willingness to remain silent. If she wanted to, she could ruin me.

As if she had read my thoughts, her eyes widened, framed by thick lashes. “You really think that poorly of me?”

“You hate us,” I said quickly, hoping she didn’t notice my embarrassment.

“This is an exception.” She looked tense.

“Is it?” I asked. “I could kill you, after all.” I didn’t like this honesty on my part at all.

Emely looked at me with a fixed expression. “I honestly respect your strange powers.”

Then she sighed and something loosened in her facial expression. “I gave you an expired test. That was my mistake, and I couldn’t help but at least apologize.”

I had to pull the corners of my mouth up a little in despair. A sign that the Salma was continuing to fade.

“I was never angry with you,” I confessed honestly.

Relief entered her eyes.

“And I thought you wanted to get back at me.”

“You’re definitely not on my list,” I joked dryly, and she even laughed.

Then she looked around. “I better go... Not that we’ll be seen together. You know... The social distancing rules...” She smiled sheepishly. “In case there’s a problem with the...” She paused and looked at my stomach.

Shame spread through me, as if I had done something scandalous.

She meant what was growing inside me.

“I’ll have it removed.” I noticed my cheeks getting warmer. “Don’t worry.”

Emely blushed and pressed her lips together.

“I’m sorry,” she continued hastily, and before I could blink an eye, she had shouldered her bag and stormed past me.

My mind was racing, and I tried to make sense of the conversation I had just had. Unsuccessfully. And the only realization I came to was that I had lied to Emely.

I wouldn’t be able to get rid of it.
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Chapter 36

Bayla

Darkness Descends

Midnight Syndicate

A cool breeze brushed across my face, swirling through my now shoulder-length hair, and I felt like I was being watched. I looked around hastily, because even though it was completely dark, I was surprisingly aware of a lot. I felt as if shadows were scurrying along the walls everywhere. Maybe some students sneaking around here at night, just like us.

“We can still go back.”

I sighed.

“Believe me, Julian, if I had the choice, three guesses where I’d be right now.”

Julian snorted, visibly dissatisfied.

Did it make a difference to him to be in the same room as Larissa or Bastien? After all, both of them were the same species. Maybe I should have spoken to Larissa first... Maybe. She had run off before I had even had the chance to speak to her in private. It was already unpleasant enough that Julian knew that something was wrong with me at all.

What if something had gone wrong with me? Maybe it had something to do with the rite of passage?

“What is it you’re thinking about, Blueberry?” I looked startled at my annoying neighbor, who must have noticed that I had a lot on my mind.

“How miserable my life is right now,” I replied with a frustrated sigh.

A soft laugh escaped him.

“It’s not funny. It’s stressing me out.”

Julian gave me his Julian grin.

“Can you actually do anything other than be amused by me all the time?”

The grin widened. “Every time I think my life is a mess, you come to me with something worse.”

I raised my eyebrows in fake contempt.

“Meanwhile, I feel most comfortable with you for that very reason.”

I stopped and looked at him in astonishment. He stopped too.

I hadn’t expected those words.

“You... I mean, everything seems so perfect about Emely, you know?” he continued, gesticulating, and a strange feeling that I couldn’t place settled on my chest. “She has everything you could have. A rich family, Nash’s guys backing her... She has the choice to go wherever she wants, even if she doesn’t use that chance. And then there is us. Chaos seems to be following us both.”

I nodded and studied his eyes, which shimmered like a deep lake in the lantern light and gleamed in the evening twilight. At the same time, I tried to sort out my strange feelings. What was wrong with me? Was it this town?

“By the way, I asked her today.”

The feeling in my chest became heavier and the smile, which was absolutely sincere, felt fake.

Concentrate, Bayla. He asked her, just like you suggested.

“So?” With all my effort, this question swung through the cool air.

How could a single word suddenly weigh so much?

I flinched violently as Julian placed both of his unnaturally warm hands on my shoulders. The desire to enjoy this warmth for longer flared up inside me.

God, Bayla, pull yourself together and bring more fucking clothes next time!

“She said yes!”

The joy in his gaze instantly melted my heart. How could anyone not be happy for him? He had managed to ask the girl he had feelings for, for years now – without even knowing it – out on a date.

The gleam in his eyes was abnormally captivating, so I looked at him a little too long before smiling.

“I’ve never seen anyone as excited as you,” I laughed softly.

The corners of Julian’s mouth relaxed a little, and he looked straight at me.

The wind blew through my hair again, making an unpleasantly eerie sound as it howled through the deserted corridors of the campus.

Then I felt something else, someone, close by...

Julian looked around in alarm. He must have heard it too.

“Bayla Adams,” a rough voice murmured, and I wheeled around.

There he was. The man who could have worked for a modeling magazine, but instead roamed the campus at night in black suits, chauffeuring rich spoiled snobs to university in Ferraris, making me take a step back and crash right into Julian’s inhumanly warm body.

I noticed Julian tense up, but then he stepped around me to stand in front of me.

But Bastien suddenly appeared behind me.

I wheeled around.

The Ruisangor man was staring at me with red glowing eyes. The moon illuminated his angular face dimly so that one half was in shadows.

His gaze triggered something in me. I couldn’t describe it. It was an alarming tingling sensation on my skin, all around my eyes.

“Didn’t I tell you to come alone?”

Julian only now realized that Bastien was standing right in front of me and turned around, ready to fight.

I grabbed his arm and motioned for him to stay behind me, looking to him, pleading, until he stepped beside me, his gaze... confused.

“Your eyes...”

What was wrong with my eyes? Had they taken on a life of their own again?

“Do you need any more proof that you’re one of us?” Bastien asked, his arms crossed behind his back. I saw a silver badge peeking out from his flat stomach, but I couldn’t make out the initials because his black suit jacket was slipping over it.

“Your eyes, your thirst for blood...”

“Has disappeared.”

Bastien looked at me indecisively. “That can’t be true.”

“But it is.”

He snorted discontentedly and came closer. “There’s something very strange about you, Bayla... Adams.”

Julian stepped closer, and Bastien’s head turned in his direction. His gaze grew darker, the glow more intense.

“You...” He stepped closer to Julian, and for a moment I was afraid they were going to attack each other, but the man had himself under control. He always seemed very composed and controlled. “You smell just like him.”

Julian narrowed his eyes, and I didn’t understand Bastien’s reference until Julian forced out his answer. “I’m nothing like the pack.”

Bastien eyed him. “You actually look like him.”

Confused, I blinked.

“I’m not one of them!” Julian pressed out angrily, but Bastien didn’t seem to mind.

He looked at him as if Julian was a file that could be read. Then he turned back to me, and I swallowed hard.

This man didn’t scare me, I just felt the need to absolutely not want to piss him off. His threat still burned like a brand in my brain.

“There’s something wrong with you. The daughter of Diana Adams, of all people.”

“So, you know my mother?” I snapped at him a little too harshly.

It bothered me that I couldn’t read his expression, because it was like a wall of steel.

“I’ll keep an eye on you. If anything suspicious happens involving you, I’ll take you to the estate, and we’ll train you there.”

Of course, he skirted my question.

“She’s not going anywhere she doesn’t want to go,” Julian said harshly, stepping closer to Bastien than I would have recommended.

How could he be so naive as to mess with a Ruisangor?

Bastien looked at Julian as if he were a ghost before lowering his voice and seeking my gaze.

“You’re one of us.”

His red eyes sent a shiver down my spine.

And then Bastien rushed past me like an illusion, through the corridors, until I could no longer hear him.

“What the hell was that?” Julian hissed tensely and I turned to him.

“Don’t ask me. The guy doesn’t scare me, but I wouldn’t invite him for tea either.”

The idea of Bastien sitting at a small table with a pink tablecloth and a small cup in his hand was more than absurd.

“I meant you.”

I looked up at Julian.

He meant my eyes.

“Are they still... red?”

“No,” he said quickly, and something inside me relaxed.

Then a soft howl of wind swept through the dark corridors again, and my goosebumps were back. It was as if I could feel a gaze on the back of my neck.

It was time to get out of here.

When Julian and I entered the house, three girls with green face masks stared at us as if they had seen a ghost.

“What’s he doing here?” Kelly Hepburn shrieked.

She was a real-life Barbie and the reason why my white T-shirts had turned a light shade of pink. She genuinely thought her colorful clothes matched my whites perfectly in the washing machine.

“If the Circle finds out...” Amber hissed angrily and pulled her black bathrobe tighter, making her wasp waist peek out.

Vivienna eyed me suspiciously.

I didn’t want to know what she was thinking. After all, she had seen my yellow eyes.

“I’m already gone,” Julian replied and was about to turn around when I grabbed him by the wrist and dragged him through the living area.

“Forget about it! You stay here. I still have something to show you.”

And that wasn’t even a lie. Five minutes ago, Larissa had texted me that we had missed a page while reading the diary, and now I was dying to squeeze the last bit of information I could get out of this shred of a book.

“Not the pregnancy test, is it?” Vivienna laughed gleefully. “That would be a scandal.”

I didn’t stop, but pulled Julian up the stairs without restraint.

“What pregnancy test?” he asked in alarm behind me.

“Don’t worry, not mine.”

“I’ll tell the Circle everything anyway, Bayla Adams!” Vivienna called from downstairs, and I jerked to a halt.

Slowly, I turned on the stairs and looked down.

There she stood. Vivienna, the spawn of hell, carrying my little secret. The devilish grin on her face spoke for itself.

“I can’t have you breaking the rules so brazenly. You’re ruining our reputation!”

Julian had to laugh, which made Vivienna visibly boil, and a book flew at him. He dodged quickly, and it smashed against the window pane of the stairwell.

“I warned you!” she hissed.

The murderous look in her eyes gave me the kick I needed to turn away from her and pull Julian further up the stairs, into the room where Grace, Larissa and Julie seemed to be having a heated debate.

“She fell in love again, so she never replied to the letter, and that’s why she stopped writing the diary.”

Grace seemed very determined to defend her point of view. A few of her wild black-brown corkscrew curls had fallen into her face. There were a lot of old books spread out in front of her, reminding me of the ones from the Quatura underground temple. There were strange brown stones scattered all around her and then, in contrast, Julie on the other bed, sitting at her laptop and trying to concentrate on something.

“I don’t think so. No. She had far too many questions and the new guy could never have clouded her mind so much that she threw all her principles overboard, just like that,” Larissa argued, throwing the figure-hugging leather jacket carelessly into the corner of her bed.

“But maybe she realized that it’s pointless to bother with all this,” Grace hissed angrily.

“Then why didn’t you ever find out about her?” Larissa seemed to be in an argumentative mood. “I’m telling you. There’s something in the bush just waiting to be uncovered.”

Grace was beginning to lose her composure and when she looked at me, I could swear I saw hope in her eyes.

“Thank God you’re back. Your bloodthirsty friend is, firstly, unable to stay away from us; secondly, she touched the diary again, which you wanted to bring back and; thirdly, she is involved in forbidden things!”

“Firstly, I would never hurt you guys; secondly, good thing I looked again and thirdly; forbidden things are exactly my field of expertise.”

Grace shook her head, obviously frustrated, and seemed to want to give up arguing with my dominant friend for the time being.

Larissa only now seemed to realize that I was present.

“Bayla! There you are. Finally!”

She seemed to have forgiven me again.

Larissa looked at Julian and gave me that I-know-what’s-going-on-here look, which made me widen my eyes and shake my head. The urgent need to explain myself spread through my stomach.

“What’s he doing here again?”

“Grace, please,” I began. It was my luck that Grace seemed to be exhausted. I pulled Julian, who was about to leave again, further into the room, and he sighed, but gave in. “Julian doesn’t bite. Otherwise, your mother probably wouldn’t have allowed him to live in your neighborhood.”

Grace sighed as well.

“Bayla!” Larissa jumped up and came toward me. The next thing I knew, I was holding a scrap of paper in my hand and immediately recognized Alice’s handwriting. “We overlooked this yesterday.”

“And, unfortunately, it didn’t stay that way,” Grace mumbled annoyed from Emely’s bed, and I wondered when she had last slept there. She was usually at home – wherever that was – or – very rarely – on the couch downstairs.

“You have to read it!”

Only now did I fully realize what Larissa had pressed into my hand.

I hurried to my bed and threw my brown leather bag into the corner before sinking into the soft pillows and reading the diary entry. When Julian came to me, I had to smile because he seemed to be just as curious as I was.

How could I have missed this?

Revolving Door

Abel Korzeniowski

Beloved Mum,

I think fall has begun. I always feel so strange during fall. It probably has something to do with my powers. They just want to come out, and I really need to get back to Moenia to use them. But you’re sick and even though you’re an Air Quatura, you were still a good teacher. I’m lost without you. There is no other Fire Quatura in the Circle...

Anyway, it rained today. Very hard. I hurried across campus with Diana’s umbrella and had a lot of books under my arm. That was a mistake. There was a stupid slippery spot, and I fell to the ground with a crash.

So, I was lying there more or less soaking wet, the books in my arms protected from the rain. (God forbid I ever drop books on the floor).

“I don’t know anyone who cares that much about their books,” an amused male voice had said, and I had looked up, startled.

You won’t believe it, but it was the kind of book moment I had never really liked. But once you’re in the situation yourself, I think everything is different.

A young man was standing in front of me, both hands in his trouser pockets, and he was only wearing the white shirt of his uniform, black pleated trousers and a black suit jacket, none of the dark green and dark blue sweaters that most people wear here.

But it wasn’t his clothes, it was his amused smile at my clumsy behavior.

Instead of just getting up and walking away, I had stared at him. His clear gray eyes and the short dark blond hair that had fallen down his forehead, wet from the rain... He had looked at me the same way, just as insistently, until he had bent down to me to pick up the umbrella and hold it over us.

“Do you want to stay down here?” he had asked with a grin, and I had immediately turned into a tomato.

I don’t know why, but this young man had left me speechless and embarrassed at the same time. We had been almost alone on campus; me, completely soaked on the ground and him, squatting right in front of me as if I were a small cat.

Somehow, I must have managed to break out of my stupor and take the hand he had held out to me. He had been cold. Very cold. But his warm smile had felt welcoming and warm. And when I had stood again, he had taken off his suit jacket and placed it on top of my books.

“To keep your books intact until you get inside...” I, the idiot I was, had continued to stare at him speechlessly until he had said “But you should put them on afterward, so you don’t get sick,” leaving me standing there with the books wrapped up in his suit jacket and the umbrella and then disappearing somewhere in the east wing... There, where those courtyards with the fountains and stone pillars entwined with ivy are.

It had reminded me of these places, of little fleeting moments that were sometimes overlooked, but which held a little spark of magic if you took the time to look at them.

I must have stood there for a few more minutes, watching the rain turn the meadows a lush green and the sky a dull gray. The emerging sun had shone on the leaves, and everything had glistened.

And at that moment I had known that I had experienced just such a book moment. But then it was gone, and with it the mysterious young man whose name I would probably never know.

The Old Manor

Alessandro Mastroianni, Ano Pi

Irritated, I held the page in my hand.

Those words were beautiful. Alice had fallen in love with someone... and then the diary stopped.

Grace eyed the page in my hand suspiciously. “The very fact that she was a Fire Quatura means she should never have occupied herself with such thoughts.”

“Why?” Julian asked, and Grace blinked at him in indecision before continuing.

“Fire is a rare element, so she must have been very much the center of attention. And secondly, her father probably wasn’t human either, because he probably passed on this gift to her, which would have made her a powerful Quatura and pushed her even further into the focus of the Councils.”

I looked at Julie. She, too, had to be a powerful Quatura. And I felt sorry for her.

Larissa laid back down on the cozy-looking bed, without taking off her black boots, of course. “We need to find the rest.”

Larissa’s idea didn’t seem to please Grace at all. “No, you don’t have to!”

“You bet we do,” Larissa replied mischievously and looked at me. “You’re going to look for the rest, aren’t you?”

The curiosity in me made me answer faster than I intended. “I have no other choice if I want to find out more about my mother.”

“Perfect.” Larissa straightened with satisfaction and reached for her camera.

Grace’s eyes widened with indignation. “You can’t be serious.”

Guilt mingled with my curiosity, as if I was doing something forbidden and disappointing Grace. No doubt this was true, but I had nothing to lose but my memories of this town.

“There’s no Alice Blair in the student records,” it came surprisingly from Julie, who looked up from her laptop for the first time, making Grace’s jaw drop.

“Are you serious?”

Julie blushed, but turned her gaze to us. “The old files haven’t been digitized yet.”

“Crap,” Larissa muttered, disappointed.

“Not necessarily,” I said, looking at her. “When we were at Professor Copeland’s the other day, I found the student files from the last few decades.”

“Jackpot.”

The expression on Larissa’s face changed instantly, and I knew she was about to come up with one of her doomed plans that would once again only cost me my head.

“What?! You broke into the Senseque director’s office?!”

Everyone looked at Grace. Only I looked at Julie, whose pale face was beginning to take on color.

“Let’s just say we needed some information.”

Larissa sounded like Grace wasn’t giving us all a death stare and winked at Julie, which Grace – thankfully – didn’t question.

“Have you completely lost your mind now?” Grace jumped up angrily, her look killing any joy at Larissa’s discovery. “If he finds out and my mother finds out, Julie and I are screwed!”

“Relax, woman.”

How could Larissa not lose her cool with Grace?

“No, I won’t! Don’t interfere in this matter!” Grace was beside herself with anger. “Bayla is one of us!”

My heart stung, and there it was again: that feeling that I was a traitor. How was I going to tell Grace that I wasn’t one of them? No doubt she would tell her mother and I would be the center of attention again.

“And she should behave accordingly!”

Now Grace looked at me. Her lips pressed together in anger.

Her eyes had a slight greenish glow.

It had to be like that with all species. When they were angry, their magic was activated. Anger. One of many strong emotions, just as Alarik had told me.

“And Julie and I will not be joining in your insane spying!”

I looked at Julie, whose expression said something completely different.

“Are you sure you want to miss out on this?” Larissa made it sound like a theater play we all wanted to attend, which it most certainly was not.

“Ruisangors only do harm! Stay away from her in the future!” Grace snorted furiously at me, turned away and a second later she slammed the door behind her.

I was surprised that only one door had had to be repaired so far.

“I warned you!” I heard her from the hallway, then everything fell silent.

No one dared to say anything until Julian spoke up for the first time in minutes.

“You broke into Alarik’s office?”

I thought he would be angry, but there was concern in his expression.

Wasn’t he the one who knew Alarik better than I did? Did I have to worry now? Alarik had caught me that day and had been strangely friendly.

“It was important,” I said in a rush, turning my gaze away from his piercing olive-green eyes.

“So, I shouldn’t ask any more questions or worry?” he now asked with suspicion.

“It’s lovely that you’re worried, but we’ll be fine,” Larissa said with amusement and came over to take the diary entry from my hand.

Once she had tasted blood, it was hard to stop her from doing something. And automatically I wondered if she really drank blood all the time and how it made her feel.

I had experienced it myself. This lust, this greed for it... and it was still a mystery to me. But the feeling had disappeared overnight, and now I was disgusted again by the plastic bags under my bed that Larissa had almost found twice.

“I just don’t want to get killed if you’re up to anything,” Julian said, and I looked at him in surprise.

“So, you’re going to help us find out more about Alice?” Larissa asked with suspicion and I looked at Julian in confusion.

Girls Like You

The Naked And Famous

“Actually, I wanted to stay away from all this stuff, but it looks like I’ve somehow ended up in the middle of it.”

The corners of my annoying neighbor’s mouth moved up a little until his eyes twinkled playfully at me.

Great. I had Julian Bardot stuck with me.

“Any objections, Blueberry?”

I grinned and flashed him my middle finger. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re hard to get rid of?”

“No, you’re the first person.”

I rolled my eyes.

“He knows too much for us to let him go without erasing his memory.” I looked at Julie, who seemed to have just meant that seriously. “Even if memory deletion is more complicated with a Senseque.”

Julian shook his head. “I’m not letting you witches play with my head.”

Julie bit her lip. You could tell Julian’s presence was still unsettling her.

I felt his gaze on me and wheeled around.

“Your friends don’t like me. Is that possible?” he laughed sheepishly.

“That depends on whether you’re one of Bayla’s friends too, or whether you’re participating in this...” Larissa drew theatrical quotation marks with her fingers in the air. “We-all-hate-each-other-just-because-we-don’t-belong-to-the-same-species nonsense.”

“There are reasons for this hostility,” Julie remarked with seriousness.

“I’m sure it’s just based on prejudices,” Larissa countered.

I looked at Julian, who was giving me a thoughtful look, and wished I could read his mind. He never wanted to have anything to do with any of this, but now I had somehow dragged him into it.

Oddly enough, he straightened up and smiled playfully. Then he showed me his middle finger too, which completely threw me off.

“What are you saying? Friends?”

It sounded sincere.

I looked at his finger until it finally clicked, and an amused smile spread across my face.

“Friends under probation,” I said, rolling my eyes and giving him my middle finger so he could hook into it.

Julian was such a child. Me too.

Larissa laughed, confused. “Do I have to understand?”

Julian and I looked at each other, grinning broadly, as if this insider was something very special, and Larissa just shook her head.

“You’re the strangest guy I’ve ever met,” she said before turning to me. Her eyes began to glow.

Eventually, I would get used to it.

“Bayla, you know what to do.”
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Chapter 37

Emely

In the Calm Primeval Forest with Blackbird,

Chaffinch and Willow Warbler

Yttermarken

I loved this garden. Everything here reminded me of the happy and carefree hours of my childhood. It was the place where I was torn away from reality. My home.

The thought of having to move away soon when I tied the knot with Mica made my heart tighten. It had weighed heavier since the semester had started. I had known things would be more stressful, just not as complicated. Also, the last time I had been out for a run was days ago.

Back then, I had been outside almost every day, felt the forest floor under my feet, soaked up the typical deciduous forest scent, and had become one with nature.

Two man-sized wolves jumped out of the thicket, and one of them pounced on the other. He had very dark fur, cocoa brown.

“Joshua,” I sighed loudly, and the young wolf broke away from the light brown wolf to look in my direction so that the other could pounce back on him playfully.

Finn, my little brother, had turned for the first time on the last full moon, and he had been out with the other guys every day since. Joshua, Hunter’s younger brother, was stronger than Finn, but my brother quickly got better. Even Alarik thought he was making impressive progress.

My gaze flitted to the spacious stone terrace because I sensed someone else watching this spectacle. Mia. When she noticed that I had caught her, she quickly turned and disappeared into the house.

I sighed.

Back then, I had known her as an open, cheerful girl. In fact, she was more fun-loving than Julian and had come to terms with her mother’s death surprisingly quickly. We had gotten along well together. But when contact with Julian had ceased, so had contact with Mia.

She had been here for a week and tried her best to adapt, I could see that, but she also distanced herself a lot and became quieter.

The moon was waxing. She was about to undergo her first transformation. I was glad that she would experience it here and not in the Quatura’s territory, cooped up in a damned basement, overwhelmed by all the strength and changes in her body.

The mere thought made me nauseous.

We belonged here, out in the wilderness, far away from humans and witches, far away from the...

The mere thought of that bastard made me snort, and I let out a silent curse.

Why couldn’t there be just us? I didn’t know any pack that didn’t have to deal with these wretched creatures of darkness. They existed to destroy us.

The devil’s offspring, Father always called them.

“You took her in just in time.”

I wheeled around.

Behind me stood the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. Tania Rolanow. Her full lips formed into a beautiful smile, and I couldn’t help but stare at her many little freckles or those blonde curls. There was so much joy in her icy blue eyes, a certain charm that I usually only knew from the Copeland men.

“I’m sorry if I caught you off guard, but unfortunately we haven’t had the pleasure of getting to know each other properly yet.”

Her smile widened, revealing bright white teeth. Two small dimples emerged from their hiding place.

I wondered what she looked like as a wolf. Soon I would find out.

“Yeah, uhm, no. It’s all good...” I began, forcing myself to focus on the conversation.

“Can we go for a walk, or did I just interrupt you?”

“Oh, no, you didn’t. I’ve got time.”

Although I still had a mountain of legal texts waiting for me, I would be working a night shift tonight either way.

I smiled sheepishly, and she put her hand on my arm, which immediately put me at ease.

Of course, she couldn’t manipulate emotions. It was just her charm and warm manner that made me feel grounded.

Soft Water Stream and Birds

Nature Dreamscapes

We walked along a path by the small stream that ran past our house. A place teeming with butterflies with shiny black wings. I was used to the lively spectacle of colors when they and the blue butterflies began to dance together. Tania, on the other hand, seemed very fascinated by the extraordinary butterflies.

“Already back then, I wondered how so many of these pretty creatures could live here...” She took her eyes off the animals and looked at the trees around us. “You truly have the most beautiful forest here. Not even our forests come close.”

Her Russian accent was cute.

“You’ve been here before?” I asked with interest, and she looked straight at me and nodded.

I remembered how familiar her exchange of glances with Alarik had seemed.

“But that was a long time ago.”

I wondered what occasion she had been here for as I remembered father’s words. “You were here with your brother when he wanted to get married, am I right?”

“I was supposed to get married back then.”

This sentence jolted me out of my confidence so violently that I was afraid the mood would change, but Tania just smiled gently, and before I could apologize, she started talking.

“Let’s not make a secret of it. You must have wondered why my brother was so upset.”

I just nodded, too ashamed that I had brought the subject up.

God, how awkward of me.

“Don’t worry about it. It happened too long ago for it to hurt me.”

Hurt...

And then it clicked.

“Alarik,” I sighed softly. He had upset the Rolanows. He was the one Tania had been supposed to get married to.

“God, how could I bring this up. I’m sorry,” I sighed sheepishly.

Tania stopped and looked at me encouragingly. “It’s all right, I’m over it.”

A strange gleam crossed her eyes, making me doubt her words for a moment.

“It’s just important to me that none of this affects you,” I said with a scrutinizing look.

She rolled her eyes slightly before we continued walking.

The stream grew wider and the rippling became more and more insistent.

I loved this place close to nature. There were small waterfalls everywhere, flowing down stone hills through the forest toward the sea.

Tania seemed to like it here too, because she sat down on one of the moss-covered stones.

“My brother can be a bit rough sometimes. And he’s bad at forgiving.”

“I’ve seen that,” I laughed gently.

“Don’t hold it against him. He appreciates your commitment to the pack.”

Relief spread through me that at least I hadn’t earned a bad reputation yet... and that someone appreciated what I was doing for the pack. Something that was my duty.

“You remind me a lot of me back then.” I didn’t know if I should take that as a compliment. She spoke as if it meant nothing good. “I was just as ambitious, wanted to please my brother, preferably with everything. I always looked out for the interests of the pack.” She paused and looked down the small waterfall, lost in thought. “I’ve given more than I should have.”

Unease spread through my stomach. Her words struck the part of me that was most insecure, even if I couldn’t say exactly where its roots lay. Because I didn’t usually waste my time analyzing my life. I knew what it did to people, what it had done to Julian.

Tania turned her head toward me, smiled kindly and stood up, and we both eventually made our way back to the estate.

In the Calm Primeval Forest with Blackbird,

Chaffinch and Willow Warbler

Yttermarken

“Don’t get me wrong. I appreciate your commitment too. I just don’t want you to make the same mistake I did.”

Her gaze was heavy with meaning.

“What exactly was that mistake?”

“Putting the pack's well-being above my own, even though I had never been the one whose well-being mattered most to the pack.”

Hearing the truth from her lips hit me like a slap in the face. But I refused to accept it completely. I couldn’t be so selfish. These were my people. Loyalty kept us together.

“I think you always get back what you give. And besides... isn’t it my duty?”

She sighed. “We have duties, yes, but if you don’t question them, you quickly become a slave to the system.”

“So, you want me to question the system of our ancestors?”

I was shocked.

“If you don’t do it, if we women who are most affected by it don’t do it, then who will? Let’s be honest, patriarchy has colored our history darkly, long enough. When people talk about us, we are always just the sisters, the daughters, or the mothers of the Alpha... And is that worth giving up your happiness for?”

Miles had said the same thing. Only in a less pleasant way, because he had wanted to hurt me with that comment. But that certainly wasn’t Tania’s intention. It just made me wonder why she was carrying such thoughts around with her... as the sister of the Russian Alpha.

From the moment she had brought it up, the words felt bad. As if being the Alpha’s mother, sister, or daughter was something inferior. Everything in me fought against it, wanted to explain to Tania that she was wrong.

“But...” I started, but Tania motioned for me to speak more calmly.

“We’re not alone.”

By now we were back on the empty lawn of the old manor house, but the veranda was not empty.

“He’s always been a good observer,” the woman next to me laughed, and I looked at Alarik, who was leaning his arms on the stone railing, watching us. He seemed focused. On us.

“What I actually wanted to say was that Mica invited you to dinner tonight.” She pressed a pretty burgundy invitation card into my hand. “Mica is a well-behaved gentleman.” She looked at me with a serious expression. “Nevertheless, he is a man who would never deviate from the principles of the pack. And he’s a Rolanow. Don’t forget that.”

Why did it sound like a warning?

She squeezed my hands, in which I was holding the envelope, then she waved goodbye with a smile and walked across the meadow, up the stairs, past my uncle, who eyed her.

Tania paid him no further attention.

A stack of questions piled up inside me. And I would never be able to ask her any of them, would I?

Confused, I made my way to Alarik.

Firstly, I had just learned that he and this woman shared a past, and secondly, there was a lot I needed to get out of him.

He stood there smiling at me as if he hadn’t just overheard us, and I wanted to punch him, but there was no time for that now.

I clutched the envelope a little tighter, which made me even more nervous.

“You weren't eavesdropping on us, were you?” I asked, theatrically indignant, and Alarik sighed.

“I’m your mentor and any conversation with a member of another pack can’t just happen without preparation or supervision,” he replied in my father’s mimicked voice, and I had to grin.

“They’re our guests,” I laughed, amused.

“Any guest could just as easily be an enemy,” he continued, and both our grins widened.

“She’s friendly.” It just slipped out.

Alarik’s carefree expression slipped a little, and he turned away from me to look out over the terrain again.

“One might think she wasn’t a Rolanow, right?”

His snort sounded more than annoyed.

I had touched on a sensitive topic.

Cautiously, I stepped up to him and looked out into the garden too. The guys were back, not in the shape of wolves, but shirtless, because they were training. Testing their strength. The usual.

“You’ve upset their family,” I said with reproach, the Code in the back of my mind.

Alarik looked at me again, thinking, a little contrite. Then he laughed.

“It’s not hard to upset a Rolanow.”

“You almost violated the Code!” I continued.

Alarik knew as well as I did that part of the Code was peace between two packs. Only he didn’t really care about the Code.

“Trust me, Emely,” he looked at me with a serious expression. “If I had bonded with her, I would have been much more likely to break the Code. I would have gone to Russia, far away from the place I used to call home and far too far away from the Vanderwood.”

Usually, it was the other way around. Women followed their husbands to their packs, their homes.

“She would have stayed here,” I said, but quickly realized that these words supported the issue Tania had spoken about.

Submitting to the Code as a woman and not benefiting from it, at least among the Rolanows.

I took a deep breath.

My father would never marry me off against my will.

“I wouldn’t have wanted that.”

I saw him bite his lower lip in annoyance and clutch the railing as if he were on board of the sinking Titanic.

I didn’t know what to respond. He showed sympathy for Tania, so it must have been a very private subject and I had somehow slipped into it. How clumsy of me.

“In retrospect, it was better that way. We wouldn’t have been a good match.” He laughed, and it had a bitter edge to it before it turned to lightness. “We were both too immature, we didn’t know what love was.” That bitter smile again.

I struggled to imagine how Alarik had studied back then and how he and Tania had been supposed to form a bond. And then I wondered what he had been like back then. Like Nash? Hardly... But not like me, either. We were fundamentally different. Nevertheless, we got on well.

The memory of the letter to the Quatura flared up in my mind, ready to burn down my old image of Alarik.

He wasn’t who I had thought he was. What if he had said no to Tania because there had been someone he would have said yes to? Someone he should never have desired?

Shocked, I stared at my uncle.

“I’m sorry, Emely. You look a mess. I told your father that you were too young for this nonsense and that he should have at least waited until after graduation.”

I narrowed my eyes.

He really thought it was too much for me? For me? Me, who had done so much for the pack all these years? Of course, it was more than usual, a new level. But I was strong enough to manage it. I would prove to them all that I was the perfect daughter of the Alpha.

I swallowed.

The alpha’s daughter, the future alpha’s sister and the future wife of the...

“Are you okay?”

For a moment I was tempted to say no, to open up to him, but when it came to Alarik, I knew he would be able to convince me, and that was the last thing I could let happen right now.

I nodded slowly and forced myself to smile. “Yeah, just something’s been bothering me.”

He raised an eyebrow. “And you don’t want to talk to your favorite family member about it?”

My jaw dropped. “You...”

He grinned broadly. “Come on, what’s keeping my little niece busy.”

I sighed, because I hated it when he called me that. And he knew it.

“Were you like that back then?”

“How exactly?”

“Did you question the species and their order of existence back then?”

His face suddenly filled with concern, and he looked around the garden with a jerk before scrutinizing me. Confusion resonated in his gaze as he continued a little more quietly.

“Emely, since when are you interested in my past?” He became even quieter. “Did Nickolas ask you to spy on me?”

I stared at him in disbelief.

He hadn’t really said that...

But he looked serious.

“That you would even think that of me!” I hissed, ready to turn away from him and go to my room to continue studying.

Alarik’s confusion didn’t disappear, and the next moment I wondered if I would have done something like that for my father… Of course not, not with Alarik. And anyway, Father didn’t demand such things.

It felt like everything I had believed so far was false, or only half true. But then, what was I supposed to believe in, who could I trust, and, above all, what could I fight for? Could I really blame myself for clinging to the most stable thing in my life? To the pack?

Precious Emely,

I apologize for overwhelming you with the roses. But I hope you like them. I had them flown in from a Scottish rose garden for you.

I have also found out that there is a first-class restaurant in Blairville that I would like to take you to.

I will do my best to make sure you have a good time while I am in Canada. As a Rolanow, I am a man of my word.

I’ll be waiting for you at La Lune at eight pm,

Mikhail
 

Tears In Heaven

TranquilJazz Trio, Jazz Covers Club

When I entered the restaurant, I felt like I was in the wrong movie. Almost as if I was too young for such things.

He sat there, more attractive than ever, with his short blond hair and ice-blue eyes, his face angular. It radiated more masculinity than was good for me, because pure nervousness immediately crept up inside me, and I could see myself not being able to get anything down this evening.

How should I even behave? He was eight years older than me, radiated an incredible amount of charisma, and was already attracting the attention of other women at the neighboring tables.

When Mikhail spotted me, he stood up and came toward me to take off the white coat that Tania had kindly lent me.

I’d never worn anything like it before, but I could make friends with felt coats. Just not in combination with tight red dresses like the one I was currently wearing. I wasn’t the girl for red, and yet I hadn’t said no to Tania’s wardrobe because I had learned that red was Mica’s favorite color.

I often noticed that I wasn’t very feminine, which was probably due to the fact that I had grown up surrounded by boys.

“I’m glad you came,” he said, smiling genuinely before letting his gaze slide down my body.

The dress definitely emphasized too much, even though I didn’t even have much. Larissa would have loved this dress, no doubt about it.

What was I even thinking? Of course, everything looked good on Legacy Ruisangors.

I had feminine curves, but more muscles and a more angular body, very small breasts, even though they had grown another size after my first transformation – as was often the case with female Senseque.

“That dress suits you,” he said in a low voice and kissed my hand again, just like he had done a few days ago on campus.

A tingling sensation flitted over the area, very light, barely noticeable.

I forced myself to smile. I didn’t want him to see that I hated dates like this, and I hated even more being downtown, where members of the Quatura Circle could be lurking around every corner. They would probably jump eagerly at the news that my father was about to make a deal with another pack. It was enough that the Bexley press had already seen me. I’d barely escaped from my jeep, and an attentive restaurant employee hadn’t let the press in.

“I’m sorry I’m a bit late, I...” I’d had trouble picking out the right clothes and ended up having to beg your aunt for help, I thought silently, embarrassed to be so inexperienced in dating.

“Don’t worry about it. Tania texted me that you might be a little late, and the table is booked for the whole evening.”

I swallowed.

Then I remembered that he was a Rolanow, who had definitely never heard of financial problems. Neither had I, but our father had never spoiled Nash and me. Nash would inherit his property at some point, that had always been certain. But until then, he had to work himself, which of course my brother didn’t do because he preferred to hide away in the house with his cell phone and the only person who seemed to notice was me.

“So, the most expensive restaurant downtown?” I asked teasingly, and Mica smiled.

“Only the best for my future wife.”

An unpleasant tug went through my stomach, and I clutched Tania’s golden jewelry ring.

His future wife.

Mica gave me a smile and pulled my chair back so I could sit down.

Pull yourself together, Emely. You should get used to it, because it’s part of your job, dammit.

The feeling still lingered in my stomach, but somehow I managed to suppress it a little.

Mica sat down and smirked. I couldn’t help but notice the way he eyed me before letting his gaze wander around the restaurant, which was located on the top floor of one of the higher buildings in Blairville.

“A very nice place indeed.”

I nodded, because it was. LaLune was a classy restaurant that had opened here 40 years ago and had since expanded into the States. Not everyone in Blairville could afford to eat here, unless you were well-heeled or belonged to one of the founding families. How ironic that it was located in the territory of the Quatura…

I was surprised that no waiter came, because it would have been super comforting to be busy with the menu.

“God, I don’t remember waiting this long here.”

“I’ve already ordered,” Mica said, nodding to a waiter who was walking around with a bottle of red wine.

“Oh...”

Disappointment spread through me. I would have liked to order myself. But should I be angry with him for that? He didn’t know me yet. How could he? I hadn’t given him a chance yet...

“I figured you wouldn’t have to waste your time with trivial decisions,” he said with a friendly wink and had the waiter pour the wine.

I hated red wine, but I wouldn’t say that. I was an idiot. Mica invited me in, was super friendly to me, and all my head could do was complain.

And then there was the matter with the roses that wouldn’t leave my head. I had thrown them away on campus because I hadn’t been able to stand the smell. I still had one of those annoying thorny splinters stuck somewhere in my wrist. And now I found out that he’d had them flown in from Scotland? I wanted to sink into the ground in shame.

“You seem worried? Has something happened?”

I pulled my head up from the glass of red liquid and looked Mica straight in the icy blue eyes. He must have already received many compliments on this fascinating detail, certainly from many pretty women.

“It’s all right, I just... Tania told me what my uncle did back then,” I confessed honestly, even though it wasn’t the topic I was worried about.

Mica smiled and it was reassuring.

“I’ll do my best not to upset your father.”

There it was again. That sharp twinge. But where was it coming from? It definitely wasn’t Bayla Adams, to whom Julian and I were strangely connected for a few months now. But where exactly it came from, I couldn’t say...

“I don’t doubt it,” I sighed and smiled a sad smile. Internally, I would have liked to slap myself for this behavior. What was wrong with the self-confident Emely, who always had everything under control?

Mica didn’t seem to notice, because he just raised his glass and gestured for me to do the same.

“Here’s to being worthy of your family and winning your heart in the games.”

We clinked glasses with a smile, and my heart shifted noticeably. Because I couldn’t help but think of someone who was actually about to open my heart a crack. Julian. He had actually asked me out on a date. Now that I thought about it, it was pretty bad timing. The Rolanows were here, and if Julian cared even the slightest bit about me, he’d join the games. But he had to join the pack for that to happen.

I took a deep breath. Then I tasted the wine and suppressed my urge to gag.

Mica looked at me.

“You don’t like the wine?”

My cheeks heated up too quickly for me to answer “No, I do like the wine” and so I just nodded sheepishly.

“I’m sorry I didn’t know that. It’s unusual here for a woman not to drink wine.”

I had to smile genuinely for the first time. “I’m not like every woman here.”

“I have to agree with her on that one.”

Mica and I wheeled around to where someone stood in a blue shirt with the sleeves rolled up, looking at Mica like the latter had committed a crime.

“Nash?” He finally looked at me. “What are you doing here?”

“Getting you out of this awkward situation.”

“What?” I gasped, spotting the white coat he was holding.

“If you’ll excuse my sister. She’s not ready for a first date with you. Alone with you.” It sounded so aggressive, like I only knew Nash from campus.

“I think she can decide that herself...” Mica tried to get me out of the situation, but Nash didn’t give a shit.

“She can’t,” he snapped at Mica, who didn’t let on how uncomfortable the situation was right now, except that his jaw was moving noticeably. “Or have you already won the games?”

My jaw dropped.

Was he fucking serious?

“Nash!” I hissed, but he had already pulled me up a little roughly, so that we attracted the eyes around us... then my brother pulled me away from the table.

In Hindsight

Silver Maple

“What are you doing?” I snapped at him as we stepped out into the cool evening air. “Have you completely lost your mind now?”

Nash seemed to be raging. The fire of rage blazed in his blue eyes. The one that came just before the transformation.

“I forbid you to meet this stranger!”

Oh, forbid. That sounded great. Who did he think he was?

“You’re not my father!”

I wanted my brother to understand that he couldn’t just decide anything over my head.

“I’m your future Alpha.”

The alpha card wasn’t new to me either, and I put my arms on my hips. “Not if I go to Russia!”

He snorted in scorn. “Don’t tell me you ever intended to.”

“Nash?!” How could he question my loyalty to the Code like that?

“I know you, and you don’t just do what you’re told unless it comes from our father. And you’re not even under his Alpha bond.”

I snorted in displeasure at this truth.

“I’d love to know what he would say if he knew you just crashed a private dinner with a potential political ally.”

Nash jaw pressed noticeably against his skin.

“He’ll thank me afterward for making sure you stayed here.”

I backed away in astonishment. “Why are you like this all of a sudden?”

Nash ran his hands over his face, which made him look more scrunched up, and it annoyed me even more that he was allowing himself to be so rude.

“I don’t like the way he’s fawning over you!”

“Fawning over me?” I laughed outraged. “He’s doing his goddamn job!”

“So, you like it?” He stared at me in disbelief. “Since when are you so easy to have?”

“Excuse me?!”

I wished the anger on my face would hit him once when we argued. But every time, Nash managed to keep his temper under control.

“You don’t even love him.” He gestured wildly with his arms raised.

How did he imagine it would suddenly click? It didn’t work like that in life. Maybe in movies or with him and this human girl.

“Love doesn’t play a role in political decisions, Nash!”

He would have to marry a female Senseque at some point. And I already knew Father had been trying to get him interested in Mia for years. The true reason he had brought her to the estate.

“I’m not letting my only sister go to Russia for something as irrelevant as politics. You know what they do there. Do you really want to raise your children there?”

I hadn’t expected that argument. Nash knew that I had never thought about having children. Did I even want any? And if not, what would Mica say?

“You should think about your choice!” Nash continued. “Because you still have one.”

I looked desperately at Nash, who looked at me insistently, as if he wanted to laser those words into my head with his eyes.

“What choice?” I laughed, no doubt sounding a little maniacal. “We can’t afford that, Nash!”

That those words had come from him was the most absurd thing. He should know best how things worked. Instead, he annoyed the Rolanows. Was he really ready to become Alpha soon? We both knew the answer to that.

“I won’t let you do anything you don’t want yourself,” he continued.

My eyes widened with anger.

“It’s for the pack. Why doesn’t anyone fucking get it?!”

My rage was ignited and for the first time in a long time, I felt the wolf inside me more dominant than ever before. The Senseque in me wanted out.

“You’re the last person who should be worrying about the pack!”

I staggered back.

How could he say something like that? He didn’t know how much those words hurt me. How much they drove out the Senseque in me at that moment. I wanted to turn, to run, to just get out of here.

I turned away from him and started to run. My pulse had already quickened, my heart was racing. I looked at my forearms, where the black veins were becoming more and more prominent. I had to get out of here.

“Emely, I’m sorry!” I heard Nash behind me in the parking lot, but his words didn’t reach my heart.

He had hurt me. More than that. He had humiliated me in front of the future head of Rolanow, taken away my independence.

“Emely!” Nash tried again, louder this time.

I sped up, started sprinting, on and on through the streets. The last place for a transformation.

So I ran in the shadows of the houses, past confused passers-by, whom I bumped into several times, until I saw the first trees at the side of the road.

I felt the vertebrae in my neck crack, and I hunched forward. Then I sank to the ground.

I felt sorry for Tania’s dress, which was starting to tear at that very moment. I would replace it for her. Just like the rings and the necklace, which I hastily tore off and threw into the nearest bushes.

My spine continued to crack. The energy shot through my body, along with the pleasant tug, a pain that wasn’t a pain because it was part of me, even if it exhausted me, but just for a few seconds. Then I looked down at my paws. My vision sharpened and I began to run.

I had to get out of this part of town, back home, as quickly as possible.
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Chapter 38

Julian

Thunder Distant Rumble V

Only Sleep

A storm was brewing. It was one of those November storms in Blairville where the wind chased like frost over your bare skin and the heavy rain gathered above town in the last giant storm clouds. These kinds of thunderstorms brought with them something electrically charged, something only Senseque could feel.

Emely was familiar with it as well, I knew. It was as if these storms were filled with magic. Something that Senseque were sensitive to.

The trees had already lost their leaves and rose into the air like bare skeletons, ready to be covered with the first snow, but that would take a few more weeks.

Next to me, Bay sat on the rocking bench of her porch, reading one of those many books she had to read in her literature classes. Such a little book bunny.

I had to smile because I would never have been able to bring myself to just pick up a book like that, willingly. I was far too impatient for that. Maybe I could try listening to audiobooks while I tinkered with my car...

“What?”

I had flustered her, because she put the book aside.

It was easy to make Bay nervous, even if she would never admit it.

“It’s just impressive that you can read all day.”

On campus, walking, in my passenger seat, and now here. This girl lived in a world of books.

“What else am I supposed to do?” she laughed, and when I didn’t answer because my gaze had lingered on the dried fall leaf in her hair, she continued. “No, honestly, I always wonder what you do when you’re not playing the piano. Don’t you get bored?”

I looked back down the street at the three ravens playing with an empty Coke can.

“I work on my car a lot, go running...”

“You should read,” she continued to laugh, and there was something exhilarating about it.

“Not my thing, I guess,” I just replied and for the first time I sincerely wished I had a hobby that I could take with me everywhere, like she did.

“You just need the right introduction.”

“Maybe...”

My thoughts trailed off as I stared back down the porch.

I wondered if Emely felt the same way. I wondered if she felt a storm coming right now.

When we were little, she had always been the first to sense it. Her senses were generally incredibly precise, even back then. She was something special. And it had taken me this long to realize it.

“Tell me, why are you so nervous?”

I turned around in surprise.

Bayla had stopped reading and was looking at me with interest.

It had taken me a while to get used to the fact that she no longer looked like a walking corpse. She was no longer so eerily pale that you got chills when you looked at her. The many little freckles around her snub nose made her look alive. What I never would get used to were the two differently colored eyes. The one on my left, turquoise green, like an exotic crystal, in which the light refracted unintentionally again and again, and the one on my right, sapphire blue like a deep foreign ocean.

“It’s a Senseque thing,” I replied slowly and looked at her eyes again.

They were supposed to create disharmony. Actually. Actually, she was supposed to be a Quatura too, and I wasn’t supposed to be here with her to carry out this insane mission, let alone here in Quatura territory.

“How does it work?” She seemed genuinely interested in the species, even if she didn’t really want anything to do with them.

“We can sense the weather, especially when storms are approaching, sometimes even days in advance. Especially during the storm season.”

Her eyes were troubled, as if they mirrored the storm I felt coming.

“Funny.” She looked down at the book with a drifting gaze. “I don’t feel it.”

That was the other part of Bay. When she wasn’t reading, she was pondering what she might be.

I was starting to care too, only I was still caught between leaving and never dealing with Blairville again or staying here. I hated this place, just because of the people, but it was also the people that kept me here. My dad needed me, my sister... And now Emely.

I took a deep breath.

Had it perhaps been a mistake to give her and me hope?

A loud humming sounded from the street, forcing me to stay in the present.

“Finally.” Bayla sounded frustrated, but her expression brightened as the noise grew louder, a pretty new and damn expensive-looking motorcycle came to a stop on the road and the rider – now familiar to me – took off her black helmet with the modern red patterns.

Larissa switched off the engine and I stared for a while at the thing, which had definitely looked different on my last visit.

“You seem to have deep pockets,” I laughed in amazement and Larissa immediately looked up at us on the veranda.

“The DeLoughreys have deep pockets,” she replied in a sharp voice, shouldering her black sporty backpack before pushing the black motorcycle into the driveway.

Bayla eyed her suspiciously... or rather the bike.

“What happened to Lara?” she finally asked.

“Lara?” I repeated, irritated and unable to hide my grin.

“That was the name of her old bike, which she never wanted to part with,” Bayla emphasized with quotation marks in the air, amusement in her expression.

“Times change. That thing was as good as dead anyway,” Larissa said with a dismissive wave of her hand and came rushing up to us on the veranda. Even a blind man noticed the ease with which she moved her body.

“You should be careful how you move. People might get suspicious.”

I looked at her insistently.

“You’re already talking like Adrian.” Larissa rolled her eyes and then moved closer to me to tap my chest with her index finger. “You should know that I don’t give a damn about all these rules. Especially when they come from a Senseque.”

“Larissa,” Bay hissed, looking at her friend in disbelief.

“What?” She looked back at me before grinning. “Little joke. I don’t care what you are. As long as you don’t smell like food or make me feel small for my new identity like the witches do, I have no problem with you hanging out with my best friend.”

She was actually trying to ignore the fact that our species were so extremely different. Maybe she didn’t know about the Senseque and Ruisangor’s past.

“Do I smell like food to you?” asked Bay, almost timidly.

Larissa turned to her in bewilderment and her eyes began to glow in a threatening way. Then she took a step toward Bayla, and I immediately sensed her fear as she also flinched.

Nervousness spread through me.

Suddenly Larissa burst out laughing and her eyes took on their original brown.

“What do you think? That I would bite you?”

Bayla’s expression remained unchanged.

“Of course not! Besides, you still smell like nothing. I don’t know what’s wrong with you, but you just smell different compared to everyone else here.”

Bayla looked at me briefly, and I immediately understood that I shouldn’t say a word. I sensed that she was uncomfortable talking about it. And I would probably feel the same way.

“Now get over here!” Larissa approached her very quickly and took Bay into her arms. She looked surprised and looked to me for help, but I just smiled in the hope that I could calm her down a little.

If Larissa was telling the truth and Bay didn’t smell like anything to her, as she did to me, then everything was fine. She wouldn’t hurt her, not even unintentionally.

Suddenly, the door opened and Diana appeared on the porch.

“You’re alive...”

Larissa let go of Bay, and we all turned to Diana, who was holding something I hadn’t expected.

“Ms. Adams. I...”

“Mum!” Bayla gasped and stepped in front of Larissa.

“Get out of the way, Bayla, now! And get inside the house!”

Click. Then she pointed the shotgun at Larissa.

Larissa reacted in shock and jumped back, landing on both feet three meters away in the garden. Her eyes turned reddish.

“Oh, yes. That’s the right direction,” Diana growled, and one of Larissa’s dark blonde strands fell into her face.

“Diana, there’s no danger from her,” I added reassuringly, but Bayla’s mother ignored me completely.

“Get out of here and stay away from my daughter! You’ve gotten her into enough trouble already!”

Larissa said nothing. Her look only became more hostile, which worried me. What if I had underestimated Larissa after all?

“Get out now!”

Larissa jumped on her bike and started the engine, gave us both a look that I couldn’t interpret, and finally drove off at an inhuman speed until she disappeared.

Swept

Jay Varton

“What the hell was that?!” Bayla was furious and looked at her mother as if she had lost her mind.

I had immediately recognized that it was my father’s old shotgun and remembered how he had given it to her that day when Bayla had been unconscious and badly wounded by the Ruisangor bite. It should be noted that this weapon was loaded with silver bullets.

“I have to protect you, even if you don’t see it that way and never will.”

Ms. Adams cleared out the sink and handed me the plates, which I wordlessly accepted and put away into the cupboards.

I didn’t know my way around, but helping helped me not to stand around feeling stupid and superfluous.

“I don’t understand it! You let Julian, a Senseque who isn’t even allowed to be here, come to visit, but you scare my childhood friend away with a goddamn gun?”

I looked up with a guilty face.

Diana continued to calmly empty the dishwasher. “Larissa is a Ruisangor. I don’t trust these people.”

There was something painful in her voice, and I immediately thought of that day when Bastien had turned up shortly after the bite. I wondered if it had disturbed her so much that she had asked my father for the weapon.

I understood Diana’s fear. Ruisangors might prefer human blood, but if there was one species that came closest to humans, it was Quatura. As far as I knew, they smelled almost as good to Ruisangors.

Bayla looked confused but also exhausted.

“Now that you remind me, Julian...” Diana looked kindly at me before handing me another load of plates. “You’re welcome to stay here tonight. Then you can take her straight to campus tomorrow and not have to drive all the way here.”

“What?!”

Bayla looked at her mother in disbelief and annoyance. She had never been happy to see me until recently. Ever since we found the diary, and the letter from Alarik.

“Why are you being so contradictory?” Bayla threw her arms into the air and kicked the kitchen furniture in front of her.

“Behave yourself!” Diana hissed.

The unpleasant feeling that I was witnessing a private argument was growing. My face grew warmer, and I bent down, mainly so that no one would notice, aside from continuing to unload the dishwasher.

“Come with me, Julian. You’re not our house slave.” I straightened up and saw Diana blush and look at me apologetically. I wanted to say something back, but Bayla wasn’t finished yet. “And you’re not her guest anyway, you’re mine, so I decide when you come and go.”

She rushed over to me. “Now, come on.”

Determined, she pulled me around the kitchen island, away from an embarrassed Ms. Adams, up the stairs to her room. There, she slammed the door loudly.

I heard a couple of ravens take flight from the tree in front of the house.

Cellar

Jay Varton

Then I had to smile again. “You two always argue so loudly, don’t you?”

“Yes, and no!” She threw herself angrily onto her bed and crawled back to the wooden bedstead, where she leaned against it and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Only since we’ve been here. And it’s driving me up the wall.”

I noticed her trying to control herself as her eyes began to glow. Only not red, but yellowish, like a Senseque’s.

“I didn’t even know she had a fucking shotgun!”

The glow intensified as she stared at the large bookshelf across from the bed as if it were the source of all her anger. Then she looked at me.

“What?”

“Your eyes...”

She jumped up and rushed over to the mirror with a tense expression, where she looked closely at the yellow as if it were a pimple she was determined to squeeze out.

Then, out of nowhere, she said. “Nothing makes sense...”

“I know...” I said and came closer to the mirror, where I realized again that she was damn small, unlike me. And I wasn’t particularly tall.

“Yesterday, when I came home, I was in my mother’s room again...” she began and turned to me, her eyes still yellow. Her voice was softer, and it felt good somehow, because it was as if she was telling me a secret that was meant only for me. “She had done this experiment with another witch, Vivienna’s mother. It’s about the genetic inheritance of the three species. And somehow it confused me even more.”

“Wait, your mum is really still actively researching the species?”

“When I first found it, the protocol was right on her desk,” she said, walking over to the bed where she sat down and pulled her phone out of her pocket to show me a picture. “Here.”

I skimmed the document carefully, and with each insight I gained from it, I understood more and more why the species didn’t want to live together in peace.

“If my father had been a Senseque, as I secretly suspected from the beginning, then I would be a male Senseque now.”

I wasn’t stupid. Of course, I realized that she wasn’t, and I had been aware of this inheritance rule. I had just never met anyone whose parents came from two different species. That wasn’t possible. Politically. But I hadn’t been aware that there could be such devastating consequences from a connection between a few species, as shown here on the document.

“And if my father had been a Ruisangor, I wouldn’t even be alive. My mother, she would be... dead.”

She was right about that, too. Something was very wrong here. And Diana was doing research, together with another Quatura. What’s more, she worked at the DLSC. I had a strange feeling that there was something bigger behind this…

“There are no hybrids,” I thought aloud.

“No. Because one species is always dominant.”

And she was right about that, too. There really was such a thing as dominance. I read the information on the photo over and over again until my brain couldn’t take anything else from it, and then looked at Bay, who was looking at me in despair.

You

Keaton Henson

The light of the setting sun streamed into her room, and there was a strangely familiar gleam in her eyes. The one I always saw in the mirror after I got up and wondered when all this would end.

Bayla looked at me with exactly that look, as if she were my reflection, only this time the despair came from deep inside her. She had every reason to have a worry line appear on her forehead at that very moment.

“What am I?” she whispered softly. She was so close to tears. And I couldn’t help but follow my gut instinct and pull her into a painfully tight hug.

Was that the bond she had placed on me and Emely? Or was it my compassion?

Her body was petite and small, her body temperature human. There was nothing to suggest that she was a Senseque or even a Ruisangor. But she wasn’t human, either.

I would have liked to take some of the burden off her, especially when she pulled me closer, and I could feel how much she needed someone to be there for her. Unfortunately, that was all I could do. I had no answers to her questions, and I could help her even less...

“Let’s find the rest of the diary,” I whispered softly in her ear and listened to her quiet, troubled breathing.

I could have stayed in that embrace for a while longer when I heard Diana’s voice from downstairs and I knew immediately that it was for me.

“Please both come downstairs. Dinner is ready.”

She had communicated just as quietly with my father, because she knew we could hear well.

Bay slowly released herself from the embrace and looked at me questioningly.

“Did you hear her?”

I knew immediately who she meant.

“Did you?”

“Yes...” she just said and looked at me, exhausted.

Together we finally went downstairs and the three of us ate dinner.

I couldn’t help noticing that Bayla ate less than in the campus canteen, where she devoured as much as a full-grown Senseque. But here, she seemed to be lost in thought.

Diana and I talked about the move and the new cabin in the woods my father had found for us. Bay kept quiet and listened, even if she wasn’t really there. I helped her mother afterward before we both went back upstairs and at some point, began to devote ourselves to the mission, as she and Larissa always called it and for which I was here in the first place, while Diana hung over files from her work in the living room.

It was difficult to rummage through the mysterious room because the drawers were all locked and I couldn’t see any way to force them open. Apart from that, the room was full of books, and only the bedside cabinet contained information about the mysterious Alice in the form of a student ID card that was a good twenty years old. There were also old notebooks, but they only contained information about the lectures.

At some point, time was running out, and we left the room, frustrated by the many unopened drawers where the remains of the diary could have been – if the burglar hadn’t taken them last week.

Diana came upstairs just five minutes after our risky action and wished us a good night before disappearing into her room.

Eventually it was so late that Bayla rolled out a mattress for me.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to go back to campus?”

“Please don’t bother. If my mother wants you to come here tomorrow, I don’t want you to run out of gas unnecessarily.”

I didn’t say anything else, just nodded silently. I really couldn’t tell if she was just doing this for her mother or if it was really okay for her if I slept over.

“I can go down to the couch...”

“And leave me alone?” She laughed suddenly, and my stomach tingled strangely. Probably because she’d been worried all day today and hadn’t smiled once.

It suited her when she smiled. Of course, it did. Her skin stretched, little dimples appeared next to her lips, and the gleam in her eyes intensified.

“Forget it. You’re staying here. I’ve been wanting to throw another sleepover party for a long time,” she continued with such cheerful seriousness that I had to smile.

“So, you’re into kids’ stuff?”

“If by that you mean building a den and lying in it with fairy lights and flashlights and telling each other ghost stories?” She tried hard to put a new cover on the bed linen, but she was smaller than the blanket, and so I took it out of her hands to continue covering it, which she fortunately didn’t comment on. “Yep. I’m into kids’ stuff then.”

“Sounds like fun,” I laughed, and Bayla looked at me in alarm.

“Don’t tell me you didn’t do that as a child.”

“Yes, once, at the Copelands. We got into a lot of trouble.”

The memory was pleasant, but there was something melancholy about it. It was a long time ago, and it was just a flashback to a time when we had been young and stupid.

“You and Emely?”

Bayla looked at me as she covered the pillow.

“And Nash, and an old friend...”

Her eyes narrowed. “Sounds a bit bittersweet.”

“It was, to be honest.”

If I Lose Myself – Alesso vs OneRepublic

OneRepublic, Alesso

“Then it’s about time your experience gets an update.”

There it was again. That broad smile that felt as warm as if the sun was shining on my skin.

And she dropped the pillow, stormed out of the room, and returned with her arms full of pillows and blankets.

“I stole them from the living room. Don’t tell Mum,” she joked mischievously, as if I was actually planning to do that, and immediately began to stretch the blanket over the bed frame to the handles of her closet. She tossed me another one, and so it happened that Bayla Adams and Julian Bardot – two students with far too many problems in their lives – built a den.

We stretched the blankets up to the window, where we made the floor comfortable and slid my mattress in. When we were done, she came crawling over to me, still smiling, and lay down next to me.

“Close your eyes,” she whispered, and I felt a childlike anticipation rise up inside me. Then I heard the click. “And now open them again.”

It was no longer dark, as it had been before. There were lots of little stars around us, illuminating the inside of the den as if it were a magical place. It certainly was, for children. And at that moment, lying next to Bay on that mattress, I felt like a child, carefree and untroubled, somehow safe.

I looked at Bayla, who grinned at me so playfully, as if she had just fulfilled a dream herself. Then she reached into the shelf next to her and pulled out a book, before she began to read quietly.

Stormy Nights

Chō

I looked out of the open floor to ceiling window through which the cold November air was streaming in and listened to the rain and thunder above Blairville, which triggered the familiar feeling of awe in me. There was still something unsettling about it.

“I love thunderstorms,” Bay suddenly said and, without looking at her, I knew she was gazing out of the window too. “I feel so energized every time there’s a storm, when there’s lightning.”

“You could be an Air Quatura,” was all I said, even though Quatura had nothing to do with the weather. Bay boxed me, visibly displeased, and I raised my hands. “I’m just saying.”

“Stop assuming anything. It’s not helping me,” she grumbled in playful annoyance and continued reading.

After a good while, I sighed. “I’m sure the worlds in your books are more beautiful than this one.”

She put the book down, and I immediately felt bad because I was certainly keeping her from enjoying her time.

“I always had the same thought,” she began with a soft voice. “Until I realized that it’s in our hands how we shape this world.”

A beautiful thought that was certainly comforting when you were living a human life.

“And then you came to Blairville,” I said as I looked out of the window again.

Bayla lay down next to me and propped herself up on her elbows. And then we stared up at the sky together. At some point, she lay down on her back, still looking out.

“I think Alice was further along than we are...”

“In what way?”

“She couldn’t really trust anyone, but that didn’t stop her from questioning the system, even if it had been forbidden.”

“It probably cost her her head,” I replied.

“Don’t be so pessimistic.” Bay looked at me reprovingly.

“I’m being realistic.”

“It’s your reality.” Her eyes remained focused on me. “And everyone has their own. That speaks to the fact that our realities are relative and that there isn’t just one truth. Theoretically, we are able to change something in this system.”

Lost in thought, I looked out of the window again.

Even if I could change something, what would the consequences be? And could I live with it? Especially without further destroying my family?

“I think it was Alice’s room, and I’m sure the rest of the diary is still there somewhere,” Bayla sighed.

I realized that this little action with the den had only taken her mind off things for a short time.

“The stranger could have taken it,” I said, shrugging my shoulders. It was plausible, after all, we had found the diary on the floor that very day.

“The thought that someone was in there scares me, Julian.”

Shit. That had never been my intention. The idea that someone else was up to mischief here, spying on the Adams for reasons unknown to me, didn’t appeal to me at all.

Before I could reply anything, Bay had already jumped to the next thought.

“You know, it’s weird… That room over there looks like Alice never moved out of there. Like she just...”

“Disappeared,” I finished her sentence, and our eyes met.

“What if my mother knows something about it?”

I didn’t doubt that. Diana seemed to keep a lot of secrets from her daughter. However, I also remembered her request that I should keep an eye on Bay. She would never want to hide anything from her daughter for selfish reasons. What if she had her reasons?

“Your witch friend could also be right, and she just left, maybe even got sent away.”

Bayla remained silent, thoughtful.

“There’s this feeling,” she murmured.

“That you can’t let go because it feels like there’s more to it?”

“Yes, exactly that...” Bayla yawned softly and turned to the side, where she drew her legs up a little and closed her eyes. “She was friends with a dangerous warlock.”

“A dangerous warlock?”

I tried to remember the diary entries, and I was aware that Bay wasn’t talking about Alarik. There was this other guy, a supposed son of Gloria. A rare male Quatura.

“Julie’s father...” she murmured even more quietly.

Then she fell asleep, and it was the sweetest thing I had ever seen in my life. I would have loved to take a picture and tease her with it in the morning, but then I would probably be thrown out of the house in a heap. Instead, I pulled the blanket over her body, and somehow, she grabbed it in her sleep and pulled it up to the tip of her nose.

My tummy tingled a little again, and I smiled one last time before taking off my Vanderwood hoodie and lying down on my back to fall asleep surrounded by Bayla’s little world of blankets and books.

Mechanical Failure

Tony Morales

“I’m so proud of you, my boy.”

Mum smiled at me.

We were on the road toward Blairville, and I was the one driving.

I had made it. Now I could drive wherever I wanted.

“Do you at least like the car?”

Mum and Dad had given me a slightly older VW pick-up truck for my sixteenth birthday. I knew that they didn’t have the money for a better car. Nevertheless, I had expected a better model. There was something wrong with the gearbox and the brakes were making strange noises.

“Well...” I grumbled discontentedly, and Mum suddenly looked worried.

It started to rain.

I concentrated more on the road, especially as I hadn’t driven in the rain that often. My vision suddenly blurred, and I struggled to see anything.

“Are you all right, sweetheart? We can stop if you have any problems...”

“No Mum, it doesn’t matter, it’s fine!” I huffed, suddenly feeling such intense anger inside me without knowing where it was coming from.

Mum also seemed to realize that something was wrong and put an arm on my shoulder.

The anger was getting more and more extreme and made it hard for me to really concentrate on the road, but we had to get home before this storm broke out completely and forced us to stop.

So I stepped on the gas, which caused my mother to get even more scared.

“Julian, I want you to pull over. Now. Please.”

“No, damn it!” I yelled at her unintentionally and noticed how she flinched in her seat, then even backed away.

“Your eyes...” she whispered, and the anger I was already feeling multiplied itself with the anger I was feeling toward myself.

Why was I yelling at her? What the hell was wrong with me? And why didn’t she realize that we needed to get home and I needed to focus on the stupid road?

More anger, my vision finally clouded. Suddenly, my neck cracked, and I arched my back, letting go of the steering wheel.

Mum shouted something unclear, but my thoughts and mind were already elsewhere. My body had taken on a life of its own and in the next moment the entire road blurred, the steering wheel slipped away from me as I tried to grab it and I felt a violent jolt pull me out of the car. Then my mother’s scream.

“Damn it, Julian! What’s wrong with you?!”
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Chapter 39

Bayla
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“Damn it, Julian! What’s wrong with you?” I shouted, overwhelmed.

I shook him like it was a matter of life and death until his eyes finally snapped open and he jerked up. He immediately started breathing as if he couldn’t get any air.

Helplessness overcame me.

“What’s wrong?” I continued panicked, trying to calm myself down as his breathing became even more frantic. “You’re worrying me.”

He was breathing and breathing, beads of sweat were running down his face, and his hair was the biggest mess ever. What worried me most was his naked wet torso. He had sweated so much that I feared he might be dehydrated.

Julian’s whole body was shaking, which made me want to put the blanket around his shoulders, but he turned away, squeezed his eyes shut, and leaned against my bed frame, which was part of our den.

“Julian, is there anything I can do?”

“No, damn it...” he whispered barely audibly, almost fragile. “There’s nothing you can do anymore.” His voice sounded so painful that it stung my own heart. “There’s nothing I can do anymore...” Julian seemed to drift off. He seemed mentally absent, which made me stroke his blanket-wrapped arm. “She’s dead.”

I winced, but immediately calmed down as I realized what had just happened.

“Julian, you were dreaming,” I tried to say as calmly as possible, and he slowly lifted his head. His eyes were glowing yellow, which didn’t scare me this time. I could feel mine starting to glow as well.

“She’s dead, Bay.” His face contorted in pain. “She’s dead and there’s nothing I can do.” He got a little louder and I realized he was crying.

I hadn’t felt this overwhelmed in a long time.

“She’s fucking dead!”

Tears started running down his cheeks, and I did the next best thing and moved closer to him, sitting down cross-legged in front of him and pulling him close to me.

“You were dreaming.”

I carefully stroked his back.

Julian let his body sink against mine, his head leaning against my shoulder, and I wanted to pull him even closer.

“She’ll never come back,” he whispered into my tank top, crying, and it sounded so serious that my worry grew by the second.

“Who’s not coming back?” I asked cautiously.

I pulled Julian further into the hug so that he didn’t have to arch quite so much to get to me and could place his head more comfortably on my shoulder.

“Mum.”

It had only taken that one word, and something inside me burst. Julian had been dreaming about his mother.

I was at the height of overwhelmed.

Julian continued to shake, which made me pull the blanket tighter around him in the hope that he would calm down on his own.

Not a word escaped my lips as we sat there, him leaning against me, his head against the top of my pajamas.

Whenever people were unwell, I felt overwhelmed. Hugs had become the go-to solution for me and my mother the worse it had gotten with her fake cancer, and Larissa had held me when Mum’s diagnoses had continued to worsen.

False diagnoses. Lies.

But this was real.

I leaned down a little toward Julian, but he instinctively turned his gaze away. Then he broke away from me, moved back to the bedstead, and turned his crumpled face away from me.

Shit. He was uncomfortable.

Should I get up and leave? Move closer to him again? Or was that too much? Should I try to talk to him about it?

I didn’t do any of the things I could have done, instead I sat there like a dog waiting for a command and leaned against my bookshelf.

Light A Fire
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The sound of water pouring from the gutter under my window came from outside, almost drowning out the drops drumming against the window pane.

There had been a thunderstorm during the night, and a glance at the now closed window told me that the night was not yet completely over. Maybe it was four o’clock... or five?

“I’m sorry...” Julian whispered in a fragile voice that told me he was doing everything he could to hide his tears.

I would have liked to tell him that he didn’t have to be, but since he had moved away from me, I was unsure where his boundaries lay. He shouldn’t have to do anything.

“You don’t have to be sorry...”

“Yes, I do,” he replied quickly.

What was he sorry for? He’d had a bad dream, and that should be okay.

“I don’t usually sleep at friends’ houses.” He played with the end of the fairy lights, whose light had dimmed a little. “And I haven’t had nightmares for a long time either, not these. That’s why I wasn’t worried and...”

“You don’t have to apologize,” I tried to make it clear once and for all, and that was the moment when Julian looked up for the first time and I caught his gaze.

His olive tan was what kept his handsome face from looking like a living corpse.

He exhaled, exhausted, and leaned his head back, giving me an uninterrupted view of his Adam’s apple. My gaze traveled further down to where the blanket failed to cover anything, revealing one muscular shoulder with arteries running along it like the roots of a tree. If I were an artist, I would have liked to paint him.

Embarrassed by my inappropriate thoughts, I looked back at the window where long veins of water ran down.

I couldn’t just sit here and stare at him, I had to do something...

“Do you have anyone you can talk to about this?”

Julian just stared at me, and I was afraid I had touched the wrong spot. Again, I watched him closely until he finally shook his head.

I bit my lower lip.

He had no one to talk to and had probably been carrying this crap around with him for half an eternity. I was curious, wanted to know what had happened, so much that I felt ashamed again, because it was none of my business.

And yet I said, “If you ever feel the need, I’m here. And I’m a good listener.”

Julian faced me again, and he looked me straight in the eye.

“I mean, it would only be fair and...” He looked at me, but something in his gaze had changed. “That doesn’t mean you have to or anything...” I stuttered on and looked at Julian, who was looking at me as if I were a ghost. There was a strange new gleam in his eyes. “I just want you to have someone, because everyone should be able to share their thoughts and... have someone to talk...”

A slight smile settled on his lips. “Thanks Bay.”

I couldn’t take my eyes off his, and yet something inside me relaxed. The fear of having built a wall between us disappeared immediately, and all that remained was the physical distance between him and me, between our eyes. Whenever I looked into his for too long, I would sink into them unintentionally.

A voice inside me protested immediately. Then there was another voice that wanted to say something, to give him a compliment. I did my best to suppress it until the urge was stifled and the voice of reason took over.

“When’s your date?”

As if I’d pressed a button, the gleam disappeared from Julian’s eyes, and he ran both hands over his face.

Forest Rain And Thunder (Seamless)
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“Shit. Tomorrow.” He looked at me again, the gleam gone for good, but also the pain, which had definitely originated in his dream. “And I still don’t know how to act around her.” Julian sounded stressed, which I hadn’t expected.

I raised both eyebrows. “You shouldn’t worry so much, maybe take a shower first so you don’t smell like a dog, unless Emely is into that sort of stuff.”

Julian looked at me like I’d cracked a bad joke. “So, I smell like a dog?”

“No, that’s not what I mean,” I laughed.

I had only once consciously breathed in his smell before.

“But you said so,” he protested worriedly.

“You Senseque do smell different. But that’s not what I meant.”

“So, I smell bad?”

“No, I... I have no idea!” What did he think? That I was sniffing him? “Ask Emely, not me!”

I laughed, embarrassed, and a slight smile appeared on his lips. I had managed to distract him.

“What’s the point of having friends if they don’t even know that about you?” Julian said with a grin.

A slight stab in my heart. That was all I could feel as I tried to smile with fake annoyance and his grin widened. His messy hair reminded me of someone.

“You better make sure you don’t walk around like Professor Copeland.”

And then we both laughed, and even though it felt real, there was this twinge. I started to feel bad, only for what?

“God, Bay, you really motivate people,” Julian sighed, grinning at me again like he’d never had a bad dream.

I couldn’t stop laughing. “You’re lucky Larissa isn’t here. She would have given you a lecture right now.”

“No, thanks!”

The slipping blanket revealed his well-trained upper body.

I couldn’t help but stare at him. I would have done that with any man.

“What?” he finally asked, stretching both his arms back, which put his upper body even more in the spotlight.

“I’ve been wondering the whole time if that’s a Senseque thing or if you just train obsessively,” I said quickly, managing not to blush for once.

“A Senseque thing,” he laughed softly and straightened up.

I, too, braced myself on the floorboards and was about to rise when there was a short crack and I slipped to the side... or rather the floorboard gave way under my hand and broke in half.

“Ouch,” I hissed, inwardly cursing this old house.

“Are you all right? Did you hurt yourself?”

I looked at my hand, which had a few bloody scratches on it, but quickly hid it behind my back.

“It’s all right,” I said hastily.

Julian definitely shouldn’t be worried about me.

“You sure?” He raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah.” I looked down at the damage I’d done. “Fuck. Mum’s going to kill me.”

Julian bent down, and I quickly looked at my hand. I held my breath in amazement. The scratches had disappeared...

Crack.

Startled, I looked at Julian, who had completely torn out the white wooden plank and was now holding it in his hand.

“What are you doing?”

I looked at him dumbfounded.

“Planks like this are unstable for a reason,” Julian said, reaching for the spot where the plank had just been and pulled out a handful of paper.

My jaw dropped when I recognized Alice’s handwriting.
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Chapter 40

Larissa

I pressed the doorbell for the fourth time. And I wouldn’t leave until she opened the fucking door.

She hadn’t come to campus today, and I knew from a conversation between Vivienna and Kelly, which I had overheard, that she had been absent from the last four cheerleading practices.

Bayla had told me what had happened. And I hadn’t felt as guilty as that for a long time.

But after the twenty unanswered phone calls, it had been enough for me and I had left campus and made my way here, doing my best to get away from Miles.

“Come on, Mady! I know you’re there!”

It was the faint sounds: the barely audible creaking of floorboards, the pulling back of blankets and curtains... I even heard her sigh.

“You can’t hide in here forever!” I shouted even louder, but then reminded myself to lower my voice and looked over to Diana’s house, feeling paranoid.

She had really threatened me with a godforsaken shotgun! What was wrong with this woman?

“Mady, please! I’m sorry. I had some issues I needed to take care of, and...”

The door opened, and the first thing that met me was the sweet smell of blood. I stared at Mady in confusion.

Let It All Go

Birdy, RHODES

“If by issues, you mean the DeLoughreys...”

I tried not to breathe, but the water was already pooling in my mouth.

“Damn, I’m sorry,” I began, remembering why I’d come here.

“It’s okay, Mia didn’t get in touch at all,” she said with a wave of her hand. “I didn’t even expect it from you.”

“Ouch” A painful feeling of guilt filled my chest. I wish I could have been there for her. “I’m a lousy friend.”

It was so easy with Bayla. It felt like she was my sister. And I’d never had any other friends, except for irresponsible gang members in Sacramento.

Mady turned away and walked down the hallway of the dark first floor in her gray sweatpants and a way-too-big pine green Vanderwood hoodie, and I was forced to follow her through a mess of shoes and clothes.

“You’re not. I see you with Bayla. She’s your friend,” she sighed, and we both arrived in the kitchen. “I just expect too much from those around me.”

I looked at Mady with pity as she started the electric kettle and pushed the empty noodle boxes to one side to make room for a cup from the sink.

“Would you like something to drink?” Mady asked, turning to me.

I accidentally started to breathe, and once again, the sweetness of her blood flooded my nose, making me thirsty, almost insane.

Hold your breath, Larissa. It was as if this was coming easily to me, until the moment I ran into people who had AB in them.

“No, it’s okay,” I said, confused with myself, and Mady turned back to the cup.

She was a human. And I was a monster searching for food. I should never have come here…

“Sorry about the mess, I...” Mady began, but I interrupted her.

“This is your house. You have nothing to apologize for.”

Mady turned around, and a sad smile spread across her full lips. They looked puffy, dry, reddened, just like her eyes, which were covered by individual strands of dark brown hair.

“My house,” she began, looking around the messy kitchen. “God, I wish he’d sold it.”

I swallowed.

It was always easy for me to talk, always, really. But Mady had lost her entire family. She’d known them, had grown bonds with them. Not like me... I didn’t want to imagine how much this loss must hurt.

“If he’d sold it, he wouldn’t have had to work as much, would never have gone to that diner...” she whispered, staring at a baseball cap on the fridge. “I could have worked, but I was too weak, too irresponsible.” Tears filled her eyes, and she looked at me. “That’s probably why I don’t have any friends.”

Without hesitation, I stepped up to her and pulled her into my arms. 
A lot of things seemed to be falling apart inside her, and she had no one left. No parents, no brother, not even friends. I wanted to be her friend...

“Shit,” I mumbled apologetically. “I should have been there.”

Again, I smelled the sweet scent, but I didn’t want to break away from her because she needed someone. Any slightest sign of rejection could only hurt her further.

“No, no, it’s all right. My life is a tragedy.”

She broke away from me, smiling through her tears, and turned away, but I grabbed her arm.

“Mady...” I looked into her emerald-colored eyes. “I’m sorry.”

When I felt her pulse under my hand, I let go of her arm.

She just nodded. “Thank you.”

Then she poured herself a cup of tea, the smell of which suddenly made me feel nauseous.

“What kind of tea is this?” I groused, stepping a little further away from the cup as I felt my eyes begin to glow.

“Vervain,” she said without looking at me, and I remembered what Miles had said. He had told me something about a plant that could cause pain in our bloodstream, that weakened us.

Why was Mady drinking this stuff?

I stepped back even further until I stopped in the doorway, and my eyes returned to normal.

“How do you manage it, Larissa?” I looked at her in surprise. “You don’t have a family. How do you manage it all?”

She looked at me.

“Bayla,” I confessed honestly.

Of course, there was more to it than that, but Bayla was the main reason I was still alive and hadn’t died in a gang shooting long ago.

I turned around, left the kitchen, and walked down the hall to the living room to get away from Mady’s vervain tea.

“It looks like a fucking cave in here, girl!” I remarked with a laugh, looking at the closed curtains and all the stuff on the floor. More to-go noodle boxes lined the floor. I turned to Mady, who had followed me, thankfully without tea. “Do you want me to help you tidy up?”

“Larissa,” she sighed, “Please.” There was pain in her expression.

And then my gaze slid down to her carotid artery. It was as if the throbbing was calling out to me.

Creeping Emptiness

RealTunesStudio

I stepped closer.

“Over the last few months, I’ve done my best to lead a normal life, to make friends. No one, absolutely no one, was there for me when Ezra...”

I forced myself to look up, into her desperate eyes. “I’m sorry, I...”

Mady continued. “I don’t want to keep being disappointed.”

My heart broke as I heard her pain.

What had those damn witches done to her? Dumped her just because she’d been with Nash? And suddenly, I felt an abnormal amount of anger toward Grace and Vivienna.

I stared at Mady and breathed to regulate my anger. A mistake. This time, the divine sweetness hit me harder, clouding my head and... sending me rushing forward.

Mady startled violently, but by then I was already right in front of her.

“Larissa… What are you...?”

I grabbed her by her shoulders, pushed her hair aside, and before I knew it, my teeth were on her neck, digging into the soft, warm skin.

Mady sighed. And I drank, moaning.

I had never tasted anything so delicious before. It was worlds better than those blood packages Miles and Bastien regularly forced on me. And so warm…

I sucked harder, more fiercely, wanting to savor the moment.

“Damn it, Larissa!”

Someone yanked me back violently, and I flew into the wall. The wood behind me cracked.

I narrowed my eyes in anger as I realized it was my annoying twin brother, staring at me with widened red eyes.

Mady sank to the floor, and he just managed to catch her and place her carefully before staggering back from her as if something about her was bothering him.

“I’m thirsty!” I snapped at him angrily, ready to keep drinking, but he stepped toward me and pressed me against the wall.

“That’s a human being, Larissa!” he yelled, as if I’d lost my mind.

I stared at Mady, and suddenly, the feeling of thirst disappeared. My eyes widened, and I wanted to lunge forward, but Miles stopped me.

“I wouldn’t advise that. You’ll drink from her again. Your thirst control is hardly trained at all.”

I stared at him, speechless. I was too disturbed by Mady lying motionless on the floor. There was a bloody bite wound on her neck.

“You should see your eyes,” he grumbled, pushing away from me and reaching for his cell phone to send a message. “Damn it. I told you to stay near me!”

Stunned, I stared at him as I tried to fight the guilt.

“Her brother died, and she has no one left!” I finally blurted out, making sure she was still alive. Her heartbeat was clearly audible.

“You could have killed her, and now we have to erase her memories before that’s not possible anymore!”

I had never seen Miles so upset.

“Then what are we waiting for?” I snapped at him.

“I’m not going to do it,” he pressed out and looked at Mady again. “She smells too strong.”

My concern was mixed with bewilderment, and I tried hard not to breathe again.

“You can’t control yourself?”

He pressed his lips together and didn’t reply. Instead, he stared at Mady, indecisive and tense.

“How could you let her out of your sight?” it came coolly from the door.

We spun around.

“Adrian?”

I looked at him, confused.

Miles must have texted him.

Adrian looked down at Mady, and before I could say anything, Miles had already dragged me out of the house.

Alpha
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I punched and kicked the punching bag like it was my attacker. My heels dug so deep into the fabric-filled bag that the side tore open and the contents – made up of shreds of fabric – emptied out sluggishly. This was my tenth. And I had never felt so strong in my life. A new energy seemed to flood through me, just waiting to finish something or someone off.

The problem was that I’d been feeling like this ever since I’d drunk from Mady.

“You’re not supposed to destroy them, they’re supposed to fly...”

“What’s the point?” I snapped impatiently at my brother.

He, on the other hand, was the most patient person I had ever met. The first thing we didn’t seem to have in common.

We were both in the park behind the Receptum, where I had hung my punching bag from one of the oak trees.

“The point is,” he came closer and gently placed his hands on my raised fists, with which I had actually wanted to finish off the punching bag for good. “...that you learn to control yourself. Control is the most important thing a Ruisangor should master. And you need control in order to prevent something like what happened earlier.”

I snorted in frustration and lowered my fists.

Already, I was feeling that thirst again. Whenever I trained with Miles, I got thirsty faster. Miles said it was because I was using up my energy.

But I didn’t feel any of that right now.

The boxing training reminded me of Sacramento and now elicited the anger that I had wanted to get rid of when I had come to this town. But it wasn’t that easy. I was someone completely different now. The Larissa from Sacramento now seemed very unfamiliar to me. The new one had hurt a friend, almost killed her. I could count myself lucky that she was still alive.

Adrian had taken care of her. Whatever that meant... I would text her, but I wasn’t allowed to see her again until I could control myself better, and Miles had told me that could take months.

How was I supposed to leave Mady alone for months?

I had to work on my thirst control. As quickly as possible.

Angry with myself, I kicked the bag again.

“I think that’s enough for today.”

“What? No!” I looked at Miles in disbelief, who was once again wearing nothing but his black jogging pants and tracksuit jacket, his hair in a short man bun – which accentuated his undercut –, holding one of the knives he’d been wielding until a moment ago.

He worked out every morning, not as hard as Adrian, who jogged in the morning and spent his evenings downstairs in the gym, but he worked out.

My training sessions with Miles at the weekend – compared to the training of everyone else here – seemed like a joke. I just learned the bare minimum. And that wasn’t nearly enough.

“Don’t be so naive. I can see you’re hungry again.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Why don’t we keep training? I don’t feel exhausted.”

“You won’t feel exhausted. How many times do you want me to tell you?” he said, more amused than lecturing.

He seemed to be repressing what had happened.

“Then why don’t I take advantage of it?”

“What’s the rush? You’ve got centuries, if not millennia...”

Miles didn’t understand. How could he? I hadn’t told him.

“In case you haven’t noticed, Adrian is making fun of me. And as long as I’m weak, that’s not going to change.”

It was hard for me to admit this to him, but even Bastien must have figured out by now that Adrian was a huge pain in my ass, especially when I complained to Camille about his cool attitude.

“Let Adrian live in his bubble,” Miles just said, as if that was the easiest thing in the world.

Enough was enough.

I placed my hands on my hips.

“Maybe I should train with our father instead.”

The look Miles gave me was full of disdain for the man who had introduced himself as my father a few weeks ago. And I continued to avoid him, even though I used his damn gift because it was the only bike I still owned. Lara had disappeared from the parking lot in front of the Dark Lion Club.

Bastien had already warned me twice to take my training seriously, and he himself had tried to talk to me. I just wasn’t ready to deal with Tristan yet.

“If you want something like today to happen again, then go to him. Because he couldn’t care less if people die because of us. Even better, he enjoys killing them.”

I stared at him in shock. And I didn’t know whether I should believe him. After all, he had stood between us and the homeless freak back then.

What if he had never had bad intentions?
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Miles suddenly laughed. “Good Lord, why didn’t Camille take you out of Sacramento back then?”

“Me?” And what did he mean by Camille? I didn’t understand a thing.

“I wish I had grown up away from this unnecessary shit,” Miles sighed, shifting a little as I joined him on the stone bench in the middle of the park.

He looked exhausted. Not physically, but mentally.

“What exactly do you mean?”

“I see your ambition, and I see you wanting to be better than you have to be.”

Miles looked down from the hill of the park meadow to the foggy lake with a sigh.

Mist hovered among the dark conifers in the distance on the far shore of the lake, behind which Blairville's conifer-studded mountain range stretched.

I had my reasons, but not everyone needed to know them. Back in Sacramento, people had often laughed at me when I had shared my plans for university or other lofty life goals.

“Tell me about Sacramento.”

Something inside me tightened.

What was I supposed to say? That I had grown up in an orphanage? If he knew that, he definitely wouldn’t want to trade places with me.

“It’s warm there, definitely not as dark as here.” I found it harder than expected to think about this place and then put those thoughts into words. “Where I used to live there are a lot of gangs on the streets, a lot of clubs, but also a lot of guys who don’t know their limits.”

Miles looked at me as if I’d broached an uncomfortable subject. “Are you implying something?”

I shook my head, puzzled, then I realized and wanted to hit myself. “No. God... I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” he laughed, trying to cover something up.

I immediately noticed, probably because I was his sister. We barely knew each other, but there was this similarity in our facial expressions.

“What exactly happened the other day? With the girl in the bar?”

I was afraid I’d broached the wrong subject, because I knew Miles was carrying a lot around with him. Especially the thing with his father.

He narrowed his eyes, apparently wondering if he should tell me more. I wouldn’t force him.

“It’s called bloodlust, and if you’re not careful and give in to it too often, it leads to a blood addiction.” I turned to him attentively. “It happens when we drink emotionally.” It felt like he was really revealing things to me in private right now. “I made the stupid mistake of letting emotions get to me, like you did when you drank from Mady. Only I knew it full well.”

Shit, he’d opened up, and I didn’t know what to say.

The next sentence came unexpectedly and made me sit up and take notice.

“Not everyone can be as perfect as Adrian DeLoughrey.”

Miles’ words sounded pained.

Was he jealous of Adrian? And Adrian? Perfect? It was time someone proved him wrong.

“That’s why it’s so important that you learn to control yourself first. An uncontrolled Ruisangor is weak. And there is no room for weakness in our world.”

My mouth opened slightly.

What had he just said? And why did it sound like he was reciting a rehearsed advertising slogan to me?

“Those aren’t my words, sis. I just don’t want you to get lost in our system.”

Miles’ gaze became more insistent.

We hadn’t known each other for long, and yet he was trying his best with me.

Miles looked down at the lake again, and it was clear to see that he was thinking heavy thoughts.

I would like to take them away from him. There was only one thing I could actually do. Open up as much as he had. At least a little.

“I never felt at home… in Sacramento.” The thought was hard but honest. As hard as I had tried, Sacramento had made it hard for me. “The only person who had been able to distract me from that was Bay.”

I wasn’t mad at her anymore, even though I made her feel that way. I was starting to realize that you couldn’t just talk about the shit that happened here, especially with people you thought were human. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for Bay, and if she’d said anything to me, I doubt it would have dampened my curiosity. It had just hurt to be lied to. That was it.

“The witch girl,” Miles said with his gaze turned to me.

I laughed in disbelief at this fact. “The witch girl.”

“You know you’re supposed to stay away from her? Quatura mean trouble.”

Again, it didn’t sound like those were his words, but they reminded me of Grace’s... or the fact that the Quatura really seemed to make a serious business out of who they spent time with, ruining the lives of others. And then there were the Copelands...

“Believe me, it’s for a reason. We don’t get along. There have always been wars between the species.”

I could well imagine it. If every Quatura acted like Bay’s mum...

“That’s total nonsense,” I replied, because I was sick of this topic.

“Actually, I agree,” Miles laughed softly.

Surprise welled up inside me, and I toyed with the idea of telling him about the witch’s diary.

“But Senseque and Ruisangor...” He looked down, laughing. “That’s absolutely not possible. Our family histories keep us apart.”

I decided to keep the secret with the book to myself. The others in the group wouldn’t like it if I just told him, even if he was now my brother. I had to be careful. After all, those rich people had kidnapped me. I couldn’t just forget about that.

“What do you mean?” I asked with interest.

“Back then, our families wiped each other out. At least they tried...”

Great. How could you ever change that situation when the scars ran so deep?

“Anyway, I’m not going to let you guys tell me who I spend my time with,” I said firmly.

Miles wouldn’t stop me from sleeping under the same roof as the Quatura. If only to avoid leaving Bay alone.

“I’ve known her since I was a kid. She’s the one person who’s always been there for me.”

“As long as you don’t get caught by Nicolaj.”

Just thinking about the man made my blood run cold. He was what I imagined a terrifying Ruisangor to be. And I didn’t want any problems with that ancient fella.

Miles and I sat like that for a while, watching ravens fight over a nut, letting our minds wander, until he suddenly said something that really touched me.

“Just the idea that I could have lived a human life… A normal teenager who screws up, meets a pretty girl one day, and starts the family he never had… Raises kids, grows old, dies peacefully.”

He laughed at his own words, and it sounded bitter.

And then it hit me like a plank to the head.

I could have had it all if I’d stayed in Sacramento. A family. A baby...

My heart wrenched slightly at the thought of never being able to have children. It had begun to haunt me since I found out, creeping like a dark cloud of fog. It weighed heavily, as if I was cursed. I would never be able to have children of my own, to give them a better life. And adopt a human child? That was out of the question. I knew how I felt around humans. I would hurt it... Kill it.

And so I was doomed. Maybe it was my punishment for all the things I had done in my youth in Sacramento. Maybe I had also been the biggest asshole in humanity in my last life?

I wasn’t the only one who had to feel this way. I wondered how Camille dealt with it? Had she ever wanted to have children?

“What are you thinking about?”

Caught off guard, I turned to Miles, who was looking at me curiously. He was a man. He wouldn’t understand.

So, I jumped up. It was time to take a shower.

“That I’m here now and that I should make the best of it. And so should you.”

I reached for my towel and the water bottle, which smelled suspiciously good, like AB. Something every Ruinouveau received and which gave me more energy than others.

I saw Miles looking longingly at the bottle and decided not to drink it in front of him.

Miles blinked at me and took his greedy eyes off the bottle.

“That ship has sailed with me.”
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The last time I’d followed Adrian, it had backfired tremendously. He had caught me and given me an unpleasant lecture. But now he didn’t seem to notice.

To be honest, it hadn’t been my intention to spy on them, and I had never expected Nicolaj’s chambers to be so easy to observe from the park. I had only been walking, actually looking for Bastien, but as usual, he was nowhere to be found. Quiet voices had reached my ears, and now I was sitting here, pressed up against the wall under this stupid window that belonged to Nicolaj’s study, listening to the two men talking.

It was my only chance to find out more about Adrian.

“You’re hardly showing any progress.” That was Nicolaj. His voice sounded cold, almost reproving. “I should take you with me.” Then he let out a curse. “Wouldn’t you study at Vanderwood now!”

Adrian didn’t answer, and so I only heard the clan head’s footsteps until he continued.

“Bastien has been my best student, and I know it’s not his fault that you’re not improving.”

The way he spoke to him was more than odd. Had he ever seen Adrian in the training hall? He was a real fighting machine. And yes, damn, it made me jealous.

“In two weeks, I’m stocking up the clan. The Ruinouveaux we turned in Sacramento will be arriving, and I don’t want things to get out of hand here.” New staff? Ruinouveaux? “Think of it as your chance to get better and prove you’re part of the most powerful and darkest lineage in history.” Nicolaj’s conspiratorial tone sent a shiver down my spine. “And, regarding the plan, I have much to prepare. I hope you know that this is your chance to prove your willpower to me.”

I heard Nicolaj move closer to the open window and automatically pressed myself closer to the wall.

“Yes, sir,” I heard Adrian speak for the first time.

Sir. Who was this man to Adrian? I almost giggled, but then I heard footsteps.

“I’m counting on you. As always.”

Fuck. His voice was right above me. He had to be standing by the window.

When he continued, his voice was deeper, darker, almost menacing.

“I’ve waited far too long for this, and now it’s going to happen.”

“Don’t you think the Quatura are getting suspicious about the high level of activity in our territories? And the Senseque. They sense something like that.”

Adrian sounded more toneless than usual.

Nicolaj just laughed.

“Bastien will handle this.”

What did he mean by handle this? And what were they even talking about? Did it have something to do with their spy organization? This DUIO?

“But he...” Adrian began, but the head of the clan interrupted him and finally stepped away from the window.

It was a mystery to me how he hadn’t heard my heartbeat. Yes, it was quieter and slower. But Nicolaj was powerful and certainly trained accordingly.

“He won’t. Bastien doesn’t question my command. Besides, we don’t always have to hide our dominance from our enemies. Let them know we won’t just stand by and watch them bring more scum into our town.”

Silence. And a lot of question marks above my head, that if they were really there, would have led Nicolaj to discovering me by now.

“Now leave. I need time to contact my men in Sacramento.”

I listened to Adrian’s footsteps as he left the room. Then a door clicked shut. The next thing I heard was Nicolaj dialing a number. Agonizing seconds passed as he stepped closer to the window again, and I tried to slow my heartbeat.

“It’s all going as planned.”

I almost flinched, so frightened I was by his proximity. He was silent, seemed to be listening to the person on the phone. And I had the feeling that I shouldn’t have been here for a long time. All I had wanted to do was find out more about Adrian. I hadn’t been able to make sense of anything from the conversation, and I had a bad feeling.

What if the DeLoughreys were also keeping secrets from each other? In my opinion, Bastien was a person of respect for everyone here. But now the head of the clan was planning something behind his back? Why? Could Bastien perhaps not be trusted? Uncertainty gnawed at me, making me wonder if I could trust anyone at all.

Then I pressed my hand over my mouth, because otherwise I would have made a startled sound when Nicolaj responded to the person on the phone.

“It’s time for the Receptum to become the place it used to be.”

Suddenly, he moved away from the window, and I heard a door open and close again.

He was gone.

It was about time I left too and put this strange conversation out of my far too curious head as quickly as possible.
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Chapter 41

Emely

Suits Theme

Christopher Tyng

The weekend had been more than nerve-wracking. Nash had tried to talk to me a few times since the incident at the restaurant, but it wasn’t as easy as he had thought it would be. Did he seriously think he could just knock on my door and apologize for this drama? He should be grateful that I hadn’t told father about the matter with Mikhail.

But I also had no idea who had told my uncle, because he had come to see me in a good mood and tried to cheer me up, although his words had been more like a speech on love.

He wasn’t my father, and so I had rejected him too, perhaps a little too harshly.

And Tania? God, her dress and the jewelry I had tried to find downtown... I still hadn’t been able to confess it to her, simply because I didn’t want to upset her.

In other words, my home had turned into a tension zone overnight, and I was glad to finally be back on campus. So far, I hadn’t encountered an annoying Quatura that I could have shredded in the air to release stress.

Energized and ready to focus completely on my studies this week – as far as the waxing moon allowed, of course – I strode through the Faculty of Law.

As I hurriedly entered the lecture hall where my fellow students were already sitting, I snorted in annoyance. I was too late. The lecture had already started.

“Also, I want you to know that the internships at the law firm are not scheduled for the beginning of December, but for next semester, because I want to get a better idea of your academic performance before then.”

I sighed in frustration, as I had wanted to gain an insight into the practice as soon as possible, had even already submitted my application and just hoped that the professor would consider me worthy.

Right at that moment, the blonde woman, who must have been in her 50s, looked at me.

“You’re too late, Miss Copeland,” she sighed.

I actually really liked her for her objective yet friendly manner. So it bothered me all the more to be late for her lecture.

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled ashamedly and looked around the crowded lecture hall for a seat, skillfully ignoring the staring students.

Thankfully, Mrs. Hudgington just nodded and continued with the topic of the lecture.

“As mentioned earlier, today we’ll be dealing with another round of legal gray areas within Canada as well as in the U.S., so you have a reference.”

My eyes continued to wander around the hall.

“Tss. Tss. Tss.”

I looked to the side, right next to me.

My eyes automatically narrowed as I caught sight of none other than Miles DeLoughrey, his legs stretched out and his feet crossed under the table, both hands in the pockets of his black suit trousers. With his eyebrows raised, he looked up and down at me.

“Would you please sit next to Mr. DeLoughrey, Miss Copeland?” Mrs. Hudgington suddenly said, and my mood immediately changed from energetic to annoyed.

Some of my fellow students laughed, including Vivienna, who – of course – also had to study law – how could it be otherwise? I wished that bitch would be put next to my brother in Economics.

“A little faster, please,” said my actual favorite professor and I wondered if she deserved a downgrade or an upgrade because the rest of the teaching staff treated me way too well because of my family connection with the director.

Again, a few laughed, and the smirk on Miles’ face made my blood boil.

Against my will, I approached the free outside seat and settled down.

You’re Loved & I’m Hated

Christopher Tyng

“The usually punctual Emely Copeland is late. That I would live to see that,” he whispered with amusement and made no move to take his stuff from my folding table, so I pushed it over to him and gave him a punishing look.

“At least I have a life, and I’m not always hanging around the lecture halls an hour beforehand.”

He just snorted and pulled the rest of his stuff toward himself with his oh-so-perfect Ruisangor hands. He looked far too manly for his age... and far too attractive, which he definitely didn’t deserve.

“I want you to pick up your exams now, before I forget later,” the slightly chubbier professor announced and unpacked a stack of papers, which made me even more nervous.

I had worked my ass off so hard for this first exam, and I needed a good start.

“Why so nervous, little wolf? Is there something you want to tell me?”

I looked at Miles, who had leaned back again, and took a deep breath. I would have to deal with his unnerving presence, no matter how much I wanted to tear him apart at that very moment.

“First of all, stop calling me that. And secondly, you’re the last person who cares about my private life.”

Naturally, he pulled the corners of his mouth up into an amused smile. Of course, what else?

“You know, Emely, you’re so stubborn that it’s actually fun to watch you react to the slightest teasing.”

It sounded like I was a game for him to play to distract himself from his boring Ruisangor life.

“And you’re so annoying that I’d love to tear you apart right here, right in front of my favorite professor,” I growled as quietly as I could and pulled out my folder and the pencil case in which I had neatly organized all my pens.

Miles reached for his iPad with amusement and I could literally feel his scrutinizing gaze on my pencil case.

“How old-fashioned.”

I leaned back as he did and looked at the thin iPad in front of him.

“How snobby.”

Miles just laughed and shook his head like I was a stupid kid, which sparked anger in me again.

Now that I was sitting leaning back just like him, I felt like something was connecting us, so I automatically sat up straight again and straightened my back.

And I felt him again. His gaze. This time, on me, as it traveled down my back.

A tingling sensation rushed through my stomach. I turned around. “You’re the most brazen person I’ve ever met.”

He looked me straight in the eye. His irises, warm brown tourmalines.

Since he was a Ruisangor, one had to be careful not to look too long into them. Who knew what his legacy gift was?

I caught myself doing so and took a concentrated breath. I couldn’t let him realize that he was unsettling me. I couldn’t let him unsettle me at all!

“And you’re the snappiest.”

And again. A smile. Everything about him suggested that he felt superior. His posture, the look, the words, even his fucking expensive perfume. I tried not to breathe it in, not again!

“You’re trying your hardest to be different from me,” he whispered sharply, his gaze becoming more serious, but without losing its hint of amusement.

“I am different from you!” I hissed and sent a prayer to the Esadowa spirits that he would finally take this as a signal to leave me alone. Not a chance.

“You think you’re different from me, but there are only a few laws and different DNA separating us. At the end of the day, you’re trying to be something you’ll never be, just like I did.”

I looked at him, confused.

What was he talking about?

“Vivienna Westcode.” She stood up proudly and strode forward to the professor, who handed her a piece of paper. “Very good. I am delighted with your excellent performance.”

Snorting, I rolled my eyes, and I could have sworn that this conceited cow had just given me her dirty fake smile.

Why wasn’t I allowed to punch her?

“Looks like two people really love each other,” Miles joked from diagonally behind me.

I was beginning to lose my patience.

“There’s no one I like better than you, Miles DeLoughrey,” I said sarcastically and immediately regretted it, because although it was ironic, Miles immediately jumped on it.

“Am I supposed to be flattered now, little wolf?”

I gave him my middle finger. “Dream on!”

“With pleasure.”

I could literally feel the grin he wore undeservedly on his face. It burned into my confidence.

“What do I have to do to get you to leave me alone?” I asked, turning to him as the professor called on more students.

The smile that curved his lips was devilish. “You’re making it hard for me to believe you really want this.” His dark eyes fixed on me. “After all, you are the one stalking me.”

I gasped in disbelief and watched as his gaze traveled down to my lips.

How could he be so shameless and turn the facts around? Just like that? What was his intention?

“Emely Copeland.”

I jerked my head around and looked at the woman with the white glasses and black business outfit. She looked at me encouragingly, and I rose to my feet. That nervousness ran through me again.

Please, let it be good, just let it be good.

When I got downstairs, I picked up my exam, and my heart leapt for joy when I saw the ninety-eight percent in the corner.

“You may be late, but you’re still one of my best students. Apparently, academic talent also runs in the family.”

I beamed at her, a little embarrassed, because I just couldn’t hide my joy.

As I turned around, I caught Vivienna’s condescending look before she whispered, “She’s favored everywhere” into her friend’s ear. I pushed all hatred aside and gave her my most triumphant smile.

Then I met Miles’ gaze.

Something inside me was longing to show him. I had worked hard, and my efforts had paid off. I was fighting for my goals. And he wasn’t going to get me down. There was frustration in his gaze, which peaked my smile.

“Milliam DeLoughrey,” Mrs. Hudgington said from beside me and I looked up at Miles in surprise, his jaw working, and I could have sworn he’d just snorted in annoyance.

Was Milliam his full first name?

Amused, as I rarely was, I strode up the steps of the lecture hall where Miles was rising to collect his exam.

“Good luck, Milliam,” I quipped as he passed me.

He snorted again, and I was pleased with this small triumph. Not only was I academically superior, I also knew a detail about him that made him visibly uncomfortable.

Satisfied, I sat down and filed away the overview with the summary of my score. Could this day get any better?

“Congratulations to you, Mr. DeLoughrey. You are either a talented student or an extremely disciplined learner!”

My day couldn’t get any better.

In shock, I stared at Mrs. Hudgington, who was handing Miles the exam with the smile of a Cheshire cat.

“A bit of both,” he said with a wink and the woman slapped his shoulder, flattered and giggling, making my jaw drop. And right at that moment, Miles looked up at me, smirking triumphantly.

I couldn’t believe it, not even when he came up the stairs like His Majesty himself, a couple of girls staring at him longingly, but he had his eyes only on me, ready to triumph me into the ground.

I looked away, down at my folder.

He slid close behind me and I involuntarily inhaled his scent... and cursed myself. Once for doing it, once for him being better than me, and once again for not being able to hate his smell. Couldn’t he keep his distance? Did he have to get so close to me?

Suddenly I felt his warm breath very close to my ear, felt it stroking my neck.

“You’re making it really hard for me to leave you alone, Emely Copeland.” An overwhelmed sigh slipped out of my mouth and I felt him standing behind me. My body trembled with tension. “You’re a hell of a lot of fun to win against, believe me.” His breath was warmer than expected and gave me intense goosebumps. A Ruisangor, so close... “And, yet, I haven’t even started.”

Then, finally, he broke away from my ear and sat down next to me as if nothing had ever happened, placing the exam results table on the table and giving me the rest.

One-hundred percent. Full score.

Miles DeLoughrey was better than me.

When was the last time someone had scored that high at Vanderwood Law School?

My skin was still tingling. The goosebumps covered my arms, my legs, even my stomach and chest... but mostly the back of my neck.

I couldn’t stay here.

In a hurry, I gathered my things and rose to my feet. Without another word, I disappeared from the lecture, his gaze noticeably on my back.

Once outside, I kicked a streetlight, which began to shake violently and a few students looked at me, startled, before I shouted “What?” at them and they hurried away.

Better for them.

I was pissed at that bastard... and confused... and even more pissed at myself.

Miles was fucking better than me. I couldn’t let that happen! I should have studied harder.

And then what he’d said. That wicked Ruisangor was playing with me.

Oh, no. Not with me!

He had messed with a Copeland. With the only Copeland woman on this planet. He would get that back. Because I could be anything, but never one of his idiotic little games.

No Good

KALEO

The day definitely couldn’t get any worse. It was a disaster. At lunchtime, my brother and the other guys had gathered to train with a few other Senseque. They might as well have gone to the Athletic Campus, but my brother – being who he was – loved to make a show of everything on the campus lawn.

“I heard you did really well on the law exam?” Hunter patted me on the shoulder in appreciation and smiled, impressed.

I felt like an impostor.

“Not good enough,” I replied, narrowing my eyes.

“Apparently better than the Westcode witch.”

And worse than Miles DeLoughrey. Miles. DeLoughrey!

Vivienna could go fuck herself. In another life, I would have been happy about that achievement. Now he was in my head.

“Something’s bothering you.”

I looked tensely into Hunter’s warm dark brown eyes. He could tell immediately when something was wrong. But he didn’t need to know exactly what it was, so I turned away, only in the wrong direction.

There, at his ridiculous sports car, leaned the last person I wanted to think about. Just seeing him triggered such anger in me. The way he stood there, talking to the other DeLoughreys and to Bayla’s best friend, who had recently become one of them.

Alarik had explained it to us, and it had only driven Father deeper into worry.

Barely focused on other things, my thoughts slipped back to Miles, who was talking about something that seemed to be worrying the other two men. Suddenly he looked straight at me and I quickly turned to Hunter.

“I’m bothered about where I’m going to get my lunch. My stomach is growling, and I go crazy if I don’t get something to eat. The rancid stuff from the canteen makes my stomach hurt.”

Hunter smiled, but then looked at me apologetically. “I’m sorry, Emely, but I promised your brother I’d train with him.”

Of course, my brother. He was now sitting a good thirty feet away on the stone bench next to Noah and Harry, while Cody handled the football in a bizarre way and almost hit a passer-by.

Of course, my brother looked at me, but there was no apology in his gaze.

I turned away from him in frustration, looking pleadingly at Hunter.

“You’re only doing this because he’s the next Alpha.”

The corners of Hunter’s mouth moved upwards. “No, I swear.” He raised his hands defensively. “Don’t think like that. I just owe him one.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, sure.”

“Hey guys, I hear you have an open position on your team?”

Blood In The Cut

K.Flay

I wheeled around. All my alarm bells started ringing.

The pack members immediately jumped up as if the devil himself had entered the circle. And it was true. Miles had dared to come to us. He was planning something. But what?

“You’re not part of the pack. You’re our enemy. And I advise you to leave, or else...” Nash began, stepping forward with aggression, but was interrupted by Miles.

“Or else what? Do I have to go to the rector and tell him that the football team is discriminating against students?”

How could he...

“Alarik would support us against someone like you. So don’t even try,” Hunter replied harshly.

“You may be able to hide behind your pack, but I’d be very interested to hear what Professor Harlow would say.”

Nash clenched his hands into fists.

“Is there trouble here?”

I startled slightly as Mica stepped up beside me, smiled at me, and then looked to the Ruisangor. His presence was enough for Mica to tense up and clench his hands into fists as well.

I had warned him that there were Ruisangors running around, and that we couldn’t hurt each other if we didn’t want to break the treaty.

“Obviously,” Nash growled at my date from the weekend, and I rolled my eyes. He really didn’t like him. Jesus.

Mica, on the other hand, looked at my brother for a while and finally surprised me with his own words. “I don’t think you should draw so much attention and let him play. Let him prove himself.”

Mica eyed Miles with an unreadable stare. Nash, on the other hand, glared at Mica so outraged that I could clearly feel the tension rising. And then there was Miles...

“Throwing, ten rounds. Let’s see what someone like you can do before we beat the shit out of you,” Noah declared with hostility.

It was a miracle he hadn’t gone after Miles yet.

“Why is he getting so close to you? Doesn’t he know that one bite is enough?” Mica asked quietly next to me.

My gaze drifted to his fists.

“This one is harmless. He just likes to provoke.”

My words didn’t seem to calm Mica down much. He seemed to be new to this situation and I also knew how things worked in Russia when a Ruisangor appeared near the pack.

The Russian pack had survived a bloody war against the Ruisangors in Europe and Russia only a decade ago, as I had learned at the last dinner with the Rolanows. Dimitrio had made his hatred clear. He would destroy them. All of them.

Miles followed Noah, albeit keeping a very large distance. Then Noah took the ball out of Cody’s hands, while everyone else in our group gave each other suspicious looks.

Not one of us was comfortable with this.

Miles thought he could make me white-knuckle by joining the team, just invading the pack without being part of it. If he only knew how much he actually succeeded.

Normally, Ruisangor did everything to avoid us. But he was a reckless idiot.

My brother would do anything to get him off the team. Not only was Miles one of our hated rivals, he was obviously endangering Nash’s position on campus and on the football team.

He skillfully caught the ball Noah threw to him, careful not to jump higher than the guys in the pack and… he actually managed to catch all the balls, even when Noah threw as hard as he could.

I realized I had too much anger inside me, that I was scraping my foot on the ground too hard in order to get rid of this concentrated amount of emotion.

“Who the fuck is this guy?” Mica growled unenthusiastically next to me as we watched Miles’ next athletic catch.

“A fool,” I snorted.

By now, Miles had also attracted the attention of some of the girls standing around, which wasn’t surprising considering he was a Legacy Ruisangor.

As he caught the ball again, our eyes met. A triumphant smile spread across his lips. The same exact smile he had worn during the lecture.

Idiot.

I crossed my arms tighter to show him that I was unimpressed by his attempts. All he did was catch a ball with his miserably handsome body. He might have been able to impress all those naive human girls with that, but definitely not me.

I realized he wasn’t trying to impress me. He wanted to see me suffer because he thought he was better. He thought he could get away with anything, have it all, after scoring two percent better than me. But there were limits. Even for the richest people in town.

As if Nash had read my mind, he took off his T-shirt and threw it on the grass.

“Prove to us that you can really be a part of the team without embarrassing us.” His guys laughed, but Nash narrowed his eyes. “Don’t think I don’t know what your intention is.”

I wanted to grin, because I knew they were about to teach him a massive lesson. Miles noticed my hint of levity. His jaw visibly tensed, making it appear even sharper than before.

Suddenly he grinned again.

“My pleasure, Copeland,” he laughed, glancing briefly at my brother, then at me, as if he were only talking to me.

My face stiffened.

I didn’t want him to see how unsettled he made me feel, especially when he unbuttoned his black shirt and took it off, revealing his very defined torso.

He wasn’t as tanned as my brother, or the others on the team, which unexpectedly had its own charm.

I was about to curse myself for this ridiculously naïve thought when he turned to place the clothes on the edge of the field and I caught black ornaments of a tattoo on his back, but he was too quick, so I only saw the shoulders that were just as defined as the rest of his upper body.

My gaze moved on to the necklace of pale cool gold dangling around his neck, its black pendant also set in gold and adorned with a golden rose.

A black moonstone. Alarik had explained to me, Nash and Finn why the Ruisangors wore them.

“Let’s form proper teams!” Hunter, who had also taken off his shirt, shouted.

By now, the rest of the – non-female part of the – campus had realized that something was going on at the Copelands’ again.

The witches stood near me, but there was no sign of the other Ruisangors, except for Larissa.

“Teams…” Miles began to laugh.

“What’s so funny?”

Nash had now stepped closer to Miles than I preferred. It was one thing when there was conflict between us and the witches, and another when a Ruisangor and a Senseque faced each other. The latter had usually ended fatally in history.

The only thing that could calm me down was that Miles didn’t seem to intend to do anything serious in front of all these humans. He couldn’t be that stupid.

“Let me really prove to you that I’m better than you think I am by playing against four of you,” Miles demanded, and a heated murmur spread among the spectators.

Nash blinked at him with suspicion. And… he accepted the offer without protest?

It must have taken so much effort not to go for the intruder’s throat and, on top of that, to accept his offer.

Father always said you should never make a deal with a Ruisangor. They were dangerous and only looked for opportunities to extend their power.

However, I only saw two young men in front of me, both wanting to prove something to the other.

“Fine.”

You could clearly hear the hatred and suspicion in Nash’s voice.

“And I wouldn’t be mad at you if you let me pick two of the four people on your team.”

Miles really was an idiot.

“That would only be fair,” he emphasized loud and clear to all the people around him, who nodded in agreement.

For Fuck’s sake.

I was all the more surprised that Nash allowed that too.

“Fine,” he growled, turning to the guys and looking at Hunter, who just nodded knowingly and stepped forward. A cheer came from the crowd, as Hunter was very popular on campus.

“Hunter and I will begin.” He looked at Miles and paused for a moment before continuing. “Julian will pass you the ball.”

My eyes darted to the guy who had been standing on the invisible sideline.

Surprised, I looked at my brother, who hadn’t been on good terms with Julian for a long time, but even more surprised that Julian finally stepped into the ring without any discussion. He didn’t even blink when his and Nash’s eyes met. Had I missed something?

Confused, I raised an eyebrow when Julian finally met my gaze and... smiled?

“Who do you want to play against?” my brother continued.

I felt the back of my neck tense. Miles could pick out the weakest of the weaklings, even if everyone in the pack was performing remarkably well, but Tony, the indigenous kid with the stubbly hair from third semester, had always been a little weaker than the others, even if he didn’t look like it, and he was a few years older than Nash. So was the new Senseque, Marten. And Dexter wouldn’t stand a chance against him either.

Miles eyed the pack as if he were at a bazaar. The mockery in his amber eyes was hard to miss as he announced loudly, “Your Russian guest.”

Mica stepped forward, his fists still clenched.

And all my alarm bells rang.

He was definitely one of the Senseque who were particularly aggressive toward Ruisangors. He would kill Miles on his father’s orders. I was sure of it. Had he ever killed a Ruisangor?

A strange thought…

I looked at Mica scrutinizingly, not wanting him to get too involved, as I knew that Ruisangors were seen as an even more dangerous threat in Russia and were wiped out systematically. The only problem was that my brother had upset him when he had interrupted our dinner, which probably made Mica just as foggy. I had the feeling that none of the people involved saw Miles’ true intentions. They all had their own personal interests to follow.

And as far as Mica was concerned... Senseque were willing to do anything for their pack. We weren’t part of Mica’s pack, which had followed him and his father here from Russia and was now on campus with our guys. Mica was probably glad to get a chance to prove his strength to them, even though I could clearly sense his tension.

Only Julian seemed to be in the present, for whatever reason, and eyed Miles suspiciously.

I had to smile again. We had a date tonight. After all these years of distance.

The joy in my stomach at this fact masked all the other chaos, at least for the moment, until Miles snapped me back to the uncomfortable present.

“And your annoying sister.”

Missile

Dorothy

My smile disappeared for good as all eyes turned to me. My heart inevitably slid further down because I hated attention. There seemed to be only one thing I would hate even more from now on, and that was Miles DeLoughrey.

Another look of triumph settled on the devil’s face. I didn’t grant him that this time. He would realize first-hand that he had just made a huge mistake.

“Watch your mouth!” Nash growled.

“That’s not going to happen!” Mica shouted loudly, as if he could just decide that. A vein stood out at his temple.

What was wrong with them? If there was one thing I didn’t like, it was this silly fuss. I didn’t need anyone to defend me.

“Find yourself a strong man, not a girl.”

My jaw dropped. I hadn’t expected those words from Mica.

Not only did Nash turn to him, Julian also grimaced and shook his head.

I had to let those words sink in…

Was he serious?

“I’ve heard she’s an excellent athlete,” Miles drew my attention back to him. His eyes were on me. His smile had disappeared and all I could see was seriousness.

Anger rose up my throat. Only last week he had given me a moral lecture about the supposed conditions in my pack, and now he was standing there, experiencing the son of the Russian Alpha at his worst.

He had been right, but not in the way he thought, and the fact that everything was playing into his hands was a disaster.

“Her, or none,” Miles said insistently, with the greatest patience a Ruisangor could muster. And for whatever reason, it made me feel better.

“Find yourself an equal player.”

“I just don’t see anyone more my equal than her,” Miles interrupted Mica sharply, giving him a withering look, and the surprise in my chest grew a little more.

Miles hadn’t meant to defend me, of course not. He wanted to compete against me, to finish me off. Only he didn’t know that at that moment, he was strengthening me more than ever.

“I don’t see anything fair about you competing against a girl...”

“Agreed.” I couldn’t help but interrupt Mica’s testosterone overloaded rant and give him a cold look.

His words had been more than hurtful, and a lot had to happen to redeem himself.

“Right, let’s get started,” Nash said, giving me one last serious look as I heard “Finish the bloodsucker” in my head before he tapped Hunter on the shoulder.

Just A Little Bit

Kids Of 88

My twin brother positioned himself opposite Miles. Julian moved a few meters behind Hunter and a few seconds later, the ball started to fly.

It flew to Miles, who caught it – what else? – before he started to run. In fact, I was expecting Hunter to knock him away, but Miles used his nature to swiftly move past him, finishing and winning the first round. He triumphantly pushed the ball to the ground and raised his arms in the air. The crowd began to celebrate him loudly, even though everyone had been cheering for Hunter beforehand.

Nash looked at Hunter with a raised eyebrow, while Hunter shrugged apologetically and walked over to me. “His speed isn’t what you need to watch out for...”

I couldn’t ask what he meant because the boys were already pulling him toward them, arguing loudly.

“Emely. Don’t do that.” I looked at Mikhail, who had appeared next to me. “He can hurt you.” He looked at me urgently, but all I could feel was disappointment and pride, so I turned my gaze to the field.

Miles was already in position, this time facing my aggressive brother, who had no hesitation in cheating and really ramming Miles to the ground. Secretly, I wished it on him. Someone had to show this arrogant donkey his limits. And Miles certainly wouldn’t stand a chance against Nash.

Marten shouted, “Go!” and Julian threw the ball.

Miles took it to the extreme by catching it from a distance with his bare hand and playfully tossing it back and forth between his hands without taking my brother’s challenging look seriously.

Then he rushed forward.

Why did my brother seem so restless? Was something wrong? It took Miles a little longer, but with a quick turn he dodged Nash, earning another loud cheer from the crowd who acknowledged his victory.

“Your brother isn’t playing strategically enough,” Mikhail murmured next to me, visibly tense, taking a deep breath, and I was grateful when he stepped onto the imaginary field because I didn’t know how to react to him at the moment.

Instead, I watched the Ruisangor with suspicion, who proudly turned in circles with his hands raised so that I had an open view of his back.

It was a tattoo. A beautiful black watercolor flower that trailed down Miles’ spine before splitting off into three differently located stems with accompanying blossoms of various size, capturing my interest for a moment. I looked at the plant curiously and at second glance I realized that the stem was surrounded by flames and covered in thorns, while the blossoms opened upwards slightly into several delicate lily flowers.

Miles turned back to me. He looked straight at me, and it was as if he was warning me. Only Mikhail left, then we would face each other.

And the fact that the two of them would now be so close to each other made me feel strangely nervous.

When both of them had finally positioned themselves, I noticed something that made me even more uneasy. Mica, like Nash, seemed nervous...

Miles’ weakness was – and I hoped this – that he didn’t know Mica and his background. Someone like Mikhail had been brought up to be anything but nervous.

Restlessness spread through me. And then I understood. How could I have been so naive?

Miles used his Legacy Ruisangor powers.

I had almost forgotten my anger at him. Now it was back. Even stronger than before. He was cheating in a bad way.

The ball flew through the air, Miles caught it and rushed forward unexpectedly fast this time and before Mica could force him to the ground, Miles jumped, pushed himself off the ground and... did a fucking flip over Mica?! He immediately rolled across the meadow behind Mica and continued running.

Cody next to me dropped his jaw.

“He... didn’t just do that, right?” I heard him say in amazement.

The crowd cheered deafeningly.

And indeed. Mica lost. Miles won.

When Mikhail got to his men, he was kicking a metal trash can, obviously furious, and one of his friends tried to calm him down while the others glared at Miles.

Nash and Hunter seemed preoccupied with themselves.

What on earth had Miles done to the three of them?

Miles threw the ball to Julian and was about to return to his position when I stepped onto the field and grabbed him by the wrist.

It was cool, his skin tighter than expected.

He seemed a little confused as he turned to me, staring first at my hand, then at me, and I took advantage of his moment of puzzlement to let him know as quietly as I could, “Whatever you did to them, do it to me, and you’ll get to know a new kind of pain.”

The people around us were too excited and too loud for anyone to hear us. And in the corner of my eye, I realized that Nash and Mica were still preoccupied with themselves and didn’t realize how close I was to Miles. Only the other guys in the pack were staring tensely at me.

Miles seemed to regain his composure, and his intense stare turned into a laugh of derision. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Contemptuously, I stepped closer.

“We both know you don’t play fair.”

“Don’t you talk to me about fair play.” He came even closer than expected, speaking even more quietly. “Or do you still believe that anything in this town works by the book?”

My breath hitched, and I couldn’t take my eyes off his. There were so many unspoken words. And so many contradictions. But I just felt powerless to formulate my feelings and thoughts into words.

“Position!” Marten shouted, and with reluctance I released my hand from Miles’ wrist.

I had warned him.

He turned his back to me and continued walking the one hundred feet until he was right across from me, far away, but unfortunately not far enough to ignore the smug look on his face.

Soon he wouldn’t be laughing anymore.

“Interesting tattoo, by the way!”

I didn’t know why those words of all things had slipped out of my mouth, but before I could curse myself for it, I noticed that Miles looked surprised for a moment. It seemed to take him away from his concentration.

“Go!”

Miles stumbled forward, running, but visibly hesitant, and was only a few feet away from me.

“So that’s what you Ruisangors are doing all day long,” I whispered, knowing he could hear despite the noise around us.

The confusion in his eyes confirmed that I was keeping him from manipulating me, at least I didn’t sense any inner nervousness as I chose my next words carefully.

“Burning lilies.”

Bullseye.

Miles tried to get past me, but I grabbed his muscular torso with my arm at just the right moment. With all my strength, I yanked him to the ground, landing on top of him with a crash.

Only Love Can Hurt Like This

Paloma Faith

The first thing I noticed was the astonished cheering of the students, which faded further and further into the background. The second thing was his cold, hard body and a heart that was beating unusually softly. The pupils in his chestnut brown eyes – streaked with bronze fibers – widened. Something I had never seen happen to another person and which caused a mesmerizing rush in my chest.

Tiny beads of sweat dotted his forehead, where a vein stood out particularly clearly on the side. His dark brown hair had come loose from the undercut man bun, probably because it was too short for it.

My eyes were caught by his again, as if he didn’t want me to look at him like that... while he himself scrutinized every detail of my face. Something unusually searching, far too intense burned in his eyes... burned into me.

And only now did I realize where my hand was lying. On his chest. It wasn’t as cool as the rest of his body and I could feel the many muscles beneath me, but I didn’t move my hand at all. I couldn’t. Why couldn’t I?

Then someone pulled me roughly up and back, shooting past me toward Miles but being pulled back by Noah, Hunter, and Cody.

“Stay away from us, or you’re dead!” Mikhail growled with a newfound aggression, tearing himself away from the guys and snorting before trying to lunge at Miles again, fist-bumping, but being stopped again by the others.

“Relax!” Nash said loudly. “Our fucking rules apply here!”

Someone turned me around so that I could no longer see Nash shouting at Mikhail, who rushed past him with a steely face.

“Are you okay?”

It was Julian who looked at me with concern.

“What on earth is going on here again?” we heard angrily behind us, and students turned around. “Why aren’t you in your lectures? The professors are already waiting for twenty minutes!”

It was the red-haired witch, Professor Rebecca Harlow.

I tried to focus on her, but my gaze inevitably drifted to Miles, who had straightened up and was already buttoning his shirt. He looked back at me too. And for the first time, I couldn’t interpret his expression at all.

“Attendance has recently become mandatory at our institution! So in with those who actually have seminars now!”

In the corner of my eye, I noticed the guys from the pack putting their white shirts and dark green sweaters back on, Mica’s men joining him and walking away, still with an angry look that made me thank Miles for not provoking him any further.

My gaze automatically wandered back to my rival. And his kept slipping back to mine.

Julian’s warm hand on my shoulder turned me to face him. “Hey, are you all right? Are you hurt?”

He looked genuinely concerned and forced me back to reality.

I shook my head slowly and his features relaxed a little.

“You showed that guy, Ems,” he said with his typical Julian grin.

Suddenly, Hunter joined us and patted me on the shoulders, just as he had done when we had greeted each other.

“I have to agree with him for once, even if the guy still made it into the team.”

Too dazed by what had just happened, I returned his smile only slightly and turned back to the man I had defeated, according to the others. I looked everywhere for the white shirt and black pants, the dark brown chin-length hair…

But Miles had disappeared.

“Come on, let’s go. Alarik is going to rip our heads off.”

I let myself be pulled along with Julian. Dazed. That was my current state.

A disorienting throb fought for dominance in my chest, and mild shock overtook me when I realized it was the memory of Miles’ heartbeat.

I blinked.

I had just finished Miles DeLoughrey. He hadn’t managed to manipulate me. It was my triumph. Damn, I should be happy.

Then, finally, a smile settled on my lips.

I had shown him. And the euphoria was so overwhelming that I already knew: This game really had only just begun.
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Chapter 42

Bayla

Julian had told me on the way to my accommodation about a game on campus that everyone seemed to be talking about right now and which had secured Miles DeLoughrey and Emely Copeland extra votes for the election nomination.

Unfortunately, I had missed it because I had been sitting in the library, lost in the dystopian section, and borrowing the entire Embers of Humanity series by bestselling author Celeste Victoria.

There was no harm in trying out new genres. But since I had been plagued by curiosity about the newly discovered diary pages all day, I couldn’t wait to get to the accommodation and go through Alice’s letters with the others.

Holding Pattern

Angus MacRae
 

Beloved Mum,

Today I finally found my – and I quote her words – “totally involved” sister. Amara had looked so fed up with her life that I simply took her to a local coffee shop. Against her will, but just as you had always suggested I should. She’s in Moenia so often, and I’d like to change that, take the weight off her shoulders, but you know how she is: far too responsible.

I asked her about the species issue anyway, and she reacted with concern. She asked me how I could come up with such “delusions” and that I should come to the temple duty more often, and also that Margot was going off the rails. I left the species subject alone for the time being and promised her that I would be in Moenia this weekend. She was right. Family is more important than my – and I quote her again – “wild ideas”.

Oh, one more thing before I forget. Remember that young man who had given me his suit jacket? I had taken a closer look at it at home and noticed that it had a little golden embroidery on the collar with the words DeLoughrey.

I should have realized right away that he was one of them. Cold hands, light porcelain complexion and that aura they all have that we Quatura can sense. He’s a Ruisangor. And the biggest problem is, I can’t stop thinking about him.

Beloved Mum,

Margot has done her ceremony, and I’ll give you three guesses. She actually received the gift of Air. I think I remain alone with my fate. I realize more and more that I am needed in Moenia, that I am special with the power of Fire. Yes... Especially useful for Gloria.

I hardly use my powers anymore, simply because I want a normal life. I’m so glad I wouldn’t even be considered for your position. I don’t think either of us would want that.

Beloved Mum,

I hadn’t had another chance to talk to the Senseque from the literature lecture because the lecture gets canceled so often, at least until today...

It feels so wrong to be interested in the species and their political history, especially after we were so strictly forbidden to do so from an early age in Moenia. But – I have to admit – I was really looking forward to the moment when I could talk more about these things with Alarik Copeland.

He had been sitting there, and this time I had been the one who dared to sit right next to him. I had immediately started talking, telling him that there were some books in Moenia, but that they only contained something about supposed combat defenses against the Senseque or Ruisangors. He just laughed and told me that I would never find anything more profound in our families’ book collections, and that I would have to write it myself or look for clues in forgotten places.

I also found out that he studies history and English, loves literature and loves to sink into books as much as I do. Then I told him about my obsession with Jane Austen. He listened to me attentively. I think I’ve found someone I can talk to about books... for hours!

He had told me one of the courtyards in the East Wing was his second favorite place at Vanderwood and I had asked him which place he liked most. In response, he had put his finger to his lips and whispered, “Secret...”

It seemed rude to ask him any more questions, so I just enjoyed the rare fall sunshine here and continued reading my book, with him beside me immersed in a novel called The Secret History by Donna Tartt. I think I might borrow it soon.

When he had to attend a history lecture, I had surprisingly bumped into Amanda. I had thought that Alarik and I would have been alone in this enchanted little courtyard with the mermaid statue on the fountain, but apparently that wasn’t the case. I had been a little worried at first, because Amanda could have told anyone else in the Circle, or - God forbid – Gloria...

“What on earth are you doing with that guy? Do you have a death wish?”

I understand her fear, but I am not scared any longer.

“Let me explain...” I interrupted her calmly, and told her everything on the way to the next lecture.

I thought she was going to freak out, but she actually stayed calm, probably deep in thought, especially when I told her what her brother thought. I’ve noticed that she’s always very quiet when it comes to Alaister. As if there was something bothering her.

Beloved Mum,

Alarik has written me a letter. And even if you can’t read it, I want to entrust it to you.

Hey Alice,

That’s your name, isn’t it? I’m sorry if I spelled your name wrong. I’ve only heard it once so far, and that was a week ago when we met for the first time. My father told me that one of my fellow students had told him that I was spending time with a Quatura. And since I don’t want you to end up in the same situation with your family or Circle after this unfortunate coincidence, I’m writing you a letter.

There is still so much that keeps my mind occupied.

You said you were going to the library to continue your research. I don’t know what you want to find on our campus, but I would like to help you. I like the idea behind it, and especially your passion for books. I would like to bring you a book that I really enjoyed and that I read recently. You asked me about it. The Secret History by Donna Tartt. It’s about a group of elite students who get caught up in some pretty tumultuous events... just like we will, if we keep talking to each other in seminars. Don’t worry, as I said, I don’t want you to get into trouble. Let me know if it bothers you.

If you show up at the library at 6:06 pm on Thursday, I’ll know you don’t care what anyone else thinks any more than I do.

Thinking of our inspiring conversations,

Alarik

I don’t know what to say.

He’s such a rebel. And it feels like we have some kind of common project to work on now. I hope you’re not angry with me, but I’m going there on Thursday. The Circle won’t find out about it... And I’m not hurting anyone. On the contrary. I have the feeling that this research could help to renew something outdated, perhaps even the whole system we live in.

Beloved Mum,

Diana found the jacket in the laundry and confronted me. I didn’t know what to say, because I didn’t know her opinion on the Ruisangors topic. But I told her. I confessed everything to her. Almost everything. I left out the part about the feelings as a precaution, because I hadn’t even been able to process that myself yet. I often had to think back to that day. To that moment.

Diana is worried. She said, “Actually, I’m not surprised, especially since you’ve been seeing the Senseque.”

I blushed.

“Did Amanda tell you that?”

“I didn’t tell her,” Amanda had called from the hallway. She had just come from Moenia and had Alaister with her.

He gave me a brief smile, but he had looked so exhausted, believe me. He must have had extra practice with Gloria again.

I’d touched his arm by chance, and he’d been so cool again.

“Tell what?” he asked, pulling himself up onto one of the kitchen countertops.

“You won’t believe this, but she’s hanging out with the director’s son.”

“Oh, is she?”

Alaister raised an eyebrow and scrutinized me longer than usual. I realize that he knows Alarik from campus and that he knows what he is. But there was something else...

“Don’t make such a big deal out of it,” I began. “It’s about the ideas, and besides, I don’t have anyone else here who’s interested in literature.”

Alaister and Diana wanted to protest, but I was quicker.

“Your biology tomes don’t count.”

Amanda had asked me about these ideas afterward, which led to us sitting in the kitchen for three hours talking about the species.

I can sense the enthusiasm in the others, even if they are all worried. But with Diana in particular, I sense a growing interest, especially in the inheritance of our DNA and why there are no hybrids. She and Alaister discussed whether there had ever been experiments in this direction and how ethical they would have been.

I don’t know how to describe it, but two hours ago I had an idea. I don't know to what extent I can write this down here... That’s why I might not write about it in here at all. On Thursday I would ask Alarik for his opinion.

Beloved Mum,

Diana told me to make the DeLoughrey man’s jacket disappear, preferably burn it. I had laughed because I knew she wanted to ask me about my powers but didn’t dare.

Every Quatura always has way too much respect for me when we are in Moenia. I hate that. It creates a distance between us all. Just because my powers are strongest there doesn’t mean I use them. And just because my magic comes from within doesn’t mean I’m going to set everything around me on fire right away. I explained to Diana how I felt about it, and she understood straight away.

And no, of course I didn’t burn his jacket!

Even worse, I went looking for the charming Ruisangor on campus today because I was not sure about where a Ruisangor usually hangs out. Certainly not on the big campus lawn. So, I had walked through the inner courtyards, but no one had been there either. It felt as if this encounter had been a deceptively beautiful product of my imagination. As if I had seen a ghost. And if this strange ghost hadn’t given me his suit jacket, believe me, I wouldn’t have believed he existed.

Disappointed, I had given up and returned to Diana, who had greeted me with a “I hope you never see him again.” I had slightly resented her “Just for your protection” because I wasn’t a baby and I didn’t really believe in the legends about Blairville’s horror stories.

I would ask him about it as soon as I found him. I certainly would.

Beloved Mum,

I was in the library today. 6:06 pm. Diana had come with me and hadn’t wanted to leave my side until I’d persuaded her to at least behave normally and not cling to me so conspicuously.

When I finally walked through the rows looking for him, I found him. He had just been standing there, the dark blue sweater of his uniform over his somewhat untidy white shirt and a book in his hand.

I had already told Alaister that it looked good when he was reading, but with Alarik it was something else again. While Alaister radiated a certain elegance and mysticism in everything he did – which was due to his appearance, the pale skin and the white hair – Alarik radiated a certain peacefulness and immersion. As if he really was a part of this library and always had been.

I must have stared for too long, because he grinned at me, closed his book and walked over to me.

“I knew you were coming.”

“Oh, yeah?” I asked him in a teasing way.

“Are all Quatura this rebellious?” he asked, and I blushed again, which was unfortunately very noticeable with my pale complexion.

“If they were, things wouldn’t be the way they are right now.”

My words had made him think, because it had taken him a while to reply.

“Well, your friend seems to be very interested.”

“How...” I had wanted to start, but he tapped his ears and grinned. “Believe me, I heard you whispering as you entered.”

Senseque have very sharp senses. That’s for sure. I felt so uneducated in that moment.

I then asked him for his opinion on the topic that had been on my mind the whole time and still is, by the way.

He had listened to me attentively again, before saying that he would like to write me a letter about it, because talking about it at Vanderwood would be too reckless. He said that his father, the strict university director, was already sending spies who were friends of his brother, Nickolas.

Right now, I’m just praying that Alarik liked the idea, because otherwise I’ve really made a fool of myself.

At the end, I had asked him why he had set the meeting for 6:06 p.m. and he had just grinned again and said, “Because these times deserve to be used.” With those words, he left me speechless.

Beloved Mum,

I bumped into Amara on campus and invited her for a coffee with our now small but tight group of Alaister, Diana, Amanda and me.

I realized that she has no friends, and I felt very sorry for her. She spends almost all her time in Moenia these days, and maybe with you too, but I don’t know. She never talks about you. But Mum, believe me, Amara loves you just as much as Margot and I do. She just finds it a bit harder to deal with the pain.

She wanted to decline, but I forced her slightly, because I realized that she just needed to disconnect from Moenia. Even though it was only for an hour.

“This is my sister, Amara. And this is Diana.”

“Hey, Amara.” The two of them had hugged like they’d known each other forever, and a few minutes later I was told that they met regularly at the temple, just like Diana and Amanda did for Gloria’s Tempesta lessons. It was the first time I felt a bit out of the loop, but I guess that’s what happens when you distance yourself from Moenia.

We had been sitting in Lola’s Diner, drinking coffee, when Alaister had suddenly brought up our topic from last week. He had said that he was currently working on the inheritance of the Quatura gene and that he had some ideas on how to research and experiment on the other species.

My best friend is always so eager to learn, especially when it comes to biology. Even in the temple, he is the one who comes first and leaves last.

Last week, he wrote to me that he missed me at the temple and I had to promise him that I would come back more often to practice with him... He’s the only thing I like about Moenia, by the way. I would never have survived it all without Alaister.

Anyway, Diana had wanted to know his ideas, but he wouldn’t comment, perhaps because Amara was present? Was he perhaps afraid that she would pass on something to his mother?

Amara had asked how we came up with such ideas, and said that we should be careful what we talk about, because the current order had its legitimate reasons.

“You sound like my mother,” Alaister had said, whereupon Amara had jumped up and left. I told Alaister that he shouldn’t always be so direct and followed her.

I don’t know if you knew, but she’s had a crush on him ever since we were little. The fact that he compared her to the Devil of Blairville must have been a slap in the face for her.

“He doesn’t mean it,” I shouted to her, and Amara stopped.

“And even if he does, Alice, maybe not everything Gloria says is wrong. She’s a Council member for a reason.” I had also stopped and stared at her. “I meant what I just said. You should stick to the rules.”

“Amara, you’ll be in charge soon, and questioning the old order might be something new that could help us all move forward.”

She had looked at me and seemed deep in thought before she finally left.

Beloved Mum,

I was sitting by a fountain in one of the pretty courtyards today, reading. The sun was shining, but only slightly, through the partially open, ivy-covered stone roof. Everyone else had lectures... almost everyone.

“The book girl,” someone had said and sat down directly opposite me into the window of the Gothic stone wall.

Not being able to say anything, I had been looking into the shining gray eyes and at the lips painted with a smile. He was wearing a black suit jacket again, without the sweater underneath. And a white shirt.

“You’re supposed to stay away from me, you know that?” he asked me, tilting his head so that the sunlight shone directly on his pale skin and made his dark blond hair shimmer.

I still wonder how I could have believed for years that Ruisangors burned themselves in the sun.

“It’s not hard,” I had somehow managed to say, and he had smiled.

“And yet you’re still trying to find me.”

“I...”

“Don't even try to lie. You’ve been carrying my jacket around with you for days.”

Not only had he left me speechless again, I had also noticed for the first time how attractive his manner was to me.

“And you seem to be watching me.”

My words seemed to have taken us both by surprise, because he had opened his lips slightly to say something, but nothing came out. That had been the triumph that had made me smile. And my smile had been reflected in his face afterward.

“I heard you talking to the Senseque, in the library.”

My breath had hitched and from then on, I had understood what Alarik had meant.

“You seem to love taking risks, Blair girl.”

I knew he wasn’t just referring to the topics I had talked about with Alarik, but also this one idea I had first voiced that day in the library.

“Tell me I’m wrong and that there’s an easier way.”

The young man had eyed me and finally said, “You’re not wrong, but you’d have a lot of sides against you. Not everyone can handle that.”

He must have meant the Councils and the Esadowas, who influenced the Senseque pack in the same way that the Councils influenced the Circle.

“It’s worth the risk.”

“You like playing with fire, don’t you?”

He’d smiled, and I’d turned to grab his suit jacket from my backpack, hiding my knowing grin.

If only he knew how fitting his description had been for me...

“Here, the reason I’ve been looking for you all this time.”

I held out the black fabric to him, and he reached for it, our hands touching lightly.

“Are all Quatura this warm?” he asked, and at that moment the sun shone on one half of his face in such a way that I couldn’t help but make an exact memorization of his contours. The pale red, finely curved lips, like rose petals, and those eyes, like the moon that you can sometimes still see in the sky at midday...

We just stared at each other for ten seconds, and a lot of things went through my mind. I had the feeling that he was feeling the same as me, but I hadn’t dared to do anything other than stare.

“I have to go,” I said and just left.

I could just slap myself in the face for that. Because I don’t know what his name is or when I’ll see him again!

Spring Nocturne

Angus MacRae
 

“I told you!”

Larissa paced back and forth in the kitchen while I carefully skimmed through all the pages again. I felt as if I had just read the beginning of a wonderful fairy tale. A girl who fell in love, had a philosophy that not everyone agreed with, and firmly believed that she could change something about the problems of her time.

Julian threw an apple to me and I raised my eyebrows in question.

“You haven’t eaten anything today.”

My expression changed to annoyed.

“I agree with him. Your stomach is humming like Lara’s motor.”

The motorcycle we’d saved up for together in order to pay off one of her exes. The motorcycle that had probably ended up in a junkyard in Blairville.

“It’s not,” I lied.

Larissa shook her head. “Trust me, we hear that.”

I heard it too, felt it even. But somehow, I hadn’t gotten the chance, and now was the worst possible time to eat. I put the apple aside and earned a head shake from Julian. Julie was the only person present who didn’t judge me. And I thanked her inwardly for that.

I handed her the diary pages and let her skim through the entries again. We couldn’t miss anything.

Larissa continued. “What I wanted to say... She didn’t stop. Quite the opposite, she kept seeing him, talking to him about it, even to her witch friends.”

“And she fell in love with a DeLoughrey,” I sighed, perhaps a little too theatrically.

When I read the lines, my heart had melted. Yep, I admitted it. Romance novels were a new major part of my evening reading.

“Something tells me this could have caused a lot more drama,” Larissa said with concern in her voice.

“Why?” Julian asked, starting to cut open one of the apples.

“Why do you think? It’s obvious that she’s fallen in love with two guys, and one of them even wrote her a letter.”

“Alarik,” I replied to Larissa’s words.

“And she went looking for the other one,” I said with a grin. I could well imagine her wandering around the campus with his suit jacket in her hand.

“Maybe she gave it up. He was rarely around, anyway.”

Julian’s comments were really depressing, which I made him realize by rolling my eyes.

“What?” he laughed, unsure and amused at the same time, and removed the core of the apple with a knife.

Larissa sighed. “I actually think, this girl didn’t leave anything to chance. After all, she was so determined to think about a new order.”

“I just wonder who this mysterious DeLoughrey was,” I murmured in thought. I was definitely too attached to the love story, which had to continue somehow. “Gray eyes, she wrote.”

“I only know one male DeLoughrey – obviously excluding David and Nicolaj – who doesn’t have brown eyes, and that’s Bastien.”

I looked up in alarm, directly at Larissa, who was now also part of this clan. It was as if all their gang stories had come together and made a baby, because the DeLoughreys ran some shady businesses, piled up a lot of money and Larissa had even mentioned to me at dinner that she always trained in an underground training hall with the guys using real weapons.

Anyway... The DeLoughreys were people I would never mess with.

But if Bastien was part of this story... The man from the book was similar to him, yes... He was mysterious and suddenly appeared out of nowhere.

And then there was Alarik.

“It’s cute how Professor Copeland was with her,” I continued to gush without restraint.

Julian laughed and pushed a plate towards me with the sliced apple on it.

I looked at him in disbelief, but he insisted I eat something, so I picked up the plate and started to eat a few pieces. It was only then that I realized how hungry I actually was.

“Next time, I’ll cook you blueberries,” Julian said with a grin and I tilted my head, grinning in fake frustration, raising my eyebrows.

“He’s become a professor of literature, history and philosophy,” I continued before reaching for another piece of apple. I tried to connect the Alarik of that time with the Alarik of today, wondering if he had changed a lot.

Living in the Dark

Myuu

“I wonder what happened to Alaister,” Larissa asked, opening the fridge.

“He’s dead.”

The fridge slammed shut with a crash.

We all looked at Julie, and the first feeling that spread through me was sympathy.

Julie looked from one to the other. Then she blushed. “I mean, what else? He’s gone and no one’s talking about him.”

“Shit, sorry, that’s your dad, isn’t it?” Larissa gritted her teeth.

Julie blushed even harder.

“Yes, but it’s all right. I’ve never met him.”

“Do you know that Gloria?” Larissa asked much more carefully this time.

Julie laughed bitterly, and it made my blood run cold. “Believe me, you don’t want to meet her.”

I had met her, and my respect for her had grown enormously that day. She seemed like someone you didn’t want to upset, under any circumstances.

“She’s the highest member of the opposition to the Circle,” Julie explained, staring out the window at the pond that surrounded the houses.

“Do I need to understand that?” Larissa looked overwhelmed and opened the fridge again.

“No, I haven’t quite figured it out yet either,” I laughed quietly, a little tense inside, because the Circle had made no further effort to contact me and I had become so paranoid that I had marked every full moon on my calendar with an alarm clock. As far as I knew from Grace, though, other young Quatura were having their rites of passage at the moment, so mine could be a whole month away.

I didn’t want to think about it. Instead, I was grateful for the peace and quiet from these crazy people.

And to make sure I didn’t turn into a hairy, albeit majestic, beast, I would consume Alarik’s dodgy herbs in a few days, just like Julian did.

“And this Amanda? Isn’t that...” Larissa lowered her voice and gestured toward the stairs. “Vivienna’s mother?”

Julie lowered her voice again and looked at me. “That’s her. And I’m surprised she got on so well with that Alice and your mother back then.”

When I had seen the light blonde woman with the straight, shoulder-length hair, she had seemed like a loyal servant to Gloria. And that as her daughter...

Mum had been friends with this woman. I couldn’t imagine it. They had seemed so hostile with each other.

“There must have been a lot going on, because all these people have nothing to do with each other anymore,” Julian murmured, stealing a piece of apple. “Well, at least from what I’ve seen...”

When had he had the chance to observe that? I looked at him questioningly, but he avoided my gaze.

Larissa slammed the fridge door shut in displeasure. “Damn, two of them are gone, just disappeared... maybe even dead.”

“Do you really think Alice is no longer alive?” I finally asked, something that had been burning on my lips the whole time.

“Where would she be?” Julian asked gloomily.

One could assume he would agree with Grace’s attitude regarding the species, as pessimistic as he was.

Larissa looked curiously at Julie. “Is there a cemetery in Blairville?”

“Yes,” Julie replied quickly and put the diary pages down on the kitchen island.

She sat on one of the bar stools and pulled her legs up. Her hair was braided back, as usual, and the gray hoodie she was wearing definitely differed from her usual pastel-colored feminine wardrobe.

“We should go there,” Larissa announced in determination.

Yes, we should definitely pay this cemetery a visit, but not so soon.

“Not until we've gone back to Professor Copeland's office. He has the student files and maybe even information about Alice, if they really were friends...” I put all my hope into my words. He had to have something there that would lead us to her. “...or more,” I added quietly.

He had written those letters, and they hadn’t just been letters, right?

“Are you really going to pull this off?”

I looked at Julian with impatience.

“We have no other choice.”

“Bayla’s right. There’s finally something going on here, and something really doesn’t sit well with this story.” Larissa marched to the fridge again.

“What do you think you’ll find there?” I laughed, amused.

“At the prof’s?” She peeked past the fridge door, and Julian and I spoke the same thought out loud.

“In the fridge!”

We both looked at each other and I grinned broadly before looking back at Larissa, who slammed the door shut in annoyance.

“I don’t know... I’m thirsty.” My body tensed, which Julian seemed to notice. “I could eat a fucking horse.” The fact that this probably wasn’t a joke made the tension on the first-floor rise. “Or a human.”

“Are you serious?” Julian asked with an alarmed look, and Larissa turned to us.

Her eyes began to glow red. And my breathing immediately quickened.

Then Larissa laughed.

“You should see your faces. God, that you’re so scared of me.” Her laughter swung from amused to disappointed, and she looked at me. “I would never hurt you.”

She didn’t want to hurt me. But she’d only been a Ruisangor for two weeks. Did she really know what she was capable of? Did the DeLoughreys enlighten her?

I didn’t say anything, just looked unsettled at Julian, who shrugged his shoulders, his eyes glowing yellow. A normal reaction, as I knew by now.

“I understand why Alice had all these thoughts. She just didn’t want this hostility around her to control her life any longer. The feeling she described, that it feels right to think about these things even if it’s forbidden... that’s exactly how I’ve felt since I found out about all this crap.”

Fortunately, Larissa had changed the subject. I had no idea how else to respond to her without hurting her again.

I hadn’t had the courage to approach her about having children, either. All I knew was that she had always told me that she wanted to have a big family one day, so she could give her children what she had never had as a child.

My heart contracted painfully.

“I wondered what Alice had meant by project all this time. She had mentioned an idea. And I think she kept writing. This can’t be all that’s left of the diary,” I said quickly, trying to pick up.

“And even if it is, we’ve searched everything we can.”

Julian seemed basically hopeless about finding more information.

“I’m glad Julian wasn’t sent home by a shotgun.” Julie looked questioningly at Larissa, and my best friend rolled her eyes. “Her mother loses her shit sometimes.”

“Ms. Adams did what she had to do,” Julian replied with a grin, and I shook my head in displeasure.

“Julian, Larissa is right. My mum is an enigma with a lot of edges, and she’s definitely way too worried.”

“She was trying to protect you.”

“That’s exactly what I mean. From what? Does she really think that poorly of me?” Larissa began, upset, “But while we’re on the subject. It seems like your mum and Alice used to be very good friends. Do you think she might have any contact details or documents about her in her files?”

My mother’s document that she was secretly working on popped into my head. I had told Alarik and Julian about it. But should I really let more people in on it? I trusted Julie, but I also knew that she was close to the people who should never know about it. And then there were Alarik’s words... And anyway... Was the document even important?

“You should check out your mum. She seems to have played an important role in Alice’s life.”

I just nodded at Larissa’s comment and reached for the diary pages when I heard voices from upstairs.

Enough Is Enough
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“Ugh, the she-wolf is here. I thought you lived with the other dogs.”

“Watch your mouth!” someone hissed back angrily.

Julian’s attention wandered to the stairs, where Emely came rushing down. Her gaze was indistinct as she stopped for a moment, looked at each of us, and her expression only brightened slightly when she spotted Julian.

“Hey,” he said kindly.

“Can we talk for a minute?” Emely said, looking at me, Larissa and Julie as if we were the contents of the garbage can that Larissa and I always had to take out because the rich people in the house wouldn’t even think of doing that. Julie was the only exception, because she had suggested we set up a housekeeping plan, but Amber had ripped it off the wall and torn it to shreds.

Julian jumped up immediately. “Sure.”

They both left the house.

I knew that Julian had asked her out and that they were going on a date soon. But I also knew about the Russian Alpha son who was always watching her as if she were his prey. Julian had told me everything. And since then, I was even more afraid of being exposed and perhaps having to join that pack.

It wasn’t long before the next person came down the stairs. She had styled her thick blonde hair with a curling iron, and her make-up was – as always – neither too much nor too little.

“You three, here in the eat-in kitchen, all alone,” she said with suspicion in her voice and walked past Larissa with the greatest possible distance to open the fridge.

“Where else are we supposed to be?” my best friend asked, annoyed.

“That’s not my point,” Vivienna hissed and took one of the orange smoothies from the fridge, which was regularly refilled by a strange female butler. “It’s about the constellation.” She closed the fridge slowly and looked at Julie. “A Quatura who can’t afford to hang out with such people.” Julie’s expression stiffened, but Vivienna didn’t let herself be put off and looked at Larissa. “A cunning bloodsucker fucking her way through the DeLoughrey dynasty. Let’s not even get started on the Bardot stray...” And then she looked at me. My heart slipped into my gut. “And you.”

“I don’t know what’s wrong with that,” Larissa said, shrugging her shoulders, before Vivienna could say anything else.

Vivienna turned around angrily.

“In case you haven’t understood yet, there are rules set by our families to make sure everything works here!”

Larissa opened her mouth, but Vivienna didn’t let her speak.

“Don’t even try! I’m not arguing with people like you, and I’m not risking my neck!” She turned abruptly to Julie. “Just like you do!”

Julie winced and lowered the water bottle to the table. And of course, I noticed the ice crystals that had formed on the glass, as did Vivienna, who stared at the bottle as if it were a wild insect that might attack her.

She quickly grabbed the key and marched straight to the front door. Not without turning around once more.

“You’re dangerous. All of you! But don’t think you can fool me.”

The last thing we were was dangerous. At least not me. I wasn’t so sure about Larissa, because she had told me about the incident with Mady. And since the ceremony, I wasn’t sure about Julie either. But Vivienna knew how to defend herself, I had witnessed that.

“You’re up to something.” Caught off guard, I inhaled a little too loudly. “And if I were you, I would stop.” She opened the door and took a step out.

“I’ll keep an eye on you. All of you.”

Julie’s puppy pranced through the hallway and hurried toward Vivienna.

She looked down at the dog disapprovingly, but instead of pulling the door shut behind her to escape – as Kelly always did – she opened the door a crack wider.

The dog ran past her in confusion, sniffed at the door frame and... disappeared through the front door onto the wooden footbridge outside.

“Buddy...” Julie whispered, startled.

“I hope he never comes back.” Vivienna laughed and closed the door behind her.

Julie jumped up immediately. “No...”

“That bitch...” Larissa growled, her eyes glowing red. “How dare she!”

Julie rushed to the door and pulled it open with a swing. Ice spread on the door handle, started covering the whole door, but she paid no attention to it. Instead, she looked through the door in panic and rushed outside.

She came back a few seconds later.

“Buddy...” she whispered, as if paralyzed. “He’s gone.”
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Chapter 43

Quentin

Twisted

Two Feet

As the hot water hit my tense body, I groaned, because it was as if all the weight in the world had been lifted from my shoulders for a moment. I put my head back, rotated it, closed my eyes, and let the heat flow down my body.

A mistake.

Immediately, an image of J popped into my head. Her, sitting on top of me, naked and beautiful, with her perfectly shaped tits that were so delicate you never wanted to take your hands off them.

I wanted to suck on her nipples, lick them until she moaned in ecstasy and her wet pussy tightened around my cock.

“Fuck,” I growled as my hand automatically traveled down and gripped my throbbing dick.

I wanted to fuck that woman’s mind away until she collapsed on top of me, breathing heavily, so I could bury my nose in her fragrant hair and cum inside her.

I didn’t have to do anything. I just came in my hand, holding on to the rough black granite wall while pressing my lips together.

It took a full minute for my vision to clear and for me to be able to continue showering as if none of this had just happened.

Just the thought of that woman drove me crazy, and ever since I had slept with her, these images haunted me, sometimes even forcing me to touch myself three times a day, throwing my structured daily routine off kilter.

Reality caught up with me. The pain in my chest returned, throbbing unpleasantly.

J wasn’t here. I would never be able to hold her in my arms again, never be able to show her all the feelings I had for her.

Every damn day I wondered if it was really so easy for her to forget me, if she had ever felt even a hint of what thundered like a storm in my heart for her.

If I hadn’t met her, everything would be fine. I would continue to text with her every evening, share my ideas and theories with her, and not run around like a horny dog.

What if she felt pressured? What if she regretted the sex? What if she felt uncomfortable with me?

Fuck. How could I have messed things up so badly with the only person who would forever hold my heart? Whatever would come...

Talk

Hozier

The hot water had already lost its relaxing effect, so I got out of the shower and wrapped myself in one of the white towels.

I noticed the shimmer on my skin: the transparent and – barely visible – warm yellow-green shimmering scales on the sides and on the back of my hands.

My jaw tensed, and I walked to the mirror, only to realize that the shimmer had also spread across my chest and that more soft green transparent fish scales with a slight yellow tinge were subtly visible on my neck.

Deep down, I wanted to rip them out, but I waited with growing impatience for them to disappear on their own.

It was the damned water that reminded me of what I really was. That I was one of them.

I knew that not all of them were to blame for the system having become so corrupt, but none of them were better. Blind followers trapped in a circle of lies, treachery, and oppression.

I hastily reached for my father’s ring, adorned with the snake and the raven, and put it on my left ring finger.

Satisfied, I watched my body return to normal until I could no longer feel my own magic and could be sure that no others could either.

Then I reached for the refilled injection syringe with the elixir I was currently experimenting with.

It gave me the strength I needed to use Umbra without having to take off the ring that dampened my Quatura element.

As soon as the elixir shot through the needle into my vein, cold spread through my body, followed by a warm, intoxicating tugging and the following convulsive pressure that settled on my body.

The pain this stuff caused me was worth it. Even without the ring, I wouldn’t have had the strength to use Umbra without ramming a damn dagger into my hand every time.

I watched my eyes turn completely black in the mirror while my veins bulged unnaturally.

A self-satisfied smile crossed my lips.

If only the Councils knew what kind of enemy they had made for themselves...

I reached for the second ring that reminded me of J, carefully slipped it onto the still-free ring finger of my right hand, and as always, I felt as if I were carrying a part of her with me.

I had it made four months ago. I had a goldsmith engrave the J on the inside of my parents’ merged wedding rings.

A glance at the vintage clock told me that I had already wasted far too much time in the bathroom, so I quickly changed into fresh clothes and rushed through the open ground floor to gather my things.

The professors’ houses were renovated Tudor-style houses in apartment size with loft-style open living areas. The windows were large, tapering from the ground floor to the first floor, allowing light from outside to flood the entire indoor area. However, the professors’ accommodations were located directly in the dense forest to the east of Vanderwood, so there were trees and bushes right outside the windows, as if they wanted to hide the modernized old houses.

I had spent a lot of money on the furnishings for this house, because one had to pay for their own interior decoration here.

The wooden floorboards were a cool, matte dark brown, the walls were made of gray or olive-green painted concrete, matching the fabric of the seating furniture. The wooden furniture, black and elegant, in the same elegant Victorian style as the banister of the staircase and as the furniture on the second floor, where the sleeping area and my work space was located.

The wood of all the vintage furniture was engraved with patterns or carved out with floral shapes, and the countless bookshelves were filled with my collections from the local antiquarian bookshop or old scriptures that I had brought back from my expeditions through Europe. Just like all the other souvenirs between the black candles and books, which were scattered everywhere and already piled up on the table next to the olive-green velvet armchair by the fireplace.

Under normal circumstances, I was very organized, but in the last few weeks, everything had changed.

The house was full of plants, some of which even grew out of the shelves and past the dark olive-green floor-length velvet curtains of the window, which were pinned to the side with gold cords. Some plants grew wildly out of the built-in holders for plants on the bookshelves.

In combination with the dark furniture and the old iron chandeliers, the birds of paradise flowers, bonsai, philodendrons, and many other plants created a dim atmosphere that – especially on evenings by the fireplace or when I worked by candlelight at my desk – gave me the feeling of living in my own world.

My kitchen was my second favorite place in the house. It was adapted to the style of the interior, with high ceilings, a spacious work area, and old-looking, modern, refurbished black wooden furniture that was also carved. The furniture against the walls had doors with glass windows decorated with iron ornaments.

I quickly packed everything into my leather shoulder bag before leaving the house.

A stone staircase, decorated with large stone balls and stone pots for further plants, which every house here had, led me down to the gravel path.

The house itself was nestled in a picturesque setting, surrounded by old trees, as if it were part of the forest. Its characteristic façade showed visible half-timbering, already infested with ivy and tendrils on the lower façade. The protruding windows, adorned with leaded glass, cast soft shadows on the stone cladding, enveloping the house in a timeless elegance. It had a steep roof with carefully laid black slate roof tiles that shimmered in the sunlight, as well as towering gables and a massive oak door made of fine wood.

Comedy Funny Music

Gold-Tiger

I hurried along the gravel path through the small grove, but I didn’t get far before something bright trotted across the path in front of me.

A dog.

Ten feet from the small creature – which on closer inspection turned out to be a golden retriever puppy – I stopped, looked around for a possible owner, but only spotted a married couple of professors who lived three houses down from mine. They had three aggressive cats that had chosen my window, of all places, to either scratch out their eyes, hunt ravens or mate loudly in front of it at three in the morning.

Sighing, I turned back to the puppy.

The little one spotted me and came trotting over, but it was only at this moment that I noticed that he was limping.

He sniffed at my shoe, then looked up at me and sat down, only to tilt his head.

“Hey, little guy...” I said, squatting down, scratching his warm chest and letting him lean against my hand. “Did you get lost?”

He tilted his head again.

Someone could have abandoned him, and once the thought entered my mind, it was too late. Sympathy spread in my chest and I lifted the dog’s paw. Blood was sticking to the velvety fur.

“What did you do?” I sighed, cursing the people who would abandon a helpless puppy in Blairville, left to survive on its own. It reminded me of my second foster family...

My jaw tightened, and I pulled the dog up, but he wriggled.

Maybe I was wrong, and he had simply broken out, but I couldn’t leave him here alone. Not like this.

The wriggling became more intense, probably because he was in pain.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, took out the syringe, which was actually dosed for a fully grown human, and injected the dog with an eighth of it, hoping that it wasn’t too much.

He lost consciousness within five seconds.

It was the only way I could take him with me, even though I didn’t know what to do with him. Out here, he was food for what lived in the woods. And, the way his leg looked, he wouldn’t get far.

The Room of Hidden Things

Alexander Horowitz, Hogwarts Legacy

The dog had slept in my bag during the Greek mythology seminar and my colleague, Sarah, had almost discovered him if I hadn’t pulled the bag under the table in time.

Now he was lying on a cushion in my office, slowly waking up, which eased my concern that the dose might have overwhelmed his nervous system.

He raised his head with fatigue, his injured paw shaking.

I took off my glasses, rose and crossed the office to kneel down next to the little dog.

“Okay, I haven’t done this in a long time...” I sighed and reached for the bowl, took off the ring and dipped my fingertips into the water.

I could use Umbra, but I still needed that kind of energy for the experiments tonight, and I wouldn’t take more than one dose a day. So, for better or for worse, there was no alternative to this. Hopefully it would work, and I wouldn’t break the dog’s leg.

I carefully placed my fingers on the injured area and the dog began to squeak.

“It’s all right...” I tried to calm us both down and felt deep into my body.

I let the energy come, let it flow through my veins.

The dog squealed loudly, and I pulled my hand away. The paw was still trembling.

Cursing quietly, I ran my fingers through my hair.

What had I expected? The last time I had healed someone had been my first foster mother after she had cut her finger. She had been so disturbed that I had come to my next foster family a week later and had learned that humans knew nothing of our elemental magic.

I was lucky that the woman hadn’t reported anything to the youth welfare office, but had kept quiet, because every youth welfare office also had a Quatura who made sure that supernatural children were brought to the Councils immediately. And I don't just mean Quatura babies. By now, I was sure that they were also responsible for all the missing Senseque children.

I patted the puppy’s head, and it immediately snuggled against my arm. I forced myself to take his paw in both hands again, but this time I placed my fingertips and his leg in the bowl.

I closed my eyes, felt inside myself and tried to remember the feeling that my mother had taught me to manifest when she had taught me my element.

I narrowed my eyelids, because it was difficult for me to evoke these distant memories and not to overshadow them with emotions of sadness, because automatically I had images of Dylan in my head, watching Mama and me with a fascinated expression.

“You need to focus on the fluids. Your element and the fibers in the body of the one you want to heal.”

Mama had been so patient.

I pressed my lips together and breathed heavily.

The dog yelped, but this time I felt not only my magic, but also the dog’s blood.

“Come on...” I whispered tensely.

Energy flooded through my warming fingertips. Then I felt pure warmth.

I opened my eyes and looked down at the paw, carefully cleaned the blood off and searched under the wet fur for the wound.

It was almost completely closed.

Euphoria flooded through me, but didn’t last long, because the water in the bowl began to rise in uncontrolled drops, and suddenly it shot through the entire room.

I got splashed and immediately put the ring on, cursing.

To make matters worse, my phone started ringing.

“Yes?” I said quickly, trying to calm myself by running my hand through the soft dog fur.

“Quentin.”

When I recognized the voice of my boss, I rose and went to the window.
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“Aww, look!” I heard one girl say to her three friends as they passed us, and I was grateful that her gaze was not on me, but on the dog, who was happily running in front of me and chasing one of those black butterflies that seemed to only exist in Blairville.

Even if his wound still had to heal internally, the closing of the wound seemed to affect the little one’s well-being.

“Oh, how cute...” another girl in the group said, and she stopped, which the dog saw as an invitation to run to her, sniff her and let her pet him.

“Alyssa, we’re not getting a dog!”

I toyed with the idea of giving the dog to the girls, but when I noticed the flirtatious gaze of the other three girls on me, I lost the desire to approach them at all.

The fourth girl sighed, rose to her feet and followed the others, while the dog continued to run alongside me as if he had already gotten used to me.

Great... Now I had a dog stuck to me.

“Oh my God!” a female voice rang out and the dog jerked its head up. “Buddy!”

The dog charged off in the direction of the call and I stopped, looking around the campus path.

Office Talk
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When I spotted the braided platinum blonde hair that belonged to the fragile-looking girl in the Vanderwood uniform, I stopped abruptly.

She didn’t notice me, but bent down to greet the playful puppy that threw itself at her as if they belonged together.

Realization dawned on me.

Oh, fuck. This couldn’t be true.

What if she had a camera hidden in the dog’s fur and intentionally hurt him so that I would take him in?

I wanted it to be true, because the image of her petting this dog as if she cared about it didn’t match the image of Julie Blair, who had embarrassed me in my seminar classes, broken into my office, and was one of those people.

“Where the hell have you been?” she laughed, and I didn’t like the fact that her laughter sounded pleasant and brought back memories inside me that had nothing to do with her. “I was worried sick...”

I narrowed my eyes, annoyed at this unfortunate coincidence, but didn’t move from the spot.

“That’s your dog?” I shouted across the short distance.

She jumped up and dragged the dog up with her, immediately dirtying the white sleeves of her blouse with paws that were still wet from the sidewalk.

Julie’s eyes were full of horror.

And only now did it occur to me that she might have thought I was going to harm her.

But with all the stress caused by the experiments I had been doing over the last few weeks, I had completely blocked her out. And it was only now that I remembered that I hadn’t seen her at all for the last few lessons.

Even that had slipped my mind, because J had taken over everything in my head, occupying my mind in every possible way.

Julie looked around with that innocent, though barely interpretable look – that I hated so much because it hid deceptively well what she really was –, before staring at me one last time, wrapping her arms tighter around the dog and finally turning to disappear behind the nearest building.

Damn it. Now she was gone. But what could I have done?

Every time I planned how I would act if I met her; that I would erase her memory with Salma at some point, but every time I missed the opportunity.

And the fact that the dog had been her dog had unsettled me so much that it was still bothering me when I had already arrived at the professors’ accommodation.

Suspenseful Investigation Piano
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It wasn’t until I reached my front door that I was snapped back to the present. By the sharp sound of a blade cutting through the air.

Fwhip.

Clunk.

I backed away as a knife pierced my wooden door and spun around instantly.

At that moment, a sharp pain shot through my left shoulder.

“What the...” I gasped in pain and looked at the knife in my shoulder. Blood stained my pastel blue shirt and crept down to my gray vest. Then the biting pain intensified, and I staggered back with my hand on my shoulder. “Fuck!”

I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to dull the pain with Umbra, but I didn’t even get a chance because someone rushed to me and yanked the knife out of my shoulder.

My shoulder went rigid with a burning contraction.

I groaned.

“Nice little house, Quentin,” I heard my attacker joke, and as I bent over, looking up in stabbing pain, I spotted the Ruisangor from the bar.

Miles DeLoughrey.

He was inspecting my house with interest, polishing the blade with a black piece of fabric as if he hadn’t just shoved it into me.

“Fuck!” I squeezed out again under the next wave of pain. “You hit me.”

Miles looked at me as I straightened up in alarm and staggered backward.

He grinned. “I hit when I want to hit...”

“Why…?”

Before I could finish the question, I found myself slammed into my front door, in Miles’s stranglehold.

“I could ask you the same.”

Miles’s hint of humor was gone.

“Seriously?” He pushed me against the door, laughing coldly, not choking me, but his grip was firm. “‘Come on... Did you think I couldn’t put two and two together?” He glared at me fiercely. His jaw was working. “What have you done to me?” He fixed me with his gaze and his eyes began to glow. “What’s a guy like you hiding?”

Damn. He had found out. However, he had done that. The dosage must have been incorrect.

Now he was angry, and I had only one chance to get rid of him.

“I don’t see how that’s any of your business!” I forced out.

“You should have thought about that before you rammed a fucking needle into my neck,” he grumbled unenthusiastically.

“Okay, okay,” I began, lifting the bloody hand from my shoulder, although I would have liked to have kept it pressed on the badly aching wound. I grimaced in pain. “Let go of me, and I’ll tell you.”

“I’d like to believe you, but your other hand is too close to your pocket for that.”

I gritted my teeth.

I was finished. I had been too careless, and now I was paying the consequences. All because I couldn’t get a woman out of my foggy head. And I knew I would never get J out of there.

“Fine,” I murmured, unhappy with myself. “You win.” I raised both hands, but prepared to let go, because another wave of pain shot through my entire arm. “I needed a blood sample from a Legacy Ruisangor.”

Miles eyed me, seemed to be waiting for the whole truth, but he wasn’t going to get it.

“It’s nothing personal.”

“Damn it, you drew my blood?!” He let go of me and turned to walk across my stone porch and started... laughing? “What the fuck are you, running around ramming needles into people’s necks?” He laughed like he was the maniac and not me. “And don’t tell me you’re human.”

Great, Quentin. Really great. When had I become so careless and negligent?

“If I tell you my reasons, you have to keep it to yourself,” I said impatiently, putting my hand back on my injured shoulder.

I felt pathetic.

“I wouldn’t make demands in your position,” Miles laughed and leaned against the support of the canopy, continuing to polish his knife.

I sighed and suppressed a pained groan.

“I’ll get you a drink.”

Miles looked up. And the grin returned.

“Now we speak the same language.”

Fire

Two Feet

I blamed it on the dizziness the pain had caused in me that I’d let the guy bandage my arm. I hadn’t been able to use Umbra in front of him, so I’d been forced to put myself through this torture.

He hadn’t been merciful, and I had been forced to resist taking him out from ambush.

You couldn’t get rid of a DeLoughrey. I would have to forget about all my chances of scientific discovery through the DLSC, maybe even leave town. And even then, some crazy immortal would probably find me and have his fun with me.

And so, I was forced to come up with something, maybe a contract?

I emptied the whiskey glass and grimaced at all the unpleasantness of the last few weeks.

Miles scrutinized me.

We were sitting in my living room area.

“So, you’re the epitome of a mad scientist who does forbidden things, all in the name of science,” Miles laughed, amused, as if this were a game.

I had told him about the genetic experiments.

At least it was half the truth.

“Let me guess, it’s still not working out with the love life?”

I raised my eyebrows.

“I didn’t invite you in to talk about that,” I murmured.

“All right, Romeo,” he laughed, raising both hands before he rose to his feet with his half-filled whiskey glass and strode past the fireplace to one of the arched windows. “Then watch your Juliet escape.”

I grimaced.

Juliet.

“Please don’t call her that,” I sighed, realizing with a sense of disappointment that my glass was empty. I resisted the urge to pour myself a refill. “Her name is J.”

“J...” Miles thought aloud and turned to me with a wink. “Well, then maybe I’m not completely wrong.”

I had often thought that her name might not be J at all. But Julia? God damn me if she shared even a hint of a name with someone who was a thorn in my side.

“Listen,” Miles said, turning back to me. “I’ll forget about that unfortunate incident.” He let his fingers wander over the old vintage globe in the corner of the room, letting it spin, and I tried for the twentieth time to block out the fact that this guy was touching everything here. “But not just like that.”

I leaned back, resting my head on the back of the couch, the strands of my light matte blonde hair slipping out of my forehead.

“What do you want, Miles?”

I didn’t even try to hide my frustration.

I had thought the DeLoughreys were responsible. David, I was sure, would have already reported me to the DUIO at the DLSC and probably the DUIO, with Bastien DeLoughrey in the lead, would have personally dragged me out of here.

But this young man here didn’t seem to be acting in the interest of his family.

“The Copelands don’t want me on their football team.”

I raised my head and looked at him in surprise.

“I’ll get you in,” I said.

If that was his demand, I wouldn’t say no.

I hadn’t missed that contest between him and the Copelands on the big campus lawn. And I was still fascinated by how that Senseque girl had managed to knock him down. I would pay a fortune to be able to do research on a female Senseque.

“And...”

I sighed.

Of course he had a list. Did I look like fucking Santa Claus?

I leaned forward, propping myself up on my knees.

“I want to be your partner.”

I raised my head.

“My what?”

“Life on this campus is boring. You seem like a cool guy, even if you are a bit weird.” Miles spread his arms as if the offer of a lifetime was about to come. “Listen.” He came back to the couch and squatted down in front of me. “This partnership is mutual.” I stared at him grimly. “That means you can expect things from me, too.” He rose and began pacing the area again. “It’s always good to know a DeLoughrey.”

“Of course...” I murmured unenthusiastically.

How could I have thought it was exhausting to have a puppy on your hands when there was Miles DeLoughrey, who seemed to have a lot of growing up to do.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Miles said, strolling toward the front door.

I jumped up.

“Wait! You can’t just…”

“Yes, I can,” he interrupted me and opened the door. “After all, you want me to keep your little secret from both DUIO and the Quatura, and to forget that you’re using my blood for your shady little experiments.”

He smiled mischievously, and I suppressed the urge to smack him, but ran a hand over my face.

He couldn’t be fucking serious. I wasn’t working with anyone because I couldn’t trust anyone...

I eyed him and some naive voice inside me, telling me that I might need the advantages of such a partnership sooner or later, made me nod.

Remorsefully, I pursed my lips.

“Nah,” Miles laughed and slapped me on the shoulder. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to say No.” A hell of a pain twitched through my arm and I groaned. “Sorry, mate.” He slapped my other shoulder. “I forgot there was something.”

“I’m not your mate!” I gritted out, but he was already strutting, light-footed, down the stone steps and moving away.

“Have a nice evening!” On the sidewalk, he turned to me one last time. “Oh, by the way, there’s a package at your door.”

Who We Are

Hozier

There really had been a package on my doorstep.

Now I sat in the armchair in front of my fireplace, staring at the beautifully chosen hardcover collection of legends about Medusa.

My hands trembled as I pulled the letter out of the first page.

She had written one to me.

My heart pounded wildly against my chest, hungry for her words, for a sign that she existed out there and was not just a hallucination.

Dear Erik,

I’m sorry.

These are the words that go through my mind every night when I bury my head in my pillow and can’t text you because I destroyed our friendship.

I’m sorry I ran away, that I toyed with your feelings, and I hope you suffer less from it than I do.

You mean a lot to me, so much that I can’t bear you to waste your time on someone like me, because I can’t give you what you deserve.

I don’t deserve your attention, I don’t deserve that your words, your smile, and your affection give my heart the warmth that I lost some time ago.

You deserve someone who can give you everything back. Everything.

You will always have a place in my heart. But never one in my broken world.

Thinking of you,

J

Not until a tear dripped onto the page did I realize I was crying.

“No...” I whispered hoarsely and squeezed my eyes and lips together, holding on to her letter as if someone could take it away from me, as if it could slowly vanish into thin air, just like J’s presence did.

The pain became more and more unbearable until I jumped up and threw the damn whiskey glass into the fireplace.

The glass shattered, the flames flared up, and I stormed across the first floor, pacing back and forth. “No!”

She was suffering. She was fucking suffering! And yet she gave up on us just like that! Damn it, she hadn’t broken anything. Me... It was me! I had destroyed this by asking her. It was my fault, and it was my world that was broken!

Cursing, I stopped myself from tearing the piles of books off the commode and throwing the Trojan horse into the fireplace as well.

She was suffering, damn it! And it was all my fault. I didn’t deserve to wear a ring with her initial engraved in it...

With a face contorted in pain, I slid down the bookshelf with my back.

Damn it, why was she suffering!? Why was she doing this to herself? Why did she blame herself? What was it that was making her life a living hell?

I just let the tears come, let myself be overcome by the overwhelm and despair.

All my pain was deserved. But not hers.

I wanted to take her pain, wanted to be there for her, to hold her and take her into my arms, to protect her from the darkness of this world.

I slammed my head against the shelf behind me, as if all worldly pain would silence the one in my chest.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out J’s silver bracelet, clasping it with shaky fingers, trying to focus on it instead of focusing on all these grueling thoughts.

My gaze lingered on the tiny silver plate on the bracelet.

Silvers & Golds

My breath caught in my throat.

That was the name of a jewelry store in Blairville.
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Chapter 44

Bayla

Living in the Dark

Myuu

I was in a room that smelled just like when you open old books. It was empty. No furniture, nothing. Just dark brown wooden floorboards, black floral wallpaper and a dusty golden chandelier on the ceiling, which gave the room its own charm. Just like the windows, which reminded me of the ones in Moenia. They were large, tapered and let a lot of light into the room.

My gaze wandered to one of the two open doorways, which probably led to other rooms on the first floor.

There was a draft, which meant that there must be several windows or doors open somewhere.

I moved cautiously through the room toward the old glass panes.

I didn’t even know how I had gotten here...

A spider crawled across the glass and I backed away, but the spider quickly disappeared, so I approached cautiously.

A glance outside showed me a matte black terrace with Victorian wooden ornaments surrounding the house and in front of it an untended lawn filled with dried autumn leaves, just like the street in front of it. The houses on the other side of the street were also colorful Victorian villas. It looked familiar to me...

“Bayla.”

I wheeled around, ready to defend myself, but all that stood before me was an old woman, almost certainly of Latin American heritage. Despite the wrinkles around her eyes, she looked very pretty for her age, with her black hair braided back. I looked at her black cardigan and the matte black pearl necklace she was wearing. Then I spotted the beginnings of a jet-black tattoo, made up of strange runic characters interwoven together, peeking out of her collar and traveling up her neck, stretching out in different directions like tendrils of a plant.

I looked at her face again. She looked grim, very serious and yet... relieved?

“Who are you?” I looked around briefly, but it was only the woman in the room. “Where am I?”

“You’re not safe.”

Confused, I took a step back.

“They’re going to hunt you down!”

There was fear in her raspy voice and she stepped further toward me.

Panic spread through me.

“Come to us,” she whispered softly, and I pushed against the window, terrified. “Come to us, child...”

With narrowed eyes, I pressed myself against the window frame.

The woman’s voice became more frantic.

“Follow the snakes. They will guide you.”

Her voice was very close to my ear.

“Come to us before it’s too late.”

Then my eyes snapped open.

Startled and gasping loudly, I jerked upright.

My Kind of Illusion

Jay Varton

I had been dreaming. What the hell kind of intense dream had that been? So short, and yet as if I had really been in that creepy house...

I looked around with caution.

Julie was still asleep. Larissa was probably at the DeLoughrey estate and Emely was at the Copeland’s.

The alarm clock read 5:30. Great. I wasn’t even tired anymore, but I’d only slept for five hours, and my next lecture wasn’t for another four.

I slipped out from under my blanket as quietly as possible.

What was the point... Then I would just use the time to finally use the bathroom for myself. Vivienna and Amber were always the first in there and usually the last, and I often had to wash my face in the kitchen.

So, I gathered my things together, grabbed a fresh towel and slipped out of the room into the bathroom and into the warm shower.

The warmth felt so incredibly good, especially in the cold here in British Columbia. There was no snow yet, but I was freezing every damn day.

When I was done, I stepped out of the shower and wrapped the towel around me, because even though the bathroom was heated, my body was complaining about the drop in temperature.

Buddy was, as usual, lying by the window – probably because the bathroom had underfloor heating – with his eyes closed.

I was glad that Julie had found the little guy again, even if it had been rather more of a lucky coincidence. We had looked for him for ages but couldn’t find him anywhere. Julie had said he’d been wandering around near the professors’ accommodations.

Strange little fellow.

I blow-dried my hair, hoping not to wake anyone, and went over my thoughts.

The plan we’d come up with yesterday was a real mess because there were so many people involved. I was worried that we might get caught, but Larissa had assured me that the more people who could make sure that Alarik or anyone else didn’t accidentally enter the corridors at night again, the better.

I put the hairdryer away, grabbed my brush and went to the mirror to brush my hair. It was fogged up, so I had to wipe the foggy coating off the glass before I could see myself properly.

The shock was so intense that I dropped my brush. The dull thud of the brush on the tiles made me wince. My towel slid down a little, revealing my upper body.

I stared into the mirror in horror.

My body began to tremble.

My eyes were neither yellow nor red... but not blue or green either...

I cautiously stepped closer, fascinated and frightened at the same time.

The irises of my eyes were dark, streaked with... purple glowing fibers.

My eyes glowed purple.

I breathed, the mirror fogging up again.

How could that be?

My gaze slid down to my exposed torso, and my heart stopped for a moment.

In the center, right between my breasts, where I always felt that slight tug, there was a black dot.

I blinked, looked down, tried to scratch it away, but it hurt because it was... part of my skin.

I squinted my eyes in pain.

What the...

I knew immediately that it wasn’t a mole because it was too dark. Darker than ink. It was as big as the eraser tip of a fat pencil.

Anxiety spread through me.

How on earth did I get this?
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Chapter 45

Miles

Misty-Eyed

Christopher Tyng

Adrian had called me to him. Something my blood brother rarely did. In fact, I was someone who was almost never called to do anything. I was left alone. That was the best aspect of my life.

Suppressing my snort, I skipped the knocking part and pulled open the door to Adrian’s chambers.

I paused for a moment to listen to the silence that could only be found in Adrian’s apartment in this form before entering the luxurious living area.

Adrian kept everything in black, even his wardrobe. I had never seen him in a white shirt before.

Smirking, I walked forward.

Adrian kept the decor cool. And so, black and silver were the colors that were reflected as basic elements in his furniture.

I marched through the room with the seating island and the huge television. Next came the kitchen, which was very modern – black and gray, of course, what else? Then came the large room with his desk, where everything was neatly organized.

Ever since I knew him, Adrian was a terrible perfectionist. Almost obsessive... until you entered this one room after his bedroom.

I leaned in the doorway between the bedroom and the rustic room with the gray concrete walls.

He sat there as if he hadn’t heard me coming and calmly moved his hand up and down. The paintbrush in his hand was as black as everything else in his life, so the shiny ice-blue tip was quite extraordinary.

“Since when do you paint with color?”

Adrian lowered the brush and turned to me. He had rolled up the sleeves of his black shirt.

“Funny, Miles.”

I grinned at him.

“Good of you to come, though.” Adrian placed the brush in the glass of water, which at that very moment became cloudy, as if fog were spreading through the water. “I wasn’t expecting it anymore.”

“Very optimistic, as always.”

“I’m being realistic,” he sighed with raised brows.

“As always,” I replied and took a step further into his atelier.

Adrian had been painting since before I knew him. Back then, when Bastien had brought him here from New York, he hadn’t spoken a word. Camille had told me that, because – fortunately – I hadn’t existed at the time. But when I had been four and he ten, Adrian had started communicating with me for the first time. And it had been through drawing. Otherwise, I would probably never have been able to get closer to him.

At first, it was just drawings. Bastien had taught him, because he was a talented artist himself, which only one person in the estate disliked, and that was the head of the clan.

Nicolaj hadn’t liked the fact that Adrian had painted so much and had argued countless times with Bastien, who had finally made the compromise of training him to balance things out.

“I don’t like it when you stare at my paintings as if they trigger something in you.”

Adrian was now sitting there, leaned back, legs spread, holding more brushes, which he was drying with a black towel.

Only now did I actually manage to concentrate on the painting. It was a winter landscape, not peaceful, but wild and boisterous. A kind of snow flurry between pointed mountains. It looked like Blairville.

“How do you manage to express more feelings with your paintings than with your words?”

Adrian sighed.

Normally no one was allowed in here, no one except me or Bastien. And normally his landscapes were just like his favorite color.

“Let me get straight to the point, because I don’t have time for this.”

There he was again. Busy Adrian, never enough time, always something to do. And in fact, I saw less and less of him in his atelier.

I went to the window and looked down at the lake behind our property, which was surrounded by a deep, dark misty forest that stretched all the way to the mountain range of the island.

“As much as I dislike it, I need to ask you a favor.”

Adrian never asked me for a favor. What made him change that fact?

I turned questioningly to the young man I had grown up with here.

“It’s about your sister.”

Tensely, I turned to face him completely, both hands in my trouser pockets.

Larissa had told me that Adrian’s behavior was getting on her nerves. By now, it was clear to me that Adrian’s nature was her biggest motivation to get better. She was competitive.

“I’m listening?”

Adrian placed a couple of his brushes on the towels he was using as a base for wet materials before reaching for the next ones.

“It’s not that I can’t trust her, it’s just that she spends too much time with the strange smelling girl and the petite blonde Quatura.”

“I’ve already told her that Nicolaj won’t like that.”

“That obviously doesn’t seem to stop her from socializing with other species.” Adrian sounded like Nicolaj. “I’d like you to keep a better eye on her.”

Great. So it was that kind of favor. Long-term and complicated.

Usually, I entangled people in such matters. Quentin was a good example of this, even if it was curiosity that had driven me into this deal, not the usual pleasure to witness things go downhill.

“And how do you think that will work?”

“Don’t leave her side.”

“Are you serious? Do I look like her babysitter?”

The last thing I wanted to do was look after someone who had managed well on her own until now. And just because Adrian was a busy person didn’t mean I wasn’t. I had my own problems.

“She’s your sister.”

“I know that, and I’m making sure she learns how things work here.”

“Good, then we’re on the same page.”

Speechless, I tensed my jaw.

Adrian was silently cleaning the brushes, not letting on, if anything was going on with him emotionally. Sometimes you could think he had no feelings, except perhaps doubt and mistrust.

Nicolaj had trained the perfect puppet. How had Bastien allowed that to happen?

“She’s planning something.”

I looked at my blood brother in surprise.

“She didn’t go home with me and David today.”

“She’s probably sleeping there,” I argued, annoyed by this conversation.

“You know she can slip. One more wrong bite and it’s war here.”

As much as I wanted to deny it, he was right. Larissa was a Ruinouveau and belonged to our clan. Whether she wanted to or not. And if something happened again, like with Mady... She only had to stop drinking for a while.

I gave in. “And what exactly does that mean for me now?”

“Go to university, look after your sister. That’s all I expect of you,” he said calmly and I took a deep breath.

University was the last place I wanted to go right now. Especially after the thing with her…

What had started out as a bit of fun was now a bit too much for me. I didn’t even know why I kept thinking back to it... I had only wanted to tease her. I still did. Someone had to bring her back to reality, for fuck’s sake, get her off her high horse. But something had prevented me from simply using my powers. Probably because she had distracted me.

And so, I had fallen for Emely Copeland’s mind trap... and she had ended up falling into my arms.

No matter how hard I tried, that absurd moment when she’d been on top of me, her innocent look, her warm hand on my skin... lingered in my mind. It had felt so strange... And no matter how hard I tried to erase it from my mind, she kept reappearing.

If she were a Quatura, I could swear she would have cursed me, even though Quatura couldn’t do that. Perhaps it was simply because she was a female Senseque. Beautiful, strong women by nature.

Only I didn’t want to think like that, didn’t want to fall for the charms of her nature. I wasn’t that naïve. Her nature should make me want to keep my distance. Not the opposite.

“Miles?”

I jerked my head away from the picture of the winter landscape. However, it had wandered there.

“Yes...” I began, trying not to show how distracted I was. “See you later then,” I added quickly and made my way to the university.

As I parked my car next to Bastien’s, my skepticism grew. All this time I had been racking my brains about all sorts of things, and now Bastien’s car was here on campus amongst all the others.

What was he doing here? And where exactly was he? At the Senseque rector’s? It was eight pm...

An uneasy feeling crept over me. Something was going on here. Maybe I was paranoid because Larissa hadn’t answered her cell phone even after the third call.

I made my way to her accommodation, but didn’t go in, instead I rang the bell. The Quatura would kick my ass if I walked in like that.

When the door opened, I exhaled with relief.

Larissa looked around and pulled me in.

Comedy Funny Music

Gold-Tiger

“What are you doing here?” I asked her, looking around the luxurious living area. No one else seemed to be around. “Please tell me you’re alone.”

Larissa sighed while packing her camera into her bag. “Yeah, you’re lucky. Vivienna and her friends are still downtown.” She looked rushed as she opened one of her blood reserves, which relieved me even more. She seemed to know what to do, but did she have enough blood reserves left? “Bayla and Julie aren’t here right now, and Emely is on a date. So no, you’re not going to be hexed by some Quatura or chased by a Senseque.”

“Emely Copeland? A date?”

I laughed, bitterly, wondering for the first time that Emely and Larissa lived under the same roof. And who she was on a date with. With the strangely aggressive Russian? Hardly, after the bullshit he had said to her during our little game. Even I wouldn’t say something like that to her, reducing her to her gender...

Larissa looked at me in surprise.

“Yeah, why?”

I laughed and tried my hardest to make it sound amused and not bitter. “That someone would voluntarily go on a date with that girl...”

“I don’t know… She hates everyone here except her brother’s friends and Bayla’s neighbor.”

“Who’s Bayla’s neighbor?”

Somehow, I wanted to know who she was making an exception for, who this girl didn’t hate.

“Since when are you so interested in my friends?” Larissa said, looking at me critically.

“Friends?”

How could she suddenly call so many people her friends? And anyway...

“Forget it. I’m in a hurry.”

I looked up in alarm. “Where are you going?”

I stood in front of her as she was about to scurry to the door, and she paused in front of me. Her hair moved from the inhuman speed she wasn’t supposed to use here.

“I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but this is none of your business, so let me through.”

Again, she tried to pass me, but I consistently blocked my sister’s path.

“And I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but I’m afraid I can’t let you go if I don’t know where you’re going.”

She raised both eyebrows.

“What are you doing?”

“You’re a Ruinouveau, which is why I can’t just let you do whatever you want.” I sensed her tension. “Don’t take offense, but I was sent to babysit you.”

“Did Bastien send you? Please tell him he’s super good at hide-and-seek. I’ve been trying to find him for days.”

If I told her who sent me, she would rebel all the more.

“Bastien is here on campus,” I said instead, wondering what she wanted from him.

“Oh, great.”

Larissa snorted and made it past me, out the door. I followed her, not without closing the door and rushing after her.

“Why?” I asked.

“Just because,” she replied hurriedly.

“Larissa...”

She groaned and put her bag around her neck. “Fine, I have plans with Bayla.”

“At this time of evening?”

“Yes...” she pressed out with impatience and looked at her watch.  It was half past eight. What on earth was she up to? Something told me it wasn’t a visit to Midnight’s.

“Are you going to get our clan into trouble?”

“Excuse me?” She stopped abruptly on the path surrounded by forest.

“Listen, I’d like to be somewhere else right now, too, making good use of my free time. But I have to keep an eye on you,” I confessed in all honesty.

“Go party, do sports. Whatever it is, do it. I’ve got it all under control.”

It was easy to claim to be in control. I had been turned four years ago. Was I in control? No. And if Larissa was also Tristan’s child, then I didn’t want to trust in divine providence.

“I’d like to believe that, but unfortunately, I can’t. I’ll come with you.”

Larissa’s expression spoke volumes. “Are you serious?”

“Do I look like I’m joking?”

“You joke a lot,” she said with a sarcastic smile.

“Okay, point taken, but I’m not joking right now.”

I wanted her to know I was serious.

Larissa looked around as if someone might overhear us and finally dragged me with her.

“If you come with me, you have to promise me you’ll keep your mouth shut and not tell anyone about this.”

I narrowed my brow. “You’ll have to explain that to me in more detail.”
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Chapter 46

Emely

Nature Night-time

mahogany

My stomach tingled excitedly as I walked through the forest. I could feel that he was nearby. He had really come.

I kept running and running, toward the place I hadn’t been in a long time. I had often sat on the thick wooden beams on the edge of the entrance and let my legs dangle.

My steps quickened until I stopped twenty meters from my destination to adjust my clothes.

It seemed strange that I was doing this for Julian. We had known each other for so long. It seemed like half an eternity. It had been ages, considering we had first met when we had been five.

Tucking my hair behind my ear, I walked along the path at a human pace.

In the evenings, it was pleasant here. You could hear animals, feel everything slowly quieting down and the stream rippling nearby.

Then I spotted our tree house. The place where half my youth had taken place.

Julian was sitting on one of the top branches of the tree, leaning against the trunk with his eyes closed.

“Hey, Bardot, don’t fall off the branch!” I shouted, wondering if that tone was even appropriate anymore.

Julian opened his eyes and looked down at me.

“You should know me. I’ve never fallen from a tree,” he laughed and came climbing down one level to the entrance to the man-sized tree house we’d built with Nash when the three of us had been twelve. Kieran, who had been eighteen at the time, had helped us, but hadn’t played with us there.

Taking a running start, I pushed myself off the bark of the trunk, moving fast enough so that I could push myself up without slipping. I pulled myself up by the branches and within a few seconds I found myself almost a meter below Julian, who playfully glared at me.

He held out his hand to me... and I grabbed it.

His hands had become more masculine, bigger, but above all warm and rough. It was an unfamiliar feeling.

He realized I was thinking too long before I pulled myself up, holding his hand.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m okay...” I gasped strained as I pulled myself up by his hand, which ended in me falling right into him and both of us crashing onto the wooden floor inside the house.

I lay on top of Julian and stared at him, but then quickly pushed myself off him.

“I’m sorry, I...” I had looked at Julian, thinking of someone completely else.

My face turned red, redder than it had been for a long time.

Why was my brain doing this to me? Memories that I wanted to erase because they were unpleasant.

“It’s all right. I just didn’t expect you to have so much strength.”

Julian got to his feet and sat down cross-legged next to me.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I laughed and narrowed my brow. “I’m not fifteen anymore.”

Julian smiled as he looked at me.

“What?” I laughed shyly.

“You’ve really changed.” His gaze lingered on me longer than usual. Just like when he had visited us the other day. “You really aren’t the little girl you used to be.”

“You’ve changed too...” I replied quickly and turned my gaze away.

I didn’t want him to see that I was on the verge of tears.

How long had I waited to sit here with him? This tree house was part of my home, along with Julian.

“Thank you for saying yes.”

I tried harder to stifle the tears so I could turn back to him.

“Thank you for asking me.”

Then it just rolled awkwardly down my cheek.

Julian’s expression changed immediately. Where his smile would normally be, there was now concern. And then realization. He stared at me as if he could read all my emotions.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, hating myself for just ruining the date.

“Hey, Ems...” Julian put his hand on my shoulder... and I let him. “I’m sorry. I was an idiot. I should have checked in with you more often.”

“No, it’s okay, I understand. The pack...” I began, but Julian cut me off and scooted closer to me, making my stomach tingle a little.

“Forget about the pack for a moment. It’s about you.”

And suddenly something blurted out of me that had been haunting me for two days. “What am I without the pack, Julian?” My eyes became so watery that my vision of Julian blurred. “What am I without these people, without this place?”

“Is it because of Russia?” There was audible concern in his voice. “You know you don’t have to go there.”

Automatically, I wondered if he would miss me. I looked at him desperately, wishing he would say so. But he remained calm, thoughtful.

And then we sat there, listening to the last of the birds and looking down at the stream, along the overgrown course of which fireflies were beginning to gather. The place was beautiful and distracted me from my thoughts. But only for the moment...

“More has changed than you think,” I sighed. “My brothers are no longer children, everyone around me wants to prove themselves. Now we have important guests, and it’s all the more important how I present myself as the Alpha’s daughter.”

Ever since the conversation with Tania, this title had made me feel uncomfortable.

“Even back then, the pack was already so important to you...”

I didn’t look at Julian, continuing to stare at the stream that reflected the soft glow of the tiny animals.

“Because it’s the place where I can be myself. My true nature only has a home there... and a purpose.”

What were we without our pack? Where was our home if not in a place where we were bound together by our similarities and formed an invincible unit? On our own, we were lost, lonely, vulnerable. Hunters could hunt us. Here we had a hunt-free area, my family’s private property, vast lands, almost half an island.

I turned my head to the person who had always made me feel most understood.

“And it could be yours too.”

The moment I spoke my words, I regretted them, because something inside Julian shut down. I could tell by the way he slowly turned his gaze away from me and toward his hands, which he was clutching the edge of the wood with.

“I’m sorry. I’ve gone too far.”

Julian didn’t say anything for a while, and I was getting more and more nervous.

“Ems... It’s just hard for me to see you separated from the pack. I’m trying to have a good time here with you, but at the same time, I’m being confronted with all the crap I wanted to stay away from.”

I swallowed.

Never would I tell him how much his words had just hurt me. How could I separate myself from the pack? What else did he want to talk about?

Slight anger flared in my stomach.

He had asked me on this date, not the other way around.

“I mean, that was also the reason I’d stayed away from you. You’re the Alpha’s daughter. If anyone would remind me most of the part of me I’m trying to separate myself from, it’s you.”

It felt like Julian was taking a knife and severing the connection between us. This was it, the moment when I felt most painfully deeply that Julian had grown away from me.

“Why does everyone always just see me as the Alpha’s daughter? As if I have no other characteristics, no personality.”

Anger rose up in me again. Was I really this little girl to everyone? The Alpha’s daughter?

“Because that’s what you are. And you like being it. You even live for it, talking about it all the time. It’s as if you want to carry the entire responsibility of your family on your shoulders.” I stared at him, stunned. “Just the fact that you’re trying to missionize me.” Missionize? Was he serious? I only wanted to help him. “Over and over again.” Julian was upset. He ran his fingers through his hair. “My God...”

His cell phone slipped out of his pocket, down the tree and landed in a rustling pile of leaves.

“Shit...”

Julian swung himself down from the tree. Then he reached for his cell phone to check the time.

I hadn’t felt this worthless in a long time.

“You’re seriously looking at your watch?” I said disappointedly.

He looked up at me apologetically. “I’m sorry. I have somewhere to be.”

I snorted with disdain.

I knew exactly where he was going. Yesterday, when I had needed to get to my next lecture, I had lingered on the stairs and had coincidentally overheard everything. The diary entries, the conversation. And that they were actually up to something. At first, I had listened in disbelief. A Quatura that had something to do with my uncle. As much as I wished the contents of that diary were fictitious, it made sense now that Alarik was the way he was today.

He was defending the other species, no matter how harmful it was to our pack, based solely on a crush he should never have had.

She had been a Blair witch. And she had disappeared. Surely her Circle had found out about it and done whatever to her.

I found it all the more naïve that Julian was talking to Bayla and Yes – I wasn’t blind – he was literally glued to her. But he had asked me out on this unsuccessful date and I had successfully blocked that fact out.

I wondered if he really cared about me or if this was all just happening because Mica was here now to propose to me by the end of March if not sooner... Was Nash behind it?

“We’ll talk tomorrow,” he said quickly, and then he was gone.

And me? I sat annoyed in a tree house and watched fireflies.

If Julian thought I would be able to just talk to him normally after this behavior, he was wrong.

My cell phone rang.

It was Nash.

Had I not known what it was about, I wouldn’t have answered it. But my brother knew how to make things up to me, so this morning he had come up with a very amusing idea to get me involved in something risky.

“So?” I asked, feeling my stomach tingle with anticipation. I hoped he had good news about the plan, but I didn’t expect him to.

“You should come here right now. We’ll never get this chance again.”

Sneaky
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I hadn’t sneaked across campus this quietly and discreetly in a long time. On the one hand, I was about to behave really badly. On the other hand, because I knew that Bayla, Julian, Larissa, and Julie were on their forbidden mission, which I would have loved to prevent my childhood friend from joining. But he probably needed to crash hard, face-first, to finally realize there were rules, that he couldn’t just spend time with two Quatura and a Ruisangor girl without facing consequences.

Only, what would my uncle do if he caught them? Should I call him?

The thought was extremely thrilling. But I wouldn’t have to do that. He was always on campus late on Tuesdays, usually in the library before he came home.

When I heard the rattling of metal, I looked around and spotted my brother holding his backpack up, grinning mischievously at me.

I hurried over to him.

“Don’t be so loud, damn it,” I hissed.

Then I looked around and spotted the matte gray beauty, which definitely shouldn’t belong to a twenty-year-old snob.

Miles always drove home, which made me all the more surprised that his car was here today. He was probably at Midnights.

“Ready to teach a Ruisangor a little lesson?”

Oh yes, I was. I was burning for it.

Nash handed me one of the spray paint cans, which I identified as red.

“The first or the second design?”

“The second,” I said firmly, remembering my brother’s spidery drawings. “He’ll always remember that.”

“Don’t you think he’ll know it was us?”

Since when was my brother so worried? Hadn’t he been the one acting so impulsively lately?

“What do you want him to do? Call the police?”

Now I was actually the impulsive one. I would probably look back in a few years and wonder what had gotten into me. Hell. That’s what I would tell myself.

Nash laughed in amusement and started spraying. I hadn’t seen him this frisky in a long time.

It felt like an art project for school, only with the teeny tiny difference that it was a surprise gift for someone very special.

“It seems like he’s challenged you before,” Nash guessed correctly.

“That bastard pushes me to my limits every fucking day!”

“So, the mirrors too?” my brother asked eagerly.

“Everything, Nash, everything.”

A devilish grin settled on my lips as I continued with green.

Had I known how good revenge could feel, I would have started much sooner.

The urge to cough was getting stronger and Nash’s eyes were glowing yellow, but he was so obsessed with ruining Miles’ car that he probably didn’t care. Loud rock music would have been appropriate now, but we didn’t want to overdo it.

“If I had known that Ruisangor would annoy you, I would have done it much sooner.”

“I can handle him perfectly well. Let that be my worry.”

Nash scrutinized me before grabbing the black spray can and joining me at the engine hood.

“Quite a lot of effort for trying to annoy him, Emy.”

“If we’re doing it, then with style!”

Euphorically, I took the black from my brother’s hand and outlined my little work of art.

“I hope we don’t get our heads cut off for this.”

Nash sounded worried.

“The first one who cuts someone’s head off is me.”

I really had to sound like a possessed person.

“Shall we color Mikhail’s car while we’re at it?”

I widened my eyes and lowered the bottle. “Have you lost your mind?”

“He insulted you!” my brother hissed indignantly and leaned against the nearby tree where the bag was. I came over to him and grabbed the spray cans.

“You know that’s how he was brought up. He comes straight from the patriarchy.”

Just like us... I would have liked to add, but I didn’t. I had never been discriminated against or reduced to my gender by anyone in the pack.

“You don’t usually put up with that.”

Nash seemed unhappy with my attitude. What business was it of his anyway?

“That’s not your problem. You’re not an Alpha yet, so please take care of your own duties...” Before he could interrupt me, I continued. “When was the last time you hunted with Father?”

Correct. Not for a while now. Father and son went hunting. It was a time-honored Copeland tradition. Every half-moon. The last one had been a week ago.

Nash was silent for a while before he answered me. “Father is busy. He’s planning something...”

I raised a brow. “In what way?”

“I don’t know, but you should definitely tell Julian to join the pack, or he’ll be in big trouble.”

Since when was he so interested in Julian’s well-being? Didn’t he despise him for not joining us yet? Or was I right and the two of them were getting back together?

“Did something happen between you and Julian?” I asked teasingly and looked around. Not that anyone else was out here...

“Let’s put it this way. He finds your new admirer just as unfitting as I do.”

So there we had it...

“Very funny,” I grumbled, tying up the backpack when I noticed a bright flicker in the corner of my eye and looked up in alarm.

“And Father...”

I pulled Nash behind the wide trunk of the oak tree and looked at him in warning. “Shh.”

Then I peeked around the tree.

“What?” Nash asked, irritated.

My eyes wandered across campus. Something had been there. I could swear...

“I just thought someone was there.”

“We should get out of here anyway,” my brother said, reaching for his backpack.

“Go already. I’m going to sleep soon too,” I assured him.

I couldn’t just leave here. Someone was here. And if anyone had seen us, we were finished. It wasn’t as if we had just damaged expensive private property... on a campus... that belonged to my family.

If the Bexleys found out...

Nash shrugged his shoulders.

“Whatever. See you,” he simply replied, then disappeared in the other direction, over to one of the paths that would lead him to the residential parks.
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I turned to the porticoes that lay far behind the campus lawn with its many oak trees and scanned my surroundings.

I wanted to smell first to see if there was anything suspicious in the air. The lovely smell of spray paint immediately filled my lungs, and I had to fight the urge to cough.

There was no way around it. I had to go to where I had seen the strange flickering.

Without hesitation, I entered the portico and spotted what had caught my attention. Or rather who.

“Julie?”

Why did I even act surprised? Of course she was here.

Said person wheeled around, startled, and I felt a very cold breeze hit me directly, causing goosebumps to appear on my skin.

“You shouldn’t be here...” she whispered in panic.

I walked a little further toward her until we were only six feet apart.

It was her gray hoodie that had shimmered so brightly.

“Next time you go out to do forbidden things, you should wear something less noticeable.”

Julie’s face showed no emotion at all. “Where did...”

“Come on, you guys are so loud. It’s a wonder no one else has heard about this diary yet.”

The Quatura girl’s eyes widened.

“Where are your friends?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. “Let me guess, they’re snooping around my uncle’s office?”

Julie turned even paler than usual, which was an interesting play of color given her general pallor – noticeable despite the dim light from the wall lanterns.

I started to move. If my suspicions were correct, they had to be in Alarik’s private rooms... looking for information on a missing woman. What a waste of time.

Julie touched me on the arm and I winced. She was colder than Miles.

“Emely, please, I’m supposed to keep watch to make sure nobody comes.”

I shrugged and kept walking. “Pretend I’m nobody.”

“Please, I can’t let you go there.”

“This university belongs to my family,” I replied to Julie, who was trying to keep up with me. “You won’t be able to stop me.”

“What do I have to do to make you leave and pretend you didn’t notice?”

Julie looked at me desperately as we turned into the next corridor leading up to the stairs.

“You should rather ask me not to mention you when my uncle finds out.” I simply didn’t tell her that Alarik was a cinnamon roll and that the consequences would be harmless, to say the least. “You can still go back to our room and get into bed without a care in the world.”

“I can’t. I need clarity.”

I looked at her. She still tried to keep up.

“Because the book was also about your father?”

Julie eyed me. “You’re observant.”

“I’m a Senseque,” I said with more pride than I intended, and automatically got an adrenaline rush.

“But as you wish...” I began as I took the first steps of the staircase. “But then don’t be surprised if this little mission has consequences.”

Julie sighed and followed me to the thick wooden door. She had obviously given up.

Then, I opened the door and stepped inside.

The candlelight was already magically lit – as always – and the candles had not yet burned out after all these years. A trick my uncle never wanted to talk about and my father ignored, even though we all knew it had something to do with Quatura magic.
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Bayla jumped up from the desk and I heard a drawer fall into a compartment. Julian came out of the sitting area with the fireplace to see what had happened. I had happened.

“Emely... What are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same.” I looked at him challengingly, but then turned to Bayla. “And you!”

Bayla looked at Julie, who shrugged apologetically. “I didn’t have time to warn you. She just passed me by...”

Bayla looked back at me. “It’s not what it looks like.”

“I think that’s exactly what it is,” I said sharply.

“She knows,” Julian stated, running his hand through his hair indecisively. “I just didn’t know you knew that much.”

“You knew, and you didn’t tell us?” Julie asked, looking at him with a look of disbelief. Bayla did the same.

“She overheard us,” Julian explained to his accomplices.

“Sometimes I wish I could turn that hearing off, but I can’t. And you were talking so loudly about it, it was only a matter of time until someone found out.”

They all stared at me as if I’d just told them I’d seen that Alice girl in the East Wing.

“Just understand me. This is important. I’m certainly not staying in your stupid manor twiddling my thumbs when there’s a mystery screaming to be solved.”

We all wheeled around as Larissa appeared in the doorway, clearly at the edge of her nerves. The moment she spotted me, she stiffened and looked at Julie.

“What’s she doing here?”

“Aren’t you supposed to be standing guard at the west entrance?” Bayla asked desperately.

“Isn’t Julie supposed to be keeping watch in the east wing? And anyway… why does it smell so chemical here?” Larissa replied.

I bit my tongue.

The spray paint.

“What on earth is he doing here?” Julian asked and Julie immediately backed away, bumping into my uncle’s globe as someone else suddenly appeared in the doorway.

The one she was referring to stepped out from behind a visibly annoyed Larissa.

“Meet my babysitter, Miles DeLoughrey.”

I froze into a pillar of salt, ready to crumble into a billion pieces as soon as he caught sight of me.

“Your worried brother,” Miles murmured in a serious tone before eyeing Julie, Bayla, then Julian, and then... he spotted me.

“You.”

I winced. He was fucking here, for whatever reason, and I’d spray-painted his car a few minutes ago.

“Miles. Could you please stop being so loud? We don’t want to blow the whistle,” Larissa grumbled.

“Give me one reason why I shouldn’t call my uncle right now,” I began cautiously.

I tried to block out Miles’ presence and looked at each of the others.

“I told you this was a stupid plan,” Miles said to his sister. “Now you’ve got that one stuck to your leg.”

He looked straight at me. There was mockery in his eyes.

Larissa ignored Miles and looked at me sheepishly. “Because we all got lost and were actually going somewhere else?”

It sounded more like a question Larissa was trying to ask in order to talk her way out of it.

“She knows...” Julian sighed and walked to one of the windows.

Larissa lowered the camera bag she had been clutching the whole time. “Oh.”

I took a deep breath.

How had I ended up in this situation?

“So, I’m listening,” I asked everyone present.

Miles rolled his eyes and leaned against the door frame with his arms crossed, eyeing me strangely. An extremely awkward situation, because I couldn’t escape his gaze.

“Because this mission is super important,” Larissa began to explain with determination and walked over to Bayla.

“You’re snooping around in my family’s things.” I looked at the two of them. “How am I supposed to know that you won’t use the information you find against us?”

“What do you expect them to do?” Annoyed, I looked at my biggest rival. “Don’t always be so paranoid, Copeland.”

How could he talk to me like that?

“Does he know too?” Bayla asked, obviously beginning to lose her patience.

“The most important facts,” Larissa waved it off, and Miles raised both eyebrows.

“You told me something about diary entries in which a missing Quatura had something with a Ruisangor and a Senseque at the same time.”

Typical men. They only remembered the parts about sex.
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I shook my head, which Miles noticed immediately. He started looking at me again. Not hostile, but indecisive. He wore his chin-length hair loose, along with the black coat that flattered his physique far too well.

Again, I found myself staring at him, dammit...

I quickly turned to the three girls who had positioned themselves behind the desk as if it were theirs.

I had to pull myself together to keep myself from commenting.

“I think it’s idiotic to look for her. What will you do when you find her?”

“She is dead,” Julian snorted, crossing his arms at the window.

Looking at him, standing like that, he reminded me a little of Alarik.

“We don’t know that,” Bayla said.

Miles laughed, causing my stomach to do a strange flip, as if I’d swallowed the fireflies from the stream bank. “Sounds like that woman had a death wish, though.”

“Right!” I snorted. “Just like all of you!”

I noticed Miles’ gaze on me more intensely. What was his problem? Couldn’t he leave me alone?

Then I realized what his problem was. I had just agreed with him.

Frustration at myself spread through me, along with a slight heat in my cheeks.

“That woman was so much further ahead than the people here in Blairville. She had so many ideas and questioned so much. And I’m convinced by now that it’s really stupid to make such a drama because of our different genetics.”

Bayla sounded like she meant it.

“You just don’t want to be separated from your little friend,” I pressed out.

“Emely. Can we talk for a minute?”

I looked at Julian, who gestured me to come over. I eyed the girls suspiciously for a moment, but then turned to Julian, who led me further back into the second part of the big old two-room office.

When we arrived at the other end by the grand stone fireplace, I looked around for the others. Larissa and Bayla seemed to be deep in conversation while Julie was bending down to open one of the drawers. And then there was Miles... He was watching us both.

“Can you make an exception for me?” Julian began.

He seemed to have forgotten how he had behaved toward me earlier...

I crossed my arms. “So that your witch friend turns everything upside down, and I end up getting into all the trouble?”

I watched in despair as Bayla and Larissa continued to rummage again, quickly looking back down at the files they held in their hands when they realized I was watching them.

“She has no bad intentions, trust me. Her mother has some kind of secrets, and she just needs information.”

I looked back at Julian.

Since when was he so interested in what the Quatura needed? Was I a joke to him?

But more importantly... “Keep Alarik out of this.”

“We can’t. He does play a significant role.”

He wasn’t wrong. Alarik had been part of every diary entry. If anyone knew anything about this witch, it was him. But maybe he had moved on from her? It was his past for a reason...

“Aren’t you interested in what happened back then?”

Julian had hit the nail on the head. Of course I was interested, even if I didn’t want to be.

“Are you?” I asked, trying not to let on and heard a quiet, amused snort of laughter from the door.

No, I wouldn’t look at him now.

“By now I am,” Julian whispered, and it sounded sincere.

I looked at him, irritated. “Didn’t you want distance from this drama? Isn’t that the reason you keep giving me for why you won’t join the pack?”

Julian crossed his arms. His expression darkened.

He was uncomfortable. So once again I had crossed his line. A line which I didn’t understand. The usual...

I snorted. “Fine, look for that woman, but please not at my uncle’s office!”

“Make an exception, please. This one time.”

He sounded more demanding, which I didn’t like.

I sighed.

Arguing with Julian was exhausting. Whatever it was that made me want to give him this chance, it was someplace in my heart that only existed for him.

“Hurry up,” I said firmly, turning away from him and toward the other girls, who paused for a second. “Come on, you’ve got five minutes.”

I rolled my eyes, and they went back to their files.

Then I looked at Miles and tensed up.

He was staring at me so intensely that my body didn’t seem to know how to react. His eyes gleamed with the flames of the candles that lit the room. His aura seemed warmer here, not as cool as in the sand-colored corridors, which he always dominated with his presence.

A mixture of anticipation and shame overcame me.

If he knew what his car looked like right now... And then the realization: He would see it later... As soon as he would enter the parking lot...

I realized that I was staring at him just as blatantly as he did. But how could I help it? The staring was now part of telling him how much I despised him. It was just that the thought felt strange. He looked at me as if he was searching for something and every second made it harder to tear myself away from his gaze. Was that his gift? What if I wasn’t looking at him willingly?

“It seems like I need to have new security measures put in place, because lately I keep bumping into students who think they can make themselves at home in my office.”

Me and Miles both winced and turned to the door, where my uncle was staring expectantly at Larissa, Julie and Bayla. Then he spotted Julian and Miles.

“And every time, the constellation surprises me anew.” He looked amused, not at all angry, and of course surprised... Then he spotted me.

“Emely.”

He didn’t look at me with the slightest reproach, as I would have expected. After all, I allowed these people to stay in this room, including two Ruisangors. Father would have grounded me, or worse.

Alarik tore his gaze away from me and looked at Bayla, who was slowly closing the drawer with the student files – albeit with an unpleasantly loud squeak – and I spotted Julie slipping something under her hoodie, but I didn’t recognize what it was.

My gaze slid back to the biggest problem in my life.

I should have heard Alarik coming, but that fool had completely distracted me.

“What brings you here this time?” my uncle asked, closing the door.

What was wrong with him?

Then he laughed in amusement. “Have you lost your tongue over me being here?” He looked at me. “You should actually know.”

Finally, someone said something. It was Bayla. “We’re sorry. We were looking for something.”

He looked at her and was it... pity that resonated in his gaze?

“In the student files? For real this time?” he asked, as if Bayla had gotten something wrong.

He sounded incredibly calm.

“For real...” Bayla assured him sheepishly and looked down.

Alarik went to the round little table with the scotch bottle, right next to Miles, and calmly poured himself a glass. He took a sip and put his other hand in his trouser pocket.

“Honestly. I don’t even want to know what you all are doing here,” he laughed warmly and looked at each of us... at me for a particularly long time. “Even if I didn’t expect it from some of you.”

Did he think I was one of them?

“But I can’t pretend I’m not curious either. After so many years...” Everyone present suddenly looked at him in alarm. “Next time, please remember that you can see the light from my office very clearly, especially at night... Or that my office door isn’t usually wide open.”

Julian cleared his throat and I reminded myself that the light did what it wanted at random anyway.

The three girls suddenly looked at me and I raised my eyebrows.

I didn’t have to justify myself for that. That was their problem. If I hadn’t seen Julie, I probably never would have gone to check out Alarik’s office.

“We’re sorry. We were just leaving,” Larissa said quickly, pulling Bayla with her. Julie followed almost automatically and Miles also turned away from us, not without looking at me one last time and giving me that strange feeling of tension again.

“Don’t let me stop you,” Alarik said, gesturing toward the door with his free hand.

Bayla looked at him indecisively and Julie looked like she was in shock.

“Have a good night,” Alarik wished them.

What the fuck?

Julian nodded to Alarik, then joined him and followed the others.

“Good night,” he mumbled quickly, and then he was gone too.

I was left with my uncle, who paced around the desk and sat down, not even glancing at the open drawers, as if it was normal for him that students were here without permission.

“It’s funny,” he laughed softly, shaking his head and staring at one of his old bookshelves overgrown with plants, lost in thought.

“Have they been here before?” I asked quickly.

Alarik looked up at me and I felt uncomfortable, ready for his lecture.

“Bayla Adams, yes.”

He put the glass down and pulled out some papers before pulling out a pen.

How could he be working now? At this time of night? And what had he just said?

“And I’m not blind. I can see that she can’t part with her Ruisangor friend and that Julian is keeping an eye on her.”

Keeping an eye on one of them... as if he had nothing better to do. Julian always chose the wrong side.

“I’m sure it’s Diana’s doing.”

“You know her mother,” I realized, remembering exactly the diary entry where he had met her in the library with that Alice girl.

“I know a lot of people in this town. You know me by now, I don’t make secrets out of it... not anymore.”

It sounded like he was tired of it.

I didn’t want to probe further, because I respected his past, so I brought up what I was really interested in. “Why didn’t you punish them for their misbehavior?”

“They all have enough problems with their families. Why should I burden them any further, especially when it’s only the student files they were going through? As long as it doesn’t happen again...” my uncle sighed.

Was he serious? He was just going to let them get away with it?

“They could find incriminating evidence and destroy your career.”

I hadn’t meant to say that, and now I was blushing.

Alarik looked at me in alarm. “Incriminating evidence... Emely, what do you think of me?”

So he wasn’t transparent after all... At that moment I also knew that he didn’t trust me, at least not to the extent that he would ever say a word about Alice.

“The only incriminating thing that seems to keep finding its way into my office is Rebecca Harlow. Now this woman wants to have the Winter Ball organized in a classical style within a month.”

That fucking witch.

I realized my uncle had almost managed to distract me.

“They are dangerous. That’s all I want you to keep in mind.”

Alarik laughed and lowered his pen.

“A boy who lost his mother in a car accident; two siblings who found each other again; one of the quietest girls in town; and the daughter of a former acquaintance of mine? I don’t think these young people are dangerous.”

I swallowed.

He wasn’t naive. I hadn’t believed it until now, but now I knew that he had been involved with people like that. He wasn’t gullible, but he was too stuck in the past.

“It’s about what they are,” I tried to clarify.

My uncle lowered his pen, pushed back his ancient wooden chair and walked to the window.

“It’s always about what you are. It has always been more important what you were.” His thoughts seemed to be spinning. “But it only matters the moment someone who actually cares is present.”

His words were a kick in the gut. He meant me. He didn’t just mean me, he also defended the others, saw no danger in them and blamed me... for what? For common sense? For caution?

“It feels like you’re not teaching them a lesson because you want them to come again,” I huffed.

Alarik turned to me, looking at me calmly, as he had earlier when he had come in and looked at the others.

“You’ve always been clever, Emely.”

My jaw dropped a little.

I didn’t know what to reply to that.

Alarik turned back to the desk.

“You should go to sleep now, so you’ll be more or less fit in the morning.”

I remained silent.

He had confused me so much that I no longer knew what I could or should ask, or whether I should leave this office and not ask my uncle any more questions from now on. I chose the latter because I realized whose side he was on, even if I didn’t want to admit it.

Nothing seemed to have changed in his attitude since back then.

“Good night...” I said, suddenly feeling so alone in my world of sanity.

All the people who were important to me didn’t seem to see what was really right. What were they thinking? Did they want to risk a war? Was it naivety? And why couldn’t I open anyone’s eyes?

“Sleep well, Emely.”

I looked one last time at my uncle, who seemed to be living in his own little world. His smile was warm and sincere, as always, but for the first time it didn’t reach me.
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Chapter 47

Miles

Change is in the Air
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“You can’t tell me that if you find parts of a diary that you don’t want to know where the rest of it is. Especially not if the owner disappeared and people close to you were connected to her.”

Bayla Adams, the girl with the two different eye colors, the shoulder-length brown hair, and the nonexistent smell was debating wildly.

It had started yesterday when we had been on our way back from Professor Copeland’s office and had analyzed his behavior. Bayla hadn’t said anything at first, but then it had all burst out of her... and she wasn’t afraid to talk to me, even though she knew what I was. It felt unfamiliar, but because of Larissa, I had to get used to it.

“He won’t understand you,” Larissa said, exhausted, because she had wanted to argue with me the whole time yesterday. I’d taken her to her house and had involuntarily gone back with the Senseque guy. We hadn’t said a word to each other.

I was supposed to hate him because he was a Senseque. But he didn’t seem the slightest bit interested in my presence, except for the tension he radiated because he probably didn’t trust me anyway.

But then there had been that conversation between him and Emely. They had seemed so familiar... and yet so divided.

I had been curious, eavesdropping eagerly to find out more about them. The tension inside me was enormous and by now, any information about them was worth its weight in gold. Because I would need information to know where her sore spots were.

In any case – unlike Julian – I hadn’t entered the accommodation full of Senseque, but had returned to the library and started a law study marathon before coming to pick up Larissa half an hour ago.

“Miles doesn’t like adventures,” Larissa continued jokingly beside me and I raised one of my eyebrows.

“Thanks, but I can speak for myself,” I began. “To be honest, it sounds like fun and I admit that you’ve piqued my interest.” Then my gaze became more serious and I looked at the two of them. “You just shouldn’t let the wrong people catch you guys together.”

I hadn’t expected her to be there yesterday. She was the last person I would have expected to be anywhere near a Quatura. The Senseque had countless problems with them, which was especially noticeable with her brother and Vivienna.

And yet Emely had been there and everything about it had… felt strange. At first, she had wanted to blow our cover, but after this Bardot guy had spoken to her, her behavior had completely changed.

Who was he that she was doing him this favor?

“You’re walking to campus with us right now,” Bayla snorted and Larissa grinned widely.

The two of them were a good match, sometimes complementing each other, as Bayla seemed more relaxed when Larissa had too much electricity flowing through her wires.

“From where I’m going to disappear straight to my brothers,” I corrected her.

“Are they really your brothers? And if so, are they your brothers too?” Bayla asked with serious interest in her voice, eying both of us. She was interested in our species. Another thing that confused me.

“No, that’s just what we’re called. We are a blood brotherhood,” I explained to her. There was no reason to make her feel stupid or not answer the questions she asked. As long as she did no harm to me, I would do no harm to her and simply label her as my sister’s weird friend.

“Interesting...” Bayla said, lost in thought.

We walked through the portico and finally entered the campus.

“I’ll keep an eye on your little project. Don’t get our clan into trouble.”

Larissa gave me a slightly annoyed look, but at least she didn’t argue with me.

“Well, if this continues, soon half the campus will know about our mission,” Bayla sighed.

“I think half the campus is busy with something else right now,” Larissa laughed and pointed across the meadows to the place where a lot of students had gathered. It was the parking lot.

“What’s going on there? Are some shirtless Senseque playing made-up games again?”

Bayla’s comment made me grin unintentionally, but my curiosity about what was going on there gradually grew.

“Hardly in the parking lot,” Larissa said. “Come with me, Bay. I have to see this.”

I followed the two girls across the meadow, not too close, because there could be other Quatura around here who saw me as a threat, and then Bastien would get into trouble, for which I would have to justify myself again. I had little desire to do that.

“There’s always something going on on this campus, isn’t it?” I heard a girl with blonde curls ask Bayla, who joined the two of them to head toward the crowd of students.

“It’s because of the people who go to university here,” Bayla joked, and the girl jumped right on it.

“If you mean Nash Copeland and his guys, they’re pretty hot.”

“You better stay away from them if you don’t want trouble,” I laughed and the girl looked back at me, blushed and immediately the smell of sweet blood hit my nose. Her blood type was AB. And I hadn’t eaten breakfast yet. Normally I would have been in the Receptum by now, getting my morning workout and a half liter of blood.

But hey... What didn’t you do just to look after your sister?

The blonde girl turned around again, and I widened the gap a little more so that Larissa and the other two arrived at the other people before me. Larissa’s eyes widened, and she immediately looked at me. This was the moment my alarm bells rang.

I had parked my car there. Exactly where everyone was standing.

Gives You Hell

The All-American Rejects

Concerned, I rushed forward and when people saw me, they stepped away or jumped to the side. Some laughed, some seemed to look at me with pity.

And then my car came into view.

My eyelids twitched involuntarily. My jaw tensed with violence.

My matte gray Lamborghini should have been standing in front of me. What was actually in front of me was a completely blackened Lamborghini with a gray-white wolf’s head on the hood, baring its teeth. Underneath was green and red lettering.

The wolves are coming for you.

Anger lit a fire in my chest.

“There’s nothing to look at here!” David shouted, appearing out of nowhere.

“And certainly nothing to film, you morons.” In the corner of my eye, I spotted Adrian snatching the phone out of one guy’s hands, who tried to protest, but then received Adrian’s icy death stare.

The crowd reluctantly dissolved, but it didn’t just let my anger fizzle out. It was boiling inside me right now, and I almost kicked my own car because it was ruined. It had been bloody expensive and...

Calm down, Miles... calm down.

“Whoever did this is going to burn for it!” I gritted out with slight aggression and in the corner of my eye I saw Bayla, who was still standing with Larissa, flinch.

“I’d say you brought the problem on yourself,” David said, walking around the vehicle. “Oh, that doesn’t look good at all. Someone’s even gone over it with their key.”

“What?!” I rushed over to him and stared at the scratched-in message, my pulse quickening.

Don’t mess with my sister again!

I took a deep breath... and ended up kicking my own car, leaving a huge dent.

Around me, more students turned toward me.

David stepped back. “Relax.”

“No, I’m not going to relax now. Can’t you see what my car looks like?” I snapped at him more aggressively than usual.

It was rare that I could be irritated and pushed to my limits, but my car was my fucking limit!

“It’s not going to get any better if you kick it.”

David didn’t seem to realize that it was as good as destroyed. That dent was right in the spot that needed replacing anyway.

“That’s what you get for challenging those bastards to a game.”

Adrian had stepped up beside us and read the writing that could only come from one person. Nash.

“They didn’t just humiliate you. They humiliated us.” Adrian looked angered. Although it wasn’t even his damn car, which looked like it had been left in the craft area of the kindergarten.

I was too angry to say anything, so I went back to the car hood and looked at the wolf... Then I spotted something else. Another lettering further down, where once a license plate had been visible.

Point for me, Milliam.

“That dirty grin. They don’t even try to hide it.”

I looked up, at Adrian, who was looking directly at the biggest oak tree on campus, and I turned my head.

The pack must have just arrived.

And the way they looked... grinning with hostility, all of them, especially Nash Copeland, who was standing there – his hands in his pockets – whispering something to the African-American guy.

But it wasn’t Nash Copeland, or any of his idiot friends, who was bothering me. It was her. The whole time it had been her....

I stared at the girl and she stared back. Her grin was so cheeky, felt so bitter.

The realization hit me like a fist to the eye. I could literally read her words from her far too pretty lips: Point for me, Milliam.

This was all her doing!

My brow narrowed, although it didn’t stop her from grinning.

Someone came up to her. It was the Russian Senseque... And she turned away from me.

Emely Copeland had gone too far.

Anger shot through my veins and I kicked the license plate. It fell to the ground with a clatter and the noise made more students look in our direction.

“Miles! Pull yourself together. We have a reputation to uphold.”

Furious, I turned to Adrian. “Fuck the reputation! She crossed a line!”

Adrian raised an eyebrow. “She’?”

“Emely Copeland,” Larissa laughed with realization and Adrian’s expression grew worried.

“Are you sure it wasn’t her brother?” David laughed and stepped up next to Adrian.

I was sure, but I didn’t necessarily need to extend the conversation now. This between me and the wolf girl was nobody’s business.

“That girl is the main problem, not her brother,” I growled tensely.

“You’re letting a female Senseque take you down?”

Did Adrian have to bring this up now?

“I...” I began, but Adrian had already turned away from me, toward Bayla Adams.

“What’s this girl doing here?”

Bayla blushed a little and stared at Adrian like he was a threat to her existence.

“I was just leaving,” she barely managed to get out and nodded at Larissa, who apologized to her with a look.

“What did I tell you?” Adrian asked with a very tense look directed at Larissa.

“Leave me alone, Adrian. You shouldn’t give a shit about my life.”

I was only aware of their discussion in the background, far too focused on my broken car.

How could she have gone this far?

I wanted her to pay for this, wanted her to regret this, with every cell in her body, wanted to tear her apart, drive her into the corner of the nearest hallway until she stood in front of me, out of breath and with nowhere to hide, pressed against a wall....

The mere image whipped adrenaline through my body.

No. I couldn’t let it get that far...

I looked at Emely, but someone was blocking my view.

It was Tristan.

War

Christopher Tyng

“What is he doing here?” I growled, staring in the direction he’d come from with Bastien.

Until a minute ago, I wouldn’t have thought that I could feel more resentment for someone than I did for the Copeland girl. But it was none other than my father strolling alongside Bastien, with his long black coat, a fucking black-gray suit, and that stupid triumphant look.

He was the last person I wanted to see here! The Vanderwood had been the one place where I hadn’t had to think about him and where he couldn’t confront me with his presence. Now he just walked around campus like he belonged here.

“Someone should tell him,” I heard David mumble, and it sounded like someone had fucked up and was trying to keep it from me.

“Tell me what?”

Adrian was the only one who had an answer for me. “Tristan is being used by the DUIO at Vanderwood as a surveillance professor in the economics department. Bastien wants to make sure someone is keeping an eye on us.”

“Just because of the four of us?” Larissa sounded irritated and a quick glance at her told me that she didn’t like that sick bastard showing up here either and...

I realized a little too late what Adrian had just said.

How could they let him come here? To a place full of humans. Him? He had broken the rules. The rules of the goddamn blood law. This man had no business in a place like this.

“That will change soon,” Adrian whispered and Larissa eyed him suspiciously. Her head seemed to be working. Had no one told her that more Ruisangors would soon be coming to Blairville?

The two men approached us. They both looked at us and I couldn’t look that asshole in the eye, so I looked at Bastien, who for once wasn’t wearing the black sunglasses.

Why had he let that happen? Tristan DeLoughrey was dangerous. He was a cold-blooded monster.

Pain, anger, hatred. All of it mixed together in my chest, pooled like a ball and just burst out of me as soon as the two men arrived.

“What are you doing here?!” I shouted and stepped threateningly close to him.

“Miles,” Adrian grumbled, because I had the attention of half the campus on me. And – as always – I didn’t give a damn. I had always tried to shit on the opinions of others, and right now it was working flawlessly.

The man in front of me was the problem, not me.

“Milliam, please, don’t be a fool,” he said, as if I was an annoying fly to him.

He looked around and nodded to the passing students with a smile. He nodded to humans. Smiling.

My jaw had never been so tense.

“Larissa. Maybe I’ll have the pleasure of talking to you here more often, now that you’ve decided to avoid me, which of course I can understand.”

“He doesn’t. He doesn’t even know you,” I laughed bitterly and saw the unsettled look on Larissa’s face.

She should be warned. Not that he was taking advantage of her just as carelessly as he had done with me.

Then my professional uncle finally found his words again. “Miles. Please come with me.”

“No,” I said with complete control. “There’s no need to talk.”

Bastien’s expression remained unchanged.

“Do as he says,” Adrian growled behind me, and I would have loved to turn around and give him my fist.

Because they wouldn’t take my word seriously. My opinion was either funny or nobody cared.

For what must have been the ten thousandth time, I allowed Bastien’s influence on my sanity to be greater than the truth. Too often, I pulled myself together because he wanted me to.

Bastien squeezed my shoulder and walked past me so that I had to follow him. He stopped for a moment and looked at the car, then he looked at me, and I laughed peevishly.

It was a bad joke how generous fate had been with me.

Bastien pulled me along, shaking his head, until we were standing in the shade of one of the oak trees.

“Please don’t tell me it was you.”

I laughed again. “What do you think of me?”

Surely I was painting my most valuable possessions, and then I was doing it in such a tasteless way.

Bastien looked at me apologetically. He didn’t do that often... Because I often was the person who deserved his lectures.

“Look at the hood, then you’ll know who did it,” I snorted.

Bastien immediately looked at my car and when he looked back at me, his expression was even more serious than before.

“You seem to have a lot of people against you, kid.”

I laughed dryly.

Bastien came closer and forced me to look at him. His eyes were as gray as Nicolaj’s, only not as icy, so sometimes I wondered what his human mother had looked like. Had he inherited his dark blond hair from her?

“Promise me that won’t be a problem I’ll have to take care of again.”

“No, it’s fine, I’ve got everything under control,” I said reassuringly and looked at Adrian and the others, who were still standing with Tristan.

“I can see that,” my uncle murmured.

I just wanted to leave.

“Good. Are we done now?”

I reached for my car keys almost automatically, which made me laugh at myself the next moment.

“Miles, I understand you’re angry, but I had no choice.”

I wheeled around. “You always have no choice when it comes to your brother!”

Tristan looked to us, his face so unreadable. I turned demonstratively to Bastien so I didn’t have to see his ridiculous face, and lowered my voice. “You keep giving him a chance!”

Bastien looked around with a grim expression, but then came even closer. His voice rarely sounded emotional. But at that moment, it was. “Maybe you should start doing that too. He’s changed.”

Everything in me resisted Bastien’s words. He would never change.

“You’re just wishing he would.”

Without warning, I left the parking lot, avoiding the other Ruisangors and making my way to my next lecture.

Of course, everyone stared at me. My car had been ruined this morning, and now so had my life on this campus. I was ruined.

My thirst was growing. I needed to drink something, soon. Not that I was doing anything no one here wanted to happen. Anger and hunger were a dangerous combination.

I quickened my pace as I passed the Senseque. I could feel them scrutinizing me. And with all my strength, I managed not to turn to face her. Even though it was her gaze that I felt most clearly.

Litt Up
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The day had seemed like an eternity. Boring lectures, frontal teaching and English. I felt drained and could have been on my way home by now, and yet here I was, in a completely messy art room that I was supposed to clean up thanks to the wannabe director.

I hadn’t had the strength to fight this form of detention I had to endure because of the uniform violation thing. I was too fucked up about my asshole father. I had enough problems. He was my biggest one.

I was hoping to distract myself with this task when I discovered who was waiting for me in the room.

“Come on. Do you have to be everywhere I am?” I asked, annoyed, trying not to look at her as I entered the room. I failed miserably.

Emely was frozen into a pillar of salt. She seemed taken by surprise by my appearance. And I also tried not to think about what I had planned to do to her in my rage this morning. Which I would still be doing if I wasn’t so exhausted from all of this bullshit.

“Yes, surprise. I’m coming to Professor Wannabe’s punishment work.” Gesticulating, I raised my hands, but nothing about her expression changed. “I just didn’t expect you to be here,” I snorted. “Although you deserve it.”

Rebecca Harlow hated us both.

I strode across the room and grabbed one of the brooms. I realized I’d never held a broom in my hands before.

“Do you think Harlow forgets what we did?” Emely said in a serious tone, watching me put the broom back down.

“Do you think I’m forgetting what you did to my car?” I looked at her with reproach.

Her cheeks reddened, forcing me to stare at her high cheekbones.

“I...”

“Don’t deny it,” I interrupted her.

“I wasn’t going to deny anything!” she snapped at me. “I just wanted you to learn a lesson.”

She actually made me grin after a day like that. “For what? For my honesty?”

Her eyes filled with impatience. “For your entire behavior, Miles!”

“Oh, now I’m the guilty one?”

Of course. I was always the stupid one. For everyone.

“You’re an idiot!” she snorted, crossing her arms like the grumpy little spoilsport she was.

I slammed the broom on the floor and came toward her. Emely flinched and stepped back, but bumped into the table on which countless art posters lay unsorted.

She eyed me, every little movement. Was it my arm, which was propped up against the table so that she couldn’t escape so easily, or my head, which came closer so that she could hear my next words clearly.

“I don’t want to spoil your fun, but I don’t feel like fighting with Emely Copeland today.” I said it clearly, but more calmly than usual. When I was angry, I often sounded exhausted. “I need a break from this,” I added, disbelief mingling in her gaze. “Even though I’d love to make you pay. That was my favorite car.”

Her face finally quirked. Was she trying to suppress a grin?

Suddenly she pushed away from the table and made me go back.

“How sweet, your favorite car. I’m sorry to hear that.”

Her smile was exaggerated.

She was actually making fun of me.

The impatience from this morning returned.

She didn’t want to challenge this...

“I can’t just be canceled or paused like a subscription.” She turned and walked around the table, grabbing a few posters. “You started it, now live with the consequences.”

I snorted and stepped up to the table to grab a few posters as well, as if I had any idea what to do with them. Emely started making piles. But what was she sorting them by?

This stupid task helped distract me from wanting to take my frustration out on her... for the moment.

Emely looked up. A few of her long waves fell forward, framing her heart-shaped yet sharp face with its high cheekbones, the angular jawlines, her straight nose and the slightly almond shaped eyes.

Then she laughed. “What on earth are you doing?”

“The same thing you’re doing. Sorting the crap here by color.”

She laughed even harder, which sent a strange tingle through my stomach.

“We’re supposed to sort them by date. Some of them are old, some are new and need to be re-hung.”

“I knew that...” I lied badly and Emely grinned with amusement.

“Better sweep the room,” she finally said, rolling her eyes.

Even when she did that, there was something cute about it. I just couldn’t take her seriously.

“I don’t like being bossed around,” I said, lowering the posters.

It bothered me that there was a rather large table between us that I couldn’t just lift up and put aside. She had deliberately made sure there was enough space between us. Too much. She didn’t take me half as seriously from this distance.

“The order didn’t come from me. It came from where you broke in without restraint yesterday.” It still sounded like she was making fun of me, but now something else resonated.

“I wasn’t planning to break in there. I was only there because of my sister,” I corrected her and reluctantly grabbed the broom, and of course I noticed the small triumphant smile on her lips.

Tense from her presence, I dragged the broom across the floor until the dirt formed a pile. It wasn’t that difficult.

“Miles, that’s not how you sweep.”

“Good Lord, how then?” I threw one arm up in the air, gesticulating, earning a disapproving look from her.

“That look exactly.” I pointed a finger at her. “That’s the one you’re best at.”

“I can only return that,” she sighed, obviously annoyed. The right corner of my mouth moved upwards at her words. “Exactly like that! Your grin widens as soon as I attack you, as if you like being treated like that!”

“You call that an attack?” I laughed dryly and changed the way I swept to the one people on TV always used. Sweeping briefly, then sweeping again and moving in one direction. “Weak.”

“I’m only defending myself because I have no other choice!” She sounded annoyed again.

Had she forgotten who had spray-painted whose car?

“The wolves are coming for you... how creative of you, Copeland.”

I couldn’t help but laugh, to which Emely just snorted and didn’t even give me a glance.

I swept on silently and tried not to think about her being here for a few minutes. But my thoughts kept wandering back to my father, and I unintentionally let out an annoyed sigh.

Confrontation
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The corner of my eye caught Emely looking up, and I began to sweep faster.

“Who would have thought it. Miles DeLoughrey doesn’t have his own life under control.”

I kept sweeping, ignoring her innuendo.

She must have overheard the scene at the car. And damn it, I had made myself vulnerable.

“Your father is young...” she began, bringing back all my anger.

“I hate him. And if you don’t want me to hate you the same, then you should leave me the fuck alone now.”

Emely’s breathing hitched, and she looked at me as if I had thrown one of my knives at her... and brushed her with it.

It had been a warning.

“If you’re waiting for me to leave you alone after all you’ve done, you’ve cut yourself, Miles,” she pressed out with a serious tone, no trace of scorn in her voice.

I grabbed the broom in the corner and approached her, a six-foot-wide table between us, propping myself up on it to finally give her a piece of my mind.

“Do I get bonus points for pretending to care?” I looked at her challengingly. “Hate me for all I care, get on my nerves, keep annoying me... But today, I just want my peace!”

Instead of accepting my words, she also propped herself up on the table.

“We’re both here involuntarily, so relax the fuck out of it and keep your fucking distance!”

Emely stared straight at me. Her eyes had started to glow yellowish and a few veins were popping out of her blouse.

“Remember when I asked you for your opinion?” I narrowed my eyes further and further. “No?” Emely didn’t respond, just mirrored my expression. “Me neither.”

I had pushed Emely to her limit to the point where she groaned angrily and threw her arms in the air, breaking our eye contact.

“I don’t understand what your problem is!”

“People like you, who have what they want but still want more,” I snapped at her. Her eyes were full of anger, just like mine. “You’re the Alpha’s daughter, but you’ll never be Alpha. You can do whatever you want, enjoy your life, no one expects anything from you. But what are you doing instead? You’re wasting your time, pretending to be something better,” I blurted out, louder than I intended.

She had this privilege and no father who constantly wanted her to be better, or worse, to become like him.

“Why do you care so much about what I do?” she yelled back.

“Because you have everything I want!”

That had been so honest that I startled myself.

Emely looked at me with her yellow glowing wolf eyes, distant, confused, angry.

“You think I have everything, but I don’t. I have obligations, responsibilities and not a choice like you think I do! I’m getting married soon. You bloodsuckers don’t have anything like that!”

My face unintentionally filled with concern.

I knew something was going on, but I hadn’t expected it to be this serious.

“Go Miles, go get drunk in bars, have fun at the wildest parties on the continent, sleep with as many women as you want in your infinitely long life, enjoy it to the fullest, get lost. But remember that other people have real problems that they can’t just walk away from.”

Her words hit me harder than ever. Why did she think so superficially of me? And why did she think I had all the freedom in the world?

“I’m bound to a clan. I can’t just go and do what I want. We have rules too!” I banged my fist on the table, but she didn’t flinch. “You can say No to that idiot!” Now she looked at me as if I had thrown a knife at her again, and not just brushed her with it. “You know, on the field, for a second I had the urge to punch that Russian asshole in the face so he would choose his words more wisely next time!”

Emely’s eyes widened. And my mouth just spoke on its own, although I would have preferred not to tell her that. But what was the point? It was too late anyway. She could go ahead and know what I thought of him.

“He doesn’t consider you an equal. If that’s how it works with you guys, why does a self-confident woman like you support that crap?”

My fist banged on the table again, which began to splinter.

Emely looked at me, stunned. She didn’t answer me.

Her cheeks had turned redder than I’d ever seen them before. Perhaps I had been too loud, had unsettled her too much.

There was no euphoria that gripped me, no feeling of triumph.

I was done for the day, couldn’t take any more. I had to get out of here.

Turning around in frustration, I left the room.

Pompeii
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Chapter 48

Julie

Alone In This World
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After receiving this message, I had opened the chat immediately. I hadn’t realized that I had lost the bracelet that Grace had given me for my fifteenth birthday.[image: ]I knew he missed me. And even though I had just drunk Salma when I had been staring at the chat, the blush had risen to my cheeks.[image: ]And then my world had crumbled a little further.
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I had forgotten to breathe, cursed myself for my carelessness, and now I had to live with the consequences.
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That had been the moment when my heart had finally slipped out of my chest.
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Panic had spread through me. My feelings, my heart, everything was screaming for him, wanting him to find me, but my mind knew there couldn’t be a worse scenario.
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My heartbeat had been about to escalate.

Damn.

I couldn’t let him put it anywhere, either. He would be waiting for me. There was only one way...
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My hands had been shaking badly, and my fingertips had turned blue.

And I knew I couldn’t ask Bayla or Larissa for it. They already knew too much. And Grace... never.
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And then I had made the second-biggest mistake of my life.
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He had read it, but didn’t react for a long time. Then he had finally started typing.
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Every message had made me die a little more.
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Another long pause.

The chances of him ever noticing me were small, but just thinking about it made my fragile heart race.
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He knew me... had seen me before... And he didn’t know that I was the girl he had exchanged countless messages with, even slept with.

He didn’t know that I was carrying his child.

I had suppressed it, still hadn’t dealt with it. And by now, almost seven weeks had passed since we had slept together. I had hoped that this problem would go away on its own. In vain.

My skin felt clearer than usual, but for the past week I had been feeling nauseous every day, hardly keeping down any of the food I had shoveled into me after sudden hunger pangs. It usually happened after breakfast, so I waited to eat until everyone had left the house and skipped my first seminar.

After throwing up, I usually felt dizzy and slept for two hours straight, as if it had taken me so much energy to throw up all that food. I had also done some research and these symptoms were atypical for the first trimester, rather rare. But at some point, I had stopped researching because it didn’t help me to calm down. Quite the opposite.

It was a shame that I was living with it instead of doing something about it. But I knew what was to blame for my inability to do anything about it.

That inside me was Erik’s child. And something about it fascinated me immensely, made me feel less lonely when I cried myself to sleep every morning.

And whenever I saw my slight, barely visible baby bump in the mirror after showering, my hand would almost automatically rest on it while this warm tingling sensation ran through my body.

But what was I doing by allowing myself to be manipulated by these feelings when I knew full well that I would be a miserable mother? The thought alone overwhelmed me and brought tears to my eyes, despite the Salma.
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What did he mean by that? Did the mayor’s family already have such a bad reputation?
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Pause.

Erik hadn’t texted anything, but had stayed online.
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Now he had surprised me.

And then I had surprised myself.
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Pause. As if he had to think.
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If he knew what kind of trouble I would get myself into just to get Grace’s bracelet back.
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Office Talk

Christopher Tyng

Now I was frantically running around the kitchen trying to calm myself down.

How could I have been so careless? Erik would be looking for me at the Winter Ball in a few days and would want to give me the bracelet.

Neither did I want to go to that stupid ball, nor did I want to be confronted with who Erik was. Just seeing him again would probably break me entirely.

“No, Amber, I can not just wear my prom dress. I absolutely can’t!”

Vivienna made herself a salad. Except that by now all the ingredients were flying around the kitchen – thanks to her elemental magic – and I was struggling to make my meal without a lettuce leaf flying into my bowl.

It had always been like this when Vivienna was upset. Things just flew around... and usually hit me when I was there. Even though she was wearing her crystal.

“But we won’t make it to Vancouver before the weekend,” Amber tried for the thousandth time. To no avail.

“I don’t care. I’ll find something. And you two...” She suddenly looked at Bayla and Larissa, who had been following the conversation for ten minutes, grinning. “Stop staring at us like that, you creeps!”

The two of them looked at each other with wide grins, and Vivienna rolled her eyes in annoyance. Then she mixed the salad.

“I’m telling you, if we don’t have anything by the Winter Ball, I’m going to freak out!”

The Winter Ball was coming up and since the beginning of the week, in which nothing exciting had happened so far, you could hear girls talking about this event on every corner.

It was traditional for Vanderwood to host this ball every few years, usually in December, the last weekend before Christmas. Girls wore pompous prom dresses, guys wore fancy suits, and there were even horse-drawn carriages from the founding times brought to campus.

Basically, these were all things I wanted to avoid, but Larissa had already decided to pick out the most beautiful dresses that could be found in Blairville for all of us.

He would be there. I would meet him again.

I sighed and cut the fruit smaller and smaller until I wondered what I was actually doing.

Vivienna gave me a snide look. Basically, I was just waiting for her to finally disappear and for me to have enough space in the kitchen. At the same time, her busyness was a welcome distraction.

“Oh my God! Don’t come near me!”

Buddy pranced down the stairs, past Amber and straight toward me and Vivienna. He’d run off a few weeks ago, but luckily, I’d found him again, although in the proximity of Mr. Suspicious, which had thrown me completely off track.

I had successfully repressed the fact that he had asked me about Buddy, and that wouldn’t change now.

Buddy had grown a little, but he was still a puppy. I had spent more time with him over the last few weeks, and now he was even sleeping in bed with me, resting his head strangely on my stomach as if he knew about the baby.

Whenever he did this, I softly pushed him away from me, which fortunately didn’t bother him, but rather encouraged him to cuddle up to Emely in bed.

Emely slept here more often now. Whatever it was that made her do it.

And just at that moment, she came down the stairs.

“The dog should be more afraid of you,” she joked annoyed and when Buddy realized that she had entered the kitchen, he ran to her wagging his tail as if they hadn’t seen each other for years.

Grace sat in the dining room corner at the large glass table, her laptop in front of her, and watched Emely suspiciously. It was the same look she always gave Larissa.

We had talked less, and the longer I spent with Larissa and Bayla, the more she seemed to avoid me.

Emely went to the fridge, not without staring at me like I was sick and about to die. Another thing she had been doing for two weeks now.

She knew that I hadn’t aborted the embryo yet. And with each passing day, my worry grew, as did what was inside me. It was still small, but you could already see the growth in the mirror. I had googled what you look like in the seventh week of pregnancy and my belly was definitely bigger than the ones in the pictures. And that scared me.

How much longer would I be able to hide it? And why was it still alive?

“Disgusting,” Amber hissed, standing by the stair railing with her arms crossed.

I’d never met an Earth Quatura like her before. Normally, they were all friendly, open-minded, and very calm. Amber was different. Conceited like Vivienna, selfish like no one else, and cunning like a snake. Even back then, she had always hurt other people. Especially Madeline or Grace, who had hoped to make friends with this bitch and had shared the Barbies with her – which, it should be noted, had been so popular among Quatura children back then.

I had seen Amber – when Vivi and I had been homeschooled by Gloria – visiting Vivienna and ripping the heads off the dolls Grace had lent her. I’d never told Grace to avoid drama... until Amber had.

“Go away if it bothers you,” Emely hissed in return, just coming from the fridge to the kitchen counter with three packages of fresh meat – supposedly from a hunt with her family.

Vivienna was overcome with a gag reflex and I couldn’t look any longer either, otherwise I would have forced down my Saturday breakfast for nothing.

Vivienna quickly reached for her lunch box and filled it with the pasta salad, which didn’t smell too bad. Then she put the box in her bag and headed for the door, together with Amber.

“Take care, you freaks. And don’t fuck up.”

The door crashed shut, which was not uncommon with Ruisangor and Senseque housemates. And the Quatura who lived in this house probably wanted to live up to the standard.

Satisfied that there was now more space next to me, I slid into the middle, and Buddy immediately came to me and snuggled up to my leg. I petted him, washed my hands, and fetched a bowl from the cupboard. Then I returned to the kitchen counter, where Emely was busy with her meat on the other side.

From Eden

Hozier

“We should also start thinking about where we’re going to get our dresses,” Larissa said from the couch area. “I mean, does Thursday work for you guys?”

“I still have to look. There’s a lot to study,” I said briefly.

Larissa laughed. “Julie, you study 24/7.”

“Reasonable.” Emely snorted almost inaudibly.

I knew she valued her academic education a lot.

“Maybe she just doesn’t want to go shopping with a Ruisangor.”

I looked at Grace, who said something for the first time today.

“So, you’re not coming either?”

It sounded so serious from Larissa, like she was really expecting it. She already had to refrain from asking Mady because that weird Miles DeLoughrey was afraid she might kill the Campbell girl. Bayla had asked her, too, but she had never answered the text messages or the following calls from Bayla.

Grace just laughed. “I’m going with Vivienna and the girls.”

“The girls...” I said in surprise and looked at my cousin, who glared at me defiantly.

Was she trying to get back at me?

“At least with them, there’s no risk of being bitten.” Larissa wanted to protest, but Grace was quicker. “And no, I don’t believe you that our blood doesn’t attract you. I don’t attend temple classes for nothing.”

I looked at her, in thought, while I put the fruit salad and nuts into the bowl.

Grace had access to knowledge that would forever be denied to me, and I envied her for that.

“Fine, then don’t,” Larissa said annoyed, and I noticed how Emely listened to the conversation intently.

I went to the couch, to Bay and Larissa, sat down opposite Larissa and began to eat in peace. Something that was rarely possible here.

Just at that moment, Grace rose to her feet and took her bowl to the sink, not without keeping the greatest possible distance from Emely. As she passed the couch, she stopped and looked at Bayla.

“Your next rite of passage is after the Winter Ball. The first weekend of the new year. Until then, you should say goodbye to your friend, because from then on, you’re officially part of the Circle.”

Bayla froze.

“I’m not going to mess it up this time because Grace has chosen someone else to be her right hand and Gloria doesn’t want me there until I can... control my own powers,” I said as if Grace wasn’t present.

She had started it. And I was just as good at it. Even though I felt like a child every time.

“Haven’t you been part of it forever?” Larissa asked, genuinely interested.

“Yes, but my powers have changed,” I replied quickly.

I hadn’t found a way to bind Bayla’s white crystal to my elements, and now it was lying in my drawer, untouched.

“Is that normal?” Larissa leaned back in thought.

“No,” my cousin snorted. “Nothing about her is normal.”

And then she turned away and left the house.

Bang.

I winced, as I always do when someone slammed the door.

The 3rd Door

Jay Varton

“Who’s her new right hand?”

Bayla said something for the first time. Behind her, further away, Emely had moved to the other side of the kitchen island so that she had a perfect view of us. Buddy was sitting next to her, wagging his tail as he looked up at Emely with a tilted head.

I looked back at Bayla. “Vivienna.”

Bayla’s eyes widened. “What? No. That... Can’t I decide?”

I shook my head and Larissa rolled her eyes. “Chill now, you’ll get superpowers after this ritual. It can’t be that bad.”

“It hurt. How many more times do I have to tell you?”

I saw Emely jerk her head up. “They’re going to hurt you?”

Larissa and Bayla spun around. And I thought I saw unease in Bayla’s gaze.

“I swear to you, if I feel anything next weekend that forces my body to seek you out, you and I are going to have a huge problem.”

What, why would Emely feel anything?

Larissa raised an eyebrow. “You’ll have to explain that to me in more detail.”

“Your friend put a spell on me and Julian. And don’t you dare deny it again.”

Emely looked seriously angry and... scared?

“That’s not possible,” I said with suspicion. “Quatura can’t interfere with the consciousness of others and...” I drew quotation marks in the air. “Bewitch them.”

Emely stared at me. “Then what did she do? Explain it to me. So, I can get rid of it as quickly as possible.”

“I’d like to know what Bay did in the first place,” Larissa said, confused.

“Whenever something happens to her, when she gets hurt or attacked, Julian and I feel it and something makes us go to her. Julian even has visions. And Senseque can’t do shit like that.”

“That can’t be...” I insisted on my Quatura knowledge.

But why would Emely lie? What reason did she have?

“Oh, yes. Because when you two were attacked, we, Julian and I, sensed it, and see, you two had in fact been in trouble and Bayla was almost bleeding to death because someone from your clan had sunk their cursed fangs into her neck.”

She looked at Bayla and Larissa again before putting down the kitchen knife.

“You were bitten too?” Larissa looked at Bayla.

“Yes, but I somehow survived.”

“Which is also a mystery to me,” I replied, and more and more questions arose.

What if I really didn’t know enough? What if I was denied so much knowledge about Quatura magic simply because of my low position within the Circle?

Emely reached for the knife again. “Same here! But what the hell. I trust your magic even less now. Back then it was just the elements. Now she comes, smells like nothing, randomly manipulates Senseque and survives a deadly Ruisangor bite.”

I hadn’t thought of it like that before. It could all be coincidences. The weak scent, because maybe she was an ungifted... but the manipulation? If that was true, what did it mean?

“I wish I could undo it. I really wish I could, Emely. You have to believe me.”

Bayla looked desperate. I would be too if I were her.

Emely just snorted. “Whatever. And as if that wasn’t enough, you show up everywhere and mess up the system, break into my uncle’s office with your friends that you’re not supposed to have, and...” Emely threw her arms in the air, the menacingly large knife in one hand. “I don’t know what your intentions are, but I don’t trust you.”

No one said anything and Emely continued to cut. A piece of meat slid down the counter and my dog snatched it greedily.

“Shit, we should get back to the Alice case,” Larissa finally said, looking at both of us.

“Alice is dead. She screwed up,” it came immediately from the kitchen.

“We need confirmation that she’s dead,” Larissa said and jumped up. “Let’s go to the cemetery.”

“Seriously?” Emely laughed, and it sizzled as she put the raw pieces she had just marinated into the hot oil.

Larissa crossed her arms. “Yes, if someone dies, that’s probably where they’ll end up.”

“And what if she was murdered and never buried there?” Bayla murmured darkly.

Her best friend looked her straight in the eye. “Then I want to find out who would do such a cold-hearted thing.”

Bad Blood

Bastille

We had called Julian, which Emely had – of course – commented on with “You should finally leave him out of your crap” and he had picked us up in his rusty red five-seater pickup truck without further ado. Bayla, Larissa, Miles and me.

At first, I thought there was going to be a huge discussion, but Bayla didn’t seem to have anything against Larissa’s brother and Julian accepted him as long as he didn’t sit in the passenger seat or directly behind him.

And so, we drove – Bayla in the passenger seat, Miles DeLoughrey behind her, Larissa in the middle and me on her left – to the Blairville cemetery, which was located in the Quatura neighborhood. Not downtown, but near Moenia, behind the Blair neighborhood, which meant we had to be extra careful.

“If I had known I would ever be in the same car with a Senseque and two Quatura, I probably would have slapped myself in the face.”

“You can still get out of the car,” Larissa said, more than annoyed with her brother.

He just laughed and shook his head. “I’m only here because of you.”

“Of course,” Bayla said with a sarcastic grin and the two of them looked at each other in the side mirror.

“You’re curious yourself. If you were really interested in what I do, it would bother you that I sleep in a house with the other species.”

“I would never voluntarily go to one of the girls’ houses where all hell would break loose.”

Bayla and Larissa smirked again, and Miles propped his head on the hand held by his elbow on the window.

“My family would lynch me if they knew about this,” I said tonelessly and Miles’ head turned to me.

“Then why are you doing it?”

“Because I hope to find out valuable information about my father,” I said impatiently, but more honestly than I had in a long time.

And immediately he was back. The pitying look from Bayla.

“Please don’t do that,” I said, and she looked at me, caught off guard.

“He’s your father.”

“He’s dead.” I tried to end the topic, but Miles picked it up immediately.

“Lucky you.”

“Miles!” Larissa looked at him with what seemed to be a mix of shock and frustration, and he just shrugged his shoulders before looking back at me.

“If not, you can always join the club of fatherless children.” He pointed forward at Bayla, who widened her eyes. “Oh, right, I almost forgot, you all only have mothers.”

“At least something...” Larissa mumbled and Miles immediately looked at her.

We were silent for the next three traffic lights until Julian started talking at the fourth.

“Just to be clear: I’m only doing this for Bayla.” Immediately, her face turned red, and she pulled her legs in the front seat closer to her chest. Interesting. “So if any of you are planning to make me look stupid in front of anyone, please say so now, because I don’t want any stress with your power-hungry families afterward.”

“We’re all in the same boat. Anyone who jumps off now doesn’t have the best cards,” I said, wondering where this self-confidence came from.

It was easier to talk in front of these people than in front of those in the Circle. I didn’t have to be particularly careful not to say the wrong thing, even though their gestures and facial expressions were different to Grace’s, and I sometimes struggled to interpret them correctly.

“Why does that sound like I’ve joined a cult?” Miles asked.

Bayla laughed without turning to face him, her face still a little red. “If you want to meet a real cult, come to Moenia.”

She really hadn’t had any good experiences.

Moenia could be an educational and mysterious retreat. I had already found so many hiding places and secret doors on the first floor that I was beginning to wonder whether Amara herself knew them all and whether there were just as many hidden rooms on the temple floors and in the library. Unfortunately, I was not allowed to enter most of the lower floors.

“Is it true that you kill cats to sacrifice them to the gods?”

Everyone except Julian, who was concentrating on driving, looked at Miles.

“No,” I corrected him right away. “We don’t do blood sacrifices. It’s forbidden.”

It was part of dark magic.

No doubt there were many myths about us that the Ruisangors told their children. They feared elemental magic because it was unfamiliar to them.

“What was that stuff your aunt put on my head back then... at the ritual of passage?” Bayla asked, turning to me.

“Clay, mixed with herbs. Part of the Earth magic.”

She nodded, and her expression changed noticeably.

Bayla had told us that her mother made a secret of everything.

“When it comes to our families, I think we all don’t enjoy the best positions within the hierarchy,” Miles suddenly said, earning questioning looks. I understood him immediately.

“Sometimes it’s better that way,” I replied without emotion and Bay and Larissa eyed me with strange looks.

“Right, we can actually do whatever we want,” Miles laughed and ran his fingers through his loose hair, which framed his angular face in a heart shape.

He was like all the other Ruisangors. Pale, elegant and very attractive.

“Every one of you has at least one person in mind right now who would never sit here in the car because they are under constant surveillance by the clan... or in your case, the Circle or pack.” Larissa laughed with amusement, and I wondered who it was they were thinking of. “Or someone who is completely devoted to their family.”

Julian’s and Miles’ eyes met in the mirror and within a few split seconds they were both staring at each other before Julian’s gaze slid back to the roadway.

“That means you’re supporting us?” Larissa looked at Miles in surprise.

“I didn’t say that… I’m just interested to see how this turns out.” He glanced at the rearview mirror again. “I mean, I’m in a car with a Senseque, and we’re both still alive.”

“I don’t really intend changing that either,” Julian murmured darkly. “Keep me out of your clan affairs and away from the pack, and we won’t have any problems.”

“A lone wolf, huh?” The corners of Miles’ mouth turned upwards playfully.

He seemed to like provoking people.

“Miles, please,” Larissa warned him and leaned back, rolling her eyes.

Her brother raised both hands.

“It’s okay. I’ll shut up.”

Taken by the Night

Petri Alanko

We crossed the Blair neighborhood, one of the first to be established in this town. The one where the wealthier ones and the few Council members lived. The rest of the Council members, who thought they were even classier, lived in the neighboring Council District, which had been built in the late seventies.

I didn’t like being there. Everything seemed noble and well-kept, but statues of the wind goddess or the R of the Councils on the ornate street lanterns everywhere reminded me of the elitism that the Councils wanted to represent.

However, here in the Blair district, I felt at least a little bit at home.

Old, noble Victorian mansions were located on a higher area of the town center, surrounded by woods and with enough space between each house that no one knew what the other was doing in their garden. The further we drove, the fewer and more expensive-looking cars we encountered and the more mysterious the houses looked.

Finally, we drove past Moenia and I noticed Miles and Larissa staring out of the window at the tall Victorian tower of Moenia, which was just visible through the hedges of the gateway.

“So, this is the lions’ den?” Miles asked.

“Something like that,” I replied tonelessly.

We drove on, and the houses became a little smaller again, but they were still built in the same style and were more magnificent than those downtown.

Here, some were uninhabited and from the clean main avenue, small roads led further into the forest to more secluded streets and houses where Quatura and humans had settled in their ancient family legacies.

“Somehow this place looks familiar…” Bayla said.

She surveyed the street, then the houses, but said nothing more.

Julian immediately paid attention to her. “Maybe you’ve been here before with your mother?”

Bayla seemed to memorize every detail. “On the street, maybe, but it had been dark then... mh…” She shook her head. “I don’t remember.”

We drove further along the main road and approached the cemetery, which was surrounded by bare trees and high walls, protected from inclement weather.

Julian parked the car in the parking lot, and we all got out.

Wind Blowing Sounds for Sleeping
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“Considering it’s December, I’m really surprised it hasn’t snowed yet.” Larissa looked up at the gray sky, from which not a single snowflake had yet fallen.

It was chilly, and Bayla and I seemed to be the most warmly dressed.

“Aren’t you guys cold?” Bayla asked, looking at the other three, and Larissa and Miles grinned at each other.

“Cold doesn’t bother us,” Miles said and Bayla snorted enviously, her eyes on Julian, who was still wearing a T-shirt.

“The body temperature of a Senseque is higher, which is why it takes a long time for the cold to bother us.”

“Come here, Julie, they really are freaks,” Bay laughed softly and hugged me, which was unusual at first, but then somehow felt good.

Bayla and Larissa treated me as if we had known each other for years, which took some getting used to.

Bayla and I walked ahead until she whispered something to me. “Are there any elements other than fire, air, earth, water and... ice?”

I looked at her and there was something in her gaze. Was it uncertainty? Confusion?

“Don’t worry about it. You’ll know your element after the ceremony.”

I was terrible at calming people down.

“What if it doesn’t work out? What if something bad happens?” She sounded desperate, and I felt the need to reassure her.

“Nothing like what happened to me will happen to you, believe me. Unless your father was a powerful Quatura, which is pretty much out of the question because male Quatura are so rare that they get documented and pretty well known. Secret relationships are next to impossible for such people. Besides, you would smell strongly of Quatura to the other species and we Quatura would notice your pure magic more, most of the time at least.”

I had to think about myself. About how I had gone unnoticed as the daughter of a male Quatura.

My words had the opposite effect, because now Bayla seemed much more nervous.

“Julie...”

She widened the gap to the others a little more, pulling me along with her.

Miles and Larissa seemed to be engrossed in a conversation about the island, but Julian noticed... I could feel his gaze.

“Something strange has happened to me that I haven’t told anyone about.”

“What do you mean?”

I looked at her with interest. Everything was strange with Bayla Adams, even if it was perhaps a coincidence.

“I don’t know… I’d like to talk to you about it, but not here.”

I knew immediately that she meant the presence of the others and nodded in understanding.

Bayla managed to make me feel empathetic, even though I wasn’t at all. She was open to others... but not like Larissa, from whom all the information bubbled out.

As we opened the large steel cemetery gate, with its ornate metal sign indicating that we were now entering The Blairville Cemetery, the ornately forged but rusted iron gate rattled, and I struggled to push it open. Then, out of nowhere, it gave way and Larissa, who also had her hand on the gate, grinned at me.

She was stronger than me. Of course she was.

We entered the huge abandoned cemetery, where no one was to be seen today.

I hadn’t been here for a very long time...

“This cemetery can actually compete with ours,” I heard Miles laugh behind me.

“You have a cemetery?” Bayla asked.

“It’s an old family graveyard somewhere in Fogs Forest,” Miles confirmed.

Larissa sighed. “Is there anything else besides your well-hidden estate and a damn family graveyard in your territory?”

The corners of Miles’ mouth twitched upward again, and he took his hands out of the pockets of his black felt coat to play with a blade engraved with lilies.

“There’s quite a bit.”

Larissa wheeled around. “What? Really?”

“You think we were just a clan of nine back then?”

“There are nine of you?” Bayla gasped, startled.

“For now,” Miles explained.

“What did Adrian mean yesterday?”

The Ruisangor seemed to know immediately what his sister meant but looked at me and Julian first, as if the answer wasn’t meant for our ears.

Larissa shook her head. “I will find out sooner or later, so don’t make a big deal out of it now. And Julie knows everything anyway.”

I couldn’t help but blush and started moving again, looking for the graves that would confirm the existence of the two people who were probably the only ones who could have helped me with all of my questions.

Behind me, Miles groaned. “Whatever,” he began to explain. “We’re expecting guests after New Year.”

“Guests?” Larissa looked at him with suspicion.

Miles patted her on the shoulder. “Let’s just say students... Nicolaj has gathered a lot of Ruinouveaux in Sacramento. Transformed, who would otherwise be running around clanless and causing chaos.”

My blood froze in my veins when I heard the name of the head of the Ruisangor clan. We were taught that he was very dangerous, powerful and – according to the stories – very old.

“To prevent them from joining the Tenebris Order, he decided without further ado to bring them to Blairville and have them trained.”

“What is the Tenebris Order?”

Larissa was one of them, but she seemed pretty clueless. Even I knew what the Tenebris Order was.

“An ancient alliance of those Ruisangors you should really be afraid of. They know no mercy, drink directly from their human prey and kill them in the process... for fun,” Miles explained, his jaw moving strangely.

Bayla didn’t seem to be informed either, which was Grace’s and my fault.

“You guys too… right?”

“We don’t kill uncontrollably.”

“What your clan head is planning sounds like something the pack or Circle wouldn’t approve of,” Julian finally voiced my thought.

I looked around at the others, who had now stopped.

Julian’s expression darkened drastically.

“It’s not my idea and I honestly don’t want anything to do with it.”

Miles started moving and walked past me, which made me keep walking too.

“Who’s going to train them all anyway? I can hardly imagine Bastien, Laurent, Camille and... Tristan having that much time on their hands.”

Why did it sound like a whole armada was coming? Larissa, who appeared at Miles’ side, seemed just as confused as everyone else present.

“How many are there?” asked Bayla, who was now walking behind us with Julian.

“I don’t know, but the local DUIO staff from the DLSC should be enough.”

“Okay, I’m out.” Bayla raised her hands in surrender. “Too many things I need to inform myself about.”

However, I had not yet learned enough, so I glared at Miles. “The DUIO is your unofficial family business, isn’t it? You work with the FBI, MI6, and other important agencies.”

“Just like you’re discreetly involved in North American politics,” Miles laughed.

I would have loved to deny it, but the fact that we Quatura had become so influential was definitely not just due to the maple syrup business. Quatura from the Councils sat in all kinds of offices and political institutions.

Larissa asked one question after another.

“What does DUIO stand for anyway?”

“DeLoughrey Underground Information Organization,” Miles and I answered simultaneously, and he eyed me for a few seconds as if I were an attraction at the circus until I raised my eyebrows, and he turned his attention back to Larissa.

I looked at the tombstones. The reason we had come here. Only I didn’t know where to start. These graves could be anywhere.

As if Bayla had read my mind, she asked aloud. “Do the Blairs have something like a family vault?”

“Right,” I mumbled, realization hitting me like Gloria always did with her spontaneous practice sessions. “Follow me.”

We made a turn to the right, across the cemetery, where the graves were getting bigger and more weathered. Back then, people had apparently been more interested in the deceased.

Finally, we reached a garden surrounded by a gothic black and silver fence, in the middle of which was a small pool with water lilies, surrounded by a tiny path with various gravestones around it.

I opened the small door and motioned for the others to follow me.

“Your family really gets the best of the best,” Miles remarked with amusement and I saw him run his hand over the not yet rusted decorations in admiration and immediately withdraw his hand.

“Damn,” he cursed, stopping Larissa from touching the metal. “Don’t touch that. It’s real silver. A protection against us.”

Bayla listened and immediately stretched out her hand toward the fence. Of course, nothing happened. What was supposed to happen? She was one of us.

“Silver,” I sighed when Julian couldn’t resist bringing his hand closer to the fence. “Better not do it. There’s a wolfsbane protection on it too.”

I knew that such protection was only possible with crystals, which ensured that the essence of plant substances remained in place for centuries. And then I also discovered the crystals that had been melted into the metal on the corner pillars of the fences.

“You’re so paranoid that you’re even protecting a graveyard against us?”

Miles sounded annoyed and rubbed the spot on his hand where I could see a red burn.

Yes, my families were paranoid. And yes, I didn’t just mean the Blairs, but the Westcodes as well. Two families that couldn’t be more different.

“You have a separate cemetery for yours,” I reminded Miles with a shrug and turned back to the graves.

“Look, here’s a grave of a woman called Rosalynd Blair. Does her name mean anything to you? She died twenty years ago.”

I joined Bayla, who had stopped in front of a very pretty grave. I immediately recognized from the three-part circle placed in the middle at the top of the gravestone that it belonged to an Earth Quatura of high rank. And then I remembered the symbols of the other elements.

“This woman had been a Domini... maybe... my grandmother...” I whispered, rummaging for memories, in vain. I hadn’t even seen any pictures of this Rosalynd, although there were plenty of portraits of our ancestors on Moenia’s walls.

“So she was most likely Alice’s mother too,” Bayla murmured and immediately looked around at the other tombstones.

“There really are men who can control elements...” Miles laughed and pointed to a gravestone. I hurried to it, my hopes higher than usual, then I read the name. Beckett Blair.

Disappointment spread through me. There didn’t seem to be a single gravestone here that could take us any further.

Beckett had been the first male Blair in Blairville, one of the founding fathers thanks to whom the Quatura had managed to survive the harsh practices of the conservative humans. Even though, as a result, the Quatura society had been part of a Catholic cult for far too long.

“Guys, I think I’ve found what we’re looking for.”

Larissa waved her hands. She stood in the corner of the private cemetery. The tombstone was tiny compared to the others and almost hidden under all the ivy.

“She’s really dead,” she sighed in disappointment and I read through the inscription.

Alice Blair. Born 11/20/1978, died 11/2/1998.

Miles ran his fingers through his hair. “Holy shit, she was about to turn twenty.”

“Not scary at all,” Bayla replied and squatted down to run her fingers over the edges of the stone triangle. A single one.

Suddenly Larissa looked at us in shock.

“Do you think she was killed by her family?”

In thought, I shook my head. “That doesn’t make any sense. If we don’t want someone to know about us, or if the Councils want to banish someone, we use a potion that makes the target forget.”

Miles just laughed. “You guys are really starting a competition against us.”

Larissa raised one of her beautifully curved eyebrows.

“The Circle had no reason to kill her,” I emphasized again.

Bayla was not satisfied with that. “And the others?”

“The pack?” Julian looked at her in disbelief.

“What if someone found out that Alice had had something to do with the son of the former Alpha, and they got rid of her?” It sounded like Bayla was accusing the former Alpha... Alarik’s and Nickolas’ father.

“Then a war would have broken out,” I said.

Everything about the story was strange. Alice was actually dead, but no one had an obvious reason to kill her...

“What if she just died,” Miles said, shrugging his shoulders and earning an annoyed look from his sister.

“Yeah right, just like that.”

I moved away from the others to read the other gravestone inscriptions one last time.

He was supposed to be dead. And with every gravestone I skimmed over, I was overcome with a sickening feeling.

I walked around the water lily pond, in the middle of which was placed one of Moenia’s rather atypical statues, that of Amphetrite, the goddess of water. She was kneeling in the water, holding a water lily with both hands and the scales on her waist, legs and arms made her look like a mermaid.

I stopped abruptly.

There was another gravestone, as small and unremarkable as Alice’s.

My skin began to prickle as I read the name.

Alaister Westcode.

“We haven’t found her record in Alarik’s student files yet. What if he killed her?” I heard Larissa say behind me.

“That thought gives me the creeps,” Bayla said.

“Alarik isn’t like that,” Julian finally said.

“Julie, what if... Julie?”

I couldn’t turn to the others, only stare at the single stone square on top of his gravestone. He had been a Water Quatura?

But something else made me stare in alarm at my father’s gravestone, who had indeed died.

Larissa was the first to notice where I was standing. “Oh no. She found him.”

I noticed everyone slowly gathering behind me, and then I felt Bayla’s hand on my shoulder.

“I’m sorry.”

But even that I was only distantly aware of until someone else finally confirmed that this wasn’t a bad dream.

Miles’ serious voice reached my ear. “The date of his death is the second of November 1998.”
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Chapter 49

Julian

Autumn Forest Ambiance

Nature Alley

My father slammed the car door shut, and Bayla and I flinched at the same time. Mia started giggling like she was twelve and not sixteen, even though she had only turned sixteen a few days ago. She and Bayla blushed at the same time and exchanged glances that I couldn’t interpret.

Sometimes I just didn’t understand girls.

“When was the last time we went mushroom picking, boy?”

My father practically slapped me on the back and I just laughed.

“Don’t remind me that I loved something that boring.”

“Don’t be like that,” Mia, in her dark green raincoat, laughed. Bayla just grinned at me, which automatically made me grin too.

Strangely enough, it hadn’t taken long for her to say Yes... to this.

If I had invited her instead of my father, I bet she would have laughed at me and gone back to that creepy cemetery to examine the graves of the two students.

It still gave me the creeps that they had died on the same day and that nobody wanted to talk about them.

“Don’t just stand there looking lost. Come on!” Mia called me out. She had already gone ahead, not as far as my father, who was already a hundred meters further along the forest path, adjusting his rifle.

The joke was that it wasn’t even mushroom season, since it was December. The three of us knew that, and we weren’t surprised by dad’s sudden change of plans, since he had probably never picked mushrooms in his entire life.

What made him think that anyone would believe that it was still mushroom season? Diana, who he had tried to fool, had only grinned at Bay and me when Dad had already headed for the car, and I had shaken my head.

I looked at Bayla, who smiled at me, then reached for her completely unnecessary basket and walked past me.

“Well then, let’s see what mushrooms I can find.”

I punched her in the side, and the jokingly meant nudge sent her into the nearest pile of leaves, where she sank in with a crackling sound. She immediately sat up again and glared at me... Then she looked briefly at my father, who was walking away from us into the forest, and then back at me to give me the middle finger.

I shook my head and came to her to help her up, reached for her hand – and at the grin, at the latest, I should have expected it, but it was her strength that I hadn’t reckoned with – and so I ended up in a pile of leaves next to her.

“Karma, Bardot,” she said, and I reached for the leaves to throw them in her face, but she was faster and jumped up, so I too got to my feet.

Bay ran off, her basket in her hand, as if she were Little Red Riding Hood, even though she was wearing a dark blue rain jacket.

She ran and hid behind Mia. Now she was giggling too, like my little sister, and pulled Mia back and forth so I couldn’t get past.

“Hey!” my sister shrieked when I accidentally rubbed the leaves in her face and grinned at her apologetically.

“Julian!” she shouted and ran after me, and I immediately jumped away as if it were a matter of life and death.

“Damn idiot!” she continued shouting, and we passed my father, who moved aside shaking his head.

After a hundred meters, she caught up with me and pulled me to the ground.

“You can do that with your friend, but not with me.”

With yellow glowing eyes, she glared at me and in that moment, I knew.

“You’ve turned.”

I got up just as she let go of me. Her eyes remained in the glowing state.

“You turned and didn’t tell me anything about it.”

Two full moons had passed. At the first one, Emely had told me that Mia would transform soon, and I had asked Alarik to give her wolfsbane. He had refused, so I had offered Mia some of my own reserves. She had accepted, but apparently not used them. After the November full moon, she had seemed unchanged. But now her irises glowed much more intensely, literally glowing, while veins danced around her eyes.

“You’re not interested in our true nature anyway,” she snarled at me, and veins now appeared on her neck as well.

“Hey, hey, hey. What’s going on here?”

My father appeared and stood between us, alarmed.

Mia stamped her feet on the ground in annoyance and groaned in frustration. Then she gave me one last devastating look and finally walked in the opposite direction to Bayla. Her long, full dark blonde hair blew in the wind, was tousled.

I looked at my father, annoyed. “She turned and you knew it.”

“I’m her father. Of course I did.”

“And I’m her brother,” I hissed angrily.

Then I started to move, but my father started to walk with me.

“Julian, you didn’t want anything to do with it. I…”

“Just leave it, okay?”

I glared at the treetops, ninety percent of which were now bare. Since it hadn’t snowed yet, everything seemed so bleak, as if the forest were really dying. Only the dry brown leaves reminded me that I still was in Blairville. And that even though we were in the beautiful part of Blairville. There, where there were still more deciduous trees than conifers, and you didn’t have to fear bloodthirsty Ruisangors.

Dad had been dealing with the missing people cases that had suddenly appeared since Halloween, but he hadn’t made much progress.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to raise my voice, but I’m worried about her. You know where she is right now.”

“Safe,” he said, sounding even more exhausted than before.

I looked at him critically. “Do you really think the pack is still a safe place?”

“I’m sure, and I also start to believe that I should never have left it in the first place.”

I glared ahead with anger.

How could he say that? That he had gotten out of there had saved me. We had led a peaceful life away from those people.

“Just seeing how Mia is developing there, how she is...”

“They’re brainwashing her!”

My father just shook his head. “Maybe you would be a well integrated part of the pack now, wouldn’t feel such pain at night and could be yourself.”

“What I am isn’t me. Why doesn’t anyone understand that?”

“Because these are your words, but not reality,” he began calmly. “You’re more Senseque than I’ll ever be.”

I spun around. “What are you talking about?”

“Julian, you are more suited to the harsh outdoors than you realize. You belong there. You could become a high-ranking member. You could even have become Alpha.”

I stared at my father in horror.

“Everyone in the pack knows that you are strong, and I know you better than you think.”

Anger rose in my chest. “You don’t know me at all.”

And besides, I didn’t have the Alpha gene because none of my parents had it.

Dad looked at me as if he wanted to say something else, but he didn’t. Instead, he turned away from me three seconds later and walked on.

My anger subsided a little and I looked after him helplessly.

He behaved strangely today. But he didn’t smell of alcohol.

He had been thrown out of the house, his family had been split, and yet he managed not to reach for the bottle again.

In that moment, I was ashamed of my behavior. Much more than that, I felt like a child. And this despite the fact that I had wanted to take responsibility for Mia.

She stomped past me without even giving me a glance.

I was sure she would hate me for a while now.

She had just been talking to Bayla, but Bay had now fallen behind.

“Damn it, get lost!” I heard Bayla call behind me and turned around just to see four black ravens following her.

I suppressed a grin and waited until she had caught up, not without throwing leaves at the animals, which shot up into the air or hopped into the forest.

Bayla swore a little, but when Mia was out of earshot, she started talking.

“I don’t know how it is with you and the pack, but Mia is sixteen. In my opinion, that’s old enough to decide for herself what she shares with her big brother.”

“Great. She’s dragged you into it, too.”

Another girl thing I didn’t understand.

Bayla started walking and I followed her. “I’m just saying.”

“Besides, she just turned sixteen,” I added, because that was an important fact.

Bayla rolled her eyes. “If I had an annoying brother like you, I would have fled long ago.”

I skillfully ignored the comment and started to be honest. “I can’t stop her forever, even if I would like to keep her far away from the pack. She is a female Senseque, which means that she has an even stronger urge to be part of the pack and to prove herself.”

Female Senseque were often stronger than males, although I didn’t know why.

“Then you can say goodbye to the idea that she will listen to you for the next two years. She’s young, trying things out, needs feedback from her peers and from people who will encourage and challenge her.”

Bayla sounded so mature.

Thoughtfully, I kicked a rock away. “Sometimes she’s like Ems.”

Bayla didn’t say anything. She stopped moving, so I did the same and looked down at her. Bayla looked at me and once again I felt unable to interpret her gaze. It felt so significant. Like she wanted to tell me something.

Then she looked away.

I must have stared at her for too long.

Finally, she started moving again, not without grilling me. “How did the date go? You haven’t said a word.”

That was true. It had been weeks since the break-in at Alarik’s office, and we had both been so busy with our studies that I had hardly seen her. Besides, I hadn’t driven her to university anymore because Bay had insisted that I no longer burden myself with that.

If only she knew how much I enjoyed driving around with her. She took my mind off things. I needed more of this friendship with her.

The trip to the cemetery had been a pleasant distraction, and afterward, I had asked Bayla about her training with Alarik. He trained her every Monday morning – by the way, that’s how she came to campus – but she made no progress, nor did she turn, despite the fact that she did not take wolfsbane any longer.

Bay gave me a scrutinizing look and I realized that my mind had wandered.

I cleared my throat and tried to remember her question.

“There’s not much to tell,” I said quickly, annoyed that I had mentioned Emely at all. It felt stranger than ever to talk to Bayla about her.

Bayla apparently felt differently. “Oh no, don’t tell me you ruined it?”

“No. She ruined it.”

“How charming of you,” she replied critically.

“What?”

“You obviously screwed up.” She shook her head as if she were a dating expert. “What did you do? Did you get her a chew bone?”

“What the…”

She started laughing and I pushed her away. “No, and why would I tell you at all?” I said, shaking my head.

She looked at me with narrowed eyes as if she wanted to show me she was angry, but she just looked cute. “Because we’re best friends now?”

It gave me an unintentionally warm rush of emotions to hear that. I’d never really had friends except for Emely and Nash... But we used to be kids back then.

With Bayla it was different. It felt good to be around her, so natural to spend time with her and somehow pleasant when she communicated with me. With her, I could forget what everyone saw in me and be who she saw in me. Whatever it was, it was the Julian I wanted to be.

I decided not to make a secret of the failed date. There was no point.

“Okay, okay. I should have told you long ago, but I was embarrassed. It went badly. We talked at first, but then she brought up the pack and my mood took a turn for the worse.”

“What exactly was it about?”

I waved it off. “Oh, never mind, the pack is just too important to her, and she talks about it nonstop. One might think that she would become the next Alpha.”

“Maybe she will,” Bayla said with conviction, and I wrinkled my forehead.

“Females don’t become Alpha.”

“Ouch,” she said, and her forehead wrinkled too.

“I can’t help it if there’s a stupid rule and I don’t really care. She’ll go to Russia with her pretty Alpha anyway.”

Just the thought of this clown made me seethe. He wasn’t what Emely deserved. But was I better?

“And you just accept that?”

“No, but...”

Bayla stopped and grabbed me by the upper arms. “Julian. No. Stop. I hear but too often. If you really want to win a woman’s heart, you have to touch it first.”

Touch it. How should I do that? Flatter her? Should I be false to Emely, say yes and amen to everything, and keep my opinion to myself?

I couldn’t help but stare at Bayla’s freckles. They had something lively about them, and yet they managed to calm me down.

“And the only way to do that is to see her, on all levels, to accept her for the woman she is.”

Easy to talk like that. How could I accept someone who wanted to damn missionize me? And anyway, where would these dates lead? Emely lived for the pack, and I hated it.

“Just look at it, the fact that she’s telling you about the pack... That shows that she feels comfortable with you and can open up. Don’t ruin it, work with it.”

Was Bayla right? What if I had approached it the wrong way?

Emely was special. An unbreakable diamond lock. I just needed the key.

I looked at Bay, who was looking at me expectantly.

“Maybe it’s just the beard.”

“What?”

Bayla grinned at me and her hand shot up as she touched my chin, and lots of little sparks flashed across my skin and finally my stomach.

I froze... stared at her... and she jerked her hand back.

“I’m sorry. I just wanted to say that this three-day beard doesn’t really suit you.”

As quickly as she had taken me by surprise, she had already made her way to the other two.

“Wait, so I should shave?” I called after her, embarrassed, feeling like an idiot. Maybe that’s exactly what I was. A damn idiot. Because at that very moment, I felt blind. As if there was something in front of me, an answer to all my questions, but I couldn’t access it.

“Wait. Your turn.”

Bayla turned around, her cheeks so red that it took my breath away for a moment.

“Are you okay? Are you cold? Is something wrong?” I asked, worried, and Bayla hastily shook her head.

“I’m fine.”

“You still have something to tell me.”

“What do you mean?”

I looked her straight in the eye. This time she wouldn’t run away.

“Yesterday at the cemetery, when you were talking to Julie. You wanted to tell her something that you hadn’t told anyone else yet.”

“Did I?”

Everything about her expression screamed out that she had.

“Your blush gives you away.”

“It does?” Bayla looked down and began to paw the ground. “I’d love to tell you, but I don’t know…”

“Come on, no secrets.”

I reached for her hand, and she immediately looked up at me, still red in the face.

Maybe I had asked too much of her. Was I intruding on her privacy a little too much?

“Best friends, remember?” I whispered, and a slight smile appeared on her lips.

“All right,” she sighed, but then looked at my father and Mia.

They were far enough away, engrossed in a conversation that Mia and I were miles away from having.

“When I was alone in the bathroom the other day and got out of the shower, I discovered something on my body.”

“What exactly? Show me,” I urged her, and she still looked at me with red cheeks.

“It’s between my breasts,” she finally said, and I felt my cheeks getting warmer, too.

Still, I couldn’t help but comment on it.

“Okay... so? Blueberry?”

Bayla’s eyes widened. “Julian!”

I raised my hands defensively. “I’m kidding, okay?”

“No. I’ve been worried about it ever since. It’s a small black dot, almost a circle, much too big and dark for a mole...” She used her fingers to show me how big it should be, which made me wonder. “It looks like a tattoo, stands out slightly...”

“What if it really is just a mole?” I suggested.

But why so big? Or was she just letting her imagination run wild?

“There was something else,” Bayla continued. And then she told me about her eyes, that they had turned purple and that she had suddenly started shaking violently.

The concern that grew inside of me was indescribable. Part of me tried to explain to her that this might be a Quatura thing, but she shook her head desperately.

“No, believe me, they don’t have that.”

Another part of me tried to consider other possibilities.

“Julian, I already know why I want to talk to Julie about this. Maybe it’s just some weird side effect because I haven’t yet survived the rite of passage.”

I didn’t know what to say, and so I walked on slowly, towards my father and Mia, with Bay beside me.

“Everyone thinks I’m weird. I just want to get out of here,” she said quietly next to me.

I looked at her, feeling understood. “I don’t think you’re weird, okay?”

“Wow, that’s progress for me,” she laughed.

“Hey. Doesn’t my opinion count?”

“Yes, it does, but somehow you don’t belong either.”

Whew. That had hit home, even if I didn’t tell her.

“So, outsiders don’t count for you?”

“Yeah, something like that.”

“Wow,” I blurted out after all, and I looked up at the treetops again.

“No, don’t you dare take it personally... But I’d just like to be either human or what my mother is. A Quatura, plain and simple, you know?”

It sounded really simple. Maybe life as a Quatura was also easier, which I couldn’t imagine with all the duties and rituals, but the memories of the pack’s Code were even more tiresome. I hated rules and rigid structures... and what I was capable of.

“We both can forget about being human,” I said, amused by the idea.

If there was a way to become human, I would take it. But not even Quatura were capable of something like that.

“We won’t even find a rabbit with all the noise you’re making,” Mia shouted angrily from where my father was standing, and both of them stopped. I saw him motion for her to calm down and how she rolled her eyes. She really reminded me of Ems.
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Chapter 50

Quentin

The Room of Hidden Things

Alexander Horowitz, Hogwarts Legacy

J was a student. A damn student at Vanderwood University, and she hadn’t told me about it when I’d texted with her back then, saying I was starting at Vanderwood.

To be fair, I hadn’t told her that I was working here as a professor either, but she never asked. I’m sure – in my ignorance – I would have told her.

There could only be one reason why she hadn’t told me. She never wanted to meet me.

I gritted my teeth and quickened my pace through the corridors of the university’s east wing.

I wasn’t here to think about her, and yet that’s all I’d been doing since I found out that she was from that damned hole of a city.

I wondered how old she was and hoped she was already in her twenties. She had always seemed so mature and wise in our conversations, so adult and educated.

When she said she had arrived at the university, I assumed that she had changed universities or started a new course of study, like I had back then, but it only now occurred to me that she could have started here as an undergraduate as well.

Damn, I hoped she wasn’t a minor. And hopefully she was at least twenty-one.

But no matter how old she was, I had a problem because it was against Vanderwood rules for professors to get involved with their students. And since the new Quatura director had taken up residence here, that rule had been extended to relationships between professors and students who didn’t even interact in their academic lives.

Great. The gods really seemed to have a problem with me.

Would it stop me? No. This woman was everything I wanted. She was what I would choose if it ever came down to it.

But one thought disturbed me with abnormal intensity.

She knew a Quatura.

I knew that Quatura often cultivated friendships with humans and prayed to the gods that J was also human because I hadn’t seen any need to test her magic when we met.

What’s more, it wasn’t just any Quatura she was in contact with, but Julie Blair, damn it. That devious spy, of all people.

And suddenly, a shocking thought occurred to me.

What if J was working with the Quatura and hadn’t written to me for no reason back then? But would she have slept with me then?

No, Quentin. If anyone was real, it was her. And if anything was real, it was what had developed between us.

I had promised J that I would bring her the bracelet. And I would find out where she lived in a moment, even though it bothered me that I would do it through the unruly Quatara girl.

Just as I entered the hallway with the lecture halls for linguistics, the large double doors at the end of the hallway burst open, and I immediately turned around to wait in one of the dark side corridors.

Every freshman had to take English, and I had noticed that Professor Copeland also knew how to get all supernatural seminar participants into one class, although he probably had different goals.

I would have liked to take a closer look, but I had other problems at the moment.

It didn’t take long for the Ruisangors to walk past me, and I had to scurry further into the shadows so that Miles wouldn’t see me.

He would greet me loudly – I already knew that – and I couldn’t afford to be seen with a Legacy Ruisangor.

“Damn it, Julie. If you keep hanging out with those traitors, Vivienna will report it!”

Just her name was enough to put my entire body on alert and slide further into the shadows.

“Grace...” I heard Julie say, then the two girls passed me. “They’re good friends.”

I immediately inspected said Grace, who could only be Grace Blair. So not J, at least.

I wondered if I followed Julie often enough, would I find J? They had to talk to each other or at least greet each other on campus.

No. I would not stalk Julie. That went too far.

I waited until they had walked on before I stepped out of the shadows and ran behind another group of students to follow the two unobtrusively.

“Good friends?” I heard Grace laugh out loud. “Our families don’t care about that kind of thing. Or do you want trouble with Gloria?”

I paused and narrowed my forehead.

Just hearing that woman’s name made my blood boil.

But it made me wonder if this Grace was accusing Julie of causing trouble with the council leader. What if she wasn’t the spy I thought she was? What if she was also a follower or even suffered from their strict rules?

“Grace, you’re being loud,” I heard Julie hiss just before Grace stopped abruptly.

“What is wrong with you? I hardly recognize you, Julie!” Grace Blair snapped at Julie, who just stared at her and clenched her hands around the English book. “You criticize me all the time. First because of Mady, then because of Larissa and constantly because of such little things.” Grace took a step back. “Get a grip on yourself and your life, because I don’t want to have to talk to Amara first to get her to talk some sense into you.”

The more this conversation revealed about Julie, the more curious I became. Who was this girl that she had to be brought to her senses by the Domini of the circle?

Grace turned on her heel, shook her head and walked away, shouldering her backpack.

Julie stared into space, which irritated me. Her gaze wandered down to her hands, as if she was looking for something on them.

Now she was alone. I just had to follow her, wait for her to end up in a deserted side corridor.

And indeed, she broke out of her stupor and left the wide main corridor of the east wing to rush into a side corridor.

Perfect.

I felt a surge of excitement, but I skillfully suppressed it. There was no time for that.

I reminded myself that I would now get some information and if she didn’t give it to me, I would use the right means to make her tell me everything. I wouldn’t ask her twice to stay away from J, and I would make sure she did.

My hand automatically moved to my pocket as I pushed through the crowd of students towards the corridor that Julie had chosen.

The corridor was less crowded, and I just barely recognized the shimmer of her platinum blonde hair before she stormed around a corner.

Was she running? What if she had noticed that I was following her? No, that was impossible. I had only just entered the corridor.

I pushed past more students, started running too, and ignored the curious glances of the other people in the corridor. I stopped briefly before the next corner, approached it, and spotted just in time how Julie stormed out of the corridor into one of the courtyards further back in the corridor.

Why the hell was she running?

I tried not to run, stepping carefully but quickly through the empty hallway to the second-last courtyard into which she had disappeared.

There I slowed down even more, looked around before pressing myself against the wall and looking outside through the glassless arched window.

This was one of the overgrown courtyards that probably saw the visit of a human soul once a day. It was the perfect place where no one would notice if you suddenly disappeared.

The thought was tempting, but I forced myself to push it aside and continued peering into the courtyard.

Ivy was rampant up the walls, engulfing the benches and the active fountain with the statue of a goddess, which was already slightly weathered and surrounded by white moon flowers.

The goddess Lunaria.

I had already looked at her a hundred times, researched her, but I couldn’t find anything about this goddess on the internet, neither in Greek nor in Norse mythology, let alone in the countless other mythologies. Only the name in Latin letters on the pedestal under the statue and the crescent moon, which was set in her crown and pointed upwards, revealed to me that it had to be a moon goddess.

She was looking up at the sky, her arms entwined behind her head, one leg raised. She held a scroll of parchment decorated with patterns in one hand, as if it were a scepter.

This statue was full of grace.

It was as if the architect of Vanderwood, Nathaniel Vanderwood, had come up with these figures. At least, that’s what I had believed until a few months ago, when I had started taking the time every Wednesday afternoon to carefully inspect one of these statues from the courtyards, to study it and compare it with other myths.

What had begun as an interest in mythology had become another theory that I now counted among the secrets of this university that needed to be deciphered.

When I spotted Julie standing next to the fountain, staring at her hands, my inner tension returned.

Destiny

Brian Tyler, Klaus Badelt

She was alone, not moving. And she had dropped her book.

What the hell was she doing?

I ducked, crept closer to the passageway leading into the courtyard, and peeked around the archway.

My breath caught in my throat as I watched her irises turn completely white, as if a milky layer were covering them, before an icy blue glow added to it.

She raised her hands, rolled up her sleeves as if in a trance, and watched in shock as I watched her veins shimmer ice blue, almost whitish, under her skin, while ice crystals spread over her skin.

I swallowed.

What was going on here?

White dust fell from the sky into the courtyard, and it took me a few seconds to realize that it was snow.

What the...

Julie opened her lips slightly, reached out to touch the snowflakes, and I stared at her as if spellbound as it began to snow harder and harder, covering the ground with a patchy blanket.

My gaze remained fixed on the fountain. Paralyzed, I watched as the four fountains that had just splashed out of the fountain statue froze into elegant tendrils of ice. The surface of the fountain froze just as slowly.

I automatically stepped back, let myself be overcome by inner tension, and tried not to take my eyes off her.

Whatever was going on here. It was something I had never seen before, and I knew that Julie must have something to do with it.

Her skin glistened glassily, just like the tiny ice crystals on the fibers of her blouse and the dark blue sweater.

What on earth was she? What kind of magic was she using?

Clack.

Julie’s head shot around, and I managed to pull back behind the wall just in time, cursing myself for having moved out of the wall at all.

I heard hurried footsteps and when I looked into the courtyard, Julie had disappeared. All that remained was the ice and snow, even though it had suddenly stopped snowing.

“Damn it!” I swore, stepping out onto the courtyard, running a hand through my now-disheveled hair and kicked another rock away before I looked around, transfixed.

I strode to the fountain, touching the ice crystals at the edge.

It was real ice. Cold and sharp and beautiful at the same time, like a deceptive weapon. Cold, destructive magic... And Julie Blair, a Quatura, was responsible for all of this.

But now she was gone. And with her, my chance for answers about J or about whatever had just happened.

I could follow her, this time consistently implementing my plan, but something in me held me back.

Only now did I really realize what I had just observed, so much so that I was paralyzed... fascinated.

As soon as something captivated me, aroused my curiosity, I had to get to the bottom of it. And as much as I disliked it, the little annoying witch had just piqued my interest.

What if she was a weapon of the Circle? If so, then these people were more powerful than I or my boss had expected, and that could be our undoing. In their hands, she was wasted research material, but in mine...

The thought frightened me, but I dared to pursue it further. Something in me wanted to get to the bottom of it, wanted to find out what this magic was all about, because it didn’t belong to any of the four elements.

What if I could research it? The results could be groundbreaking...

I bit my tongue because the thought of researching this girl made me feel uncomfortable. I wasn’t afraid of her magic, even though it seemed unpredictable, because Julie had seemed to have no control over it, but at the same time, it felt more illegal than all the other experiments I was already researching.

She was a Quatura. I would have to kidnap her, force her to cooperate...

But if I made her disappear, the Councils would start a witch hunt against me. I would throw all my research away, risk my head.

There was only one way left for me to make Julie Blair my little experiment.
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Chapter 51

Julie

Suspenseful Mystery Investigation

RealTunesStudio

I hadn’t changed the seminar. In fact, I had intended to, but I didn’t have the strength and I just managed to take care of my daily changing and exhausted body.

So here I was, standing in front of the table where David was already working on his tablet, thankful that the professor wasn’t here yet.

“The baby has a strange heartbeat,” David said without looking up.

My eyes widened and he looked at me.

My heart had stopped.

“What?” I barely managed to get out.

He took advantage of my shock to look at my stomach, which you couldn’t see through my uniform... yet.

“A secret, then?” he asked, looking me straight in the eye.

I avoided his eyes. David’s gaze was one of the many I couldn’t manage to hold.

“You hear the heartbeat?” I whispered in a shaky voice and sat down, feeling paralyzed.

I looked at Amber, who fortunately hadn’t heard anything David said, then at the table in front of me, unable to unpack my laptop.

“Miles said he heard it first,” David continued. “Whatever he was doing near you.”

I bit my tongue and tried to keep my breathing under control.

So Miles knew too... The Ruisangors could already hear the heartbeat of what was growing inside me. I was wondering if Larissa had heard it too. I was almost certain about Emely. Ruisangors and Senseque had heightened senses. And of course they must have heard. I could only pray that they kept it to themselves.

But how long could I keep it to myself before other Quatura found out?

“I’m pleased to announce which two of you have qualified for the internship.”

I jerked my head up and stared at Mr. Suspicious, who must have just entered the room.

He was standing at his table as usual.

How had I not noticed that he had come? Did I really drift off so often?

The man, whose office I had already broken into twice and about whom I knew enough to risk my life if I acted on it, glanced at me briefly before focusing on David.

It was torture having to sit here, because it was obvious he was just pretending none of this had happened, which made him all the more unpredictable to me.

“David DeLoughrey, congratulations.”

Hadn’t I predicted it? David was intelligent and interested. But that wasn’t the reason. He was a DeLoughrey. And he... “And Julie Blair.”

I looked at Professor Tiberius and our eyes intertwined. There was a strange glint in his.

Until now, I had thought David had thrown me off track, but what this crazy maniac had just done was beyond anything.

“What?!” I heard Amber exclaim, and a collection of disappointed groans went through the rows of girls.

I didn’t blink, just stared as if I was born for it.

And it wasn’t until the professor was about to turn away that I managed to open my mouth.

“There must be a mistake.” It was more of a stammer, and that was because I had thrown up the Salma this morning. Unexpectedly and twice. “I didn’t even apply.”

Mr. Suspicious paused in his spin, turned back and... smiled?

“Don’t be ridiculous, Miss Blair,” he laughed softly, looking at the floor for a moment, as if he really had to force himself to keep up this facade. “You’re the best in this course.”

“She’s been absent all the last few times!” Amber, who also seemed shocked by his choice, let out.

No one seemed to have expected it.

“And, remarkably, still managed to get full marks in the midterm exams,” the professor said without looking at Amber.

His eyes were on me, inspecting me.

And in that moment, I regretted putting so much effort into studying over the last four weeks, trying to block out all the other problems in my life. Apparently, even something so simple was getting me into trouble, as if the gods were out to torment me.

Amber stared at Professor Tiberius as if he had slapped her. Then she looked at me and her gaze was... devastating.

I forced myself to look ahead, at him.

An unpleasant premonition arose in me: He was up to something. He wanted to make me disappear from the picture. What if he wanted to frighten me? Was this his last warning before he would erase me?

Panic spread through me, because as well as I had escaped every tense situation with this man so far, I also knew that luck would never be on my side forever.

“I’m sorry, Professor,” I blurted out and jumped up, the unopened backpack in my hand. “But I won’t be able to take this internship spot.”

He stared at me, a blank stare, but I didn’t wait any longer, I stormed out of the seminar room through the rows of benches, ready to make my way to the registrar’s office to sign myself out of this course. For good.

“Julie,” I heard a familiar voice and spun around, startled, as if it had been Erik’s voice.

But it wasn’t Erik. Of course it wasn’t... It was the professor standing in the middle of the corridor. He started to move and everything in me wanted to flee, but I forced myself to fight it and not show any weakness.

I didn’t want him to think I was scared. I didn’t even know if I was.

He stopped two meters in front of me, his jaw tense, as was my core, and for the first time in a long time I caught a closer look at the peridot-colored irises.

“Take this position.”

Realizing I was staring into his eyes again, I swallowed, trying to focus on his words, but slid to his angular features.

“What are your intentions, Professor?” I began in a shaky voice. “I know there’s something wrong with you...” I stroked my black uniform skirt as if there were creases to smooth out, but the only thing creasing was my confidence. “And that you’re practicing forbidden magic.” I tried not to look away, managing to maintain eye contact even as the heavy intensity of his eyes threatened to pierce me. “You know I’m going to expose you.”

I shouldn’t have said that. No. Because he took a step toward me.

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” he began in a sharp, lowered voice, as if he wanted to kill me quietly with his words. “Because I could help you with something the Circle could never help you with.” Surprise spread through me. “That magic you possess.” A devilish smirk played around the corners of his mouth. “Impressive.”

I felt my eyes widen, clawing my hands into the fabric of my skirt. It was as if my knees wanted to give way.

“Where...” I started, but couldn’t get any more out.

“You seem to have so little control that you risk losing it at the most inopportune moments,” he remarked, stepping even closer. “In the middle of a courtyard.”

My heartbeat was a literal hammering, and it didn’t get any better when I realized that we had maintained eye contact until now, that we were separated by a few inches and that a pleasant citrus note was hitting my nose.

“It was you,” I whispered, and his gaze broke away from mine for the first time... only to slide down to my lips.

A violent flutter shot through my stomach and I gasped softly.

His gaze was lost on my lips, but he looked back up, into my eyes.

“I can help you, Julie,” he murmured softly, his gaze serious. No devilish grin. “All you have to do is accept this internship.”

I felt backed into a corner, and yet I didn’t react with fear, but with this incredibly intense fluttering in my stomach. Panic spread through me and I could feel ice crystals forming on my fingertips.

“No...” I whispered, shaking my head.

“What?” he asked as if I had surprised him.

“No!” I gasped, louder this time, and before I had time to realize it, I was rushing toward him, pressing my hand against his torso and pushing him toward the nearest wall.

Howling

RY X

I could feel the magic shooting through my veins, ready to make its way into the daylight, ready to do damage.

He knew what I was capable of, had apparently watched me when that magic had just burst out of me after Grace had pushed me to my emotional limits. So he should get to know the dark side of this magic too. Maybe then he would understand once and for all that I was dangerous... even if I didn’t want to be.

Ice crystals moved over his shirt, over the gray vest, up to his neck, where they began to form a pattern.

He swallowed, looking from the ice on his torso to me, and I got a better look at his Adam’s apple, where the ice pattern was traveling past.

The professor stared at me, breathing barely audible through his slightly parted lips. Full, even lips. Pale and yet rosy.

I could feel his heartbeat under my hand, his warm chest through his shirt and vest, which rose and fell heavily under my hand.

He sighed, overwhelmed, and rested his head against the wall behind him as if exhausted, exhaling his breath and closing his eyes as the ice traveled further up his neck to his jaw.

The sound sent an unfamiliar tingling sensation through my fingertips, sending tingles all the way to my stomach, to my trembling knees.

I stared, transfixed, at the thick lashes, at the champagne blond strands that fell down his forehead.

He opens his eyes.

And I pulled back.

His eyes were completely black.

He didn’t attack me, just stared up at the ceiling, and I didn’t know if I had hurt him or if he was shocked, if his body was just reacting.

I stared at my hands, stared at him and back at his eyes.

He looked at me, breathing shallowly as if he was in shock as he slowly raised his hand to the ice on his neck.

What was I doing here? What had I just done to him?

This wasn’t me... I wasn’t hurting anyone. No... I staggered back, startled by what this magic inside me had just done, his indistinct, far too intense gaze on me. And then I rushed through the corridor to put as much distance as possible between me and the man who was able to bring out this destructive side of me, to turn me into a weapon.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 52

Emely

Change is in the Air

RealTunesStudio

It was rare for me to be alone here. A house full of Quatura, and I had the ground floor to myself. What a dream. Especially after a busy day of lectures, seminars, and classes.

Miles hadn’t been there today, so I’d sat alone in the law lecture and enjoyed the peace and quiet.

I was determined to become better than him. And why shouldn’t I succeed?

Bored and yet full of energy, I lay on the couch and flicked through the law book on my chest, which I had borrowed from the law library today. Yes, it was unimaginable that I would ever enter this quiet part of the law school, but that’s how it went when you had a goal. You had to make sacrifices. And so, even now, at the beginning of my studies, I sat in the library or here at the couch from afternoon to night and studied.

Someone warm was lying on my gray hoodie – on my stomach, to be precise. Buddy, Julie’s annoying little dog, who I had taken to my heart. He was my moral support in this madhouse, and he seemed to get on well with me. Something actually atypical for dogs and Senseque.

I forced myself to keep turning the pages, one hand on Buddy’s neck. Then I heard someone coming down the stairs.

I knew immediately who it was. Her walk was careful, as if she might break something on the steps, her breathing faster, but only a little, because she was often nervous, and her heart sometimes beat irregularly. Then there were the sighs when she opened the fridge and realized she was out of fruit.

How could someone live on fruit? It definitely wasn’t healthy, especially not in her current condition.

I continued reading because I didn’t want to disturb her when I suddenly heard something else.

I jumped up and Buddy startled, looked up at me and tilted his head.

Julie was just as startled and stared at me like I would be the death of her.

“You still haven’t done it.”

Julie’s look filled with confusion, then realization, then tension.

I listened to the small, almost inaudible throbbing, which sounded extraordinarily strange... very intense, slightly vibrating, but almost too quiet to hear.

Julie picked up one of the knives and cut vegetables and meat instead of fruit for a change.

I stared at her. “You're not going to get rid of it, are you?”

Damn it, it wasn’t really any of my business. I didn’t want her to think I was trying to pressure her into it either. For God’s sake...

Julie looked up and there it was again. Uncertainty.

“Yes, I just don’t know... I don’t know,” she finally confessed, her cheeks glowing red.

She felt uncomfortable talking about the subject. But she had to talk to someone about it. It was about a baby, and she hadn’t planned for this child.

“Do you want this child?” I asked cautiously.

“I don’t know.”

“There’s nothing wrong with you deciding to abort it. Don’t feel bad. You’re young and should do something necessary before there’s no turning back, and you regret it.”

She looked down at the vegetables as if she was deep in thought. Her eyes looked watery, and I didn’t know if I had gone too far.

“I can’t... That’s all. I don’t want to kill it on purpose. Even if it’s going to die inside my body anyway.”

I was about to ask her what she meant when the door burst open and Bayla Adams entered the house. She was wearing her dark blue uniform sweater vest over the white shirt and the black skirt, and had a lot of books and folders in her arms.

I had seen her in the large Vanderwood library earlier.

“Julie, I’ve been looking for you,” she said with joy, pointing to the folders. “Since the exam period is over, I’ve had some time to do some more research. These are collections of newspaper cuttings from around the late nineties.”

Julie turned away from me and sighed – audible only to me – before joining Bayla and taking a few of the books from her hands.

These were obviously not just newspaper entries that some librarian had collected – for whatever reason – on top of them, there were also the books that Alarik had recommended in class today.

“Either you’re a suck-up, or you’re a copy of my uncle,” I sighed and picked up the law book again.

Bayla stared at me for a moment, but her enthusiasm for the newspaper entries was much greater.

“What do you think? Now all we need is the others and we can get started.”

I pretended to read while I cuddled Buddy, but I was actually eavesdropping on the two of them.

“Larissa said she’d be right there, and Julian...” I lowered the book and of course our eyes met at that exact moment. “…texted me. He’s on his way.”

It was obvious that they were sticking their noses into something again. I was just surprised that Julian was still with them.

We hadn’t spoken yet, and I even had the feeling that Julian was avoiding me on purpose.

Had I perhaps really overdone it? Caught him off guard with reality?

The door burst open and Larissa simply marched in without closing it.

“Finally,” hissed Bayla, who had just spread the papers out on the table and pressed a folder into Larissa’s hand, just before I realized the reason for Larissa’s mannerless behavior.

Miles entered the ground floor with his hands in his pockets as if it were his new apartment.

Things began to stir inside me. My heart was pounding, my stomach was twisting. And all because my enemy had entered the territory. Only my body remained rigid on the couch until I finally pulled up and couldn’t hold back.

“What’s he doing here?”

Miles, still maintaining his macho posture, wheeled around and looked me straight in the eye. Something he always did when we met, so I had gotten used to keeping my death stare ready for this arrogant prick.

But this time, his gaze traveled straight down my body, and he began to smirk mockingly.

I remembered the last time we had met, when he hadn’t been himself.

“It’s a miracle that I ever get to see you in baggy clothes and with a dog in your arms,” he laughed, confirming that I wasn’t prepared for this situation.

I demonstratively stroked my long, wavy, almost straight hair behind my ears, but the one strand didn’t want to stay – as usual – and slipped forward again.

“You shouldn’t even be here,” I said with a threatening tone, making my eyes glow.

He just grinned and looked at Buddy again when he spotted something else.

“Looks like someone’s jealous,” he joked, and Larissa looked first at me and then at him questioningly.

“At what?” she asked, irritated.

I examined her more closely. She was supposed to be his sister... twin sister, if I had understood correctly. And indeed, she was. Even if her hair was a few shades lighter, a dark warm blonde, it was her eyes, facial features and slim, athletic figure that Miles tried to conceal with his coats. Both were tall and had long, thick eyelashes... And both were far too good-looking.

I hated it. Every time I looked at a Ruisangor, that thought kept coming back to me.

“At my good academic performance,” Miles joked, and Larissa raised her eyebrows.

Our last exam for this phase was coming up, and I had already studied for the last three like no one else in this house. Also, I prayed that he hadn’t studied much all the time because – thankfully – I hadn’t seen him a lot in the last few weeks. And I prayed that Miles would score worse than me. He deserved it.

Angry with myself, I shoved the book into my hoodie pocket. I had made an idiot of myself in front of Miles. Luckily, I had put on the gray hoodie and not the black one with the wolves on it. He would have made me regret it for the rest of my life for sure.

Bayla pressed a folder to his chest and tapped it. “We don’t have time to waste.” Then she turned to the others. “Remember, November 2nd, 1998 is the main focus, but if you notice anything else strange, feel free to share it with everyone. I’m grateful for any information.”

Wait, what? He joined in there? On this ridiculous mission? Mission death wish.

“What are you guys doing, if you don’t mind me asking?” I questioned, stretching my back so I didn’t look completely wasted.

Miles rolled his eyes, extra annoyed. Then he turned directly to me. “You can’t because we mind you asking.”

My jaw dropped.

“Miles, leave her alone,” Larissa hissed, apparently unaware that Miles was a jerk – or didn’t care – and that she could never stop him from making fun of me at my expense.

“We’re looking for an event that took place on November 2nd, 1998. An accident...” Bayla began, but Miles interrupted her.

“Or a murder.”

“What for?” I asked without looking at Miles, and Bayla looked at me with a serious expression.

“Should we tell her?” she asked Larissa, but Miles was quicker.

“I’d rather not. She’ll tell Daddy everything.”

Angrily, I punished him with my ‘fuck you’ look.

“I have no reason to. What you’re doing is doomed to failure anyway,” I finally said and reached for one of the other law books I’d been trying to get through to find the page I’d left off on.

The door burst open and someone entered the first floor.

My body tensed strangely.

“Julian!” Bayla shouted cheerfully, and her whole face turned into a fucking sun.

Julian had told me that one day in the forest that she was now his best friend, as if he had won the lottery with her.

“Did I miss something?” he asked with a grin, and Bayla pressed a folder into his hands too.

I snorted and looked at Miles, who seemed to be eyeing Julian.

“Only how I was about to rip a Ruisangor in half,” I replied before Bayla could say anything.

Julie looked between us all in confusion before turning back to the folder in her hands.

Miles’ head shot to me, giving me the usual condescending look.

“Oh, I would have liked to see that, too.”

He was the old Miles again. Not that strange one I had experienced a few weeks ago during punishment work.

“No, not much really. We were just about to start,” Bayla replied and Julian nodded.

“Whatever,” I sighed and decided not to let them force me to leave. Julian should know that I would keep an eye on whatever he stuck his nose into, and Miles shouldn’t think he could just scare me away. I was definitely not scared of him.

The others made their way around the table while Julie went into the kitchen to finish cooking her meal. Of course, she had offered to cook for them, and of course no one had said no. It seemed as if they were all getting on well together. What an absurd idea. Who were they kidding? Sooner or later, they would get into trouble with their families.

Larissa, Bayla and Julian had sat down around the table in the dining area with the glass front, devoting themselves to the newspapers and I could feel Julian glancing at me from time to time.

At some point I had enough, and I gave him such a harsh look that I hoped he understood that he had to apologize to me.

I knew that I would forgive him anyway, I always would. But somewhere inside me, something wanted him to come to me and tell me he was sorry.

Comedy Funny Music

Gold-Tiger

Miles, still standing where Bayla had put the folder in his hand, started moving, and I struggled not to look up from the boring law book. It became even harder when, in the corner of my eye, I watched him sit down opposite me on the other couch.

Miles sat on one of the couches in our house. He shouldn’t even be here. But I wouldn’t start a discussion now when the others were around.

I lowered the book slightly and caught him staring straight at me.

He wore his hair down today so that it fell into his striking face on the one side he hadn’t tucked behind his ear. He was wearing a tailored suit jacket over his white shirt, as all the Ruisangors usually did.

I broke away from his stare, which also brought him out of his motionless posture. He opened the folder and started flicking through it. And I continued reading.

I was so bothered by him sitting there that I could hardly concentrate on the lines in front of me. With the strange feeling that he was staring at me the whole time instead of going through these newspaper reports, I kept turning the pages every minute, trying to suppress the tingling in my stomach. It got worse when I tried to look, because I couldn’t think of anything else but the possibility of our eyes meeting. It was the battle of eyes that he always won, and I couldn’t allow him to do that this time.

I lowered the book very carefully and looked at him.

He actually wasn’t looking at me.

Gosh, how paranoid had I become?

His long fingers stroked the old newsprint as he continued to turn the pages and suddenly looked up at me without moving his head much. It was his eyes and only his eyebrows that shot up. His gaze was questioning.

I just snorted softly and quickly looked at the law book again. But after another agonizingly slow minute passed, I couldn’t take it anymore and the urge to see what he was doing was even more intense. I blamed it on my paranoia and his typical manner.

I turned another page so it wouldn’t be obvious that I was actually focused on something else and fought the tingling sensation that was centered in my stomach.

When I took the book down this time, my breath caught. Miles was sitting there looking straight at me. The brown of his eyes seemed soft to me for the first time, although the intensity of his gaze was almost overwhelming.

Instead of looking down and pretending to read this stupid book, I stared back.

This time, I wasn’t going to let him win this game.

My eyes began to glow yellow, almost on their own, and I tried to focus only on the color of his irises so I wouldn’t be overwhelmed by the strength of his gaze. Through my supernatural sense of sight, I perceived the bronze-colored fibers and noticed for the first time that his eyes were a deep shade of amber. He actually had very beautiful eyes…

The thought made me take a deep breath and my lips parted slightly.

Just then, his pupils widened.

Uncertainty spread through me, but I didn’t break the stare.

I wondered if he was trying to use his gift on me. Was that the reason?

His gaze slipped away from mine, wandering to my lips for a second.

Had that unsettled him?

I didn’t want to grin. Instead, I inhaled slightly again, creating a tiny gap between my lips. Miles looked right at that spot again.

And in that moment, I understood the best way to distract him. With my femininity.

A triumphant grin spread across my lips, and he looked me straight in the eye again, seeming to pull himself out of his thoughts.

I wonder what he had been thinking about?

Confused heat traveled through my middle, but I pushed that feeling aside and reached for the book instead without stopping my grin. This seemed to confuse and annoy Miles, because he reached for the folder in the same way and started flipping through it again hastily.

I was amused. How could I, a Senseque, distract a Ruisangor with my body?

If I had known this earlier...

Living in the Dark

Myuu

“Is it relevant that the DeLoughreys bought an entire neighborhood in 1999?” it came from Larissa.

Miles listened and got up to go to the table.

I was a little frustrated by that, even though I should have been happy. But I had enjoyed our little staring game too much.

“That’s a year later,” Bayla sighed, as if it was nothing important.

“The DeLoughreys buy up whole neighborhoods every few years,” I said with a dry laugh, looking at Julie. “Because the Quatura need money and can be bought. Because of your Circle selling everything they have, the balance is shifting.”

I hadn’t intended to accuse her, because it wasn’t her fault. Still, everyone should know how things worked in Blairville.

“Why is it the Quatura’s fault if you’re not faster?” she asked, more indifferent.

“Or if you just don’t have any money,” Miles remarked with a grin, and I put the book aside for good.

Buddy jumped off the couch so that I instantly felt the cold where he had been lying.

I gave Miles the middle finger, and he formed a duck’s beak with his hands before he started to open and close it again and again. I wanted to throw something at him. Then I noticed Julian’s observant gaze on me.

“What about this?” Larissa asked, waving a newspaper snippet in the air. “October 20th, 1998, a dead man in his mid-twenties found in the woods near Waterfall Street. Multiple gunshots to the head. His family is missing.”

“What the...” Bayla said with widened eyes, taking the paper from Larissa’s hand.

I was aware that murders happened from time to time, but in Blairville people either disappeared or were found with bite marks on their necks rather than gunshots.

I looked at Miles, who was standing next to Larissa, who had already picked up the next newspaper. He must have noticed my gaze because he turned his head toward me.

I decided to get up and take a look at the table. And maybe also to show Miles that his presence couldn’t get me down, even if it pushed me to my limits inwardly.

I joined the others, Miles looking me up and down.

There wasn’t much to see that the hoodie and sweatpants didn’t hide. At least I had washed my hair an hour ago.

I reached for a newspaper and immediately everyone looked up as if I was trying to steal something.

“Relax, I just want to have a look,” I lied boldly and everyone except Miles seemed to buy the lie.

He raised one of his elegant eyebrows.

I just shook my head and looked at the paper.

A man reports loud wolf howls near the cemetery. September 22nd, 1999.

Strange, but not unusual, for Senseque to have strayed there, especially after their first transformation.

“A burnt car with a dead family was found at the town entrance. The bodies are unidentifiable, but one of three families who left town last Thursday had been reported missing. July 13th, 1987,” I read out loud and nobody said anything.

What did I expect? But it actually pained me that people had just died here, in such a tragic way.

“What?” I asked, as Julian was still staring at me. Too late, when he lowered his head, I understood, and Bayla immediately looked at him as if she knew what had happened.

I bit my tongue.

Shit.

To hide my unease, I looked back at the folder and turned the page, but it was the oldest entry in the folder. Apparently, Bayla hadn’t brought an older one. Because I knew there were more, I knew about the horror stories Kieran had always told us about the 80s, about how there had been a cold-blooded serial killer here who had never been caught. And the stories were all true.

“Yes, it’s strange, especially in relation to this article.” Larissa held up another newspaper entry. “Eastburn family from the Blair neighborhood disappears without a trace. Two women and three children. Manhunt, open for clues. Could the Blairville Killer be behind this? October 10th, 1983.”

Bayla looked first at Larissa and then at Julie, who instinctively looked at us from the kitchen.

“The Blairville Killer?” Bayla asked, confused.

“A psychopath who randomly roamed the Blair neighborhood and downtown in the 80s, murdering entire families,” I explained. “He was never caught.”

Silence.

Julian just nodded because he knew the stories, and Miles and Julie also looked thoughtful, as if they remembered something. Only Larissa and Bay looked at me, half shocked, half expectant.

“That’s all anyone knows,” I added.

“That’s sick,” Larissa laughed, stunned, shaking her head and looking at Miles. “Did you know about this?”

Miles nodded. “Camille used to tell me about that time. The 80s here are said to have been wild... and dark.”

I felt a shiver run down my spine. And suddenly I wanted to find out more about those days. But I didn’t have time. I had to study for my degree. And I wasn’t even supposed to be standing here at this table.

“Did you say Eastburn?” Bayla asked, looking at Larissa, who nodded. Then her eyes wandered to Julie, who had returned to the kitchen, probably to keep her food from burning. “That sounds like a Quatura family.”

Larissa had already passed the paper to Miles, and I glanced at the black and white picture of the African-American family. Two very young women, three little girls, one looked to be just four.

I swallowed, which Miles noticed. He had also been looking at the picture. Now he looked at me.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” Julie asked, and now I turned to her too.

She was stirring the pan as if she hadn’t overheard any of this.

“Doesn’t it bother you that there might be things in here about your Circle? Especially something like that?” Bayla said, visibly shocked.

Shrugging her shoulders, Julie opened three rice bags in a row, and the steam rose in the kitchen.

“Back then, many Quatura families were killed by Senseque... especially in the eighties.”

Was she implying that one of us was behind the Blairville Killer?

“No, impossible. We’re not killing anyone,” I said quickly and couldn’t help but look to Julian because I knew he disagreed.

Miles laughed, which I found highly inappropriate.

“What if it wasn’t an accident?” Larissa said, and Bayla nodded in thought.

“Some of these articles mention something about several families moving away,” Bay finally said.

“Just to escape this insecure situation and maybe join another Circle,” Julie murmured, fanning the steam away. She placed the large bowl of rice on the kitchen island before continuing. “I think they were afraid of the other species. Because that was just before the new official treaty, which now forbids the killing of other species for trespassing.”

I cleared my throat sharply. “May I remind you that you’re all violating those treaties right now?”

“I’m not part of the pack,” Julian said quickly, looking at me in a provocative way.

“And I’m not part of the Circle,” Bayla added, looking at Julian with a grin, as if there was a competition to see who could drop out the quickest.

They both knew that they were bound to join somewhere sooner or later. This wasn’t a game.

“I don’t even know anything about a treaty,” Larissa grumbled, putting her hands on her hips.

Miles crossed his arms and sighed impatiently, leaning against the table. “And I don’t give a damn about rules.”

What else did I expect?

“Who signed this contract?” Larissa asked and Julie answered from the kitchen.

“Representatives of the three species.”

Bayla didn’t seem to be satisfied with this answer. “Who exactly?”

Miles cleared his throat beside me, reminding my tingling stomach that he was still here.

“More important, I think, is who set it up,” he said.

No one present could answer that question. Not even I knew whose clever idea it had been to divide the species in such a way that they simply avoided each other and left people unharmed. What was certain was that this treaty was unique and prevented all kinds of bloody wars like the current one between the Ruisangor and the Senseque in Russia.

“Guys, look.”

Julian waved Larissa and Bayla over, who immediately hurried around the table, leaving me and Miles alone. It was as if I could feel him next to me without even having to know he was there.

“On November 4th, 1998, there was a fire at the Blairville Cemetery Mortuary, and nothing remained of the building or the body of Alice Blair.”

“Holy shit,” Larissa burst out. Bayla covered her mouth.

Julie had rushed to the table and snatched the newspaper out of Julian’s hand.

So, Alice Blair had really died twenty years ago… interesting.

“That doesn’t explain how she died.”

Everyone looked at Miles, who still had his arms crossed and his eyebrows furrowed in thought. I noticed he didn’t usually look like that, which was probably because he was always focused on destroying me with his scorn when I was around.

“Or what happened to Alaister,” Julie whispered barely audibly, and I couldn’t hold back any longer.

“What about the two of them?” I asked, irritated.

“They died on the same day,” Julian murmured.

“How...” I began, but Miles interrupted me again.

“We went to the cemetery. You’re welcome to go there too. It’s best to use the metal gate to the Quatura’s private crypt,” he said with a bitter undertone, running his fingers over his right hand.

“Wow, you seem to like her a lot,” Larissa laughed, and I finally lost track of what was going on here.

“There’s no one I hate more,” I and Miles said at the same time, and our gazes darkened.

“Don’t do that,” I hissed, and he just snorted in annoyance.

Talking with him at the same time felt horrible.

“Anyway, we think their deaths are connected. It’s the same day, and I don’t believe in coincidences like that,” commented Bayla, who seemed to care a lot about all this drama concerning Alice Blair.

She had gone through so much trouble to investigate, even though it was just some rebellious Quatura girl that everyone here was now chasing after.

“Then why wasn’t he in the morgue? This newspaper only says something about the witch,” I questioned critically.

“You’re clever. I’ll give you that,” Miles replied with audible condescension.

I looked at him angrily. “I don’t need your compliments.”

“She’s right. Where was his body?” Julie said contritely.

It was about her father. She was the only person who was actually allowed to be interested in the events of that time.

“Buried earlier?” Julian asked and I just nodded. That sounded plausible, even though the funeral must have taken place within two days then.

“Hmm...” Larissa began unsatisfied. “I don’t know. There’s something strange about it.”

“Did at least going through my uncle’s files help?”

Everyone looked at me.

Bayla grimaced guiltily. “No, unfortunately not. Thanks anyway.”

I turned my gaze away from her to another person. “That’s strange, even though Julie took something?”

Everyone suddenly looked at her, and she looked up from the newspaper article.

“I...” she began, her cheeks reddening abnormally quickly. “That was just Alaister’s file.”

Larissa put her hands on her hips. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Because there was nothing important in there... There was just a picture and his student ID. And his studies weren’t considered finished because he had previously...” She broke off and looked briefly at the newspaper article. It was written all over her face. She had expected something else. Perhaps a more satisfying answer as to what had happened to her father? Maybe a cause of death? “Anyway, he never started his third semester.”

Larissa looked troubled. “That’s even stranger now.”

“What if he was ill, both of them maybe?” thought Julian aloud, and I wasn’t the only one looking at him in frustration.

He raised his hands apologetically and looked at me and Bayla. “What? I’m just trying to find plausible explanations.”

“There aren’t any in this town,” Bayla sighed, staring at the newspaper entries, lost in thought.

“We can’t get any further without more information about Alice.”

Larissa looked not only dissatisfied, but also disappointed. As if she had expected more.

Bayla turned to Larissa. “And where are we going to get that from? The diary ended just like that. She was only in her first semester then.”

“I think there are still entries somewhere,” Larissa replied with confidence. And even if this hope sounded all too idealistic to me, it didn’t make sense that the diaries just stopped. Just the fact that they had already found two parts of the diary at two different places. As if this Alice had wanted to hide them.

“I have to tell you something,” Bayla admitted, and everyone looked at her. “The day we found the diary, someone broke into our house and the diary was on the floor of Alice’s room.”

We?

I immediately looked at Julian. My gut feeling seemed to have been right, because he obviously avoided my gaze.

“You were in Alice’s room?” Miles reminded me of his presence.

Those had probably just been the best moments in his presence that I would ever experience. I had been able to forget him just like that.

“She used to live with my mother, long story...” Bayla just waved it off, and I let the story about the burglar sink in.

To be honest, it gave me the creeps that someone had broken into Julian’s neighbor’s house. Who knew who this burglar was. Or what...

“Do you guys think the burglar wanted to take a dead woman’s diary?” Julian asked in disbelief, leaning back in his chair.

“What if it was her murderer, and he wanted to cover his tracks?” Larissa finally blurted out. Even though it sounded logical for once, I was sure this girl had been watching too many true crime documentaries.

Bayla sighed. “I don’t really know… That was twenty years ago. Why now?”

She sounded overwhelmed. If I were her, I would be too, because the information they’d all gathered didn’t add up to a coherent puzzle.

Admittedly, they had piqued my curiosity. Sitting here with these strange people, I felt like I was at the center of the action, without the spotlight being on me like it was with the pack, especially now that the Rolanows were here.

Larissa spoke up. “I think she kept writing and hid the rest of the journal somewhere, maybe because she knew something would happen. The hidden pages you found the other day, Bay, are the best proof of that.” She was right. Even if I wouldn’t tell her that. “The only question is where. Where would you hide diary entries?”

“It is a weird coincidence that you found them in order. Maybe there were just these two parts of the book?” Miles said critically.

I tried not to let on that I agreed.

“Nonsense. Coincidences exist,” Larissa laughed before waving his point off.

“I’d keep looking in the house if I were you,” I said, hoping they didn’t think I was serious about helping them.

For me, the house was the only place where really important things could be hidden. After all, Alice’s room was there.

Of course, someone disagreed. And for once, it wasn’t Miles, but Bayla.

“I would keep looking at Alarik’s office. He was the only person Alice seemed to have opened up to. What if he’s keeping these entries somewhere because she trusted him?”

“Aren’t you guys getting a little carried away? The professor would never have let us get away with it so easily if something that important was lying around somewhere in his office,” Miles laughed, as if all of this was just a game to him.

“What if someone talks to him?” Larissa interjected.

I was sick of them trying to drag my family into this. Nevertheless, I answered honestly, hoping to finally convince them that they had no chance with Alarik. “The night you were with him, I tried. He said he was open, but he was silent about something.”

“Maybe because it’s you,” Miles joked.

Couldn’t he just leave me alone?

“Could be. The first time I broke into his office, he invited me for tea afterward and lent me a book written by Alice. He has very interesting opinions.”

My jaw dropped, and I stared at Bayla in horror.

“What?!”

Miles just laughed and turned away from me to walk to the kitchen, not without making a melodic sounding comment. “Your family doesn’t seem to be as innocent as you’d like them to be.”

What was he trying to say? That my uncle was hiding something? That he had done something bad?

Calm down Emely. These are just words. Words can’t irritate you, can’t hurt you, if you don’t let them get to you.

But the truth could. My uncle was different from the rest of my family. And I couldn’t get rid of the thought that he was somehow involved. What if he knew the whole truth?

“If he’s silent like a grave, that’s all the more reason to get to the bottom of it. He obviously is hiding something,” Larissa said, as if she had read my thoughts. “We need a plan.”

“Oh no. Not again,” it came from the kitchen, amused, and I looked at Miles, who was inspecting the cupboards.

What was he looking for there? Tableware? Or was this clown up to something?

“What do you mean?” Larissa shouted back.

Miles laughed mischievously. “Nothing, sis.”

“Ew, stop calling me that.”

Larissa had only known for two months now that this idiot, of all people, was her brother. I would have punched him in the face if he’d called me that.

Larissa had already forgotten Miles’ comment and turned her attention back to the Alice case. “We need to make sure we’ve searched everything.”

I raised an eyebrow and crossed my arms. “I’m not letting you guys break in there again.” Half the group groaned in displeasure, Bayla and Larissa to be exact. “Besides, Alarik is on alert,” I added.

“Then we need to do it on a day when we can keep an eye on him, when he’s not in the office.”

Why did Larissa always ignore my clear commands? Was it so hard not to do something?

“The Winter Ball,” Bayla said, and Larissa’s eyes brightened.

“Not really, guys…” Julie said in a low voice.

“That’s out of the question,” I said.

After all, I had the last word when it came to my uncle.

“Emely, come on, just this one last time. If we don’t find anything then, we’ll leave him alone. I promise,” Larissa pleaded.

I looked from her to Bayla, and finally to Julian and Julie. All except the latter looked at me with pleading faces.

“I think you deserve to know the truth just as much.”

Looking at Bayla, I wondered if she meant what she just said.

“What a great way to drag me into this,” I sighed with distrust. Then I placed the palm of my hand on the pile of papers. “You win.”

With that, I turned away from the disbelieving faces around the table.

“Oh my God! Did you just hear that?” Larissa exclaimed in disbelief.

And a discussion broke out behind me. At first, it was about me, but then it soon turned to the Winter Ball and how they could best go about looking for clues undetected.

Pushing away the regret in my stomach, I walked to the kitchen where Miles was leaning against the kitchen counter, looking at me in surprise. His arms crossed and a pile of plates was beside him.

“I didn’t expect that from you, little wolf.”

“Don’t get too comfortable in this house,” I said sharply, pointing at the plates before gesturing behind me to the living area. “You may be accepted by them, but never by me.”

Just because of him, I should have said no. Just to annoy that moron. But I had said yes. And this time not because Julian wanted me to, but because I wanted to. I wanted to know the truth about my uncle.

I opened the fridge and looked for something decent to eat. What Julie had cooked smelled good, but it wasn’t what my body was craving. I needed more meat.

Again, I felt Miles staring at me.

I rolled my eyes. “If you think this is going to make me uncomfortable, you’re mistaken.”

I then reached for the rest of the hunted deer and closed the fridge. When I turned around, I flinched violently because Miles was standing right in front of me, just looking at me.

Everywhere – Epic Trailer Version
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How had I not heard him approach?

In the shadows of the kitchen, his face seemed more angular, more masculine, more mysterious. A male scent mingled with his almond fragrance and slowly penetrated my nose treacherously.

“Come on” His voice was almost a whisper. Playful, yet threateningly low. “I know I can mess with your head so much that you can’t even manage to read.” Confused, I looked up at him. “No one reads through the double pages of a law book in a minute.”

My heart began to pound violently.

How had he...

I didn’t manage to break the stare he was holding with me. And I realized that he had won the game this time again. But why couldn’t I get a word out? Miles was actually unsettling me, again.

I reluctantly pushed past him and realized that I could barely breathe around him.

I hadn’t expected him to grab my wrist, but he did, and I was forced to look at him. His eyes were on me, and he seemed... angry?

“Don’t play with me. Not the way you did on the couch.”

Thump. Thump. Thump.

My heart pounded, faster and faster.

There was warning in his eyes, and a glow flitted through his irises.

It was as if he wanted to say something else, but I tore myself away because the others came walking towards the kitchen. And the more time passed, the longer I felt his gaze on me, the more intense the feeling in my stomach became. And with every minute that I stood next to the group – lost in conversation about the Winter Ball – and prepared my meal, the desire to know what else he had wanted to say grew inside me.
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Chapter 53

Bayla
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The last time we had visited DressinGlamour, it had been more like a giant Walmart for Halloween costumes. Now, the place shone like a festive fashion store, and I immediately had the feeling that things were going to get expensive today.

It wasn’t that my mother earned little, especially not in her new job, because she had handed me four hundred dollars just for the dress, but I wasn’t the kind of person who ran to the nearest store with her pocket money and spent it all at once.

Mum’s words echoed in my ears. “The Winter Ball is one of my happiest memories, and it should be the same for you.”

And so, once again, I found myself in DressinGlamour with my shopping addicted best friend and Julie, who hadn’t actually wanted to come with us, looking for pretty dresses to wear to a winter ball.

It was Thursday morning; the ball was just around the corner, and it still hadn’t snowed.

“I wonder if Alice went to the Winter Ball, too,” I thought aloud, and both girls turned to me.

There was melancholy in Julie’s eyes because I had probably reminded her of her father again.

Larissa looked at me in thought. Then she turned back around.

“I think she had the best time of her life there, and that’s exactly what we’re going to have. Preferably in fucking stunning dresses,” she said, going through the price tags of dresses that she could definitely afford now without any regrets. But knowing Larissa, she wouldn’t throw money out of the window when it came to expensive clothes. Even if she had been able to afford it for almost two months now. She had just emphasized earlier that she didn’t want to be dependent on these rich people.

“Absolutely,” I said with a grin.

I wouldn’t show up there in a white wedding dress, which is why I slipped past Julie and looked around to see if there were any less flashy colors.

Of course, Larissa made her way to the red dresses and her eyes literally sparkled as they glided over the fabrics, and within a few minutes, she had the first dresses hanging over her arm.

I just sighed.

I would never find anything here.

“Ugh. Everywhere we go, you must be hanging around.”

I wheeled around and came face to face with a scowling Vivienna, perfectly styled as always and apparently in search of the ball gown of her dreams.

I hadn’t expected to find her here, but rather that she would drive to the nearest big city to buy designer clothes.

But what I had expected even less were her annoying sidekicks.

I’d got used to Amber following her everywhere she went, and Barbie too, of course. But Grace? Never.

Four months ago, when I had moved here, she had spoken poorly of the three of them, but now they seemed like four besties killing time together, going to expensive coffee shops and thinking they were better than everyone else. Even Grace’ clothing style had changed. Still a lot of black and earthy colors, but more expensive-looking.

“Come on, girls, we’ve got things to do. Don’t let them stop us here,” Vivienna hissed, and Amber acknowledged me once more with that come-not-too-close look. Then she also turned away and went to the black dresses, passing Larissa, who confirmed to me with a roll of her eyes how much she enjoyed this encounter.

They didn’t bother me as long as I had my peace and quiet, so I continued with the dresses. But I couldn’t even find anything in the blue dresses section. Baby blue was definitely not for me, and the bright dark blue only made my already pale skin stand out even more.

“You’ve gone mad,” I laughed when Larissa turned up with at least ten evening dresses in her arms, all red and black. “Are you even allowed to take that many into the changing room?”

Larissa grinned mischievously and lifted the pile, showing off what she got.

“Nothing risked, nothing gained. Besides, this Winter Ball is only every three years and this will probably be my only one. So I don’t want to wear anything that doesn’t fit me or that Camille has picked out for me. I mean, she does pick out nice things, but I want to decide at least one thing for myself.” With a radiant smile, she made her way toward the changing rooms and called out. “Go check on Julie, she looked pretty desperate a minute ago.”

Larissa had told me about Camille. According to her description, a very pretty and elegant Ruisangor woman who had taken care of Larissa’s well-stocked wardrobe and worked as a lawyer for the town when she wasn’t traveling the States.

I exhaled in despair that I couldn’t have this Camille as a consultant for today, and looked around for Julie.

If I wasn’t going to find anything fitting, maybe I could at least help her.

I wasn’t surprised to spot her among the cream and light dresses near the bridal section and I was about to walk toward her when Grace’s curly afro appeared in the aisle, and I wondered if I should join them or wait.

I decided to stop and pressed myself against the dresses so I could eavesdrop.

Confrontation

Christopher Tyng

“We should stay away from them,” I heard Grace say quietly, and Julie turned to her as if she had been startled.

“Grace, please. Bayla is one of us,” she replied, not at all softly and unusually tense.

A shadow crossed Grace’ face, and she lowered her voice, stepping closer. “She’s not... Vivienna told me to be careful because she could be a spy for the Senseque.”

I winced.

Vivienna had told Grace something. Was it only a matter of time before she told her what she had witnessed? What if she told not only Grace but Amber or Kelly... or worse, someone else of higher rank?

Julie’s expression remained cool. A look I only knew from her.

“I don’t care what Vivienna says. You know how I feel about her behavior, and you shouldn’t forget how she treated you back then.”

Grace fell silent, then her expression darkened further.

“Since when are you so talkative? What are they doing to you that you just speak your mind like that?”

“You know, Grace,” Julie stepped closer and Grace took a step back. “I just don’t feel as pressured with them as I do with the Circle.” Her expression darkened even more. “Or like with you.”

Grace flinched, visibly caught off guard, and a blind man would have realized that Julie’s words had hit her.

“Then do whatever you want!” Grace snapped, her voice sharp, before turning to leave. “We used to be friends, and you’ll miss that time one day.”

Pearson Specter Litt

Christopher Tyng

When Grace had disappeared, I waited for another half a minute. I didn’t want Julie to think I was eavesdropping, especially after her confession just now.

I was happy if she felt comfortable with us, and – to be honest – I was lost without her. Only she could answer my questions, and she understood how important it was to find out about Alice, precisely because her father seemed to have played a part in the whole thing.

“Julie, hey,” I said, stepping into the hallway. “Larissa said you were having trouble finding something?”

Julie turned to me as if the morose conversation with Grace had never happened.

“I don’t know, there are too many nice dresses here, but I don’t know… I don’t want to stand out like this.” She ran her hand over the fabrics in front of her. “To be honest, I don’t even want to go to the ball.” Then she looked at me. “I’m only doing this for the mission.”

She avoided my gaze.

I gave her an understanding smile and put my arm on her shoulder.

“You’ll have fun. We'll all be there.”

Julie looked at me with a pained expression. “You know the students’ families are invited too?”

My breath hitched.

Oh no... We hadn’t considered that.

“The Copelands, because they own the university and my family, not just because of me and Grace, but also because my aunt is the mayor of the town. And the Councils, most likely because of Harlow.”

I didn’t know what to say. But how were we going to accomplish the mission if all the people who were part of the diary would be there? The thought sent a chill down the back of my neck.

“I just wanted to warn you. Gloria might be keeping an eye on you... as well as on me.”

Great. But should we really let that intimidate us? Wasn’t their goal to scare us into staying away from each other? What would they do if they saw me and Larissa together?

“No matter how well or how poorly you get on with your family, you shouldn’t hide, Julie.”

She shouldn’t let herself be so influenced by this family that didn’t seem to strengthen her at all. Had her family ever supported her?

“I think you look so beautiful, and you would shine in a dress like that,” I confessed with sincerity.

Julie always had something fairylike about her, soft and beautiful. I hoped she knew she was gorgeous.

“It feels like I don’t deserve it,” she sighed with sadness, and my sympathy intensified.

“No, who says that? Grace? That Gloria?” I now placed my second hand on her other shoulder. “Please, try on those dresses you stare at all the time as if they were made by the gods.”

She gave me a shy smile.  “Funny, there’s a Quatura story that’s all about a goddess like that.”

I looked at her, sure she could see the question marks above my head.

“Never mind, they’re just stories from my family and I...” She hesitated, then continued. “…probably really shouldn’t be bothered with these people so much.”

She turned back to the clothes. “I’ll try some on. Maybe I’ll think about it.”

“I’m serious, if you really want to move on, you shouldn’t care what Grace thinks, or anyone else. It’s those thoughts that are stopping you from reaching your potential.”

Julie let her hands wander over the fabrics without looking at me, but I could see how much my words were occupying her.

“Remember, the night is all about you having fun and, of course, the mission.”

I thought I saw a small smile on her lips, then she reached for a very pretty, long dress.

“Thank you,” she whispered, turning away from me to hopefully go try it on.

Relief and pity filled my chest.

Julie didn’t seem to have an easy time with Grace and the others. And I was also losing my weak bond with Grace more and more.

“You’re sweet, you know that?” I wheeled around, startled. Vivienna. “The problem is that you’re too sweet and that I knew something was wrong with you from the start.”

My whole body tensed.

Vivienna could have just been someone who got on my nerves terribly, but she was carrying around a secret. My secret.

“I haven’t done anything to you, Vivienna,” I said with a calm voice.

She began to play with one of her blonde strands with her right index finger. “That may be. However, I think ahead.” A devilish smile played around her perfect lips. “You think I don’t notice you planning some strange things with your friends? Lately, I’ve even been seeing you with another Ruisangor.” Her gaze darkened. “I’ve turned a blind eye so far because you haven’t passed the rite of passage yet. But the time with your cute little...” Suddenly, her tone sharpened, making me flinch. “Forbidden group!” She paused before continuing in a lowered voice. “…has expired.”

With great effort, I tried not to swallow the lump in my throat.

“Think of it as my last warning.”

Was she threatening me?

Then she turned to leave when she almost bumped into Larissa and they both looked at each other suspiciously, as if they were about to go for each other’s throats.
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When Vivienna had gone, Larissa just stared after her, shaking her head. “What did she want from you?”

I sighed and waved her off, looking perhaps a little too unconcerned. “Vivienna just doesn’t like me. Like Olivia in high school. Do you remember her?”

Larissa looked at me as if she smelled that I was hiding a secret. “Yes, I remember this little bitch. But it sounded more like Princess Westcode was threatening you.”

“Never mind. We shouldn’t worry about Vivienna’s opinion,” I replied quickly and tried to change the subject. “Did you find anything?”

I didn’t want Larissa to worry about me unnecessarily.

Luckily, she responded to my change of subject.

“Yes! I even paid for it already.” She smiled with excitement, and I was automatically happy for her.

“Let me see!”

But Larissa pulled up the black box with the store’s gold lettering in her hands at an abnormal speed.

“Hands off! You’ll have to wait until the ball,” she laughed, and I put on my fake pout. “Bitch. You better show me your dress.” She grinned at me full of expectation.

Great.

Larissa glanced at my empty hands, then at the empty white velvet-covered bench behind me. Finally, she gave me a scrutinizing look.

“Don’t tell me you haven’t found one.”

“I’ll look again tomorrow... maybe somewhere else,” I said quickly and pulled her out of the aisle.

“You won’t have much time.”

“Never mind, let me worry about that,” I replied quickly and was glad to see Julie at the checkout with a box and Grace with Vivienna on the other side of the store.

“At least you found something,” Larissa said to Julie, giving me a shake of her head.

We left the store and Julie drove me and Larissa to my house in her white Mazda, where Larissa had parked her motorcycle.

Larissa wanted to see Alice’s room and after a long discussion I agreed. But only because my mother was in the lab until seven pm and would hopefully not suddenly turn up and hold the barrel of a gun to my friend’s head.
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“It’s like she never moved out of here.” Larissa stood in the middle of the small room and looked around. “I have the urge to rummage around here and look for private things. It feels like the rest of the diary is still here.”

With more veneration than usual, I looked at the shelves and at the picture I had destroyed. This time I examined it with a different eye. I knew that one woman was Alice and the other was my mum... and the third, Vivienna’s mother. Now it made sense that I had recognized her then.

“This picture alone proves that she didn’t write crap, but reality,” Larissa said behind me and finally turned to the other part of the room.

I continued to look at the picture.

I wondered if she had any other photos. A photo album? Maybe even with photos of the others... the guys?

“Bayla, I think I’ve just found a solution to your dress problem.”

I turned to Larissa, and my jaw dropped when I spotted her in front of Alice’s closet. She had simply opened it and was now holding a black large box in her hand; the lid had just slid to the floor and now the box revealed a dark turquoise fabric like I had never seen before, more like teal. It resembled the color of my one eye.

“Larissa, put that back!” I hissed and hurried to the wardrobe.

I wanted this place to look as little like someone had been here as possible.

“No, seriously! This would look so good on you!” Larissa lifted the corset-like top, which was made of lace fabric. “The color and shape alone... God, this must have been expensive.”

I took the box from her hand and bent down to pick up the lid. “That’s exactly why! And if my mother finds out, I’m screwed.”

She would be there that evening. We both knew that.

Larissa apparently had a different opinion and pulled the box out of my hand.

“Larissa, come on. We shouldn’t even be here,” I sighed, gesticulating.

However, she simply rushed to the door with inhuman speed, the massive box tucked under her arm. In the other, a bloody hoop skirt.

“Larissa!”

She came back to me, only to pull me out of the room with her and close the door. Then she pushed me down the stairs.

“We’ll take it with us for the evening and if you don’t find anything better tomorrow, you’ll have a dress.”

“It belongs to a dead woman!” I tried again and swore I would never wear the dress, but for Larissa, the discussion was already over.

“So what? I’m sure she’d be happy if someone else wore it. I’m sure she would.”

Nice of her to just go over Alice’s and my head like that.

“Now, come on.”

Desperately, I sent up a prayer to the heavens that Alice’s ghost would spare me and promised myself that I would look for a better dress tomorrow. Maybe Julian would accompany me to DressinGlamour again.
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Chapter 54

Bayla

Night

Christopher Tyng

I looked at myself in the mirror, fascinated by what the dress was doing to my body. The lace-covered corset fitted tightly around my waist, and I had even managed to lace the thing up at my back on my own. At the shoulders, the thin sleeves hung down slightly so that my shoulders were basically exposed; and from my hips to the floor, the shiny fabric, which felt like the finest silk, hung – multilayered - down over the hoop skirt.

I wondered what Alice must have looked like in this dress. She must have had fuller hair than mine, a little shorter too. Dark brown. Her skin, pale. If she had worn it, why shouldn’t I be able to wear it?

Yep, I was wearing the teal dress I had vowed yesterday to bring back as soon as possible.

To be precise, it was Friday evening and no, unfortunately I hadn’t made it to DressinGlamour again. Larissa had even told Julie and Julian about the dress, and they had both agreed with Larissa, although I had expected them to be more sensible.

And now here I was, in a beautiful dress that had once belonged to someone who was now dead.

I should be ashamed of myself. And so, I was.

I looked at my reflection in the mirror one last time, adjusted my necklace, and checked my hair, which Larissa had cut two centimeters shorter an hour ago and then curled. And the fact that I looked even more like Alice with my haircut, even though we were so different, weighed on me a little, despite the fact that I thought I was beautiful.

My mother would be there tonight, and I wasn’t ready for the drama. Maybe I was too paranoid and she wouldn’t even notice. In the end, Alice had never worn this dress... I was probably worrying too much.

I stepped away from the mirror and tried to walk on the high heels I had borrowed from Larissa. Or rather, she had simply brought them for me because she thought my idea of walking in sneakers was a bad idea.

I hated high heels, even if they looked good, they didn’t feel good at all once you had them on.

With great difficulty, I made it into the hallway and looked down the stairs.

Oh, no. This was going to be a challenge.

I could hear Julie and Larissa talking to each other from downstairs and hoped they hadn’t waited too long for me.

Luckily, Vivienna and the other three girls had left for the ball an hour ago, so we’d had our peace and quiet.

The ball must have just started, but everyone always came when they wanted anyway. Alarik had told us that during the last lesson.

I took one step after another down the stairs.

“I don’t know. I don’t feel like it, somehow.”

“Are you serious? You can’t miss out on the Winter Ball.”

When I reached the bottom of the stairs, the two of them stopped arguing and turned to me.

Larissa’s eyes brightened as she looked at me, and even Julie stared at me as if paralyzed.

“This dress was made for you,” she whispered, and I had to smile.

“Thank you.”

“That’s what I told you!” Larissa came closer and walked around me. “Damn hot, Bayla Adams!”

Then I noticed that neither of them had changed their clothes. Julie’s hair was still in a messy bun.

“Why haven’t you changed yet? I thought we were leaving now?”

Larissa rolled her eyes. “Because a certain lady doesn’t fancy the ball.”

I looked at Julie, whose cheeks glowed red.

I walked over to the table and sat down next to her at an angle. “Come on. It’s only half as much fun without you,” I began calmly, and Julie took her eyes off my dress and looked me in the eye, but just for a second. “Look, you already bought a dress, and Larissa and I need you for the mission.”

I tried to forget how many times I had called Mady and that she had rejected every call. I couldn't fail with Julie too.

“That’s sweet, but you’re enough people for the mission. Maybe I’ll join you later,” Julie replied meekly, and I didn’t know what else to say to change her mind when Larissa pulled me off the chair by the arm.

“How about this: You already go, and I’ll take care of it.” She gestured at Julie, who sighed with dissatisfaction. “Don’t let Julian and Miles think we’ve called off the plan. Mr. DeLoughrey doesn’t answer his cell phone anyway.”

I looked at the two of them for a few seconds, and the tingling in my stomach increased. I was too excited to go alone.

“I can wait, too,” my best friend said.

Suddenly her phone rang, and she answered it. “Yes?” Larissa looked at me and I got a bad feeling. “No, she’s probably put her phone on silent. But she’s on her way.” Larissa grinned mischievously in my direction. “See you in a bit, Julian.” Then she hung up and I looked at her, annoyed.

“Well, come on. Your dress is perfect, your hair is done and if you don’t show up, the others will worry for no reason.”

Larissa pushed me toward the door and opened it, and I immediately felt the cool evening air on my skin.

Could it not have been a summer ball?

I turned to her again, and she pressed a kiss to my cheek.

“You can do it without me. I’ll try to be there in thirty minutes.”

I hoped so and left.
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Julie

Night

Christopher Tyng

When Larissa came rushing back to me from the front door, I knew she wasn’t going to let up, so I didn’t even give her the chance to speak.

“Please don’t be mad at me, but I’m not leaving this house. No matter what you say.”

Instead of extending the discussion we had started five minutes ago, she took a stool and sat on it. She then moved closer and put her hands on my knees. I could feel how cool she was. Funnily enough, it didn’t bother me, not even that she was touching me.

“What’s the real reason?” she asked with an intensely scrutinizing look, and it only took those words to overwhelm me.

An involuntary tear ran down my cheek, and then another. Finally, I could no longer hold them back. I could no longer hide it from her, not from Larissa.

“The pregnancy test. It was mine.”

Larissa’s eyes widened, and she slapped her hand over her mouth. “Shit.”

Before she could say anything else, I started talking.

“Don’t say anything. You know who the father is, and I don’t want to talk about it.”

It was difficult to say the words, but Larissa would understand me. At least I hoped so.

Her eyes were filled with emotions that I couldn’t interpret.

“Does he know?”

“No,” I said quickly.

Larissa nodded as if she was afraid of saying the wrong thing.

“My point is that you can see it. It’s only been almost seven weeks, but you can already see it. Damn, I can’t wear this skin-tight dress.”

More tears ran down my cheeks and I thought about how well I had hidden it so far, but wondered why no one except Emely and the Ruisangors had noticed. Even though Larissa was one of them.

“You’re an adult. It’s your business,” she began carefully, looking at me with what had to be concern, as if she wanted to say more. “You shouldn’t care what anyone else thinks, believe me.”

“No, it’s not that simple,” I tried to find a start for all the things Larissa didn’t know. “My family, when they find out... the prophecy...” But my words tumbled out, forming a mess. The same mess that raged inside my head.

“What exactly did Vivienna mean when she spoke of the prophecy?” Larissa asked.

“Part of it predicts a baby descended from the strongest species that will destroy the other species.”

I could tell that she was not at all comfortable with this part of the prophecy. Neither was I.

“Where did this ridiculous prophecy come from?”

“From the gods,” I said quickly, and she raised one of her pretty eyebrows.

“And you believe in that bullshit?”

Surprised that she thought I was so naïve, I shook my head.

“No, but my family, the whole Circle, the Councils...” I looked down at my stomach, which was covered by the oversized gray hoodie. “They’re going to take it away from me... I mean, I don’t even know if I really want it, but I also don’t want to be the one to blame if Gloria raises someone to bring destruction and death to this city.”

The truth was out. If the child didn’t die inside me, it would be born, here in Blairville. I had to make a decision, now, about whether I could let that happen.

“Gloria is a dangerous woman. Anyone who messes with her has lost their mind,” I said in a shaky voice.

Larissa should never feel the wrath of this woman. No one should, especially not this innocent baby.

Larissa began to stroke my elbow with her pleasantly cold hand.

“Listen. Whether you want to keep it or not, you shouldn’t hide.” I found it hard to hold her gaze, because her words touched me, got far too close. “You shouldn’t miss out on this day. I’m sure it will be a wonderful memory that you won’t want to miss out on.”

“They’ll see it,” I whispered desperately, my voice breaking mid-sentence.

“Then they will see it. They’ll see us running around together.” Larissa’s look became more serious. “It’s time for something to change in this town. But you can’t do that if our generation is going to let itself be shoved around like this all the time.” She rose to her feet. “Basically, the future of this town is in our hands.”

I looked at Larissa. She was talking about promising things. Of change, of a better future. But she didn’t know that sitting opposite her was the granddaughter of the devil, the daughter of the destructive that no one dared to talk about. Blood from a dark family line ran through my veins. And until now, I had tried to suppress this fact and be the quiet, obedient and controlled Julie.

“Larissa. I’m not who you think I am.”

Larissa looked to me, a soft smile playing around the corners of her mouth. “I know there’s more to you than this quiet girl who barely talks.” My breath hitched. “You shouldn’t hide that side any longer.” Another way-too-hot tear trickled down my cool cheek. “Julie, no matter what happens, I’m here, okay? You can count on me and Bayla.”

Larissa’s words sparked like a flame inside me. Barely noticeable, but the explosives inside me had been eagerly awaiting this moment for far too long.

Who was I if I continued to hide? A pathetic heap of misery. A pile of dirt for Gloria to step on? Her puppet on a string? If I went down, it would be with my head held high, not small and vulnerable.

I looked at Larissa as my last tear rolled down my cheek. It would be the last tear I would shed in self-pity for this family.

“Cut my hair.”

Larissa looked at me in shock. “What?”

“I don’t want this hairstyle anymore. I hate long hair. Cut my hair as short as Bayla’s, maybe shorter, so that it barely touches my shoulders,” I said sharply and with determination.

This ridiculous hairstyle that Grace had always plaited into braids. Hair that now only served to be pinned up in a messy knot because I couldn’t handle it. I had never felt comfortable with it. It was part of the fragile Julie, an externally controlled Julie... If I wanted to change something, I had to start there first.

“Now?” Larissa asked, looking at her watch.

“Now.”

A smile spread across her lips, and I smiled through my tears too.

cinderella’s dead

EMELINE

Larissa and I disappeared upstairs to the bathroom, where she spread out her hair care set and took my thick, platinum-blond hair between her fingers.

“Are you sure?” she asked again.

I seemed to have surprised her.

My eyes met hers in the mirror. “I’ve never been so sure.”

She nodded and reached for the scissors. Then she started.

There was a soft scratchy sound and I watched as the long strand slid down the black cape.

It was as if Larissa was freeing me from something, from an old part of myself that was now falling to the floor.

The noise sounded again, and another strand slid down. Larissa picked up one of the strands and held it high. We both looked at it in the mirror.

A mischievous smile played around the corners of her mouth. “I’ve always wanted to cut hair this long for someone.”

Larissa continued cutting and with each old strand, something inside me came loose, fell to the floor and broke.

“Straighten your head,” Larissa reminded me with a grin, and I was forced to look in the mirror.

Normally, I hated what I saw there. I hated it to the core. But the more time passed, the more details I discovered that I had never seen before. Not in that dimmed light, not with full straight almost shoulder-length hair that made my cheekbones stand out even more.

I didn’t look like Julie anymore.

The old Julie died in that very moment. She was too weak for this world.

And for a moment I recognized him, the boy whose picture was under my pillow. The one who had died on November 2nd, 1998. We had the same aventurine eyes, the same pale face and the white hair... unmistakable.

A curious part of me wondered what he had been like. Was I like him?

I had only had my weak mother as a reference until now, but a part of me had always known that I wasn’t like her. Everyone had told me so. Amara, Gloria, Rebecca Harlow... They had all tried to keep me small, to compare me to her. But neither outwardly nor inwardly did I resemble the woman who seemed just as strange to me as this frail Julie. They compared me to her because they were afraid of him. And it was only a matter of time before they would be afraid of me too...

I looked at the reflection in front of me, tried to memorize how it felt, to make a connection, to stop suppressing the dark feelings. I felt everything rise up inside me at once. Anger, sadness, hate... pain. A new feeling mingled with all those that seemed familiar to me.

Power.

Power over my own body, over my elements that were waiting inside me to come out.

How had I ever been able to hold them back like that? Damn it, I had hidden them. Out of fear of myself? Yet it was the Circle and the Councils who should be afraid of me.

Larissa had opened my eyes: There was no reason to keep hiding.

I knew that no one would ever love me, especially not what was waiting inside me to burst out. But if no one else did, then I should at least accept who I was.

I could feel ice crystals forming under my hands, which rested on my thighs beneath the cape. A new storm was raging inside me, and my magic was ready to leave my body.

“So much better,” Larissa said, unaware of my thoughts or the magic.

I turned my head to either side.

“Julie, that hairstyle looks badass,” Larissa said with a devilish grin.

I couldn’t help but smile.

The hairstyle gave me more severity.

Apparently, the fairytale princess I had never wanted to be had also just died.

Larissa put the hair into the bin, where it belonged.

“I’d better put on my dress and go. If you’re still coming...” She paused. “I’d be happy.”

I nodded, not taking my eyes off my reflection.

She turned toward the door.

“Larissa.” I stopped her and she turned to me. I looked at her with a serious expression. “Thank you,” I whispered, and I meant it.

A smile appeared on her lips again. “Always with pleasure.” And then she disappeared.

I got up and closed the door, then I slowly turned to the mirror.

On the shelf of the bathroom cabinet, I spotted the scissors that I had dragged across my wrist far too often in recent weeks. I reached for them. And without hesitation, I threw them in the garbage can too.

I took off the cape completely and opened my slightly raised hands. Even as ice crystals spread all over the glass surface, I tried to concentrate fully on my reflection.

I smiled back at the new Julie. It wasn’t a sweet smile, not a happy one, and certainly not a cheerful one. It was what I would give Gloria tonight.

I would show them what they had made of me. I would show them all.
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Bayla

Contemplation

Chuck e. myers ‘sea’, Hogwarts Legacy

As soon as I entered the campus, I noticed the pointy lanterns, resembling ice crystals, that had been put up just for the day. White ribbons hung everywhere and girls in elegant ball gowns walked through the corridors, smiling, accompanied by smartly dressed young men.

There wasn’t much going on on campus, but I actually spotted the horse-drawn carriages with the white animals, their breath rising in the cool air in the form of steam.

I walked through the side corridors, hoping to find the ballroom, which should be located somewhere in the west wing, far enough away from Alarik’s office. And the closer I got, the harder it was not to think about all the things that could go wrong.

Violin music reached my ears, which meant I was on the right track. From that direction came two whispering girls who eyed me and the dress and only continued whispering when they had hurried past me.

I sighed and hoped that I wouldn’t stand out too much. After all, I hadn’t chosen a red or white dress.

Suddenly, I wished Larissa was by my side. I would feel a lot safer.

Suddenly, a shadow moved past the pillar in front of me, and I stopped abruptly.

I almost jumped back.

But it was Julian. In a black suit... with a tie that was the same color as my dress. His hair was neat and he looked... more grown up than usual. It suited him.

I couldn’t help but smile.

His eyes traveled over my body and I felt the heat creep into my cheeks.

“You look beautiful, Bayla,” he finally said in a soft voice, and a pleasant warmth spread through my stomach.

He was just a young man, and having a man as my best friend now took some getting used to.

“Nice tie,” I returned, and Julian looked down at it for a moment, as if he was unaware of the coincidence himself.

“Oh, yes...” he laughed softly. He seemed different than usual... hesitant? But he had no reason to be. “Larissa picked it out for me. She said I should match you because she’s planning to do the same with Miles.”

“Great,” I laughed and came closer to straighten the slightly out of place tie.

When I’d finished, I noticed Julian staring at me. And in the dim lantern light, I spotted the small scar on his temple that I had noticed before.

“What?”

He shook his head absently. “Nothing. Let’s go.”

He held out his arm to me and I hooked it with gratitude.

“God, if you only knew how much you’re saving my life right now. My shoes are instruments of torture.”

Julian laughed in amusement.

“What are friends for?” I laughed, looking to Julian, who mirrored my smile. The words felt much more natural by now.

“You don’t think I would have gone into the lion’s den without you,” he joked, but it had an unsettling effect on me. Concern spread through my body. “Why? Is someone there?”

“The whole Copeland pack arrived earlier, along with the Rolanows, surrounded by reporters. And I’m determined to stay away from anyone who belongs to them.”

Oh no, the pack Alarik had told me to hide from. What if they noticed something? In case I really was one of them…

“And Emely?” I blurted out.

He was silent for a few seconds. Finally, he pulled my arm tighter against his waist.

“Maybe it’s better if we concentrate on the mission. I don’t want to attract unnecessary attention.”

I felt sorry for him that he found himself in this situation where he couldn’t just dance with the girl he cared so much for. Hopefully, Emely would understand.

Maybe I could persuade Julian again after all. If the pack was there, it would even be a welcomed distraction, but I wouldn’t put Julian through that just like that. Especially not without his consent.

The orchestral music had stopped a few minutes ago, and we could now hear a woman speaking into a microphone. I knew immediately who it was.

“It’s Amara,” I whispered, and we stopped in front of the huge open door to the ballroom.

I felt excitement bubbling up inside me.

Julian put his hand on my back, forcing me to look up at him.

His look was... reassuring. “Hey. Don’t worry. I’m right here. The Circle can’t hurt you.”

He must have sensed my nervousness.

I nodded to him, and then we entered the festively decorated ballroom together, arm in arm.

Pompeii

Vitamin String Quartet

Warm lights shone everywhere from gigantic chandeliers, making the huge hall beneath us glitter and the girls shine in their pompous dresses. There must have been over a thousand people standing down there listening to the mayor, Amara Blair.

“So I would like to thank you, and wish the students a successful start for the coming semester.”

Applause rang out and the crowd dispersed to get ready for the dance. Men invited women to the dance floor and the orchestra began to play again.

And then Amara’s eyes met mine. I had hoped she would smile at me briefly, as she always did, but she seemed a little unsettled. Like I was someone she should be afraid of.

Her eyes widened, and as the crowd began to dance, other audience members seemed to notice that something was wrong with Amara because she was still standing on the stage, staring at me.

Next to the stage, I spotted Gloria, who seemed distracted. But then I saw Amanda, Vivienna’s mother, staring from Amara to me. Abruptly, her eyes widened too.

I didn’t have time to focus on the two women because Julian was leading me down the stairs.

“They’re staring,” I said as quietly as possible, but in such a way that Julian could still hear me through the violin play, and took one step at a time, trying not to slip. He held my arm tightly.

Then I felt his warm breath on my ear. “I’m sure it’s because you’re here with me.”

I hadn’t even thought about that. Crap. I didn’t care what Amara and Amanda thought about me, but what if there were consequences for him?

“Maybe we should split up?”

“We’ll stay together,” he decided with determination as we reached the bottom of the stairs and I could no longer see Amanda. Only Amara, who forced herself out of her stupor and hurried down the stage. Then – through the dancing couples – I saw her whispering to Amanda, and only now did I realize that other people were also looking at me.

One was Rebecca Harlow, who was standing in an exotic copper-colored dress between other Quatura at Gloria’s side, looking around the hall like a paranoid eagle. When she spotted me, her wary gaze fastened on me.

I quickly looked away, towards all the men who had gathered on the other side of the hall and were looking over at the Quatura like conspirators. The Copeland pack. Next to them, more nobly dressed men with grim expressions on their faces. The Rolanows.

I spotted... Alarik.

Diamonds

Hannah V, Joe Rodwell

His eyes were literally glued to me, and the color had completely drained from his face. He was holding a glass in his hand, which he gripped tightly. His eyes wandered over the dress until they met mine and our gazes locked.

My heart made an overwhelmed leap. And another one...

I tried to read his expression, waiting for him to move, but he just stared, his eyes glassy reflectors of the thousand lights of the hall, all clamoring for his attention. But his attention was focused on one thing only.

I stared back. Or rather, I couldn’t break away from his gaze until Julian pulled me further away from the pack, closer to the corner where the witches were gathered.

“Julian...” He stopped and examined me. “Alarik, he...” I turned around. Alarik had disappeared. “He was just there…”

I looked back at Julian, who was now also looking in the direction of the pack, and I caught sight of Emely. She was wearing an elegant backless black evening dress and looked stunningly sexy. She wore her black-brown waves pinned up in an updo. Her whole appearance was reminiscent of an indigenous goddess.

I noticed Julian eyeing her.

“Maybe you should dance with her.”

As if Emely had heard us, she turned away from her conversation partner, a pretty blonde woman with curly hair, and looked at us. Her make-up also made her look stunning tonight.

But Julian pulled me further away from the pack’s field of vision.

“She hasn’t apologized to me yet,” he just grumbled, and I shook my head with a grin, albeit rolling my eyes.

“Maybe you shouldn’t blame her so much,” I laughed, and Julian kept pulling me until I accidentally bumped into someone.

“Watch out, you...”

It was Vivienna who turned to me and stopped herself midsentence.

She was dressed in a pink gown with tulle that made her look like a princess. Her pinned-up hairstyle made her stand out. She must have been crowned prom queen at Blairville High.

She eyed me.

“Nice dress,” she finally said, and I wondered if she was serious.

Then she spotted Julian. “You two are really bold... Watch out.”

And just as quickly as she had appeared, she disappeared into the crowd again.

The orchestra came to an end and started a new song.

Wildest Dreams

Duomo

Speaking of the orchestra, I wondered how expensive it all must be. You really had the feeling you were in one of those halls in Versailles.

“We should be protected from the eyes of the pack here,” sighed Julian, who hadn’t taken Vivienna’s remark to heart and looked around again.

I looked for Alarik again, but it was as if the ground had swallowed him up. The strange feeling in my stomach wouldn’t leave me, but I forced myself to look in a different direction.

Ten feet away, I spotted my mother, who was deep in conversation with two women I didn’t know.

Suspicion rose in me.

Before I could make a comment about her, I caught sight of Amara again, who joined the three of them. Suddenly, the women nodded and turned away from my mother, and then Amara pointed her finger at me.

My heart stopped.

Julian’s head turned in her direction. He must have heard something.

“What? What are they talking about?”

Julian’s gaze was focused, as if he was still eavesdropping. “She just asked your mother where you got the dress from.”

It was too late to get out of here. My mother turned to me and her jaw dropped.

Panic spread through me.

“Should we leave?” Julian asked with concern in his voice, but I clutched his arm even tighter, hoping it wouldn’t fall off.

“Too late,” I whispered, grateful that Julian didn’t leave my side as my mother marched straight toward us.

“Where on earth did you get that dress from, young lady?” my mother pressed out angrily.

I was screwed.

Behind Mum, who looked like she was about to tear me apart, I saw Amara and Amanda exchanging suspicious glances and then Gloria asking Amanda something.

“I’m talking to you!” my mother hissed, blocking my view of what was happening behind her.

I looked at her guiltily.

“I... I...”

Nothing more came except my embarrassed stammer.

“Don’t tell me you were there again without my permission!”

There. She was referring to Alice’s room.

“How dare you touch my old clothes?”

This lie was so bold that anger flared up inside me.

“Ms. Adams. I’m sure it wasn’t her intention to upset you, and...”

“No, Julian, stop defending my daughter when she’s obviously done something wrong,” Mum interrupted him without even looking at him and Julian fell silent.

“Ms. Adams, nice to see you here... without a gun. Don’t you think your daughter is wearing a stunning dress?”

I felt Larissa’s arms at my side as she suddenly appeared beside me. She was wearing a burgundy satin evening dress that was tight yet loose, and I was amazed to see how well it looked on her. Especially with her blonde hair open and wavy.

Then I realized what she had said and looked to my mother in alarm.

“I told you to stay away from my daughter!” Then she looked back at me, her finger raised. “And you, young lady, go home now and change your clothes, or I’ll see myself exploding here.”

“She couldn’t have found a better dress,” Larissa waved it off, apparently not understanding the seriousness of the situation.

When my mother was that angry, it was usually already too late.

“But this dress isn’t hers,” said Amanda, who suddenly appeared next to my mother and eyed Larissa with suspicion.

She was wearing a crème-colored business dress studded with sharp pearls of the same color, and I knew immediately that she recognized the dress I was wearing.

“This dress belongs to a dead woman. What do you expect Alice to do? She’s no longer alive!”

False Impression

Brand X Music

Larissa’s words had been like a lit match in a hall full of dynamite.

My mother’s face turned white as a sheet, just like Alarik’s earlier, and Amanda seemed to have lost her tongue too.

How could Larissa have said that?

I couldn’t turn to her and confront her because I was too focused on how Mum and Amanda would react. I wasn’t expecting what happened next.

Amara joined us and looked at my mother reproachfully.

“How could you tell her?”

“I didn’t tell her anything!” my mother gritted out, and then looked at me again.

I no longer understood anything.

“Larissa, what are you doing here?” a firm, very familiar voice said behind me.

The faces of the three women were like a movie. First shock, then horror. Amara even flinched.

Finally, I turned around.

“Just an unnecessary discussion about a dress,” Larissa laughed, now amused, and I looked Bastien straight in the face.

The tall, athletic man with dark blond hair stared at me as if I were a ghost. His jaw seemed to tense as he looked first at the dress and then at me. His expression was unreadable.

“Where did you get that dress?” the usually scary and controlled Ruisangor asked more or less in a shaky voice.

Now, for the first time, emotions seemed to resonate in his voice. That was the second it clicked for me.

Someone pulled me back. Mum.

“Go away, Bastien,” she said with such fear and anger in her voice that I couldn’t help but look at her.

“And take your offspring with you. They have no business around our Circle members,” Amara added, standing in front of me as if Larissa and Bastien were a horrifying threat to her existence.

The only person missing was Amanda, who turned to Julian. “And you get out, too!”

My gaze slid back to Bastien, who was still looking at me as if he had drifted off to another galaxy.

“What’s the Ruisangor doing here!” an angry voice rang out and the women moved aside. Gloria appeared next to me, and panic crept up inside of my chest.

I looked to Larissa and Julian for help, while more and more people around us, especially Quatura, turned to us.

I should never have worn that dress. Now I had drawn so much attention to myself that it would be difficult to complete the mission undisturbed.

And as if that hadn’t been enough, a group of men in black suits appeared at the top of the stairs of the entrance area, among them a very pretty woman with black hair, also wearing a three-piece suit. I also recognized Larissa’s father, who now worked here as a professor, and finally Miles, who looked around the hall and spotted us.

The Ruisangors were here.

Julie hadn’t told me about them. Of course, I had expected the three DeLoughreys, at least Miles, but not these men and so many unfamiliar pale faces.

The entire hall turned to the stairs, and a murmur went through the crowd.

“No one invited you!” Gloria hissed, her glare fixed on the stairs. Her eyes met those of a man who sent a chill down the back of my neck with his mere appearance. He had a scar covering his sharp face, which looked like an animal had left it there.

Bastien didn’t say anything back. He just stared. Still at me and my dress. At Alice’s dress. There was no doubt about it. He had known Alice. They had all known Alice.

“Tell Nicolaj to leave as soon as possible before your appearance attracts attention from the Senseque,” Amara hissed, obviously trying to keep her cool, and Bastien looked away from me for the first time.

Wasn’t it a little too late for that?

I glanced over at about forty Senseque, who were looking completely overwhelmed at the double staircase of the hall.

“Get out of here, now!” Gloria barked and I winced.

Mum shoved herself in front of me and I had the feeling that as soon as we were alone, she was going to cut me into a hundred pieces.

I was in trouble. And it was going to take a miracle for me to escape unnoticed.
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Chapter 57

Julie

Contemplation

Chuck e. myers ‘sea’, Hogwarts Legacy

I stood in front of the large ballroom, from which festive orchestral music rang out. I had always thought that the violin was a beautiful instrument.

Reporters from the Blairville Daily had noticed me and asked if I was Julie Blair, and when I had nodded with a steely expression, they had started taking pictures of me before hurrying into the ballroom, whispering.

Nervousness was building inside me. I felt small in front of the open gates of the Vanderwood ballroom entrance, which filled me with awe for the building and its history.

The man others called my father had been here. He must have stood here the same way. At the Winter Ball of his time.

Admittedly, without the Salma I would have been lost. Not knowing how out of control my emotions would be, I had emptied an entire vial. It helped me to show that part of me without hurting others. It helped me to keep a cool head and face these people.

I listened to the music and looked down at my small baby bump, which was clearly visible in the skin-tight dress, and I tried to ignore the fact that it was too early for that.

The dress was floor-length, with the fabric falling down loosely from just below my hips, from the middle of my thighs. It was made of very light pastel gray-blue fabric, through which one could easily see my skin... studded with thousands of rhinestones that sparkled silver in the light of the lanterns. My shoulders were exposed, and it looked as if the stones were sticking to my skin, as the tight top of the dress was almost see-through. There was also the deep V-neckline that looked like it was melting into my figure with the rhinestones and the hint of a cape made of heavy shimmering threads, in the same design as the rest of the dress, that stretched from my shoulder blades down my arms and sideways over my hips to the floor.

This dress would draw all the attention to me.

The old Julie would have been terrified, would have run away by now, would already have been struggling with the decision in the store and only picked up the dress to longingly hang it in her closet where it would collect dust.

The new Julie was ready to face the people she had run away from long enough.

The orchestra came to an end. That was my signal.

Never Enough

Loren Allred

I gathered all my courage and as the orchestra began a new piece, I entered the hall.

Every step gave me a better view of the crowd, and I hadn’t even fully entered the ballroom when the first people down on the dance floor turned toward me.

When I came to a halt in the middle, in front of the magnificent banister, I let my gaze wander over the crowd. People I didn’t know, students I’d never met, maybe even Erik.

The fact that he could be down there was supposed to destroy me, but it was as if a part of me was calling out to him, as if I wished that his eyes were on me at that very moment and that he felt a connection.

I didn't believe in anything like that, but the mere thought was enough to send an intense tingle through my stomach.

The attention on me snapped me out of my thoughts, and it was as if I could feel the eyes of every single person in the ballroom on me.

They were staring… at me.

I could feel the eyes of the pack on me, watching me, but I was looking for the people whose attention I intended to steal this evening. And I spotted them in a corner where most of the Circle members’ families had gathered.

They looked at me as if I were their princess, awakened from her slumber after all these years. But I was not their princess. And that was exactly what I would show them. Now.

COPYCAT

Billie Eilish

I started moving without taking my eyes off them, step by step.

People on the stairs moved aside, but my gaze was on the Quatura only. And theirs was on me.

Vivienna’s jaw dropped, as did Grace’s next to her. Was it because they could see my baby bump, or because I was the center of attention?

Either way, it felt incredibly good to walk down the stairs with my head held high, looking at the expressions of disbelief on the faces of the Council members.

Attention had never felt so good.

Then I noticed some men in visibly expensive black suits standing at the bottom of the stairs, but they too stepped aside.

None of them said a word, and I walked past them with my head held high, without inspecting them too closely, knowing that I had just left some Ruisangor speechless.

I was glad they were here because Gloria hated them. Just as she would learn to hate me.

I walked on, through the students who had stopped dancing, to the Circle where Bayla, Larissa, and Julian stood.

Before I got to them, I stopped and turned to the people, grateful that I had Salma running through my veins. “This is a ball.” I shocked myself with my confidence and the shakiness that had completely disappeared from my voice. “Why isn’t anyone dancing?”

The orchestra, which had stopped, immediately started playing again. The puzzled faces slowly turned away from me and resumed dancing, although I could still feel some of them staring.

Then I turned to my friends and the Quatura.

The looks on their faces? Priceless.

Larissa grinned at me and was the only one not staring at my small baby bump. The others, especially Amanda, Amara and Diana Adams, stared at it in disbelief and I pushed the feeling of shame aside and even added to it by running my hands over my belly, smiling.

When I spotted Margot, I avoided her gaze. I didn’t want to know what she was thinking. God, how little I cared about her judgment, right now.

Bayla took the opportunity to escape what seemed to be an awkward situation, as she crept further and further back until she was able to steal past Diana and the others, toward a pillar at the side of the hall.

I looked at Gloria. She was staring at my face. Her right eyebrow twitched, and my smile gave way to the one I’d given myself in the bathroom half an hour ago.

“You...” She clenched her hands into fists. “You...”

Before she could finish speaking, I walked past her without a second thought, my head held high and straight.

Here, in front of all these people, this woman couldn’t hurt me. She could kiss my ass.

Even though I could still feel the fear deep inside me, I did my best not to let it show.

Ignoring the whispering that broke out behind me, I walked to the buffet, heading in the direction of where the Senseque had grouped themselves, and reached for a glass of water.

With each sip, I felt the water getting colder. It felt refreshing, and I washed down the last of my fear, doing my best not to stand out with my trembling knees.

I was aware that I still didn’t have a crystal around my neck that would bind my powers to me better. It could burst out of me at any time, and I had to be ready to get out of here if that very thing happened.

I should have gotten a crystal, but since I didn’t fit into the normal elemental category, Amara seemed to have trouble performing the ritual, and it just hadn’t worked out yet. The Councils had forced her to devote herself to research a solution to my problem, and now my aunt was under pressure because of me.

A glance at the Senseque told me that they all looked as if they had been hit by a brick. A few of them were looking at me, but most of them were staring at the Ruisangors with a tense posture, and only now did I notice the man with the scar who was... staring at me.

A shiver ran down my spine, cold and piercing.

It was Nicolaj DeLoughrey. The man about whom many horror stories were told. The visual image of immortal grace and the attractiveness that the Legacy Ruisangors seemed to be born with, combined with destructive darkness that emanated mainly from the four furrows in his face and the cold, piercing gray eyes.

He turned his gaze away from me, looked back at the Copelands. And I remembered how to breathe.

There was a sharp noise, and the last people who had been looking at me covered their ears, along with the rest of the hall. Me too.

Every Breath You Take

Chase Holfelder

The orchestra began to play out of tune until it fell silent.

The strange sound... It came from the auditorium’s loudspeakers.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” a deep, obviously artificially altered voice rang out loudly through the speakers. “May I have your attention, please?”

“What’s going on here?” I heard some guests whisper.

“Who’s that?”

I looked around for someone who might be holding a microphone but didn’t spot anyone.

“A dangerous plague is infecting Vanderwood University,” the creepy deep voice continued over the loudspeakers, and people’s eyes widened. “Caused by someone who thinks she owns this place. Someone who thinks she can make rules, demand discipline... and take away our freedom.”

Something threatening resonated in the strange voice.

A murmur went through the crowd, accompanied by nervous whispering.

I looked back at Harlow because she was the only person who matched this description.

The woman was standing next to Gloria, her forehead reddened like never before and her composure visibly slipping away.

“You’re probably wondering who you have the pleasure of meeting. Well...” The voice paused for a moment. “I’m The Eye.” The whispering among the ball guests returned. “And I will rid this university of Rebecca fucking Harlow!”

The hideous beeping sounded, then a cracking sound and the voice disappeared.

And a second later, tumult broke out.

Loud whispers spread across the hall and the Bexleys, along with their team of reporters, rushed toward Harlow.

“Director Harlow!” began Jenny’s mother, Harriet, holding out the microphone to Rebecca. “What is the meaning of this announcement?”

I watched as Rebecca tried to regain her composure.

“Director, Harlow! Who’s The Eye?” another reporter asked.

That was the moment Rebecca slapped the microphone away from him and stormed through the crowd toward the side exits.

At the orchestra next to the stage, she stopped for a second and ripped one of the microphones out of its holder.

“Everyone, please calm down!” she said with a huff, and the beeping of the speakers sounded again, causing some people to cover their ears. “There’s nothing to worry about!” She tapped the microphone until the beeping disappeared. “This is a ridiculous prank, nothing more. So enjoy the evening and...”

The sound of the microphone disappeared.

Rebecca threw the microphone into the hands of an overwhelmed waitress, clenched her hands into fists, and finally hurried through one of the exits into the West Wing, followed by Harriet, who waved for the team of reporters to follow her.

Alarik Copeland gestured for the orchestra to play, and the Alpha appeared at his side. His gaze was questioning, as if Alarik had allowed this prank to be played, but the young director also looked surprised and shook his head. Then he too disappeared through one of the side exits.

I looked up at the loudspeakers in bewilderment.

Had that just been a hacker attack?

If so, then this person should get out of the university’s IT control rooms as quickly as possible, because Rebecca would go there first. The woman – unfortunately – wasn’t stupid.

When the orchestra started playing again, the guests calmed down and fell into normal conversation. A few even returned to the dance floor.

My gaze slid to Gloria, who had paid no attention to the prank. Because her cold gaze was still on me.

And the moment my eyes met hers, I was in danger of falling back into my old identity.

Thanks to coincidence, something pulled me out of my stupor. Or rather, someone did.

This someone grabbed my hand and pulled me onto the dance floor without warning.
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Chapter 58

Quentin

Take Me to Church

Vitamin String Quartet

I had never intended to come to this ball, but the bracelet in the pocket of my suit trousers weighed enough to remind me why I was here.

I would have loved to invite J to this ball, and just the thought of dancing with this lovely woman and losing track of time in such an atmosphere made my stomach churn with goddamn butterflies.

The world around us could end, I would forget all my surroundings and only have eyes for my perfect Charis.

As if on the verge of an actual apocalypse, the atmosphere in the hall was screaming with every minute that passed, because unwanted guests, in the form of the DeLoughrey clan, who were ruining the evening for the Quatura, and especially the Senseque, had gained entry.

I had wasted no time looking for the Blair Witch, hoping to give her the bracelet without attracting attention, but I hadn’t been able to spot her anywhere.

Twice I had almost given it to her, but each time it had felt like I was not sticking to J’s agreement. And Julie hadn’t seemed like she knew anything about me and her friend either.

I had just picked up a champagne glass from a waitress’s tray to wash down that stupid nervousness in my chest, but stopped when I spotted the young woman in the tight gray and silver dress – studded with clear sparkling gemstones – on the stairs.

My hand clutched the glass because it was starting to slip through my fingers, the other hand in the pocket of my suit trousers.

Julie Blair walked down the stairs like a damn queen, commanding the attention of the entire ballroom.

Her hair was shorter, making her feminine features look sharper, her dress emphasized her subtle curves, hugging the roundness of her breasts and her... slight bump.

I couldn’t help staring.

It was just a small protrusion, but big enough to be unmistakably what I thought it was. A baby bump.

Julie Blair was pregnant.

Anger welled up inside me, and it took me a few seconds to find its source.

The Councils.

They probably taught their girls to have sex with strangers early enough so they could continue the elemental bloodlines.

I knew that female Quatura were forbidden to let their children grow up with their fathers or to involve fathers in their upbringing at all. All these girls had grown up without fathers and had never known any male caregivers in their lives. Everything about it felt wrong.

And the fact that this stubborn Quatura girl of all people was expecting a child worried me.

I wanted to experiment on her, but if she was pregnant, I would have to be careful. And the last thing I wanted to do was to be careful with any of these sick people.

Without even a sideways glance, Julie walked past the Ruisangors, whose arrival had caused quite a stir.

The Rolanows – the Copelands’ guests – and the Copelands’ Alpha had so far eyed them in shock, as if Death himself had entered the hall. Just as the Council members were now looking at Julie.

Confused, I eyed the many women who had been left speechless by Julie’s appearance.

Why did they look as if they were afraid of Julie?

My focus lingered on the head of the Councils, as it had so many times that evening, and the hatred in my chest returned, clenching and threatening to burst out of me. It was a wonder I hadn’t stormed up to her and strangled her in front of all the ball guests.

However, as if possessed by her, my gaze slid back to Julie, who was striding with confidence toward the Councils.

“Why isn’t anyone dancing?”

The smirk that came to my lips was unintentional, and I tried to make it disappear from my face, angry at myself.

Julie’s eyes turned to Gloria Westcode and she kept walking. She stopped in front of the bony woman, who radiated nothing but coldness and excessive pride.

The head of the Councils seemed to want to say something, because her mouth opened slightly, but Julie put her hands on the base of her stomach and… smiled coldly at Gloria.

What on earth was going on there? What role did Julie Blair play in the system of the Councils and the Circle?

Again and again, this girl awakened countless questions in me.

I stared at her, trying to find answers in her graceful appearance, but all I could see was a girl reaching for a glass of water and emptying it in one go while the orchestra started the next piece.

Behind her, the gazes of countless women and girls followed as if Julie were a person of respect, the gaze of the head of the Council as if this strange girl were her downfall.

Only yesterday, she had pushed me up against a wall and taken me completely by surprise.

At first, I had wanted to defend myself and take her consciousness away with the same potion I had used on Miles, but then her hand had been on my chest and her ice had traveled over my clothes to my bare skin, settling on it.

The memory sent a cold tingle over my body, as if some of her ice was still on my skin.

Any sane person would have fought back, but I had been motionless, had let the cold wash over me, even worse, had enjoyed it.

My jaw grinded against my cheeks.

She was threatening me with her goddamn ice magic, and my body couldn’t think of anything better than getting a fucking erection.

The memory alone was enough, and a heated tingle traveled down my groin.

I tried to suppress the memory because it wasn’t fair to J to allow such thoughts. And I hated myself so much for not having my body under better control.

I wanted to leave the ballroom, but I had promised J that I would give her friend the bracelet, and I wasn’t done with Julie yet.

What if she was a weak point in their system? What if she was the key to destroying them for good?

I would be a bigger fool than I already was if I let this opportunity slip through my fingers.

I clutched the bracelet and slipped it back into my pocket.

Nervousness crept up my throat.

I had to give it to her. Now.
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Chapter 59

Julie

Wrecking Ball

Midnite String Quartet

As if spellbound, I lost myself in the sparkling peridots, letting him pull me further onto the dance floor and ignoring the fact that more and more eyes were directed at us, including those of countless Quatura.

“Quite daring of you to ask me to dance in front of people who would have you arrested immediately if they knew what you know as a human,” I said firmly, aware that he would pose no danger to me or the baby on the dance floor.

“Quite daring of you to let someone like that lead you onto the dance floor, Miss Blair,” he murmured. “I wonder what the Circle thinks?” He let his other hand move to my waist, and I sucked in my breath, overwhelmed by this unexpected touch. “Especially after you’ve dropped a baby bomb.”

Only now did I realize how close his hand was to my baby.

He smirked as if he knew exactly what he was doing.

Was he trying to unsettle me?

I stared at him, matching my steps to his.

The citrus note fogged me, together with the masculine scent of his body.

Did he have to smell so good?

Ashamed of this thought, I broke eye contact first and looked around the room. Any one of these guests could be Erik. And he had probably spotted me long ago, toying with the idea of not giving me the bracelet after all because I was busy dancing with a professor.

I felt his ring on my skin and wondered where his wife was. Would she approve if she knew he was here, dancing with me?

More warmth filled my face.

“The head of the Council doesn’t seem thrilled with your performance.”

I looked at him, intentionally not at the devil he was alluding to.

“My days of allowing these people to control me are over,” I said in a firm voice. “They can think what they want.”

I wondered how he had found out about her. How he was even able to use dark magic and what he had injected himself with, there in his office. Why he was researching the species... I wondered so many things, had been unable to get answers, probably never would. And maybe that was a good thing.

From today on, I shouldn’t care if the Circle was in danger. This man was no longer my problem.

“And I thought you were her lapdog,” the professor continued, spinning us elegantly across the dance floor. “Her spy.” One of his blond strands fell into his smooth forehead, adorned by a vein protruding slightly from the side. “But apparently, you didn’t just fool her.” The right corner of his mouth turned upwards. “What is your goal?”

The word slipped from my lips, and I wasn’t the least bit shocked.

“Revenge.”

His smirk intensified. “We seem to have the same ambitions.”

I raised both brows.

“What would you want revenge for?”

A shadow flitted across his face, but he didn’t lose the smirk, even though it lessened.

“What would you want revenge for?” he murmured in a low voice.

I swallowed.

Certainly, I wouldn’t tell him. It was bizarre enough that we were having this conversation. On a dance floor while we were obviously under surveillance.

He was lucky that most of the guests were busy whispering about the hacker or watching the DeLoughreys.

“I don’t need to know what your reason is,” he continued quietly, pulling me further toward him, which sent a flutter through my stomach. He grew even quieter. “It’s enough to know we’re on the same side.”

On the same side.

I fixed his gaze, gripped his arm tighter, trying not to let his knowing smile irritate me.

He seemed to have a problem with the Councils. Was that why he was researching the species? Did he want to know more about them than they knew about themselves so that he could use that knowledge against them? But why? He was a human. What should someone like him have to do with them? Quatura Circles existed to protect humans. Did he know that?

“Let me make you a deal,” he said with dangerous softness in his low voice, and the hairs under the fabric of my dress stood up as he pulled me a little closer.

“I don’t want your internship,” I said with determination, trying to hide the fact that this closeness was unsettling me.

“What if I tell you that you’ll get more than that?” he said, his eyes piercing me. “What if I can help you find out where this magic comes from and how you can control it? And what if I can offer you help against the Councils?”

I searched for empty promises in his eyes, but he held my gaze. The smile was gone.

How was a human going to help me?

“Think of it like an alliance of sorts.”

I snorted, causing irritation in his gaze.

“I don’t trust you.”

“I don’t trust you, either,” he returned. “But this isn’t about trust. It’s’ about mutual benefit.”

Damn. I was on my own, shouldn’t even be thinking about working with such a lunatic. But would it be wise to turn down this offer? What if this was my chance to learn about the things the Circle forbade? That it feared?

Dark magic.

“Let’s say I were to accept...” I began hesitantly, watching his facial expressions carefully in the hope that I could somehow interpret them. “What guarantees that you won’t betray me?”

He lowered his voice. “It’s called blood magic.”

“Dark magic,” I whispered because that was what the use of blood involved.

“Umbra,” he corrected me. “And you won’t be able to get around it if you want to see these people bleed.”

The inner tension whenever I had thought about this form of magic in recent weeks had disappeared. What remained was curiosity and a reverent trembling in my chest.

The professor seemed to be hiding knowledge that I would never acquire in Moenia. As if this man was holding the key in front of my nose and all I had to do was reach for it. Dangerous, deceptive... But what did I have to lose? I was on my own from now on. I couldn’t really trust anyone.

“Agreed.”

There they were again. Those incredibly attractive dimples.

“I knew you were a clever girl.”

Heat rose in my cheeks.

Erik. I had to find Erik. Erik was the person who could trigger such feelings in me, not this man who kept overstepping my boundaries.

“Do you have any other blackmail suggestions, Professor?”

The smile disappeared from his lips.

“Quentin.”

I stared at him. “I don’t understand.”

“If we work together, I want you to call me by my name, not my title.”

And now I was the one who started to smirk.

“Too bad,” I said, amused by the fact that it seemed to bother him so much. “I would have liked to call you Professor.”

His jaw clenched against the taut skin, confirming that there were ways to provoke this man if I needed to.

“Don’t provoke me,” he murmured darkly.

I pressed my lips together with a smile to stifle a grin.

“What can I do if you’re so easily irritated?”

He met my gaze with his but lowered it to my lips like the other day, and my inner insecurity returned.

It was as if this man was trying to penetrate me with his gaze.

Suddenly, he pressed his lips together and looked away for the first time, looking past me.

“I’d have to lie if I said this deal was the only reason I am dancing with you.”

Confused, I waited for him to continue.

“You know someone who means a lot to me,” he murmured with a dark voice, letting go of my hand briefly so that he was only leading me by the waist across the dance floor while his hand slipped into his pocket. “Even though I wonder what you have to do with her.”

The confusion had already multiplied.

What was he talking about?

He stared at me as if searching for something in my gaze.

“She didn’t tell you anything…”

It sounded like a statement.

“Your friend,” he continued, and the dance became slower and more irregular. “Give her this.”

He stopped abruptly and reached for my hand.

I wanted to pull it away, but something cool was already slipping onto my heated palm.

His expression became serious.

“If you don’t, I’ll know.”

And with those words, he let go of my hand, turned away from me and left the dance floor.

As if I had frozen myself, I stood there and let my gaze wander after him until he disappeared into the crowd. And only then was I capable of opening my hand.

That was the moment when my eyes widened and I gasped for air... unsuccessfully. The moment when someone took my heart out of glass and smashed it on the ballroom floor.

Don’t Deserve You

Plumb

First Vivienna, then Margot, and then the other Quatura. They had all wanted to speak to me, but I had tried to walk through the hall with my head held high and fled through one of the exits into the corridors of the west wing.

One hundred and thirty-five. That was the number of steps I managed to walk before my shaky knees gave way.

I collapsed on the floor in the middle of the west wing’s main corridor.

I couldn't breathe.

With my hand pressed over my mouth, I tried to stifle a scream that found its way out in a heart-rending sob. Another sob, mixed with countless hot tears, fought its way out until I couldn’t hold back another sob.

I opened my mouth, but no sound came out.

Tears flowed. My nose was running.

I slumped against the wall behind me, closed my eyes and continued to sob, the wall freezing.

“What have I done...” I gasped out, struggling for air. “What have I done?”

The words left my dry throat in fragments, which gradually tightened... until I finally laid my head back against the cold wall in a daze and let the feeling of helplessness consume me. Around me, the world freezing a little more.
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Chapter 60

Emely

Elastic Heart – Cover

Bryson Andres

Whoever had been playing a joke on Harlow, my uncle had been the only one with a grin on his lips when the hacker had made the announcement.

Father hadn’t liked it at all because someone had obviously gained access to the IT security rooms, or worse, managed to breach the Vanderwood security network.

But Alarik had thought that it was only a prank, and Father had left it at that because a much bigger problem had entered the ballroom: The DeLoughrey clan.

Father had wanted to send Nash, me and the Rolanows home, but no one had left yet.

They were all staring at the man with the scarred face, who was standing at the other end of the ballroom with his clan members, also staring at us, as if we were their goddamn prey.

And me? I tried to ignore this unpleasant situation, distracted by even more unpleasant, even more painful things.

I stood there like an idiot. Maybe that’s what I had been the whole time. But now it was official.

The one person I had hoped wouldn’t leave me alone tonight was dancing with someone else.

Julian had given me a single glance and then disappeared for a moment. He had then come alone towards us, where he had spoken to his father for a moment. Afterward, my father had spoken to him and my heart had stopped. The color had drained from Julian’s face, but then my father had gone back to the Rolanows, and I had finally been able to concentrate on Tania again, who had already lent me the second dress. 
I was hopeful that this one would survive the evening. I had also been grateful that she was here. But now she was engrossed in a conversation with Mica, who, by the way, hated dancing.

And so, I stood here alone, like an idiot, staring at Julian, who looked like he had just found out the day he died. I had wanted to go to him because I was tired of waiting for an apology. I had wanted to clear the air, to forgive him, but then she had shown up.

It wasn’t that I didn’t like Bayla, but she was always with him and took away my chance to be alone with him. I felt bad that I wished she hadn’t been there, or had never come to Blairville in the first place, because I had seen her look at me, and then she had said. “You should dance with her.”

Hope had spread through me. But then he had turned away from me and pulled Bayla onto the dance floor.

He was still angry, and he knew how to get revenge for things. He avoided me. And now he was dancing with Bayla Adams, a Quatura who obviously held nothing against me.

I didn’t understand it. Nothing about their behavior made sense to me.

The lump in my throat seemed to get bigger, and I stared at Julian, who was looking in a different direction on purpose.

It would have only taken a second longer, and I would have been on the verge of tears, but something snapped me out of my misery.

Someone gently grabbed my waist and pulled me to the side, which threw me off my feet.

I immediately turned around, expecting to see Mica, who had perhaps changed his mind after all, but it wasn’t Mica.

Diamonds
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My heart skipped a beat.

Startled, I stared at Miles, who pulled me further onto the dance floor so fast that I didn’t have time to react.

Stunned, I stared at him, but there was no emotion on his face. Neither the usual scorn nor mockery. There were only his brown tourmaline eyes, which made me stare.

I was annoyed that I couldn’t read his feelings and thoughts, as I could with the members of the pack, if they would let me. In that moment, he was more Ruisangor than usual. He was unreadable.

He pulled me further and further into the hall, past Julian, who was now – after all – looking at me and Miles.

I didn’t have time to protest or tear myself away. I was unable to move.

“What are you doing?” I asked Miles, overwhelmed, who placed me in front of him and waited for the orchestra to start the next piece.

“What does it look like I’m doing?” he replied with a typical Miles grin.

“You’re harassing me,” I replied angrily, although the anger disappeared within a few seconds.

“I’m saving your life,” he said and pointed his gaze at Julian, which made my jaw drop. I quickly collected myself and took a deep breath.

“I’m fine on my own...”

I tried not to let on that Miles had actually just rescued me from a very awkward situation.

“You looked like an offended sheep that didn’t get any of the hay.”

My eyes widened. “Pardon?!”

“One can smell at a hundred meters that you like him,” Miles said with amusement as he began to lead me to the right and left to the rhythm of the music.

Of course, I didn’t want to accept this and opened my mouth, but Miles was quicker.

“Don’t even try to deny it.”

I could feel the blush literally spreading across my face.

Miles, of all people, had felt it.

“I don’t see how that is any of your business,” I said quickly, wanting to end the conversation without starting a new one.

“But I’m right, which brings me to the conclusion that I rescued you from a predicament.”

Damn. The truth was, he had saved me from a predicament. God only knew that wasn’t the whole story.

“I’m afraid you’ve gotten us both into another one,” I sighed, memories of our last encounter in the kitchen of the student accommodation house flashing through my mind, making my face even hotter.

He raised his elegantly arched brow as if he hadn’t understood me.

“My father is here,” I began, looking at my family.

And of course, everyone was staring at us.

First, there was Mica, who was glaring in our direction with a shocked look as if he wanted to kill Miles; then his father, who was gesticulating wildly in my direction while talking to my father, making my heartbeat quicken with evil foreboding.

And then I saw my father looking at me in confusion. His expression darkened, and I guessed how much he would love to come here and tear Miles away from me. But he wasn’t allowed to do that in front of all these humans... and Ruisangors. He knew that if he or one of the Rolanows approached Miles, the head of the Ruisangor clan would approach too. And he feared that man more than anything else.

Hopefully, Father knew that I could defend myself against Miles if he ever showed his true nature.

“He’s known for not letting anyone or anything get close to his children. Especially not a Ruisangor,” I said, realizing too late that this statement was more of a wish than a fact.

What was I thinking? Of course, my father would put his hand in the fire for me. I was his daughter.

The lump in my throat threatened to get heavier.

“Your father is the last of these people whose death list I’m on. Believe me, right now, I see other people who would like to see me dead,” Miles whispered, and I looked to the rest of the pack. All the guys were staring at us, each of them seemed tense.

I could hear them all trying to communicate with me through the bond. Cody, Hunter, Nash... But I reassured them all through our connection that I had everything under control and that Miles couldn’t hurt me here, that he was just trying to unsettle me and provoke them all. And it seemed like Harry was going to tell his father Maverick, and he was going to tell my father.

I couldn’t stand Father’s look of confusion and turned back to Miles.

I said in a shaky voice, “You didn’t have to save me. Enough other male dancers in this room are interested in me.”

The last part slipped from my lips more confidently than I’d expected. But I knew a lot of guys in the pack would love to dance with me.

“And yet I’m the one who asked you to dance first in front of everyone.”

I stared at him.

“Don’t think I really wanted to help you,” he added quickly, and I managed to pull my face from its stare.

What else had I expected? Of course, this was one of his stupid games.

“Why would I think that?” I laughed, trying to block out my family.

Maybe I could get rid of Miles in time and save us both a lot of drama.

Miles’ gaze was steadfast. “I just want to make sure.”

“Make sure your karma account stays low enough in the red?”

My words made him grin. I had given up trying to insult him, because either he found it funny, as he did now, or he always found a counterattack.

“Believe me, it’s one of the most satisfying feelings when Emely Copeland owes you something.”

My mouth opened slightly in disbelief and I saw his eyes move down to my lips. Then I remembered his warning... and pressed them together immediately.

But he noticed immediately and looked at me with a shadow crossing his face. A shadow I hadn’t seen from him before.

“Every time I try to force myself to think well of you, you manage to convince me otherwise,” I laughed, and the shadow disappeared from his face.

“Oh. You’re trying to think well of me? What have I done to deserve this honor?”

Shit. He was right.

I raised my eyebrows. “You don’t deserve it at all.”

“I don’t advise it either,” he added. It wasn’t a warning, sounded almost bitter and... honest.

“Don’t worry,” I just laughed, feeling Miles’s fingers move over my upper back to my lower. It should feel weird, strange, uncomfortable, especially with the cold of his hand. But my body was so overheated that it felt forbiddenly good.

Arcade – Violin Version
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I quickly smoothed my face and tried to erase the feeling from my body, to bury it...

Miles seemed to be watching me closely, and I noticed how my lips had unconsciously opened a crack again.

It was fun to know that this upset him. Especially when his hand slipped a little lower.

I could well imagine that Miles had to run for his life after that evening, because I could feel the pack’s eyes so intensely on my back, which, by the way, was completely exposed thanks to the dress.

“Do you think anything would be different if our families weren’t enemies?” I asked quietly, and Miles maintained eye contact.

“Everything would be different.”

His words sounded tense, as if they hurt. And then I realized that they actually did. I tried to block out the feeling and face reality.

“I don’t think so. Because you’d still be the Miles I know.”

Miles said nothing and instead continued to guide me across the dance floor.

“Don’t think you know me. Because you don’t,” he said under his breath.

His voice was so raspy, so different. It was as if he was just another Miles, and all sorts of questions popped into my head.

What if he was really only like that with me? What was he like to Larissa when they were alone? Why was he like that at all? Was there a Miles I could like if he weren’t a Ruisangor?

Suddenly his hand came away from my back and he spun me around, holding just my hand so I moved a little away from him. My dress lifted slightly and spun with me until he pulled me back to him. An involuntary sigh escaped my mouth.

I would never admit it out loud to him, or to anyone else, but if there was one thing he could do better than drive me insane, it was dancing.

He led me past him and back, we spun together, and then he spun me away from him so that I held his hand – which was a little warmer than usual – in mine until he spun me again, pulling me back to him. He brought his hand back down to my waist and led me across the hall, almost elegantly.

I looked to the side and saw all the looks from the students, who were obviously admiring Miles’ dancing style.

After Julie’s entrance, I hadn’t expected to be the center of attention this evening. But Miles made me feel like a goddamn dancer. He pulled me to him again, slid his hands down my body and led me further and further so that I sank into our steps.

I looked around again. This time I met the eyes of the Ruisangors.

They all looked as if Miles had made a mistake or seemed shocked. Only the head of the clan stared at me as if this man wanted me dead.

“Don’t look at them.” Miles turned me slightly, turning my attention back to our footsteps. “Focus on me.”

He said it so softly, with a tenderness in his voice I’d never heard before, that I had to look up at him. Goosebumps spread all over my back.

“Let them talk,” he continued, applying gentle pressure to my back so that I moved closer to him.

There it was again. That scent that fogged my senses in a different way.

Miles DeLoughrey smelled damn good, and I was dancing with him.

There was something about this situation that I didn’t like at all, but his proximity made my body’s voice louder than my head’s.

“Why...” I began in a shaky voice, but the sentence just wouldn’t come out. I was so confused, so speechless, held by him far too close to his body, a body that was warmer than it should be and that made more heat rise inside me than it was allowed to.

“A little drama raises your market value,” he said with that smirk.

God, his fucking smirk. And that inappropriate comment.

What did he think he was going to accomplish with that move? What was really in it for him? He couldn’t actually think I would come to his door with a gift basket and thank him for it.

“You’re only doing all this so that my family has one more reason to marry me off to Mikhail.”

I didn’t wait for an answer to come from his lips, but rather watched for the one in his eyes, as if I could find something in the bronze fibers without losing my mind.

Miles seemed to hesitate while he kept looking at me before he finally continued.

“Isn’t that what you want?”

I didn’t know how to answer that. After the first few weeks with the Rolanows, with Mica, after all those years of duty to the pack...

Pure anger welled up inside me. I hadn’t expected that one person could make me question such important things. And him of all people.

“To make your family proud?”

Why did the words coming out of his mouth sound so wrong? Almost venomous?

I felt like I had just committed a sin. Only I couldn’t tell if, in this version of reality, Miles represented the priest to whom I was confessing my betrayal just by making eye contact, or the devil who was feeding me all these thoughts and emotions so he could get what he wanted.

The thought sharpened my awareness of reality, but only a little, because Miles wasn’t done yet.

“To be the perfect daughter.”

His expression had become more serious. So serious, as if he was trying to warn me about something. And I couldn’t tear myself away from his gaze.

This time, Miles had me in the palm of his hand. Whatever he was up to, my attention was his. I was his, for the moment. But he would never know that.

Arcade (feat. FLETCHER)
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The slow music forced us to dance closer. Or was it him? Was he forcing me to come closer, pressing his hand even harder against my body as if he wanted me?

My heart leapt, sending a wave of unfamiliar tingling through my entire body, followed by pulsing warmth.

I felt his hand slide down further, so slowly that the goosebumps that spread over my entire body caused a renewed rush of heat in my chest. I had given up trying to fight the fluttering in my stomach. Unfortunately, he was a handsome man who touched my body like no one else had done before.

He probably didn’t even realize what he was doing to me, especially when he pulled me even closer to him, sealing the tiny gap between us.

“Your life would be a lot easier if you didn’t always listen to your father.”

Fogged by his words and the unfamiliar body language, by the whole dance, the words hit me with unexpected intensity and like a sharp sword.

“Our fathers seem to have one thing in common.” He laughed softly, and it really looked good on him. “They both have an image of us in their heads that they would like to turn into reality.” He slid his other arm down to my waist as well, forcing me to rest both my arms on his shoulders as he swayed me back and forth to the softening violin melody, slowly spinning us across the hall.

He seemed focused on me, as if the others really weren’t there. And everything else slipped into the background for me too.

“My father is still trying,” he finally said in an even quieter voice.

It sounded like he didn’t want to talk about it. And yet he did. With me. With his rival.

“Do you know what he is missing?”

He laughed again, but this time it was different. It seemed dismissive.

I shook my head, curious to hear what he would say. I hung on his lips, hungry for answers and information about him, his past. A dark strand of hair slipped into his face, reminding me how close I was to him.

“My will.”

He said it almost silently, so I had to focus on his lips to make sure what he just said really came out of his mouth.

I was shocked.

He was obviously comparing himself to me. And whatever was going on between him and his father... he was relating it to me, comparing me to him, my father to his.

I still didn’t know what to say. He had just opened a tiny little crack of an unknown door for me and I couldn’t handle it. I hadn’t even expected it. How was I supposed to react? All he had just accused me of was wanting to please my father and submitting to him.

Except that was how I had grown up and as a member of the pack, that was my goddamn duty. Obviously, Miles had forgotten that my father was also my Alpha.

When I realized my eyes were still glued to his lips, I looked up at him with hot cheeks and caught his eyes glued to my slightly open mouth.

We weren’t dancing anymore. Miles had stopped dancing.

“We decide how far we allow them to break us, if we let them turn us into what we are not supposed to be. And sometimes it takes us longer to realize that they’re playing with us, that we’re not as important to them as we thought we were. And then we disappoint them. Again, and again. Until the disappointment becomes a routine for them, and they only use you to tell you what you could have been...”

He stopped talking abruptly. The serious look had given way to a confused, almost hurt expression. Then he broke eye contact.

I had fallen silent inside.

At first, he stared into nothingness between us, then he looked around, smiled nervously and said something that gave me the final kick into reality.

“If he hasn’t realized by now how attractive you are this evening, then he’s an idiot.”

I don’t know where they came from, but they were just there. Tears. Hot tears.

I had to get out of here.

Can’t Help Falling In Love- DARK
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Overwhelmed by all the emotions, I rushed away, hurrying past people who moved aside, ran away, out of sight of the pack, so they couldn’t see the disaster I was turning into at that very moment. And before any of my friends could follow me, I hurried through one of the corridors and finally out through an open side door, where the cool night air greeted me.

I had landed in one of the courtyards, where the fountains were still running.

“Emely...”

I wheeled around.

Miles had followed me. He was standing in the doorway and his look was... full of worry?

Why on earth worry? Couldn’t he just go away, leave me alone? Didn’t he see that he was confusing me? And that he had just turned me into a distracted mess in front of all those people?

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to...”

But I interrupted his pathetic attempt to justify himself.

“What? Ruin my reputation? Provoke my family? Play one of your ridiculous games with me and win so that I’ll eventually give up? I think that’s exactly what you wanted!”

“I don't know what has gotten into me,” he said, looking at me in confusion.

What on earth was wrong with him? What was he doing to me right now? Couldn’t he just give me a devilish grin and confirm what I had just stated with a simple Yes?

“You wanted revenge? Fine. Go in and see what you’ve done. Happy?” I just snapped and gestured toward the hall. “You better go back inside and leave me alone. You’ve won.”

My family would lynch him if he went back…

“I can’t,” he whispered.

Was he afraid? Was he a coward? Or was he continuing to play with me?

I narrowed my eyes. “What do you mean, you can’t? What’s so hard, just...”

“I can’t, damn it! Can’t you see what you’re doing to me?” he suddenly shouted, a few strands of hair sliding into his desperate face.

“What am I doing, Miles? Tell me!” I yelled back.

He looked at me. He stared at me. And it was his eyes that spoke the loudest. Dark brown and captivatingly glistening. It had always been his eyes that had spoken to me. Even when he had tried in all sorts of ways to get my attention, to drive me crazy, to mess with my head... It was his eyes that I kept getting stuck on in the end.

And now this idiot was standing in front of me, after we had danced as if we were more than what we really were.

I was annoyed in a way I hadn’t been for a long time. Everyone had been able to see us. And he had known that.

“Damn it, Miles! Tell me what it is! What is it you want?!”

I was boiling with rage. How had I let him get so close to me? Dance with him... God! Dance with him!

Miles opened his mouth just a little, so that he drew my attention to his lips, from which I tried to tear my gaze away, overwhelmed.

He wanted to say something. I wanted him to say something. But I was afraid of his answer, and what it would do to me.

“What do I have to do to get you to leave me alone?” I asked in a shaky voice, trying to fight back the tears. The rest of my body against my brain.

I had to get rid of Miles DeLoughrey before he got what he wanted.

The delicate gap between his lips disappeared again, and he closed his eyes for a tiny moment, as if he was feeling... pain?

What was happening here right now?

He had wanted to say something and I had interrupted him. Now I would never know. And that was just right, wasn’t it?

Overwhelm mixed with anxiety in my chest. I knew that something had just gone wrong, that I had made a mistake, but I couldn’t put my thoughts in order.

I felt a tear break free from my eye and roll down my cheek. It was as hot as his breath on my neck when we had danced.

Goosebumps automatically spread all over my body.

He had breathed. We had danced.

“Why are you crying?” he asked, and it sounded as desperate as I felt.

He took a step towards me. Reluctantly, I backed away.

“I’m not crying.” My voice remained shaky.

“You’re crying... and I want to know why.”

Another step toward me.

“Because you’re confusing me!”

I looked at him pleadingly.

Couldn’t he settle for this, turn around and just leave! What was he doing here? To me?

“I’m confusing you?”

Yes! He was confusing me, damn it! And it got worse and worse with each passing day. Miles was everything I couldn’t be. Every time, he showed me anew what I didn’t have, couldn’t have.

Freedom.

“Yes,” I sobbed, desperate by now.

“No, Emely! You’re lying! I’m not confusing you! The only thing that’s confusing you is your feelings!” My breath hitched. My heart jumped and I froze. “Just because you can’t cope with your life, and someone shows you what kind of life you could have, doesn’t mean you have to blame that person just because you can’t handle it. You’re depending on your family, selling your soul for a bunch of people who don’t value you for the person you are.”

And, finally, my heart froze to ice.

That had hit the mark. He had hit the bull’s eye.

My composure slipped away, and I didn’t care what I looked like. Anger, disappointment, confusion, and more confusion filled my body. And then I drew a line.

“You managed to make me cry…” My voice shook badly. I narrowed my eyes, gazing into his, which looked at me expectantly. “That’s the only triumph I’ll ever let you have.” By now, my voice was so broken that it no longer sounded like mine, but that of a stranger. I was a stranger to myself. “If you won’t tell me what you want, I’ll tell you what I want you to do.” The attempt to regulate my breathing failed, and I had to gasp for air. “I want you to stay the hell away from me!”

I watched the exact moment he froze into a pillar of salt, as if he’d forgotten that I’d never wanted anything else. When had I let him do all this to me? Let him get that close to me? I had been so stupid not to see...

Only Love Can Hurt Like This – Slowed Down Version
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My breath hitched the moment I realized the truth.

I could do nothing but stare at him. And suddenly, chaotic fragments of memories flashed past me in my head. Those memories in which Miles appeared rose up like a gigantic wave and smashed down on me with a crash. It was like a movie that suddenly made you cry, even though you didn’t know why. Or one that you couldn’t stop thinking about, but you had forgotten the title, and now you were looking for it everywhere with this ever-increasing feeling of longing. As if the movie could fill a gap that you wished wasn’t there. A movie that was better forgotten.

I wished I could erase all those memories. I wanted someone to take them away from me. Right now. Because they were taking over...

Shock settled over my entire existence.

“Miles! Are you out here?” a voice called out, and we both flinched at the same time.

Larissa.

I immediately slid backward, further behind the wall, and Miles finally managed to take his desperate gaze off me, turn and look in the direction of the source of the voice.

“Yeah. Is something wrong?” he asked in a calm and determined tone, and I knew immediately that it was just his facade.

His hands rested behind his back, one clutching his wrist as if he was hurting himself. Because of me.

We had both become confused…

“We want to start.”

Miles seemed alarmed, distracted, for a moment, which I used to slip through the nearest side entrance and press my back against the cold stone wall.

I held my breath, pressed my hand over my mouth.

“Just a moment. I’ll be right there,” Miles said, and I heard Larissa sigh before her footsteps moved away.

I heard nothing for a while, then footsteps coming my way.

My shock intensified and more tears began to fall down my cheeks.

“Emely.” It sounded so soft and pleading. I had never heard him say my name like that before.

When I didn’t answer and hoped he wasn’t coming any closer, I heard a scrape on the ground. A stone was kicked away and hit the wall near me.

I flinched.

“Damn it!” were his last words.

Then hasty footsteps.

And when I knew he was gone, I collapsed on the inside. I slumped down the wall, onto the even colder stone floor, and let out all the tears I had gathered over the last few weeks. And there were a lot of them.

A tear for Julian and for the fact that I hadn’t foreseen that we weren’t meant for each other, that I had first had to see that he simply reminded me of better times that I still seemed attached to.

A tear for Mica, and for all he had done for me without me realizing or appreciating it.

A tear for my pack, for whom I would never be perfect enough.

And another tear for this naive little girl who wanted to show everyone how well she could cope, how strong she was, and what she could endure.

I cried so hard that I had to press my hand over my mouth again to not be heard.

I was the idiot. The naïve girl inside me that I finally had to break away from. The one who cried and shed her tears mainly because of one person.

Miles DeLoughrey, a Ruisangor. But he wasn’t my worst enemy. It was my heart. Miles DeLoughrey had gotten what he wanted. Access to my miserably cursed, traitorous heart.

It hammered violently in my chest. Because of him.

But I would take this secret to my grave.

[image: Emely and Miles]
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Chapter 61

Julian

Andante Con Moto – Piano and Strings – “Vaulter”

Nicholas Britell

Julie had just shown up, giving Bayla the chance she had needed to escape the Circle. But I had been too distracted to see where she had disappeared to, and now, I was pushing my way through students standing around complaining and looking for her.

I didn’t realize that I was already far too close to the pack.

“Julian. There you are,” a familiar voice called out, and I sighed, before turning around.

My father was standing there in a neat dark brown suit and beckoned me over.

I overcame the urge inside me to just leave and stepped toward him.

He and Mia had come all this way, and it wouldn’t be fair of me not to talk to him at least once.

“Is everything okay with Bayla and Diana?” He sounded worried.

“Her mother isn’t too happy with her choice of clothes,” I sighed, speaking the truth, and continued to look around for Bayla. Could she be outside already?

“Yet she’s wearing such a beautiful dress,” Dad laughed, and I agreed with him. The dress fitted her like a glove, as if it had been made for her body.

“I have to say, it looks familiar to me, but there are so many dresses here that it’s easy to get confused,” Dad laughed, and I looked at him in surprise.

He must have known Alice, even if only fleetingly.

“Well, anyway, what I really wanted to tell you, Son…” He came closer and put his hand on my right shoulder. “I’m sorry about the other day. I keep forgetting how much you did for Mia and our family when I...” He broke off and lowered his eyes. It was hard for him to say it. He’d never talked about his addiction before. Not to anyone. “When I was miserable.”

I was grateful that he had almost said it at least once, as if he was making progress. But I wanted him to know that he didn’t have to apologize. Not for what I had done to this family. If I didn’t exist, Mum would still be alive. The woman he had loved.

My heart began to pound without control, and I felt myself close to a possible transformation. I didn’t have a bottle of wolfsbane with me.

“You know that family comes first for me. You don’t have to thank me for something like that,” I said, and he looked down at the ground, concerned.

The monster inside me calmed down a little without me having done anything in particular.

“No. I do. You were young, and I shouldn’t have left you alone,” he said in a firm voice, and it broke my heart that after all these years he still didn’t realize who the culprit was. Without me, he would never have sunk so low, would never have had to fight these shadows.

“I had a serious word with Nickolas about giving you a little more time. He didn’t seem enthusiastic, but you should be given more time... three months.”

My eyes widened.

“You asked the Alpha for something?”

My father lowered his voice. “Yes, and I would do it again and again to protect my family.”

My whole body tensed.

Fuck. What had he done?

“What did he ask in return?”

My father said nothing, and my anxiety rose immeasurably fast.

What had he done?

“If you’ll excuse me, I have a conversation to finish,” he said, and was about to leave when he paused once more. “You should dance with Emely. She’s been looking in our direction this whole time, like she’s waiting for you.”

I didn’t look at Emely, because if she really wanted to dance with me, she would have approached me by now.

Instead, my thoughts dwelled on my father’s words as he just left me standing there.

I could have stood here longer, staring into nothingness, realizing what he had done.

A pact with the Alpha. You only had one free pact. The Alpha promised something, and you... gave your soul to the pack.

My father had joined the pack.

My vision darkened, and I was forced to turn around. The man who was to blame for making my life even harder after my mother’s death. It was him. Nickolas. The Alpha of the Canadian American pack.

“Good evening, Julian.”

He hadn’t changed a bit in the last two years. He still had that look, down from above, as if he wanted to show that he was the Alpha, but, as always, his authority didn’t really get through to me.

His dark blond, almost brown hair had turned gray, as had his short beard, which looked well-groomed, albeit rough, just as I had seen him as a child.

Standing in front of me was a man of tradition, and one who was better not to upset.

With all my effort, I gritted out a “Good evening.”

“I hope you enjoy it,” he continued immediately, looking around the ballroom with emphasis. “After all, you’re on our property.”

Those words were unnecessary. Just like the next ones, which made my body tense up even more.

“Just don’t enjoy it too much. I saw you with the Quatura, with that girl with the green dress, and the women I call my enemies for a reason.”

He looked at me with mistrust. His blue eagle eyes no longer scanned the ballroom. They hung menacingly over me.

“There’s a lot of potential in you. I saw that back then. You’re stronger than other Senseque. And yet you’re wasting it. One day you will realize where you belong.”

His words felt wrong. Like he was trying to inject an untruth into me. Through manipulation.

“You forced my father to join the pack,” I pressed out, and his gaze darkened.

If I were a stranger, I would be scared now, but something inside me wanted to rebel against this man. I wanted him to know that he would never be my Alpha.

“You know that every Senseque has to join a pack sooner or later,” he said with a threatening undertone in his voice.

I wondered if he spoke to his daughter like that.

How could she be so connected to the pack? A bunch of idiots blindly following a single deluded man.

“You know what awaits those who don’t.”

I began to tremble on the inside, with tension.

He had forced my father... blackmailed him.

Stunned, I stared at the man I had once had so much respect for. Small, barely visible scars above his eyes reflected his past within the pack hierarchy, as well as all the games he’d been forced to participate in.

I had once admired him for that. What a naive child I had been. I realized now that if I hadn’t left, he would have brainwashed me.

As painful as the thought was, my mother’s death had opened my eyes.

I would have loved to tell Nickolas how much I didn’t care about his opinion, but all I could do was stand there in silence and let his rebuke wash over me because I knew he now had something he could use against me. Until he finally decided he was done with me and marched back to the pack.

I must have stood there rooted to the spot for a while until someone shook me by the arm.

“Julian, hey. I’ve been looking for you.”

Bayla had finally reappeared and was looking around frantically in all directions.

I would carry her out of here myself if anyone from the Circle came and wanted her. Maybe my anger was getting the better of me, but I didn’t care.

“You should dance with her,” I heard Bayla’s voice next to me and looked in a daze in the direction she was pointing, and then I caught sight of Emely standing there like a pillar of salt, looking at me.

After that conversation with her father, she reminded me even more of what I most wanted to avoid. That miserable pack of wolves!

I turned my back to her and held out my hand to Bayla. “Distract me.” She placed her hand in mine, confused. “Please.” It was almost a whisper.

Say You Won’t Let Go

ItsAMoney

With those words, I pulled my neighbor girl, who I never expected to become my best friend, onto the dance floor, and we began to dance.

She didn’t say anything, just watched my facial expressions, and I was grateful that she was here, even if I couldn’t bring myself to say it. I felt like a pile of broken shards, and Bayla glued me back together, just for the moment, but that was enough for half an eternity.

I looked at Bayla, taking in her scrutinizing gaze. “I hope you won’t hold it against me if I can’t dance.”

Bayla just laughed and came closer, making it easier for me to lead her across the floor while counting the freckles around her nose to calm down a little.

“Don’t worry about it. I can’t either.”

Her words made me smile, and so we danced the easiest dance I’d ever danced without it feeling like it.

As we repeated our steps over and over again, I felt what was living inside me, what I wanted so much to separate from me, relax and disappear back into its dark hole.

A shadow suddenly flitted past me and I looked up to see that it was Miles. Another shadow followed him... Emely. I watched them pass, looked at Emely, and didn’t understand why they were suddenly dancing.

Hadn’t she hated him? And hadn’t he tried to make her life difficult?

I saw Emely’s overwhelmed look and felt the urge to go to her and get her out of this awkward situation, but Bayla pushed me further away so that another couple could get between us and them.

“Don’t do it,” she whispered.

“She looks like she’s uncomfortable,” I protested, searching among the dancers for Emely, who was – for whatever reason – at war with this Ruisangor. She had probably gotten herself into trouble, and now he was out for revenge. And that in front of the damn pack...

“Emely can take care of her own problems. If Miles pisses her off, she’ll just leave. He can’t do anything to her. Not here. And he wouldn’t.”

Bay seemed to think well of him and, so far, he hadn’t made any notable missteps in my presence.

I had overheard an argument between the two of them, but I didn’t know how much they really hated each other. But judging by Emely’s principles, she loathed Ruisangors just as much as her father and the rest of the pack did.

“I have a feeling you’re confusing her.”

I turned my head to Bayla and found despair in her two peculiar eyes.

“In what way?”

Bayla spoke in a calm and understandable way, as if the words themselves were getting to her.

“She always comes to you, you reject her,” images of the campus flashed through my mind, where Emely had come to me almost every morning. “Then you ask her out, but leave her standing there, and instead of apologizing, you make her wait...” More images of her sitting next to me on the tree house... and eventually giving me angry and sad looks.

The truth hurt. Bayla had just confirmed what an ass I was.

“With him, she seems distracted from you, even though she might not like him.”

I looked back at Emely, who was looking up at Miles, completely focused on him. It seemed like they were arguing, not much, but enough so that she wasn’t focused on me any longer.

“You just rejected her. Don’t make it worse by making a scene now.”

I looked at Bayla.

She was right. She was always right. This girl was so smart and had noticed things I wouldn’t have realized for ages. Without her, I wouldn’t even have known that Emely had feelings for me.

My eyes traveled over the fabric of her dress, which accentuated her body, and then to her neck, where the blue gemstone pendant I had found on the sidewalk in front of her house hung.

“Without you, I’d still be where I was a few months ago,” I said softly so she could still hear. “Thank you, Bayla Adams, for giving me a chance.”

Bayla blushed and this time I knew it was my fault.

“Thank you for saying Yes to being friends with me,” I continued, watching the light from the chandeliers reflect in each of her different colored eyes in a different way. Maybe it was just the gleam in them…

We danced, lost track of time, danced even more, and she made it easy for me not to have to concentrate on Emely. Even though I could see Miles and her literally gliding across the floor in the corner of my eye...

At least she had a dance, even if it was with a Ruisangor.

Bayla had a radiance and a way about her that made me forget that I was supposed to be miserable. She was the lightness I had never expected to find in a friendship. Bayla Adams was the light in my darkness for a dance, and I tried to memorize the moment so I could thank her later.

When the orchestra stopped, I bowed jokingly to Bayla, and she grinned.

Take Me to Church

Vitamin String Quartet

“I don’t mean to interrupt, but there are definitely too many people dancing here right now, and I feel like an idiot.”

Larissa appeared next to me and Bayla, looking a little windswept.

In the corner of my eye, I saw a black shadow scurry past me toward one of the corridor exits. Then I looked to where Miles and Emely had just been dancing, but there was only Miles standing there, looking like Emely had just slapped him in the face. Then he suddenly stormed off toward where I had just seen the shadow.

Worry spread through me and I hoped he wouldn’t hurt her. Otherwise, he would have to deal with more than just Emely’s other friends.

“Maybe it’s time to get back to the reason we came here in the first place,” Larissa remarked, glancing at her cell phone watch before slipping it back into the sewn-in pocket of her dress.

“Where are the others?” Bayla asked, looking around.

Larissa just shook her head, as if something in particular was upsetting her. “Julie actually knows that we’re meeting on campus by the big oak tree and Miles...” Now she was looking around too. “God damn it, where is this guy when you need him?”

I pointed in the direction I had seen him disappear. “That way.”

Larissa nodded her thanks to me and looked at Bay.

“Okay, how about this: I’ll go look for him, and we’ll meet right outside in a minute.”

Bayla and I nodded at the same time, and Larissa disappeared in the direction Miles had gone.
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Chapter 62

Larissa

“I hate young people!” I heard a high-pitched voice curse and when I spotted straight red hair that wasn’t in a topknot for once, I automatically quickened my pace to put as much distance as possible between me and Harlow.

Luckily, she rushed down a side corridor, completely upset, away from the violin playing which tempted guests to come to the ballroom in the distance.

I suspected she was looking for the troublemaker who had declared war against her in a distorted voice through an announcement a good fifteen minutes ago. And I had already wondered how long people would put up with this woman’s bullshit.

Even though Harlow had already left, I didn’t slow down.

The mission couldn’t fail. We couldn’t get caught again. And above all, nobody should be missing.

I had just spotted Miles in one of the inner courtyards, wandering around, a little overwhelmed.

Hoping that everyone else was already outside and that Miles would follow in a moment, I rushed even faster through the side corridor of the west wing with inhuman speed.

I was too fast. Before I knew it, I banged into something hard and warm and lost my otherwise flawless balance.

I almost fell, but surprisingly warm hands held me by the shoulders at the last moment.

“Careful,” said a deep, worried voice.

The pleasant sound forced me to look up.

Gray eyes, like shimmering crystals in the darkness, one of them stained by a brown spot in the iris. Both eyes, framed by thick curved lashes, filled with a hint of worry, surprise, and curiosity. Disheveled deep brown hair, streaked with light brown strands. A sharp jawline, a three-day beard that lent the mysterious stranger a certain charm. And a black tailored suit that covered a masculine, athletic body. Sharp rune tattoos peeked out from his collar, as well as from under the sleeves of his suit jacket.

He looked older than me. Mid-twenties if I guessed correctly. And he was as tall as me, only a little bit taller.

Unable to avoid his intense gaze, I stared at him. It was as if something yellow was flashing in his irises. Then I saw the reddish glint of my own iris reflected in his eyes.

That was the moment I sucked in a sharp breath.

A strong, pleasant scent flooded my nostrils. It was like roasted almonds or some other nut. But it wasn’t this smell that made me take another step back. He smelled of Senseque.

Heroes Are Immortal
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My eyes widened.

In an instant, the worry vanished from his gaze and was replaced by confusion. His brows drew together with a jerk.

“A Legacy,” he murmured, and the depth of his masculine voice sent shivers down my bare spine.

Who was this guy, and why had I never seen him near Nash before? In fact, it was the first time I had ever seen him.

Before I could think further, he stepped up to me unexpectedly quickly, grabbed my hands behind my back to bring them together and pressed his forearm against my chest.

I slid against the cold stone wall. A startled sound escaped my throat.

He had narrowed his eyes. His irises now glowed like golden rings.

“Why is your fucking scum all over the Vanderwood all of a sudden?”

He sounded angry as his face came dangerously close to mine.

If I wasn’t busy scrutinizing his aesthetic facial features, I would have pinned him against the nearest wall, like he just did to me.

“If you don’t get out of here, there will be serious consequences for you!”

Either someone had skipped classes for the entire semester or he’d been sleeping, because apparently the DeLoughreys had been attending Vanderwood for the entire winter semester.

The veins protruding from his temples reminded me of Bastien’s words about the effects of a Senseque bite.

What was I doing here? I was supposed to be fighting back like I’d been taught for weeks now in the DeLoughreys’ training hall. But all I was able to do was stare at the stranger, overwhelmed and unable to move.

The young man was still staring into my eyes, as if waiting for a reaction.

Suddenly he backed away from me, again with that puzzled look, scrutinizing me from head to toe and back, before narrowing his brows again and fixing his glare on my eyes.

He kept stepping backward. When the confusion and hostility in his gaze reached a climax, he turned and disappeared down a dark side corridor.

I wanted to follow him, wanted to confront him, even though I didn’t know what to say.

Someone rushed past me.

“Miles?” I asked and the quick shadow stopped.

He looked just as confused as the stranger, but there was something else in his gaze.

Desperation? His cheeks were rosy, perhaps from the cold night air.

“What are you still doing here?” he asked, looking around, but we were alone.

The odd stranger had disappeared.

I crossed my arms in front of my chest and tried to concentrate fully on Miles and get this strange encounter out of my head.

“I guess the question should be, what were you doing out there?”
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Chapter 63

Julian

Mike & Rachel

Christopher Tyng

We both waited outside for at least ten minutes and I almost lost my temper, because Bayla seemed to be shivering from the moment we left the hall.

Wordlessly, I handed her my suit jacket.

“I’m not a baby, Julian,” she protested, but I already had taken off the piece of fabric Mia had brought me in her shopping mania.

“Just take it and don’t complain. Unless you want to get sick.”

She finally ripped the black suit jacket out of my hand in desperation and wrapped herself in it, which meant one less thing for me to worry about.

“Where’s Larissa?”

I was so startled I almost jumped to the side.

There stood a girl with a dress that made her look like a queen. Ready to destroy us.

“God, Julie,” I said, running my fingers through my hair.

“What?” she raised a brow. “Scared?” Then she gave me a mischievous smile.

The new look visibly suited her better than the old one. I’d never seen her like this before.

My gaze automatically wandered to her stomach, and luckily, she didn’t notice. However, I quickly looked up again.

Was she really pregnant?

“Larissa is going to get Miles,” Bayla answered Julie’s question.

Julie smiled as if she knew something. “Miles, who just put on a damn show with Emely?”

“You shut up,” Bayla laughed and Julie’s lips quirked up a little too.

She looked like a ghost in the moonlight. I noticed that her eyes glistened as if she had been crying. But why would she be crying?

“You saved my life with your appearance in there. Otherwise, we could probably have had to call off the mission,” Bayla muttered, pulling my jacket tighter around her torso.

Loud voices were coming from the entrance.

“Where the hell are you always hanging around? You know we have a mission.”

“I’ve been busy,” Miles grumbled, annoyed, and our eyes met.

“Where’s Emely?”

Miles took too long to answer my question, which raised my suspicion.

“I don’t know.”

He avoided my gaze, looking around las if he had just told me bullshit.

“Everyone, focus.” Larissa beckoned us all over and we formed a circle. “So, we’ll split up as agreed. Bayla and Julie, you go to his office and look for clues. Search everything, really everything, not just the desk, but bookshelves, chests of drawers, cupboards, anything you can find. Turn over every rug, every picture on the walls.” The two girls nodded and then looked at each other. “I’ll come with you to pick the lock, and then keep watch outside the door.” Then she looked at Miles and me. “Guys, you split up. Julian, guard the lower two exits of the ballroom that lead into the main building. If Alarik leaves the building, you send me a message.” I nodded and she turned to her brother. “And you guard the staircase in the main building, okay? Don’t let anyone pass, not even students.”

Miles nodded a little absently, which made me think hard about whether everything was okay with Emely.

“And remember, this is our last chance, so don’t blow it.”

We all looked at Larissa and nodded as if it was a matter of life and death.

Crime Scene Mystery Investigation
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A gunshot close by shattered the silence, and we all flinched. No one dared to say anything, and I looked in the direction from which the bloodcurdling sound had come.

“Did you hear that?” Bayla whispered under her breath.

“A gunshot,” Miles said quickly, and my body was alarmed.

The siblings’ eyes began to glow reddish.

“I smell blood, Miles.”

Larissa sounded scared.

“Me too,” Miles whispered.

And suddenly, I saw a shadow disappear into one of the porticoes of the east wing.

“Someone’s lying there!” Bayla suddenly shouted in a shaky voice as she clutched my arm.

I looked at her, following the direction of her pointing finger to the place where the shot had come from. Another oak tree and a dark shadow underneath it.

“Damn it. Someone’s lying there! We have to help them!” Bayla suddenly shouted in panic, and as if she had pressed a button in all of us, we rushed off.

When we reached the spot, the shadow became more and more clearly a human body.

“Oh my God!” Bayla screamed and grabbed my arm again.

And then my world came crashing down.

How Do I Say Goodbye – Sped Up

Dean Lewis

“Julian.” I looked at my father, who was pressing a hand to his stomach, breathing heavily. “Julian, come here.”

He was spitting blood. He was spitting...

No one said anything, and I stared at him. The feeling of my chest tearing apart overwhelmed me, forcing me down to my shaky knees.

And a pitiful “Dad” escaped my dry throat.

I didn’t know why I was paralyzed, or why it took me ages to respond.

I slumped forward. “Shit, Dad, what’s wrong?”

Overwhelming panic shot through my veins.

“He’s been shot,” Miles blurted out. He had also knelt down and was pointing at Dad’s stomach.

Blood was slowly soaking his white shirt.

“Dad,” I whispered, the trembling in my knees gradually spreading throughout my body.

Dad’s bloodied hands trembled, tears burned in his glassy eyes, and something warm immediately rolled down my cheeks.

I had felt it before. I had lost someone close to me before. In shock, I realized that I was about to lose my father. I wasn’t ready to lose someone again...

Dad put his head back, squeezed his eyes shut... didn’t open them again.

My hands clawed into his jacket and I started to shake him.

“Dad, please, stay with me!” I begged in a panic. “Dad!” I squeezed out and felt more tears fill my eyes.

Dad opened his eyes and looked at me, his breathing was weak.

“My boy.”

My heart skipped a beat.

“Hey, hey... hang on,” I tried to reassure him and myself at the same time, noticing in the corner of my eye Miles taking off his jacket to press it onto Dad’s wound.

My father groaned in pain. “Julian.” He put a hand on my forearm. God, why was he so cold?

“Dad...”

My father swallowed, and every word seemed to give him trouble. “I need to tell you something... something... I should have told you a lot sooner.”

I gestured for him not to say anything and to save his voice until help arrived.

“No. No, you’ll hang in there,” I said in a firm voice, but it somehow broke.

Dad would get to the hospital. He would get through this. He was strong.

“Someone, call an ambulance!” Miles shouted, and panic tightened my throat. “Why the fuck are you all standing around?” he continued, and several people started moving around me.

“For fuck’s sake, give me your phone, Larissa!” Bay shouted angrily, and I could hear her talking to someone in the distance, but my focus shifted more and more to my father and the world around me slipped away from my consciousness.

“Hang on, okay? An ambulance will be here soon,” I said frantically, shaking him as his eyes closed until he opened them again.

Dad would get through this. He would make it.

My heart tightened further and further.

“My boy... You have to know...”

“Shhh,” I tried to calm him down. “Save your strength, please,” I begged him, but my father kept talking. “You need to know that I’ve been lying to you all these years.”

I couldn’t concentrate on his words.

“No, save your words,” I continued to beg.

He opened his dry lips. “Back then, this pretty blonde woman came to our door. She was so desperate.”

“What are you talking about?” I snapped at him, wanting him to just stop talking and keep his eyes open. But there was just this gleam in his eyes, tears...

Damn, why was my father crying now?

“I saw her again today, at the ball.” I stared at my father and tried to listen to him. More and more tears ran down my cheeks. “She had you wrapped up in a blanket back then.”

What was he talking about? Why couldn’t I understand him?

“You were still so little. God, you touched our hearts.”

“Dad,” I whispered, confused.

Why wasn’t he saving his strength? Why the hell was he talking?

“It was an honor to hold that title,” he said smiling through his tears, and I didn’t understand. I also started to cry harder and harder.

“Julian.”

Dad reached for my hand and I gripped it tightly because it was so shaky, cold, and weak... that it almost slipped out of my grasp.

Dad smiled with remorse in his eyes, and it broke my heart because I didn’t understand anything anymore, only that he was in pain.

“It’s time you find your mother.”

My breath hitched, and I looked at him in disbelief.

Mum was dead.

My father closed his eyes.

“Dad, damn it!” I screamed and shook him. I managed to get him to open his eyes again.

“Dad! Mum’s dead, don’t you remember?”

But my father shook his head. It was so slow and so desperate. Then he smiled again. His face was now paler than ever, his lips... blue, stained with blood.

“Julian, listen to me carefully. Her name...”

I heard everything around me stop.

“Your birth mother’s name is Tania Rolanow.”

Those last words were just a breath before his hand slipped from mine. The gleam escaped his eyes. All expression slipped from his face.

Another love – slowed + reverb
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I stared at him.

“What’s going on?” Amara Blair’s voice sounded behind us, and I heard more people enter the campus.

I stared at my father, who was looking up at the sky with open eyes. Empty. Lifeless.

“Damn it, Graham!” I heard Alarik gasp, immediately falling to the ground next to Miles and lifting the head of the man I’d called Dad for nineteen years.

I couldn’t even break out of my stupor as Alarik shook him. Not when he looked up at me and said something that passed my ears.

“Oh, God, what are you all doing here?” I heard another voice behind me. It was Diana.

Alarik continued to shake Dad. To no avail.

“Graham!” Diana Adams screamed a short time later as she came rushing to kneel down beside him, just like Alarik.

“What have you done?!” the Alpha’s voice suddenly rang out behind us, and I heard Larissa answer him before I saw her being snatched away by Adrian DeLoughrey in the corner of my eye.

“We didn’t do it!” Larissa said angrily.

“Graham…” Diana sobbed and began to cry hard. She laid her head on his chest, but was pulled up by Amanda Westcode. She struggled, but the other Quatura was stronger.

“Take her away before Gloria shows up!” I heard Amara say angrily.

I heard a thousand voices behind me.

Gloria’s voice. “What’s going on?!”

The voice of a Ruisangor, Bastien. “Who killed the police chief?!”

Miles’s voice. “He was shot!”

Bastien’s again. “What are you doing here, boy?!”

And then Gloria’s. “What is your brood doing near our children?!”

A thousand voices, but not the one I needed most. My father’s.

I stared at him. The man I had wanted to say so much to. I hadn’t had another chance. Would never have another... Oh my God.

Something in my chest tightened so violently that it felt as if it would burst at any moment. But it didn’t burst. It just continued to contract until I couldn’t breathe anymore.

“Julian?”

And then I looked up.

There she was. My little sister, surrounded by the Senseque, who made room for her. Her eyes wide, her face pale. Not as pale as our father’s... but pale enough. And then she looked down.

“Dad?!” she screamed and rushed to me, pushing Alarik aside and shaking my father, just like me and Alarik had done before.

“Dad!” she cried more and more desperately.

“No!” Her cry was so heartbreaking that my heart only tightened further until I thought it might cramp up so much at any moment that it would stop beating.

I wanted to scream; to shout, I wanted it to break. But it didn’t break... it only got worse.

My face was numb. I didn’t know if I was crying or if I was cold. Nothing mattered anymore. Nothing had meaning anymore.

Something cold tickled my nose.

I stared upward, paralyzed.

White snowflakes trickled down on us.

“No!” Mia’s ragged sobs reached me distantly, along with a siren and a reporter’s voice, and I looked back down at him.

The snow was melting on his face, leaving drops behind.

And within a few minutes, the flakes got bigger and bigger.

It was as if the sky was crying. Crying softly.

My father had just left me and the world stood still.

And my world... shattered.
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Epilogue

My Kind of Illusion

Jay Varton

They sat there for a while in silence. Three women who had known each other for twenty years, and yet they basically knew nothing about each other. Each of them had gone her own way, carried her own little secret with her, and all that remained was the memory of the bond they once shared.

“What should we do now?” the mayor finally began. She didn’t know what to do, hated drama and hated it when everything fell apart, even if she had seen it coming. Even though she should have known.

The last time drama had won over the destructive side of this town, she hadn’t just lost her sister. She had lost him.

“Gloria has declared maximum security.”

“We need to keep the kids away from each other,” the platinum-blonde woman hissed.

She had never thought she would enter this house again. When she had left back then, she had locked away all the memories. Now she sat here on the couch, which was still the same.

“How did they even find out that she...”

“Your room...” the last woman interrupted her. Her eyes were shadowed with traces of tears. “It was her room.”

“Her things are still up there?” the mayor gasped out, speechless.

She looked frightened. Not like she usually did, but like she did back then.

“Her things are still up there,” replied the woman whose world had become a little darker a week ago. “Just like she left it, back then.” No one said anything, and each of them felt that one question hanging in the air... until the one with the platinum-blonde hair voiced it.

“What if they find out what she had planned? What we had planned?”

The one with the dark blonde hair looked at her. Her gaze, empty. Exhausted.

She should never have come back. She hadn’t wanted to. But how could she not have expected that the shadow of her past could ever haunt her again? That it would find her.

“I haven’t found anything that could indicate that,” she finally said, so quiet that the other women got goosebumps.

“The book,” the light blonde woman said suddenly.

The mayor’s eyes widened in shock. “We said we were going to burn it.”

The dark-blonde woman looked up, her expression becoming more serious. “He still has it.”

“You have to talk to him,” the platinum-blonde said.

The mayor looked at her as if she had lost her mind. “We should stay away from the Senseque!” And to make it clear once again. “We should keep our children away from theirs. The same goes for the Ruisangors.” She glared at the other two women. Her expression serious. “We can’t let them find out anything.”

The three of them agreed that something like what had happened twenty years ago could never happen again. It had affected their lives so drastically. And yet they didn’t know how drastically, because each of them was guarding a secret. Each of them had the power to turn the fate of the town in a particular direction.

But they said nothing more.

When the two women had said goodbye to the dark blonde, she closed her door and turned around. She sighed and swallowed all the pain that would no doubt burst out of her again as soon as he left her house.

She had to be patient for a few more minutes.

“You have to burn it.”

It hurt her to say that. Those words sounded like betrayal to both of them.

“Burn it, please,” she sobbed, feeling so fragile.

He came toward her and wanted to hug her, but she backed away.

“No, I can’t,” she continued to sob.

She wanted it so badly. She needed someone to hold her now that he was gone. But she couldn’t.

“Nickolas has also declared the highest level of alert. He’s convinced that the Ruisangors or the Quatura have something to do with this.”

She could no longer hold back that one sob.

He remained silent. And listened to her. He was sorry. Sorry for everything. He, too, was here again, and had the feeling of being in a familiar place that had gradually lost its life.

It hurt to be here. And it hurt even more to think that her room was up there. Unchanged. A place where even he could break. Where he had almost broken…

This part of his life was a scar that kept ripping open.

It was time to leave.

He had only wanted to update her, and if the other two women hadn’t suddenly appeared, he would have told her even more. That he sensed change in the air, and that he knew the students were further ahead than the others of his generation thought.

He would have asked her about her. He carried so many questions inside him.

“Burn it and keep an eye on them all. You’re closest to them on campus.”

He just nodded and opened the door to let her grieve alone. She needed time. And maybe she wouldn’t understand, would block him out, lie. He didn’t want to force her to lie. She had already had to lie enough. Because of him...

The man stepped out, nodded to her and closed the door behind him.

He wouldn’t burn it, because who would willingly throw the key to their last hope into the fire? He had seen it in her eyes that evening when she had worn the dress. The lock to his key. A gift he didn’t deserve. A gift from her. And he would protect that gift until it broke him.

Nimb

Jay Varton

Meanwhile, just a few kilometers away, she entered the Hall of Councils. A white room with gray Greek columns, almost as large as the temple halls of Moenia.

She knew that this was where laws were negotiated, where difficult decisions were made. One day she would be allowed to be part of it... if she followed the rules.

“Step forward!” the familiar voice commanded. The woman with the short gray, almost white hair, looked at her. Around her, other women, dressed in the gray robes of the Councils, sat in the tiered rows of the hall, which was located somewhere beneath the Council District.

The girl obeyed and stepped forward as she had been taught, hidden beneath a gray cloak.

“Speak!” the woman urged her. “What is the reason why we should call an urgent meeting for you?”

Some of the women exchanged amused glances. But not for long. The girl was confident enough to know that her information could change everything.

“We have a spy among us,” she began, and a murmur traveled through the ranks of the Council members. “And I thought it would be right to tell you before it’s too late.”

The murmur turned into an agitated whisper. Many voices. They fell silent when the old woman raised her bony finger.

“Who’s that supposed to be?”

A triumphant smile crossed the girl’s lips.

“The girl who had the first rite of passage gone wrong. Bayla Adams.”

Again, the voices of the Council members whispered in disbelief.

The woman’s face had darkened.

But the girl wasn’t finished yet. “I saw her eyes.” The silence in the hall was almost suffocating, but for her, it was an epic feeling. “She’s a Senseque.”

As soon as she said it, a heated discussion broke out.

The girl smiled with satisfaction.

She had warned her. And Vivienna Westcode only warned once.

Secession (Main Title Theme)

Nicholas Britell

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!

blood addiction – uncontrolled drinking of blood resulting in a drunken stupor. Occurs when a Ruisangor indulges his bloodlust too often.

blood brotherhood – all members of a clan, whether related or not

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

DMF – DeLoughrey-Medici Finances

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

Esadowas - indigenous tribe in North American whose members are Senseque

Haizea – air goddess

Legacy Ruisangors – Ruisangors born with the Ruisangor gene, 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)

pack link - connection between all Senseque who belong to the same pack. One can decide who to let into his head and when, and with whom to share his feelings and thoughts. The Alpha, with eye contact, has free access to your connection whenever he asks for it.

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

storage magic – elemental magic stored in an object by a Quatura, usually with the help of elemental runes. In doing so, the Quatura gives away part of her magic and usually has to recover from this over a period of weeks.

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

Tenebris Order – Ruisangor Secret Society, consisting of the Legacy overlords, who use renegade Transformed for their own purposes.

Umbra – forbidden magic

ungifted - someone who descends from a Quatura lineage but does not possess an element
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Acknowledgments…

Thank your that you give book 2, and with it the second of many books from the Maezosverse, a chance. Remember that: This is just the beginning.

I've been working on the series for years. Most of the books in the “The Blairville Legacies” series are already written, as well as the first books from the past series and the books set in Blairville's dystopian future. However, it's hard to imagine how much time and energy it takes to make changes, edit and publish all these thick books. Time and energy that I am happy to put in, but I want to do this at my own pace from now on and want you to know that the other books are all coming. Thank you for your patience.

This world is fast-moving and trend-oriented and I want as little of that as possible to rub off on my books, I want readers to have a lasting and, above all, long-term reading experience.

The best thing that can happen is that Blairville becomes a home for others, just as this dark place has become a safe space for me.

Thank you for being here.

MAEZOS













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 3 of the Dark Academia Dark Romantasy Series:

The Blairville Legacies – A Society of Traitors

“I know all your dirty little secrets…”

After the shocking events of the Winter Ball, the families are in turmoil - haunted by the unsettling mystery of why he, of all people, had to die. But just as the shock begins to settle, an anonymous hacker steps into the chaos, threatening to liberate Vanderwood University from the grip of its power-hungry co-director, Harlow, by organizing illegal games.

As tensions rise, one thing becomes clear: the real game has only just begun.

While Bayla tries to survive the town's feuding fronts, and Julie strikes a dubious pact with her dangerous molecular biology professor, Emely faces an impossible dilemma – falling for the very person she was raised to despise. And then there's Larissa, who has made it her mission to spy on the mysterious and forbiddenly hot new IT student.




Burdened by the expectations of their families, the students know they must keep searching for the truth, even if it means working together.

However, when they stumble upon a revelation that changes everything, they are confronted with a difficult question: How much of the past should stay buried? And what price will they pay for uncovering secrets that were never meant to be found?

Book 1 of Blairville’s dark past:

The origin story of four villains…

botanink – withered

“There are two types of gardens: Well-tended flower meadows where everything grows and flourishes and overgrown thickets where every plant struggles for the last bit of sunlight. It took me a while to realize that the first garden was where I was meant to bloom, but unfortunately, it was the second where my roots were planted”

A lady of upper-class London society in 1800 is bound by strict etiquette, expected to behave discreetly and well-mannered, submit to her male guardian, and present herself as a worthy bride for her future husband, to whom she is destined to bear many children.

Lady Florence DeLoughrey defies society’s expectations, embracing the whispers that call her the “devil-marked tomboy of the French backwoods”. However, she has not taken her patron family, the Ravenwoods, into account, who are determined to shape her into a desirable match for the marriage market. When the four influential and highly sought-after Ravenwood brothers return from war, Lady Florence senses that something is out of place with the family.

Why do these mysterious men now seek her company after years of distance and disdain? What dark secrets lie hidden behind the polished facade of the Ravenwood family? And who is the masked stranger at the ball, who constantly vanishes without trace?

With each passing day, Florence realizes that she knows neither the brothers nor herself – and that they all carry scars left upon them by their families. Scars that will sooner or later consume them.

The first book in a dark historical fantasy series entwining passionate reverse harem, complex relationships, twisted mysteries and gripping drama. A tale of intrigue and obsession, crafted for adult readers who dare to delve into the haunting depths of childhood psychology.
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No
No, you didn't.

There's something between us and we
both simply...

..listened to our feelings.
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At the very least, let me give you
back the bracelet.
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Does the name Blair ring a bell?
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“This book can be read with music!
“This means that you will find songs in
cach chapeer that are intended for the
scene. For the most part, this is atmospheric
music. You can find the corresponding
chronological playlist for TBL 2 on
MAEZOS sporify, where you can also
find other playlists for he couples,
locations or other Blairville books.

The author recommends that readers who
read with music play the songs on repeat
unil 2 song change takes place.

MAEZOS
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Bring the bracelet to my friend
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I'm sorry if | did something wrong. I'd like to
make it up to you. Whenever you're ready,
text me, and I'll be there, | promise.
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That evening, when you had already left, |
found a silver bracelet on my back seat.
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At the Winter Ball.
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Give it to Julie Blair.

When?
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You'll get your bracelet. | promise, |
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What do you have to do with these people?
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MYSTERIOUS GUESTS FROM
RUSSIA VISITING THE COPELANDS.
Does thefounding family want o strengthen is economic influence?

In a downtown interview, Chief Medical Officer Dr. Copeland openly
announces that he has invited the Rolanow family, descendants of the
tsaristline and owners of a illion-dollar diamond company.

It is believed that the founding family, Copeland, wants to conclude
business contracts with the Rolanow family in order to show resistance
against the billionaire family, DeLoughrey, who have been buying up
more and more parts of the inner ity for decades.

Wil there be a turnaround in Blairville’s real estate war, and will
the DeLoughreys be the only family affected? We'll keep you up to
date.
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BREAKING NEWS!

VANDERWOOD MEDICAL STUDENT MURDERED
On the morning of November st the body of twenty-four-year-old medical
student, Ezra Campbell, was found outside Lola's Diner. His neck had
numerous bite marks, leading police o believe it may have been an animal
attack, possiblyeven a wolf attack
The young man presumably fought for a long time before the animal
severed his carotid arery.

‘The local authorities have started investigations, and hunters are planning
0 head into the woods in groups. They are resricted by the forest borders
near the town center, as the owner of the woods and the town's chief
mdical officer, Dr. Copeland, docs not yet want to give permission for

hunters to hunt or for police tosearch for clues in his wooded areas.
‘The reasons for this decision are currently unknown to us.

MISSING STUDENTS! OLD MISSING CASES

In addition to the tragic death of The police have also opened these
Ezra Campbell, there is another cases and are working hard to solve
worrying development. Twenty- the disappearance of all those
year-old students Sarah Green, missing to date. However, it is
Aisha  Muhini, and Larissa  importantto state that, at this time,
Champson have been missing since  there is no direct link between the
the big Halloween party where all case of Ezra Campbell and the
three girls were last seen. disappearance of these students.

We ask you to remain calm, ensure that you follow the curfew, and
continue to stay away from the woods.





OEBPS/image_rsrcCDV.jpg
Do you know a Julie Blair? An
inconspicuous girl. Blonde,
short, pale...
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NEW VANDERWOOD DIRECTOR

Rebecca Harlow, @ forty-one-year-old business professor, has been sent
by the Department of Education to take over as co-head of Vanderwood
University. On her very first day, the academic introduces rules from
days gone by, such as the university’s elite banners, raditional uniforms,
srict safety rules and curfews, meeting strong resistance from the
athletics campus, but tifling it with further tightened rules

“The reputation of this university has been dragged
through the mud long enough. It's time for a tighter
hand to govern the future of this institution.”

Co-director Harlow.
Insiders believe she may be linked to investor and ex-judge, Gloria
‘Westcode, who has been interested in buying up the university and other

‘properties in town for three decades.

Many students doubt whether Harlow’s university policy will change the
chaotic situation.

‘The director of Vanderwood, Professor Alarik Copeland, assures that the
latest changes are only temporary.





OEBPS/image_rsrcCDU.jpg
es





OEBPS/image_rsrcCE6.jpg
e e A
E:gmu:mmnrm poc ey the A

Weke Somesue bt v e i dfenhe
‘young Scaseque it e e et sl o aefons

Soatai g f






OEBPS/image_rsrcCD8.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcCD6.jpg
Yes.

I ruined our friendship with that.
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But | hadn't expected to find the
Silvers&Golds engraving.





OEBPS/image_rsrcCDC.jpg
Research File CO7  Month:November

symbol symeol
stilbirth D |Quatura Q
-g deathofthemother pm  Senseque s
g, onlymaleofisping 1 | Ruisangor 2
S onlyfemaleoffspring F | Human H
o feriizaion o |noddo
TOTAL DIDMIMIFIO
USRI
Senseque (some results) £
B o isk pregnoncy 5 =
5 veally st
Results of the research work Cc07
e QUATURA ‘SENSEQUE. RUISANGOR HUMAN.
[ e———— o or
P @ T o sm
. 3 R .
Hmon aF sm o wmsonrsn

(Nt Hunters have imost exciusiely umon ONA,whichis why hey creinctudedinHi
More vecent files ave. kept wnder seal ot the DLSC - &T G017)

Tt dent wake ary sensl
2 e

‘Signatureofthe experiment supenvisors. Tioenses 1003112017





OEBPS/image_rsrcCD1.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcCDS.jpg
Your friend?
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 _Yuwenjoy sending time in
. Blairville?

As an indie author, I don't publish
through a traditional publisher, which
means my reach is unfortunately
reliant on self-marketing.

‘Whether you liked the book or not, a5,
rating and/or review on platforms like!
- Goodreads or Amazon or on other:
social book platforms means the world
, to me and helps other readers decide if
A my books are worth their time to read.
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You're from Blairville. From that
goddamn town...
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| twisted it back and forth in my fingers...
Believe me, | know that thing inside out.
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Can't | just give it to you?

Let's not make this more complicated.

| know you want to see me, and it would
be a lie of me to say | don't feel the same
way. But | can't. Believe me... | can't do it.
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That's not possible. You don't understand...

Send me the bracelet in the mail

When | found out you weren't from
Vancouver, | canceled my mail
service membership. If you want
the bracelet, I'll bring it to you...
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If you only knew the trouble you're
getting me into.
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Don't tell me she's your friend...
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J, is everything okay?

Have | done something wrong?

.

Please, tell me how | can make it up to you.
You didn't do anything wrong.

| just shouldn't have let it get this far...

So, you regret it?
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WINTER BALL AT
VANDERWOOD UNIVERSITY

This year, as every few years, the ball with the highly
demanded tickets takes place.

The new co-director, Professor
Rebecea Harlow has made an
effort to host the ball in the
traditional spirit, which means
that our honorable mayor, Amara
Blair, will give a speech, there will
be horse-drawn carriages for the
first time in decades for you to
take tours around Vanderwood
University campus, and there will
be a festive and elegant dress
code. Ball gowns for the ladies and
suits for the gentlemen.

All students and residents of
Blairville are invited to attend
if they get theirtickets in time,
which are - of course —
available in advance at our
office.

Unforcunately, there won't be
any snow until then.
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J. you sent me that first edition
of MEDUSA

And God, that damn letter...

And | know you don't regret anything
we've done.

| can't take it anymore. | will find you and
we will talk. And then, if you still think we
should let this between us go, I'll leave you
alone and vanish from your life. Once and
for all.





