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Igradually catch my breath and soak up my first impressions of this strange room. I still can’t believe that Frida’s paintings brought me here. To this hidden room that my great aunt must have created.

I step up to the wall and study the photo of Chloe. She’s standing with a shopping bag over her shoulder, glancing to her right, about to cross a street. The photographer must have used a powerful zoom because her features are very clear. Her lips are pressed into a thin line, and her eyes look so cold it makes me shiver. I remember Chloe’s voice saying, “Watch, watch very closely.” And I do. I gaze at the wall of photos, newspaper clippings, and memos. Why did her words pop into my head just now? Surely Chloe can’t have known about all this? I touch the photos of her and try to make sense of everything. Did Chloe know Frida was watching her? And how did she attract Frida’s attention in the first place? I let my gaze wander along the wall, following the threads that connect Chloe’s picture to four others. Three of them are women, and one is a man. Could he be Chiara’s father? There’s a memo attached to his photo with the word “relationship” on it.

Under the photos of the three women are their names and comments like “friend” or “colleague.” I skim read a newspaper article below Chloe’s picture. It’s about a grant received by San Francisco General Hospital. The money was used to expand the emergency surgery ward and acquire several new devices. But the black-and-white photo accompanying the article is much more interesting. It shows the emergency surgery team and the nursing staff. When I look closely, I recognize Chloe standing behind a tall man. I reread the article headline and the date: April 28, 2018. This tells me that Frida last used this room no more than two and a half years ago – long after she quit being a hunter and began working in the school office.

I let my eyes and my fingers wander over individual memos, articles, and other texts. One of the memos is crumpled. When I flatten it out, I see the words “goddess of destiny” on it. I step back from the wall and look at the arrangement as a whole.

Is that what my great aunt was searching for? Did she refuse to give up hunting for goddesses of destiny even after she left the hunters’ ranks? It certainly looks that way. And judging by the way she set up this room and its contents, I guess it was important to her that nobody found out about her research, which is understandable because she was no longer a hunter, so this mission was outside of her jurisdiction. But she evidently couldn’t let it go. Is this what Mr. Brian meant when he said that my aunt refused to listen to reason? That she endangered others with her recklessness and never knew when to let things be?

I turn and go to a small set of shelves against the wall to my left. I find a stack of newspapers, all dusty and slightly yellowed. I wipe off some of the dust to read the headlines and the dates but see nothing of immediate interest. I put them down and turn my attention to three framed photos standing on the top shelf. One of them is of Frida, aged about fifty, with a large brown dog. I assume it’s her key spirit – although not in its true form. I’m curious to know what kind of animal her spirit was. They look as if they were very close. The dog is leaning against Frida, looking up at her. She has her arm around it, and she’s smiling heartily at the camera. It’s a really nice photo.

I put it back, and my eyes wander to the next one. I catch my breath for a moment, then quickly reach for it and take a closer look. Frida is sitting on some steps beside a man with black hair. He’s slender, with brown eyes and an enchanting smile. The overall impression is of a lively, cheerful man. Frida’s looking at him from the side. But what really grabs my attention is the man behind them. Mr. Brian. He’s a few years younger in the photo, but I instantly recognize him. He too is looking at the other man and kind of rolling his eyes with a wry smile. He looks more relaxed than I’ve ever seen him. Where’s that aloofness, that righteousness that he always radiates? I look at the scene as a whole and wonder what the occasion was. I know that Frida and Mr. Brian were both hunters for a time, and it’s likely that they went out on deployment together. Is this photo from back then? And who’s the man Frida’s looking at? I assume he was a hunter too.

When I look at the third photo, I’m even more surprised. It’s a portrait of the black-haired man. He’s standing at a balustrade with the foaming sea behind him. The wind is whipping his hair, and his eyes look warm and friendly.

Why did Frida keep this picture? And why here in this hidden room? I look back and forth between the two photos. The way she looks at him. This man clearly meant something to her. Was he a friend? Or maybe more than that? Some instinct compels me to find the answer because there must be a reason Frida kept these photos here.

I decide to take the last photo with me. It shouldn’t be hard to find out whether he was a hunter.

I glance around the room one last time and try to soak it all in and make sense of it. There’s so much here that escapes my understanding. Did the Tempes ever find out that Frida was still hunting the goddesses? I can’t answer this – at least not yet.

I slowly walk toward the door and take a deep breath. I’m not sure where I’ll wind up when I open it. What other place might be hidden behind it? I instinctively brace myself for a fall, then I open the door, and my eyes widen in astonishment. I’m in a corridor, a very familiar one – leading off it are the doors to my old room and my mother’s bedroom. I step out and turn around. The door doesn’t disappear; it’s still there, as plain as day. It’s not until I close it that it fades into the wall, merging with it and becoming invisible again. I feel for it with my hands. When my hand passes the place where the door handle was, it appears again out of nowhere. I no longer need a hex, or blood, to enter the room. The spell that kept this place hidden is obviously broken now, and all you need to do to get into the room is find the door. I suppose Frida hoped the right person would discover it. And to be sure, she didn’t make it easy. She only wanted to share her secrets with her successor. I’m not worried about someone else finding this room. It’s too well concealed.

Before I leave, I pause for a moment and listen out, but I hear nothing. My mother must be at work, so I don’t need to invent some excuse for why I’m suddenly here.

I make my way back to school with Yoru, wondering what it was exactly that Frida was trying to hide and whether I’ll ever find out the whole truth.

I use this time to organize my thoughts, and I wonder how I might be able to identify the man in the photo. It’s possible that he could tell me more about Frida and help me understand why she used that room. Why did she secretly hunt goddesses of destiny? And did she ever identify one of them? How did she know Chloe? So many questions...

The man in the photos could actually be the first step in the right direction. If he’s a hunter, I should be able to find him in the hunters’ wing. Except that it’s so big and I can’t simply stand around in the corridor and wait for him to walk past me. My thoughts wander to Ty. He would have helped me. My throat tightens. I miss him so much, and I’m reminded once again of how important he was to me as a friend.

I turn into the corridor where my room is located, and my eyes wander to Ayden’s door. I could ask him, but I’m not sure that’s a good idea. The last time we spoke, he opened himself up to me, told me everything. He wanted to give us a chance. But for me, it was too late. Too much had already happened between us. So we agreed to try and stay out of each other’s way. And now, I’m standing here, about to ask him of all people for help? He said he would always be here for me, but I never intended to take him up on that. Then again, it would be stupid to waste time when all it takes is a conversation with Ayden.

So, I go to his door and knock. Part of me hopes he won’t open it, which is pretty stupid because it would mean I have to come back later. But I don’t know if I’m ready to see him again. Lately, we’ve only seen each other in passing. In class, I try to concentrate on everything except him. I can’t let him dominate my thoughts anymore. What will happen when I see him again, standing directly across from me, feel his eyes on me, hear his voice, and feel his closeness? I don’t want to find out.

At that moment, the door opens. Ayden looks surprised, maybe even a little uneasy.

“Teresa? What are you doing here?”

“I wanted to ask you something,” I say quickly. “It’s about one of the hunters.”

I take out the photo and show it to him. Get this over with as fast as possible, I think. Don’t spend any more time with him than absolutely necessary.

I realize that I can’t just keep staring at his feet, so I look up nervously. His green eyes penetrate me. He’s leaning casually in the doorway looking as sexy as a damn model at a photo shoot. My pulse races when he looks me in the eye. It feels like an eternity since we were last this close, and I hoped he would no longer have this effect on me.

He frowns, turns around, and says, “Come in.”

I hesitate for a moment and then feel angry with myself. Why is it such a big deal to go into his room? Can’t I just have a normal conversation with him? I take a deep breath and follow him. His room looks the same as ever. I immediately notice the large bed and try to keep my thoughts in check. Instead, I look at the sofa, but that reminds me of the night I slept on it. That memory’s not helpful either...

“Show me the photo again,” he says, coming a little closer. His scent immediately envelops me, calling to me sweetly and tenderly. I hand him the photo without a word. He studies it for a moment and then gives it back.

“Why do you want to know who that is, and where did you get the photo?”

“I found it in my great aunt’s things, and I want to know why she had it. I figured it could be a hunter and that maybe you could help me find out who he is.”

I see a reproachful look in his eyes, warning me not to get myself into trouble again. But he answers me anyway. “He’s a hunter, has been for a long time. His name is Charles Ackles. He lives here in San Francisco and visits the hunters’ wing regularly. He shouldn’t be hard to find.”

That last part makes me a little suspicious. “Oh yeah? Why? Is he some kind of hero?” I ask sardonically.

“He’d like to think so,” Ayden says wryly. “No, Charles is all good. He’s really gregarious, always telling some entertaining anecdote. You’ll see what I mean when you meet him.”

“Do you know if he and my great aunt went on hunter deployments together?” I probe.

Ayden shakes his head. “I can’t say.”

I nod. Of course not. Hunter affairs are no business of the students.

Suddenly, Ayden’s hand is on my cheek. He lifts my chin, forcing me to look at him. His fingers briefly caress my skin, and his gaze is so intense, so mesmerizing, that for a moment I forget to breathe. Then, he quickly withdraws his hand – as if he’s burned himself.

“Sorry,” he mumbles.

I just nod. We have to stop having these intimate moments. I know that. It’s what I want. But still, it feels as if I’ve lost something precious, something I need to keep me alive. When will that feeling go away? When will my heart stop yearning for him and imagining a future that will never happen? I’ve made my decision, and I know it’s the right one.

“It’s not that I don’t want to tell you. I just don’t know the answer to your question,” he says, interrupting my thought process. “When I joined the hunters, Frida had already left. I never heard anything about her, so I can’t say if she and Charles knew each other.”

His reply reassures me a little, and I believe him. “Thanks,” I say, and I mean it. Our eyes meet again briefly. His eyes are so familiar to me – I seem to know every nuance of that green, and I’ve committed to memory. And that memory needs to stay locked away deep inside me.

“I can let you know if I see him,” Ayden offers, and I nod gratefully.

Now that I have my answer, I want to get away from him. It’s as if being close to him sucks away the air that I need to breathe. I don’t know where my head is at, and I just want to get out of his room.

“Thanks again,” I say and head for the door.

Ayden follows me. “See you around.” It sounds so casual, so normal and at the same time so bland, as if there were never anything between us. But that’s how we both need to be if we want to move on.

I don’t dare glance back over my shoulder. I just make a beeline for my room and unlock the door. It takes a certain effort to simply step inside and close the door behind me, but it’s for the best. He’s just someone I know – a classmate, nothing more.
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You need to command him more firmly,” Mr. Laydon stresses, looking at Gray, who’s lying on the floor beside Kate and doesn’t seem to be paying much attention to the conversation. “Don’t be too lenient with him. Gray is an experienced fighter, which is essentially a big advantage. But you also need to show him that you have leadership qualities and are in no way inferior to his former master.”

I can tell from Kate’s posture that she’s taking his words to heart. She wants to be a good partner to Gray. Especially since he was Ty’s key spirit. It’s a big responsibility, and she doesn’t want to disappoint him or herself. But I know how hard it is to find the odeon within yourself.

“At the moment, you don’t seem to have a great deal of odeon in you,” Ms. Rupert chimes in. “That may change. But if it doesn’t, you’ll need to compensate for the lack of power with good sense. Think very carefully about each step and don’t waste any energy.”

Kate nods and fidgets with her shirt, clearly embarrassed. “I’ll do my best.”

“OK, try again,” Ms. Rupert urges her with a clap of her hands.

Kate takes a deep breath and closes her eyes as if searching within herself. Seconds pass, and nothing happens.

Mr. Laydon folds his arms and says, “Go deeper inside yourself, concentrate.”

I roll my eyes. I can’t stand by and watch this any longer, so I say to them, “Maybe Kate could use some help from another student. You remember how much that helped me,” I lie in a syrupy voice. “If you think it’s a good idea, I could give her a few tips. I mean, I was in the exact same situation not long ago.” The teachers don’t look convinced, so I add, “You’ve already given her some good pointers and suggestions. Maybe we should try to put them into practice now?”

It’s hard for me to sound convincing because their suggestions didn’t help me at all in the beginning. They just made me feel incompetent. At the time, they ignored my objections, but thanks to Ayden, I’ve since learned how to deal with the two coaches.

And sure enough, Mr. Laydon nods. “Fine. If you have any problems, come to me.”

They leave us alone and turn their attention to another student. Kate breathes a sigh of relief, and I put a comforting arm around her shoulders.

“We’ll get there, don’t worry. It was exactly the same for me at the start.”

Kate sighs again and shrugs her shoulders in resignation. “I have absolutely no idea how to find this odeon inside me. I’m worried that this power is too weak in me, and I’ll never be able to use it.” She looks sadly at Gray, who immediately comes up to her and nuzzles her leg.

“You two didn’t find each other for no reason,” I say. “It’s not easy at the start; I know. But I’ll help you. And I have no doubt that you can do this. You’re much stronger than you think.”

She smiles sadly, but she looks a little more confident now. “OK, let’s try it.”

“Come over here, let’s sit down for a bit,” I suggest. She needs to calm herself and relax a little first. Gray goes to her and rests his head on her thigh. She caresses his scaly skin, and it brings a smile to her face.

“These are the kinds of moments you should think back to when you’re trying to access your power,” I suggest. “Remember how close you and Gray are. Think about how much Ty meant to you and what he gave you. He’ll always be with us.”

She nods. Tears well up in her eyes. “You’re right,” she says, standing up. “Let’s try again.”

She takes a deep breath and tries again to send odeon to her spirit.

“Feel free to get on with your own training,” she says. “I’ll keep working on this. Maybe it’ll be easier if there’s not so much attention on me.”

I nod and bend down to Yoru. I ruffle his warm fur. “Hey, what do you say? You ready to start?”

My little fox looks at me attentively, his three tails wagging excitedly as if he’s trying to tell me he’s ready. I send him odeon, and he transforms instantly. He gets bigger, symbols appear on his head, and little flames lick out around him in the air. Yoru stands there ready for action. He assumes an attacking stance and waits for my first command. I’m reminded of our last fight and of Ty – of his death, for which I still feel responsible. I never want to fail like that again and have to rely on somebody else’s help. I have to be strong. Yoru and I need to be a unit.

Yoru continues to grow as I send him more odeon. His claws lengthen, and the flames blaze hotter. The effort should be making my pulse race and my heart feel like it’s about to explode. But I feel totally calm and focused. There’s nothing in my head but the desire to become stronger. I don’t want to be protected; I want to stand up for myself. And the sooner I learn to do this, the better. All the stress I’ve been under lately, all the painful emotions, the grief... it’s as if they’re being burned out of my soul. No sooner do I have that thought in my head than I sense the heat rushing through my fingers. And there they are: little flames licking around my fingertips.

“Miss Franklin, what are you doing?” Mr. Laydon’s voice thunders across the hall. I sense him approaching, and I know I should stop. But I don’t care. I haven’t felt this good in ages. Freedom calls to me and urges me to continue. I want to hold on to this intoxicating feeling forever.

Suddenly, I feel warm fingers on my own. I can feel the heat radiating from them and mingling with the power of my own flames.

“I know it’s tempting. You want to wash all the pain from your soul and feel this lightness. But it’s a fine line, and it’s easy to go too far. Then there’s no going back. Believe me, this is not the answer.”

Ayden’s voice is at least as gentle as his touch. He’s standing right behind me, his breath brushing the back of my neck. Part of me knows he’s right, but there’s still this intense compulsion to continue. I’ve never experienced anything like it. I bite my lip and can’t decide what to do.

“Teresa,” Ayden whispers, “I know you’ve been through a lot, and it’s been really hard for you lately. This path may seem like the right one. It looks so easy, and you can forget about all those terrible experiences. But some things, and especially some people, are worth all the grief and the painful emotions. You’re strong; you can deal with it.”

The image of Ty flashes across my mind. I see him disappear in the flames, see his coffin being lowered into the ground. Mr. Brian accusing me of being like my great aunt. And then Ayden – the way he stood in my room after we’d spent the night together and then just left. It all hurts. More than words can describe. I look at Yoru, still standing transformed in front of me, looking bigger and darker than I’ve ever seen him.

He looks at me expectantly. He’s probably as unsure as I am about what will happen next. But I also know that he’s ready for anything.

Very slowly, I take a breath and withdraw my odeon. Ayden’s right. Although it feels good at first – forgetting everything, not having to feel anything, I know I can’t go down that road. There’s a reason I feel this way, and as hard as it is right now, I have to allow these emotions to exist.

The flames around my fingers disappear. Ayden lets go of my hand and takes a step back. He nods but doesn’t say another word. He walks away and leaves me standing here. As hard as it feels right now, I know I’ve made the right choice.
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It was unbelievable, the way the flames came out of your fingers,” says Kate, sitting down on her bed.

After training, we both came back to her room. She understands that I began to merge with Yoru. Nor did it escape the teachers, who gave me a serious dressing down.

“It looked incredible,” Kate continues enthusiastically. “And I can’t even send Gray a tiny bit of odeon.”

“That will come,” I say, trying to reassure her. “I had problems at the beginning too, and I have to say, the coaches weren’t exactly helpful.”

“They’re just not used to students starting at our age with so little experience,” says Kate.

She’s right, but I figure it’s not unreasonable to expect a little understanding from the teachers.

“How did it feel when you were connected to Yoru like that? I heard it’s pretty dangerous and that there’s a risk of merging completely with your spirit and becoming one of the fallen.” Her voice is somber, and she looks at me with concern. “But you had it under control, right? You were just testing how far you could go?”

I’m not entirely sure what was up with me in that moment. Or maybe I just don’t want to admit it. But if Ayden hadn’t come...

“I was just trying it out. But I won’t be repeating that anytime soon, don’t worry. It was really intense, feeling this power in myself and watching Yoru’s power increase at the same time.”

I can still feel it: that lightness, the sudden calmness, the intoxicating freedom. I feel a faint pang in my heart, like a muffled call – quiet, sweet, and oh so enticing. Part of me is relieved when my thoughts are interrupted by a knock on the door.

Kate gets up to open it. But she doesn’t need to because the door opens before she gets to it. Her mother enters, and judging by her expression, she’s not in the best mood.

“Mom? What are you doing here?” Kate asks in surprise.

“Such a warm welcome. Almost as affectionate as last time I visited with your father.” She takes a few steps into the room and looks around critically. “At least you’re not drinking alcohol this time.”

“That was a party,” Kate says quietly. “And we have school tomorrow, so obviously we’re not partying.”

“Honestly, I expected you to refrain from such irresponsible behavior. As far as I’m aware, you never took part in things like that before you changed schools.”

“Why are you here?” Kate asks, trying to change the subject.

“Your father told you we’d visit again soon,” her mom reminds her.

I can’t resist pointing out, “Yes, but he also said you would call ahead and come together.”

It would be helpful if Kate’s dad were here now.

Two eyes hateful eyes shoot daggers at me. “I really wish Kate would find herself more suitable friends.”

“Teresa’s the best friend I could hope for,” Kate says quickly, and I’m really grateful for her. “She’s helping me as much as she can to get up to speed here.”

“Are you having problems? Can’t you follow the lessons? Are you falling behind?” her mother asks anxiously.

Kate just sniffs and shakes her head. “I’m fine.”

Her mom nods but doesn’t seem to believe her. “I hope you know what’s at stake here. This is about your future. Please take your schooling seriously. You know what this place has to offer. I don’t want you to waste this opportunity.”

“Yes, Mom,” Kate replies drily, not trying to disguise her anger.

“Good,” her mother replies. “I came to remind you about the charity dinner we discussed. Your father will drive you, and we’ll spend the evening there together. I’ve already bought you a dress.”

Kate’s forehead creases doubtfully, and she hesitates, then she says, “You never mentioned any dinner.”

Her mother rolls her eyes. “Of course I did. We talked about it. I was involved in the planning. We’re raising money for breast cancer research. And I need you to be there as my daughter. I brought an invitation for you. Isn’t it gorgeous?”

Kate doesn’t look as if she’s deliberately forgotten about it, although I could understand if she had.

“You never said when the event was taking place, and you definitely didn’t say you expected me to come,” Kate insists without taking the invitation.

“Child, enough with the excuses. Like I said, your father will drive you. You can pick up the dress from home, or I can drop it off for you here.”

“I don’t want to go,” says Kate. “I have nothing to do with those people. It’s always deathly boring and...”

“Kate, you heard what I said, and that’s the end of the discussion.” Her gaze wanders in my direction. It’s obvious that she doesn’t want to fight in front of me. She glances at her watch and says, “I need to go. Anyway, now you know.”

Kate opens her mouth to say something and then thinks better of it. It’s pointless. But as soon as her mother’s gone, her fighting spirit returns. “She can’t force me this time. Those events are awful, and she can’t keep making me go to them all the time. I’m old enough to make my own decisions.”

“That was another priceless encounter with your mother.”

Kate rolls her eyes. “When will it ever stop?”

I put a soothing hand on her shoulder. “Living here at school is a good start. I’m sure you’ll gradually get to be more independent.”

Kate nods and smiles gratefully. We continue talking for a while, and then I say goodbye and head back to my room. I’m still thinking about Kate’s mother when I hear someone calling my name. I stop in my tracks and see Ayden coming toward me.

“I was just coming to find you. Charles is here today. He’s in the cafeteria with a couple of other hunters.”

“Oh, that’s great. I didn’t expect to meet him so soon,” I reply, already wondering how I should begin the conversation with him. How do I ask him about Frida, and what do I even want to know?

Ayden and I exchange a brief glance. I half expect him to say something else. A moment passes, and then he looks away and says, “You can’t miss him, and you’ll find him easy to talk to. He’s a pretty chatty guy.”

“OK, thanks,” I reply.

Ayden raises his hand in farewell. I’m acutely aware of the distance between us, and I guess we both need to get used to this new way of being with one another. At least we’re talking again – if only when absolutely necessary.

I turn back and head to the hunters’ wing. On the way there, I prepare a couple of questions to ask Charles. I’m mostly interested in what his relationship was to Frida and whether he can tell me more about her. So far, I know very little about her as a person, and I desperately want to change that.

I enter the cafeteria, and my eyes sweep the room. I see an older woman sitting alone at a table, drinking a cup of tea and reading some papers. There are several small groups drinking and talking. I look closer at them, and it doesn’t take me long to identify Charles. I go to him. He looks almost the same as in the photo I found in Frida’s room, although that must be several years old. He looks about 55, which means he’s more than ten years younger than my great aunt. There are a few gray streaks in his dark hair and faint creases around his eyes and mouth. He’s smiling broadly, and his eyes sparkle with a zest for life. Charles is gesturing expressively, presumably telling his companions about one of his deployments, and the other hunters listen intently. He peppers his story with humor, which elicits bursts of laughter.

“I wish I could have been there,” says a woman, wiping a tear from the corner of her eye. “His face must have been priceless.”

The group finally registers my presence. A man with brown hair gives me a disapproving look and one of the women also looks puzzled to see a student in here.

“Can we help you?” she asks.

I nod and look at Charles. “I was hoping to talk to you,” I explain. “I was told you were here today. I wanted to talk to you about my great aunt Frida. I found a photo of you among her things, and I was wondering if you knew her.”

Charles’ expression hardens a little; his eyes widen, and he looks me up and down. “You’re related to Frida?” He slaps his thigh and stands up. His expression now changes completely. Beaming with pleasure, he takes me in his arms and, to my surprise, embraces me firmly as if we’ve know each other for years. “Wow, I had no idea.” He lets go and holds me at arm’s length, scrutinizing me. “And you’re a student here?

I nod.

“She would have been pleased to know that; I’m sure. Yes, I knew Frida. Very well, in fact. We were friends and worked together for many years as hunters.

I raise my eyebrows, delighted to have found someone who was actually close to my great aunt.

“Then maybe you can tell me something about her? Unfortunately, I never met her, so know almost nothing about her life.”

“Sure. There’s a lot I can tell you about her. She was an incredible woman.” He glances around. “Let’s go and sit where we can talk undisturbed.” He winks at the hunters and says, “I’ll catch you later. I’m going to take a trip down memory lane with this lovely young lady.” He actually seems pleased as he leads me to an empty table.

“Would you like something to drink?” he asks after we sit down. “I was just about to get myself a coffee.”

“Thanks. I’ll have a coffee too, please,” I reply, and Charles goes to order our drinks. I watch him walk to the counter, lean across it, and chat with the serving staff. He seems friendly and open, almost too exuberant. I can see what Ayden meant, and he wasn’t exaggerating. But Charles seems very likeable, and I can’t wait to hear what he has to say about Frida.

He returns with two steaming cups and puts one down in front of me. “You actually look a bit like her, you know.”

I’m a little surprised because I didn’t notice any resemblance in the photos I’ve seen.

“It’s your eyes,” he says, pointing at them with his index finger. “They have this spark, this restless flicker, almost like a challenge. I can tell you’re nobody’s fool and that you like to do things your own way and you’re not easily swayed. Frida was the same.”

I gulp at his words because they remind me of what Mr. Brian said. That my aunt was stubborn, didn’t think before she acted, continuously put herself in danger, and was responsible for another person’s death.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you,” he said. “It’s just so nice to see a reminder of Frida again.”

“What was she like?” I probe. “I mean, other than being headstrong?”

“Oh, she was lovely,” says Charles. He stirs his coffee. “I had just joined the hunters. Frida had been doing it much longer, and we were sent out into the field together. It was my first deployment – nothing earth-shattering, just a patrol. But I was super excited. Frida found my enthusiasm irritating. She gave me a lecture, which I have to admit kind of annoyed me. But when she approached me afterward, she was cheerful and relaxed. She invited me out for a drink, and I got to know another side of her. We quickly became friends.” The memory brings a smile to Charles’ face. “Those were exciting times; we went through a lot together. This one time, we were out on deployment,” he began with a laugh. “I think Arthur was with us. Anyway, Frida heard this noise and – yeah, now I remember – it was Arthur; he turned around and nearly knocked over a trash can. Frida told him...”

“Sorry to interrupt,” I say, “but who’s Arthur?” I have a hunch, but I want to be sure.

“Oh, Arthur Brian. He’s a teacher at your school now. You may have crossed paths with him.”

I feel simultaneously hot and cold. I knew that he and Frida knew each other. They used to work together; he told me that. But I didn’t get the impression that they were friends or particularly close.

“You know him?” Charles asks, correctly interpreting my expression.

“Uh, yeah, he’s my history teacher.”

“That’s a coincidence! Does he know you’re related to Frida? He’d be delighted to learn that. Although...” He pauses, and his expression darkens. “Maybe that’s not such a good idea. It was all a long time ago, and sometimes it’s best to leave the past in the past.”

I hesitate, but if I want an answer, I guess I’ll have to be straight with him. “He already told me what he thinks of my great aunt... and of me. He thinks I have a similar temperament, and it wasn’t meant as a compliment.”

Charles avoids my eye and toys with his spoon. “Some things went down, and a lot of trust was lost. I’m sure Frida never intended for things to turn out the way they did – I understand that now.” He shakes his head, lost in thought. “I distanced myself from her after that – I had no choice after what happened. I had to find a way to come to terms with it all myself. And I guess it was no different for Arthur. In the end, she left the hunters, and she, Arthur, and I went our separate ways.”

“Mr. Ackles, when I spoke to Mr. Brian, he mentioned that Frida did something terrible. Can you tell me what it was?”

“Oh, please, call me Charles,” he says. I get the feeling he’s trying to distract me or delay answering my question. But he quickly realizes I won’t let him wriggle out of it. He sighs and says, “To be honest, I don’t want to talk about it. It was hard on all of us. And I want you to have an impression of Frida the way she really was: a wonderful person who did everything in her power for the ones she loved.”

I sigh and fight the temptation to probe further. It would be fruitless. But I’m not ready to give up.

“Did Frida leave the hunters voluntarily, or was she forced out? Surely you can tell me that?”

“Well, it was complicated. What she did caused big waves and reflected badly on the hunters. There was a lengthy investigation. During that time, Frida was excluded from serious deployments, and Arthur had to supervise her, so to speak. The Council got involved. The members couldn’t agree on how to handle it. In the end, they came up with a solution that didn’t attract too much attention and offered her a position in the school administration. That way, they could keep an eye on her and make sure she didn’t cause any more harm. Frida seemed happy with that solution, and she quickly settled into her new role.”

I nod and try to process all this information, but I realize I have even more questions than before.

Charles studies my face and leans forward. “I know this must all sound confusing. But you have to believe me when I say that Frida was an amazing person and a close friend. And Arthur felt the same. I can tell you more about your great aunt if you’d like. She had many talents. I don’t know if you’re aware that she was a gifted painter. She also had a wonderful singing voice.”

A faint smile crosses my lips when I hear these words because they mean a lot to me. “I’ve already seen a few of her paintings. They’re amazing.”

“They are. Frida could stand in front of her easel for hours and totally lose herself in her motifs. She often painted landscapes and street scenes. I assume you’ve seen her house? Upstairs, the first room on the left – that was her studio.”

“That’s my room now.”

“She always said that room had the best view.”

“I have to agree.”

“I’m so glad the house wasn’t sold and that her family gets to live there. That house holds a lot of memories for me.” He pauses for a moment and seems to be reminiscing. “I’m trying to remember the last time I was there.”

“Would you like to come by and see it again? I’m sure Mom would love to meet a friend of Frida’s.”

And maybe I’ll get another chance to find out what it was that my great aunt did.

“Oh, I don’t want to impose,” he says with a wave of his hand. “But it would be great to see the house again.”

“I’ll ask my mother, but I’m sure she’ll agree.”

“Great, I look forward to it,” he says, taking his phone out of his pocket and giving me his number. “Give me a call.” He sips his coffee and looks back at the other hunters, who keep glancing at us every now and then. “I should go back. As you can see, I’m already missed.” He gives me a wink, and we say goodbye.

There are so many questions jostling in my head, and I hope to get some answers soon. One thing is clear: there are a few mysteries surrounding Frida’s life, and apparently there’s a reason for this secrecy.
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Icheck my phone and frown. Still no word from Noah. I’m a little surprised because he normally replies quickly. It’s been three days since I last messaged him. It could be that he’s just really busy right now. And yet... I can’t help worrying.

I sigh deeply and enter the cafeteria with Kate, Max, and Lucia.

“And then we have training,” Max sighs irritably as she takes a tray and slams it down loudly on the serving counter. “I need to do something fun later to make this day bearable.”

We take our lunch to one of the free tables.

Max scans the room and stops when she sees a certain person. “Let’s ask Ayden if he wants to party with us tonight. We could maybe go to a club. What do you say?”

I’m still miles away, lost in thought and not really listening to her. My phone is in my hand again and I’m staring at the display. Maybe I should try Noah again?

I sigh and compose a message to him. “Everything OK? I haven’t heard from you in ages. I’m starting to worry.” I wait a moment, but of course I get no reply. So I put the phone away and turn my attention to my friends.

Kate is shaking her head and saying, “I can’t. I promised myself that I’d train after hours to try and catch up.”

Max rolls her eyes and looks at me. “You’re not going to bail on me too, are you?”

“You know Ayden and I aren’t really getting along at the moment,” I remind her. “We’re trying to stay out of each other’s way, so partying with him is not exactly at the top of my list.”

“Don’t be like that,” Max whines. “What is it this time? Can’t you guys just talk it over and move on? You guys will make up sooner or later anyway.”

What’s up with her today? Why is she being so callous? I glare at her and say, “It’s not that simple, and you should know that. I told you something happened between us.” I stare at my plate and jab my fork angrily at my pasta. “I mean, I tried to tell you guys what happened, but you kept interrupting me and giving me your opinion on everything. So it’s no wonder you only know half the story.”

Max shoots me a cold look, takes a deep breath, and then waves it off. “Forget it, it’s fine. I’ll ask him some other time,” she mutters, glancing over at Ayden again.

I nod, and at that moment, I hear a message notification. I quickly take out my phone, but the message isn’t from Noah. It’s from Sue, one of my friends in Tucson. She wants to know how I am and tells me about a party she went to with Tonya and Leah.

“Man, what’s so important that you keep staring at your phone the whole time and ignoring us?” Max asks.

I look up in surprise and still can’t understand where all this hostility is coming from. “What’s up with you? Why are you being so dark?”

“I’m dark? You have problems with Ayden, act like the victim, and then expect us to stay away from him.”

Now I’m getting really pissed. “What? When did I ever say that?! You can be friends with whoever you’d like.”

Max scoffs. “Oh sure, like you wouldn’t have a problem if Lucia and I went out with Ayden.”

I search Max’ face for some hint of a reason for these outbursts, but she just looks at me defiantly. Lucia stares at her food. Kate stares wide-eyed at Max and seems at least as bewildered as I am.

“You can’t be serious!” I snap back at her. “Go and make plans with him then. What do I care?”

“Fine.” Max stands up. “I will!” She glances at Lucia with a triumphant smile on her face. Then she turns and walks over to Ayden. I watch her exchange a few words with him, laugh at something he says, and flick her hair back.

“Has she completely lost the plot?” I ask.

“Max is going through a rough time,” Lucia explains quietly, leaning forward. “Her parents are fighting constantly, and there’s been talk of divorce. So Max is trying to spend as little time as possible at home and find ways to distract herself.”

I look at Lucia in surprise. Then I look over at Max, who’s still talking to Ayden. “Why didn’t she just say so? I would have been sympathetic.”

“She doesn’t want to let it get to her,” says Lucia. “And if she talks to us about it, then she has to focus on it. So she’s trying to distract herself.”

“And she needs Ayden for that?”

Lucia shrugs. “He’s her friend, and she doesn’t like being caught in the middle of things. Especially when she’s dealing with that at home too.”

“OK,” I sigh. “What can we do to help her?”

“We should spend more time with her so she can avoid being around her parents.”

I nod. “I can do that.”

“It would just be easier for her if she didn’t have to avoid Ayden and his friends, and we could all keep hanging out together.”

I glance over at Max again and nod. “I would never ask her to stay away from him – I told her that. And if we happen to run into him somewhere, I’m not going to run away.”

Lucia stands up, hugs me, and says quietly but emotionally, “You’re a good friend.”

Later, at training, I continue to work on improving my communication with Yoru. I run as fast as I can across the hall and try to remain calm and focused. It’s not easy, especially since my classmates and their key spirits can be pretty distracting. I have to pull my head in when a bird whizzes over me. Then I nearly slip in a puddle left over from an ice hex. And on top of all that, I’m still preoccupied with other thoughts, mostly about Max. I keep glancing over at her. She sends her hummingbird Flit shooting up in the air and then into a nosedive. Her movements are frenetic, and she looks unfocused, which isn’t surprising. Part of me can totally understand her not wanting to talk about her parents, but I can’t help wondering if she would have opened up to me if I were more attentive. I sigh. There’s no use wrecking my head over it. The important thing is to be here for her now and try to support her as much as I can.

Kate and Lucia are still showering. I’m getting dressed, and I see Max head for her locker. I go to her and say, “I’m sorry to hear about your parents. I know it’s not much comfort, but I want you to know I’m here for you.”

Max nods slowly. “Sorry I was so rude earlier. I didn’t mean to be hard on you.” She takes a deep breath and continues, “Things aren’t easy for me right now, as you can imagine. And I don’t really want to talk about it. I just want to get on with things and not have to think about it.” She smiles tentatively. “So if you want to help me, then let’s hang out together now and then.”

I nod. “And it’s fine if you want to meet up with Ayden. The fact that he and I are not seeing eye to eye doesn’t change anything between you two.”

Max shoves her sports clothes roughly into her bag. “He doesn’t have time,” she says. “You and Kate already said you’re busy. So I have nobody to go out with.”

I can see how disappointed she is, and I put a comforting arm around her shoulders. “We could meet in my room or Kate’s later and spend the evening together. What do you say?”

Max looks at me for a moment, then she nods and smiles. She gives me a quick hug. “Thanks,” she says in a husky voice.
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Ican’t wait to meet him,” says my mother, putting the cake on the table and checking one last time that everything is in place. “It’s wonderful to be able to meet one of Frida’s friends. We know so little about her, and we have so much to thank her for.” She glances around the kitchen and smiles.

The doorbell rings, and Mom goes to open it. I follow her and see her shake Charles’ hand. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Ackles.”

“Please, call me Charles,” he replies with a winning smile.

“Maggie,” she says and invites Charles in.

“It’s been so long since I was last here. Obviously, it’s changed a little. It’s nice, really homey.”

He greets me with a wink.

“Thanks,” says Mom, leading our guest to the kitchen table.

His eyes widen when he sees the cheesecake. “Oh, my favorite. But you shouldn’t have gone to the trouble of baking for me.”

Mom laughs. “I’m glad you like cheesecake. But I’m afraid to disappoint – I didn’t make it, which you can be thankful for. Baking is not one of my strengths.”

Charles smiles and takes a seat. “Being resourceful is all that matters.” He gazes around the room again as Mom pours the coffee. I can see pleasure and gratitude in his eyes, but also melancholy. “This brings back so many memories.”

“I can imagine. We can’t wait to learn a little more about Frida.”

“As I was telling your daughter, Frida was a really kind-hearted person who loved life. There was never a dull moment with her, and she was an incredibly good friend.”

“You knew each other a long time?” asks Mom, serving him a slice of cake.

“Yes. Although I have to admit, we lost contact in the last few years.” I can tell it’s not easy for Charles to say this. “I guess there are highs and lows in every friendship. In the end, the important thing is to work through them together, but I didn’t do that. I didn’t realize in time that Frida could have used my help.” He sighs sorrowfully. “I didn’t even know about her illness, so I didn’t get a chance to say goodbye.”

That just goes to show how much they drifted apart over the years. A dark shadow passes over Charles’ face. He appears to be dwelling on a very unpleasant moment in his life.

“Well, I’m glad you’re here,” says Mom. “Maybe revisiting the past like this can provide some closure.”

Charles looks at her, considers this for a moment, and nods. “You’re right. I shouldn’t look at everything in such a melancholy light. I should think of all the wonderful times I had with Frida. And there were many.”

Charles is recounting one of these times when my phone beeps. I take it out and immediately feel an incredible sense of relief. Finally, a message from Noah.

“Sorry, away on a mission, not in the city. Can’t really talk about it. I’ll contact you again as soon as I get a chance.”

I raise my eyebrows in surprise, stand up, and mutter, “I’ll be right back.”

Noah’s out of town on some mission? Images flash through my mind of him fighting the Tempes. Or is he out collecting the last breath of a dying person? A shiver runs up my spine. It must be a pretty serious operation judging by the cageyness of his message.

“Are you sure everything’s OK?” I write.

I’ve never known him to be so distant, and it’s not his style to write in such clipped sentences. He’s normally so honest and open. But I guess he’s never discussed his missions with me before. And I can’t be sure he would always tell me about them. Still, I have a feeling something’s not right. I stare at my message for several seconds, but he hasn’t read it yet.

A peal of laughter brings me back to the here and now, and I return to the kitchen to find Charles and my mother apparently enjoying each other’s company.

“Come on, I’ll give you a tour. And you can tell me a few more anecdotes about Frida.” She turns to me. “Get this, Charles almost set fire to the kitchen one time. He wanted to make Frida and another friend – what was his name again? Arthur?”

She looks to Charles, who nods.

“It was late, and they wanted to make omelets. But he put a kitchen towel down on the stove. It caught fire and voilà...” She points to a small burn mark on the kitchen counter. “...that was the result.”

Charles shakes his head with a wry smile. “I grabbed the towel off the stove and swung it around in the air, which only made it worse. Arthur extinguished it in the end, and he was so upset with us because all we could do was roll around laughing. The whole situation was so comical.”

They walk past me, and I hear Charles launching into another story. I realize I probably won’t learn any more today about the things in Frida’s past that really interest me. But maybe some other time.

Toward the evening, Charles finally announces it’s time to go.

“Thanks so much for the invitation. It was a really enjoyable, refreshing afternoon.”

“I thought so too,” says Mom, shaking his hand. “I hope we can stay in touch. I’d love to hear some more of your entertaining stories about Frida.”

“Absolutely,” he says, looking her in the eye. They both smile, and then Charles says goodbye and leaves. I hope we’ll see him again too.
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Check this out,” says Kate, holding up a long red evening dress with subtle cap sleeves and a slit down one side. It looks beautiful, and I’m sure it wasn’t cheap.

“Mom just left this draped across my bed,” she continues, casting her eye over the little black bolero and the pumps on the floor. “I told her I’m not going to any more of those events.”

She sighs, lays the dress to one side and flops down on her bed.

“They’re so tedious. Mom spends the whole time walking around and greeting people, Dad always retreats into a corner with a couple of friends to talk politics, and I’m left sitting at our table staring at the clock.”

It’s afternoon, and we’re at Kate’s parents’ house. She wanted to visit Mona, who’s still employed there as a cook but doesn’t have much to do since Kate moved out.

The aroma of fresh baking wafts through the house, and minutes later, Mona appears with a tray of muffins. She’s so happy to have someone to spoil with her treats, and we enthusiastically help ourselves. First, there was lasagna and a delicious rocket salad. And now the pecan muffins. The smell alone is enough to make my mouth water.

“It’s wonderful to be able to cook for someone again. Your mother eats like a little bird, and your father’s hardly ever home.” She smooths Kate’s hair. “I miss you, sweetheart. But I know it was the right decision. I’m sure you’ll really come into your own in that school.”

At that moment, we hear the front door slam, and Kate jumps to her feet. I follow her out to the landing to see her mother putting her handbag down on a sideboard.

“Kate,” she says, surprised. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to see Mona,” she admits, to which her mother responds by rolling her eyes.

“Your father and I need to have a talk about her. Now that you’re gone, she has nothing to do.” She dismisses the subject with a wave of her hand before Kate has a chance to say anything. “But I’m glad you’re here. Did you see the dress I picked out for the charity dinner?”

Kate nods. “It’s nice, but I already told you I don’t want to go. I need to study.”

“If you have time to meet with friends, then you can spare a few hours to show your face at this event. It’s important. There’ll be a number of high-profile personalities there. That reminds me, I need to change the menu. I just learned that Mr. Cunningham prefers scallops.” She runs a hand through her hair, looking stressed, and mutters, “There’s still so much to do, and now on top of all that, I have to deal with a fractious daughter.”

Kate and I exchange a glance at the mention of the name.

“Cunningham?” Kate inquires. “You don’t mean Albert Cunningham?”

She nods. “That’s right. His family sponsors a number of charity projects, and it’s an honor to have him as a guest.”

Mr. Cunningham will be there? One of the most important members of the Tempes Council? I guess it makes sense because, as I’ve discovered, the Council members are highly regarded even by ordinary people.

“Can we put an end to this tiresome debate?” Kate’s mom asks.

Kate hesitates for a moment and then seems to have an idea. She looks at me and says, “I’ll come, and I promise to be on my best behavior. I’ll talk to the guests and praise your work and the food. But only if I can bring a friend. That way, at least I’ll have a little fun and won’t die of boredom.”

I shoot Kate a horrified look. She can’t be serious!

Her mother appears to wrestle with this. She glances irritably at her watch and then seems to arrive at a decision. “Fine, if you must,” she says. “But your friend needs to keep a low profile and only speak to guests if they ask her a question.”

Kate’s face breaks into a beaming smile. She knows I have no interest in chatting with those people. But I’m not sure what to think of this turn of events.

“I hope you at least have a dress,” her mother snaps at me, looking me up and down with a critical eye. She checks the time again. “I have to go. I think that covers everything.”

She glances at Kate one last time and then bustles out.

“Please say you’ll come,” Kate begs me.

“Kate, I really don’t think it’s my scene. And your mom’s right – I have nothing to wear.”

She dismisses my comment with a wave of her hand and pulls me back into her room. There, she steps up to the wardrobe and opens it. “I have lots. I’m sure there’s something for you here.”

I can hardly believe my eyes. A whole row of evening dresses. Beautiful colors and gorgeous fabrics. They must have cost a fortune.

“Like I said, Mom’s already dragged me to so many of these dinners and parties. And I almost always get a new dress.”

She takes out a selection and lays them on the bed. I’m still overwhelmed by all this luxury.

“You’re gonna look great,” Kate says with a smile.

I roll my eyes and take a look at the dresses. A blue one catches my eye. The color is gorgeous, and the cut looks incredible.

“Go ahead. Try it on,” my friend urges.

I undress, and Kate takes my clothes and puts them on the bed. Then, I set about trying to get into the dress. It’s very tight. Once I’ve managed to put it on, I turn to Kate for help with the zipper. But she just stands there lost in thought, staring at something in her hands.

“Kate, are you OK?”

“Frida took this photo,” she said, still staring at the object in her hands. “It was a wonderful day. Frida often thought back to this moment. Charles meant so much to her. She loved his smile. I can see her too; the wind is playing with her hair; she’s so happy, enjoying the moment. But there’s also this sense of foreboding around her. Something cold, menacing, like a dark shadow. Black swirling smoke. It’s following her, pursuing her, reaching out with its dark claws.”

I stare at Kate, speechless. She stares at the photo for a moment longer and then tears her eyes away from it and looks at me in horror.

“I’m really sorry. It just came over me. I didn’t know what I was saying. I didn’t mean to invent this bizarre story about your great aunt. I know she’s important to you. I shouldn’t have said all that.”

She lowers her eyes and hands me the photo. It’s the one I found in the secret room. It’s a picture of Charles grinning at the camera. It must have been in my jacket pocket and fallen out. I look at it and try to organize my thoughts.

“You have nothing to apologize for,” I say, although what she said has left me in a state of shock. “I can confirm a lot of what you just said. The man’s name is Charles, and yes, I assume Frida took the photo. They were close friends. Apparently, there was some incident...” I hesitate and then decide to ask. “The smoke you saw – it was pursuing Frida? It was a threat to her?”

“I... I’m not sure,” she replies hesitantly.

It’s clear to me that the special connection she just had is now lost, but I need to know specifics. “You said something about a pursuer and dark claws?” I can only think of one creature that fits that description. “Could it have been one of the fallen?”

Is it possible that my great aunt was on the Noctu’s radar, and they were hunting her?

Kate stares at me and seems unsure how to respond to my question. “There were dark claws scraping over the ground. Smoke reaching for her. Yeah, it’s possible.”

That’s all I need to know. I gulp and wonder what they wanted from Frida. Was she hunted down and attacked by them in the end? And was that somehow linked to the incident Charles refused to talk about?

I don’t know, but I have no way of figuring it out right now. First, I need to take care of Kate. I go to her and put my arm around her shoulder.

“I know this scares you. But there’s something you need to know – special abilities used to be common among key carriers. They were called gifts. Some people could sense magic or had magical powers themselves. Others were able to move things with their minds or teleport themselves. But there was also some with clairvoyant abilities and those...” I swallow before continuing, “...who could see destiny threads, like me.”

Kate just stands there lost for words and stares at me. After a few seconds she sinks down on her bed, looking mortified.

“So you have one of these special abilities too. And I... You’re saying I’m clairvoyant?”

She looks up at me with an imploring expression, but I can’t hide the truth from her any longer.

“So I’m not just inventing these stories? They’re all true?”

I nod. She thinks for a moment and then asks, “And these destiny threads that you see – are they really spun by the goddesses? I mean, Chiara said her mother was a goddess. But...” She shakes her head. “It all seems so surreal.”

After the fight with Chiara, I told Kate about the goddesses. And the Council had to explain a few things about those creatures too – it was unavoidable after the encounter with Chiara.

“Are you happy to have that gift?” Kate asks.

“I figure we have these abilities for a reason. But sometimes I wish I didn’t.”

Kate nods. “I guess from now on I’ll see the stories that pop into my head in a totally new light.”

I nod because I know from experience what she means. At the same time, I’m relieved that Kate is now fully in the picture. I feel a deep connection to her, which has just been strengthened even more.
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Ilook at the last painting and consider the fastest way to get back into my great aunt’s secret room. I could bus to Mom’s house and use the hidden door in the wall there. But that would take time, which I don’t have.

I run my fingers lightly over the painting that I found at Mr. Brian’s house. The picture immediately begins to change, and this time it all happens much faster. The front of the house hinges open like a dollhouse. The walls shift, and suddenly I’m grabbed by an invisible force and pulled into the picture. I don’t even have time to take a breath before I find myself standing inside the hidden room.

My eyes are drawn to the wall of photos, magazine articles, newspaper clippings, and hand-written notes. I look at the photo of Chloe and wonder again where it was taken, how Frida acquired it, and what it means. Was my great aunt really hunting Chloe because she suspected her of being a goddess of destiny? That’s what the memo suggests – stuck to the edge of the photo with the words ‘goddess of destiny?’ written on it. The question mark means Frida was unsure but trying to find out. All these clues must have something to do with her search for the goddesses. But who are all these people? And what’s the significance of all these other texts? I read a few of them but find nothing that stands out. And nothing to help me with the reason I came here. Kate’s words are still echoing in my head. Frida was pursued by the Noctu. Did they ever openly attack her? What did they want from her? I know my great aunt died of cancer, so they can’t have killed her.

I let my eyes wander over the wall again. Then I turn my attention to the rest of the room. I go to a small cupboard and inspect it thoroughly. I search through its drawers, which are all empty, and run my hand over its dusty top, searching for some concealed clue. If Frida really was being tailed by the Noctu, as Kate suggested, then there had to be a reason. There must have been something about Frida that made them take an interest in her. Did she know something about the goddesses? Is that what it was about? I need some kind of clue to help me unlock this puzzle, and I feel sure Frida would have left me something. She didn’t lead me to this room for no reason.

I run my fingers around the sides of the cupboard and feel a slight bump in the surface. I manage to slide my fingernail under it and pull. A little door opens in the cupboard, and I peer inside, my heart pounding. I find a small box and bring it out. I carefully blow the dust off it and open it to find a pile of letters. I pick up the first one and draw the paper out of its envelope.

Dear Charles,

It meant so much to me to spend the day with you today. I felt so free and unencumbered in a way I haven’t felt in a long time. As you know, it took a while to persuade me to take a day off and spend it with you. But you were right. I need to distance myself from my work every now and then, push my problems out of my mind, and take a break from constantly thinking about our enemy and our calling. Just living for the present moment is not generally my style – which you’ve come to know about me. So I’m all the more grateful that you refused to give up.

I’ll always cherish my memories of our day by the sea and look fondly at the photo I took of you. And maybe you’ll hold your photo of me in your hand every now and then and think back to this day. You’re a wonderful person, who approaches life with the kind of ease, sprit, and thirst for freedom that I would wish for myself.

I must admit you’ve become an important part of my life. Every day, I look forward to seeing you, hearing your voice, and listening to your stories. You’ve become a dear friend and slowly made your way into my heart. I’ve never had the courage to openly express my feelings, because I know you have no inkling of them. But maybe someday I can bring myself to look you in the eye and tell you how I feel. Maybe I’ll even send this letter. Whatever happens, my heart belongs to you.

With deep affection,

Frida

My eyes wander over the lines several times, and I can’t believe what I’m reading. Was Frida in love with Charles?! I take out another letter and quickly read a few lines. Apparently, they’re all love letters. And she obviously never sent any of them. Did Charles never suspect anything in all those years? It makes me sad to think that my great aunt never found the courage to tell him how she felt. Maybe there was a chance for them to be happy together.

Ayden pops into my head, and my heart contracts painfully. But with us it’s different. We had our chance, and now it’s over and I have to go my own way without him.

I put the letters back in the box and decide to take them with me. I’m not sure if I’ll read them. I could learn more about Charles or maybe even the terrible thing that Frida is supposed to have done. It’s conceivable that she may have written about it in one of these letters. On the other hand, these words were meant for Charles, and it feels like I’m invading their privacy. Either way, I want to have the letters in my possession because they’re another link to Frida.

I look at myself in the mirror, and I’m stunned. “This dress is amazing,” I say, turning to look at myself in profile. It’s light blue with little Swarovski crystals glittering at the neckline and hem. It fits like a glove – narrow at the waist and swinging out around my legs. The décolleté is very flattering, but the really eye-catching feature is the open back.

“You look stunning,” Kate says happily. She’s wearing the red dress her mom picked out for her. She has great taste in clothes; I’ll give her that. The color brings out the sparkle in Kate’s eyes and flatters her figure. It’s a slightly wider cut, fits perfectly, and looks absolutely gorgeous on her.

“I still can’t believe we’re actually going,” I say, glancing at myself one last time in the mirror.

Kate spent the last few days persuading me until I finally agreed to go with her to the charity dinner. And I’m sure we’ll have fun. Part of me is actually pretty curious about the party. I’ve never been to anything like this before.

There’s a knock at the door, and Kate calls out, “Come in.” Her father sticks his head around the door. “Nearly ready?”

We nod. He looks at us and nods appreciatively. “You both look enchanting – like princesses,” he says with a wink.

He’s wearing a dark suit, highly polished shoes, and even his hair, which is normally a little unruly, has been tamed.

“As soon as the ladies are ready, we can go.”

Kate’s mom is already at the venue. She wanted to arrive early to run through the schedule again with the staff. This suits me just fine because I’d rather not be stuck in a car with her.

The drive is comfortable and Kate’s dad chats with us and gives us some tips for the party. “If you want my advice: don’t miss out on the petit fours. They’re from a patisserie in Little Italy. Yeah, I know – what does French baking have to do with Italy? But they have specialties from all over the world. They’re amazing; I’m telling you. Those tiny things get snapped up fast, so make sure you try a few.”

“It’s lucky Mom can’t hear you,” Kate says with a wink. “Goading us to get to the good food before the guests; and they’re fattening.”

Her dad looks at us in the rearview mirror and scoffs. “You shouldn’t be afraid to indulge yourselves every now and then. All this constant talk about figures and diets...” He shakes his head. “Be proud of the way you are.”

We arrive in front of a large, brightly lit building. It’s illuminated with floodlights; lanterns line the path to the entrance, and there are lots of gorgeous flower arrangements in ornate vases. You can see at first glance that no expense has been spared. A red carpet shows the way inside, and a few very stylishly dressed people are sauntering up it. Kate’s dad stops the car, climbs out, and hands the keys to a valet so that he can park the car. Then he opens our doors for us, and we follow him into the building. I feel like I’m at a major film award ceremony. Everywhere I look there are people in expensive looking eveningwear. Diamonds, rubies, and gold watches vie for attention. The women’s makeup is immaculate, and they’re wearing the kinds of hairdos that must have taken stylists hours to perfect. With my hair down and only a little subtle eye makeup, I can’t compete, but I feel great in this amazing dress, and I’m excited to see what the evening will bring.

We leave our jackets at the coat check and head to the main hall. There’s a stage at the far end with a podium. It’s lit by a couple of spotlights. I wonder who’s going to speak tonight. The hall is set up with a vast number of tables and chairs, and some are already occupied. Crystal chandeliers hang from the ceiling and give off an exquisite light. Soft music drifts through the room, contributing to the enchanting atmosphere. Although I don’t really like Kate’s mom, I have to give her and the other committee members credit for the amazing job they’ve done here.

“I’ll go find your mother. Feel free to take a look around or you can go sit at our table.” He gives us a wink of encouragement and then weaves his way through the crowd.

“Come on. Let’s go and find a waiter. There are usually some appetizers at the start,” Kate suggests, and we begin to roam through the crowd.

We soon find a waiter serving appetizers on a silver platter. I try a small pastry. It tastes amazing, and I wish I could take another, but the waiter has already moved on and disappeared in the crowd. We find someone else serving aperitifs.

“It’s not too bad so far,” I admit, gazing out across the crowd. The hall is filling up, and I wonder how many of the guests are Tempes. I see no key spirits, but that’s not surprising. Most of the Tempes prefer to keep their spirits out of sight. Nor can I see Yoru or Gray anywhere. As the majority of guests are ordinary people, they’re keeping themselves out of sight somewhere.

“Teresa?” I hear a voice say.

I quickly turn around and spot a familiar person standing with a small group. I’m surprised and pleased to see Charles here. He walks away from his group and comes to join us.

“Teresa, how lovely to see you.”

“Yeah, my friend Kate invited me,” I explain. “Her mom is one of the organizers.”

“Delighted to meet you,” he says to Kate, kissing her hand. Somehow, the gesture suits Charles, even if it’s a little old-fashioned. “Your mother and her people have done a wonderful job here. Everyone’s so full of praise for the enchanting decor.”

“Thanks. I’ll pass that on.”

“I didn’t know the organizer was a Tempes too. And I thought I knew pretty much all the Tempes in this time zone,” he says, scanning the crowd with a far-off look in his eyes.

“I don’t know about the rest of the committee, but my mother’s no Tempes. She doesn’t know about the key carriers.”

Charles nods thoughtfully. “It’s never easy when your family members are outsiders.” He looks at me and continues. “It must be difficult not being able to tell your mother. She’s lovely. I could tell when I visited how close you two are.”

I nod, unsure what to say. But he’s right.

He puts a comforting hand on my shoulder. “Anyway, let’s not dwell on gloomy thoughts. Have you spoken to any of the Tempes yet? It never hurts to network a little, and you’d be surprised how many of us are here.”

“To be honest, we don’t know anyone,” Kate admits.

“Well, we can soon change that. There are a couple of people I absolutely have to introduce you to.”

He leads us through the crowd, occasionally craning his neck, and then makes a beeline for a small group. A shortish older man is speaking, and the others seem to be hanging off his every word. He’s immaculately groomed, has radiant blue eyes, and his short snow-white hair is neatly combed back.

“Mr. Cunningham,” Charles interrupts, greeting him with a broad smile. “It’s great to see you here. It’s been a while.”

A small crease appears momentarily between the little man’s bushy eyebrows as if trying he’s to recall the name of the person in front of him. But he doesn’t let it interrupt his flow. He extends his hand without hesitation.

“Charles Ackles, am I right? Good to see you too. How are you enjoying the evening?”

Charles nods. I’m astonished how quickly Mr. Cunningham was able to recover from the brief memory lapse. The man is clearly well practiced, and it’s no wonder because if I’m not mistaken, I’m looking at the head of the Cunningham family. They’re the most influential family in the Tempes world.

“Allow me to introduce Teresa Franklin. Her great aunt Frida Mitchell was a hunter and a close friend of mine. And this is Kate. Her mother is on the committee that organized this enchanting event.”

Mr. Cunningham raises his eyebrows slightly and scrutinizes me. “Is that so? Frida Mitchell, you say?” His voice cools slightly – or am I imagining it? But then the warm smile returns to his face, and he shakes my hand. “Very pleased to meet you.”

I can tell by the way he looks at me that I’m not completely unknown to him – which makes sense because one of the Cunninghams was at my debriefing after Chloe’s death. And I know the school principal has to keep the Council informed of everything that happens. So it’s only natural that he would have heard my name at some point.

“Kate, your mother has a wonderful eye. We’re all very impressed. And I hear you’ve recently joined the Tempes too? That’s wonderful. We can always use more young talent.”

“I do my best,” says Kate.

“I’m sure you do.” Mr. Cunningham turns back to Charles. “And Charles, what are your thoughts on recent developments? Would you agree that the Noctu seem to be getting bolder? Some of the hunters are advocating for a tougher approach. Do you share that position?”

“I don’t think we need to change the way we do things. The number of incidents hasn’t increased significantly, and until now we’ve always succeeded in showing our enemies who’s boss.”

“Yes, exactly. Showing them who’s boss,” Mr. Cunningham echoes, “but not defeating them, unfortunately. And there’s reason to believe the Noctu have changed their tactics. They send the fallen out individually to keep us busy. And meanwhile, their agents are relentlessly gathering dying breaths in the background.” He shakes his head. “But you’re an experienced hunter, so if you see it differently... By the way, have you recovered from your injury? I hear you were out of action for the last few deployments?”

Charles nods, and his expression grows serious. “A torn muscle, but that’s healed well. I’m no spring chicken, but I hope to be back out in the field very soon.”

Mr. Cunningham nods slowly and gives Charles a piercing look. I’m not entirely sure what to make of this exchange.

“Well, I hope you make a full recovery soon,” Mr. Cunningham continues. He turns to me. “How are you settling into our world? It can’t be easy being confronted with so much new information all at once. There’s a lot to learn, and you never had the luxury of time to build up your experience.”

“I’m starting to find my feet and feel more at home now. My connection with my key spirit is steadily improving. We’ve become a great team.”

“That’s good to hear.” He nods and turns to Kate. “And I’m sure it’s invaluable for you too, to have a friend at your side who started out in a similar situation.”

Kate nods. “Yes, I’m really lucky to have Teresa.”

He gives me another piercing look and then shakes his head apologetically. “Excuse me, I was just thinking of my granddaughter. She’s the same age as you, but sadly she doesn’t live in San Francisco, so I don’t see her often.”

“That’s a shame,” says Charles. “It must be hard when your family lives far away.”

“It is. But unfortunately, it can’t be helped,” replies Mr. Cunningham.

He looks past Charles and suddenly raises his hand to wave someone over.

“Samuel, how wonderful. Please, join us for a moment.”

I turn around to see the school principal, and unfortunately, he’s not alone. My heart skips a beat. The knot in my stomach tightens. The sight is almost more than I can bear. Ayden is wearing a dark, tailored suit that emphasizes his narrow waist and broad chest. He looks like a model and fits right in here at this elite event. The young woman at his side is no less captivating. Vicky is wearing a skin-tight silver dress that flows over her body like a waterfall. It accentuates her breathtaking figure and has a plunging neckline without being vulgar. Her hair is drawn up into an elaborate knot and her eyes sparkle under glamorous makeup. They’ve responded to Mr. Cunningham’s call and are coming toward us.

“Albert!” Mr. Collins shakes his hand. “Enjoying the evening?”

“Immensely. And all the more on seeing you here. Can I tempt you to a whisky later? Edoardo Fabrici’s here tonight too. Will you join us?”

“Gladly,” replies the school principal.

I can feel Ayden’s eyes on me, but I don’t dare look at him. Running into him here has really thrown me. It’s hard enough seeing him at school, but at least there it’s not unexpected.

I steal a glance at him. His eyes linger on me, their mesmerizing green hue even more intense in the light of the chandeliers. My heart beats a little faster, and I can’t stop my eyes from wandering over his body. Why does it have to be so painful? And it hurts even more when I look at Vicky standing by his side like some damn supernatural being with her arm hooked through his.

“Ayden, Vicky,” says Mr. Cunningham. “A pleasure as always to see you both. How are you? I heard about your friend. I’m so sorry. He was a wonderful young man.”

“Thanks, it’s not easy,” Ayden replies.

“No, of course not. As you know, I was a hunter in my day. And I once lost a good friend too. It’s something you never forget. To this day, I still think of him from time to time. But it gets easier, and now what I remember most is not his death but the good times we had.”

Mr. Cunningham’s words surprise me a little because I can tell they’re not just empty clichés. He’s speaking from experience. I respect him for sharing a painful part of his past.

“How are you doing otherwise? I heard your last deployment was a complete success. Your parents must be very proud, Vicky.”

“It was nothing, really. Two Noctu that we encountered on patrol.”

“Good, very good,” says Mr. Cunningham, nodding appreciatively. “You’re both exemplary hunters. I have great confidence in you. And I’m so glad you decided not to turn your back on the hunters in the end, Vicky. The news that you wanted out came as a big surprise. Your parents were so worried.”

“My life as a key carrier was all I knew, and I felt I needed to try something else. But in the end, I realized that I’m exactly where I want to be.” She smiles faintly with a sideways glance at Ayden.

“I’m so glad to hear that.” Mr. Cunningham nods. “And I’m sure it was a weight off your parents’ minds. Speaking of whom – I haven’t seen them in a while. Are they here tonight?”

“Yes, they are,” Vicky replies. She turns around and cranes her neck. Eventually, she spots them and waves, calling out, “Mom, Dad.”

A man and a woman excuse themselves from a conversation with a couple of other guests and approach us.

“Margaret, Howard,” says Mr. Cunningham, spreading his arms in a welcoming gesture. He kisses Vicky’s mom on both cheeks and shakes her father’s hand. “It’s so wonderful to see you both here.”

I’m beginning to feel out of place, and I turn to Mr. Cunningham to excuse myself. But in doing so, I can’t help glancing at Ayden, whose breathtakingly beautiful eyes pierce my heart. Before I have a chance to say anything, Mr. Cunningham addresses Vicky’s parents again.

“You must be incredibly proud of your daughter. From what I hear, she keeps going from strength to strength. Just like this young man here.” He acknowledges Ayden with a nod. “Two young people we can really pin our hopes on.”

“They’re both doing so well,” Mr. Collins agrees. “They have a bright future ahead of them.”

“Thank you. We’re so pleased that Victoria came to her senses,” says her mother. “As you know, Albert, it wasn’t an easy time for us when Vicky got those ideas in her head. And that boy she was planning to run off with!” She rolls her eyes.

“Puberty,” says her father. “I remember saying at the time that the whole crazy notion would blow over.”

Vicky raises her eyebrows and snorts irritably. Then her eyes wander in my direction, and a look of disdain spreads across her face.

“In any case, we were so relieved, and we’re delighted that she’s continuing her work with the hunters,” says her mother. “It doesn’t have to be forever. She’ll do her part, as all of us are duty bound to do. She’ll gain experience and take from that what’s important to her. And someday she’ll take over our position on the Council.”

“Mom,” Vicky hisses. “We’ve talked about this. I stayed with the hunters, but I’m still going to make my own choices.”

“Of course, darling. That goes without saying,” her mother replies, kissing the side of her daughter’s head. She turns to Ayden. “Ayden, how are you? It’s been such a long time. You should pay us a visit again sometime.”

“Thanks, I’ll definitely take you up on that. There’s just been a lot going on lately.”

“I heard you were away for a few weeks not long ago, to test a new candidate,” Vicky’s father chimes in. My stomach clenches at these words. “It’s great that you’re already handling such challenging assignments at such a young age.”

His wife nods in agreement. “I’ve tried so many times to talk some sense into Victoria. I don’t understand how she can let such a good-looking, promising young man slip through her fingers.”

“Mom, that’s enough,” Vicky hisses, looking mortified.

“What? He’s a wonderful catch, and you two get along so well.”

Ayden laughs and shakes his head, shooting me the briefest of glances as he does so – or did I imagine that?

“Thanks for the compliment, but I think Vicky knows what she’s doing, and our friendship is too important to me to risk jeopardizing it.” He looks at Vicky, and I see that mischievous expression on his face that I love so much.

She glares at him and says, “We should keep moving. I’m sure my parents have things to discuss with Mr. Cunningham.”

She bids goodbye to the group with a curt nod. As they’re leaving, I could swear I feel Ayden’s eyes on me again. But when I look over, he’s already disappeared into the crowd.

“A wonderful pair,” says Mr. Cunningham, watching them go. “And so much potential. I’m sure they’ll make excellent and loyal Council members in future. We can expect a lot from them.”

“Yes. It would be so wonderful for Victoria to have a dependable partner by her side,” Vicky’s mother remarks with a shake of her head. “But you know her. I just hope the two of them will find their way to each other someday.”

The conversation is becoming way too personal for me, and I can’t stand it any longer. Vicky’s father is now speaking, but I interrupt him mid-sentence and say, “We should be going. It was nice to meet you.” I get some startled looks and hurry away from the group with Kate.

Vicky and Ayden. Even Mr. Cunningham seems to hope they’ll become a couple. What a wonderful pair... Actually, they probably would be. But I can’t let that idea derail me. Me and Ayden will never happen. It’s over. But why does it have to hurt like this?

I snatch a glass of champagne from a waiter sweeping past us – I’m so fast that he doesn’t have time to question my age. Then I quickly weave my way through the crowd and drain the glass. The next time I glance around, Kate is gone. I must have lost her in the crowd.

As I’m searching for her, I hear someone step up to the microphone and start speaking.

“It’s wonderful to see so many of you here tonight. It really shows how much we do care about the issue of breast cancer and that we’ve come together to support and further the research.”

Kate’s mom is standing at the podium wearing a strapless dress and elegantly piled hair. She looks professional, totally relaxed, and speaks in a charming tone that I’ve never heard from her before.

While she talks, I continue to search for Kate, blundering through the crowds of people listening attentively to her speech. To get a better overview, I try to escape the throng and make my way to the side of the hall. Finally, I can move freely again, and I turn in a circle, keeping my eyes peeled for Kate. I walk a few steps toward a marble column and stop in my tracks when I discover two people behind it.
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Ayden and Vicky. Of all people. I’m about to turn on my heels and walk in the opposite direction, but something makes me pause. Vicky puts her hand on Ayden’s cheek, and I hear her say, “Sorry about my parents. But you know what they’re like.”

“It’s fine,” he says, slightly turning away from her.

Vicky doesn’t fail to notice his body language, and she angrily folds her arms in front of her chest.

“It’s because of her, right? You’ve been acting strange since she showed up tonight.”

“Vicky,” Ayden sighs, “just leave it alone, okay?”

“I’ve been doing that for long enough. Do you think I don’t notice the way you look at her, the way you act when she’s around? I know you, Ayden. And I never bought those excuses about why you started to distance yourself from me.” She steps closer to him and runs her hand along his forearm, trying to catch his eye. “I mean, it’s pretty obvious – we haven’t even slept together since she started at the school.”

My heart skips a beat. I can’t believe what I’m hearing. He hasn’t been with Vicky this whole time? Why didn’t he say so? Then I find myself wondering whether it would have made any difference to my decision... and come to the sad conclusion that my reasons would have stayed the same. Still, hearing this shifts something in me.

“It’s over anyway,” says Ayden. “And I promised to stay away from her. I don’t want to make things even worse.”

“So in the end it made no difference anyway,” Vicky observes. “So? At least now you know.” Her fingers wander tenderly across his cheek, and she catches his eye. “Neither of us is the relationship type. It just goes to show how what we have is special. We make sense together.” She holds his arm with her left hand and runs her fingertips along his chin, his sensuous lips. “Try and forget about her. It’s better for you and for her.”

Ayden stares at her and says nothing, just looks into her picture-perfect face, which is so close to his. She slowly stretches up toward him, closes her eyes, and presses her lips against his. At first, the kiss looks tentative, almost measured, but then Ayden cups her head in his hand and pulls her closer, and their kiss becomes more passionate. Vicky staggers back a few steps until her back is pressed against the column. She wraps her arms around his neck and her leg around his hip. Ayden bends down and kisses her in a way that’s all too fresh in my memory. The sight of them is like a knife in my heart threatening to hack it to pieces. I quickly turn and hurry away. Tears sting my eyes, but I don’t know if they’re testament to my anger, my disappointment, or my pain. I know I can’t be upset that they’ve grown closer again, but the thing between me and Ayden was so recent, and it hurts to see him with someone else. I move listlessly through the hall without knowing where I want to go. My legs carry me on autopilot, as fast and as far as possible from Ayden and Vicky. Suddenly, someone emerges from the crowd and comes toward me.

“Teresa, there you are. Your friend’s looking everywhere for you.” Charles looks at my face and can tell immediately that something’s wrong. “Are you okay? Did something happen?”

I run my hand nervously through my hair and try to calm down. “No... I... everything’s fine.”

I’m sure he doesn’t believe me, but he doesn’t say anything.

“Come on, let’s look for your friend. She was worried when she suddenly lost you.” He studies me out of the corner of his eye as we walk. “So you know Victoria?”

I look at him in surprise, and he shrugs.

“The way you looked at her earlier.”

I nod. “Yeah, I know her. But not well.” And what I do know of her is enough for me, I add silently.

“She didn’t seem too fond of you either. I can’t understand it. You’re such a nice young woman, and strong too. You two should actually get along well.”

“Hmm, I guess that’s not how she sees it.”

Charles nods. “Is it about the principal’s son?”

I raise my eyebrows and blink at him in astonishment. He figured all that out in those few minutes?!

He laughs when he sees my expression and says, “I’m a keen observer. But I have to say, you didn’t make it hard for me. I could tell you wanted to leave as soon as you saw him, and then when someone commented on what a great couple he and Vicky would make, you practically fled.”

“There have been times when Ayden and I were close, but there’s not much left of that now,” I admit.

“Relationships can be difficult. Especially when it comes to those two. Over the last couple of years, I’ve often seen them together, and even if they keep insisting they’re not a couple, there’s obviously something between them.” He waves his hand. “My experience shows that it’s best not to get caught in the middle of something like that. That’s my two cents, anyway.”

I study his face. “It almost sounds as if you’ve been in a similar situation. With Frida maybe?”

Now it’s his turn to raise his eyebrows in surprise. He searches my face for some clue. But then the meditative expression disappears from his face, and he laughs. “Where did you get that idea?”

I really need to make some progress and find out more about Frida’s life. So I take a stab at revealing some information that he can’t ignore.

“My great aunt left all her worldly possessions to us. I found an old letter in a box. It was addressed to you, but she obviously never sent it. In it, she talks about a day she spent with you by the sea and photos you took of each other. I found one of them on a shelf in a frame. And she confessed her feelings for you in the letter.”

“Hmm.” Charles gazes across the room absent-mindedly. “I had a hunch now and then that she may have feelings for me. We were friends, close friends, actually. We told each other everything, fought side by side in numerous deployments, and spent a lot of our leisure time together. We had a special bond. But we were never a couple if that’s what you’re asking.” He looks at me and a melancholy smile flits across his face as he adds, “If I’d known, then maybe a few things would have turned out differently.”

I can’t be sure what he means, and I’m about to ask when we arrive at a table where Kate is sitting. She instantly jumps up when she sees me.

“I lost you in the crowd, I’m sorry.” She knows that seeing Ayden and Vicky affected me, so she asks, “Everything okay?”

I nod. “Yeah, all good.”

Charles puts a hand on my shoulder. “Then I’ll continue mingling. These parties are an excellent opportunity to catch up with old acquaintances. Say hello to your mother from me. Maybe I’ll take her up on her offer and visit her again.”

I don’t know what he’s talking about, but then again, I didn’t hear every word that passed between them. I wave goodbye and sit down at the table with Kate – not a moment too soon, because another speaker is stepping up to the podium.
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Idon’t believe this,” Max growls. “You went to the fundraiser and didn’t tell me?! You know the most important key carrying clans go to those, right? It’s the perfect chance to rub shoulders with them.”

Kate and I exchange a glance.

“I’m really sorry,” I mutter. “I honestly had no idea. And Kate’s mom was already unimpressed about her taking me.”

Max glares at me again. Then she takes a deep breath and dismisses it with a wave of her hand. “Never mind. I’m sure you guys would have asked if you thought there was any chance I could come. But it still sucks. So now you gotta to tell me everything. Who was there? What was the food like? What were people wearing? Oh, and did you meet any hunters?”

Lucia’s also waiting on tenterhooks to hear what we have to say. I don’t know what to tell them.

“Yeah, some of the hunters were there,” I reply. “And the school principal and some Council members. Mr. Cunningham gave a short speech later on and made a generous donation.”

“Did your mom introduce you to anyone? It must be great to have a mother who organizes these kinds of parties,” Max enthuses.

“I guess,” Kate replies. “But yeah, we got talking to a few of the guests.”

“Oh, come on, this is like pulling teeth!” Lucia grumbled. “Who did you meet? Was there music? Did you dance?”

“We mostly kept to ourselves and ate, and we wandered around the room a bit,” I explain. “We didn’t talk much with anyone else, except Mr. Cunningham briefly.”

Their jaws drop, and they stare at us.

“Albert Cunningham? The patriarch of the Cunningham family?” Lucia probes.

“Uh, yeah,” I say.

“Oh my God! That must have been amazing,” says Max.

“Uh, sure,” I reply with a shrug. “I mean, yeah, he was nice. And he seemed really down-to-earth.”

Neither of them looks satisfied with my account. Max rolls her eyes, but then something behind me grabs her attention.

“There’s Ayden,” she says, nodding in his direction.

He’s standing near the walkway to the hunter wing, carrying a cardboard box.

“I’ll come back for the rest and take it to my room. See you soon,” he says to another young man. It’s Ethan, the restaurant owner who treated me, Ty, and Kate to an amazing meal a few weeks back. What’s he doing here? He’s holding a box too, but it’s much smaller than Ayden’s.

Max immediately takes off and calls out to Ayden, who turns around.

I just sigh to myself and wonder why I have to keep running into him. An image immediately pops into my head: he and Vicky intertwined in a passionate kiss. I clench my fists and try to ignore the tightness in my chest.

“Ayden,” Max says with a puzzled glance at the box in his arms. “Are you moving into a new room or something?”

“No,” he replies. “This is Ty’s stuff.”

“Oh.” She puts a consoling hand on his arm. “This must be really hard on you. If you need someone to talk to, I’m here for you.”

Ayden just nods. I can tell he finds her words insincere. It’s obvious from the cool look he gives her and the way his lips narrow slightly. I’m reminded of the way Max responded when I talked to her about Ty’s death. She was singing a different tune back then. I guess she’s trying not to make the same mistake with Ayden that she made with me.

“You know we’re friends, and you can always count on me.”

“Thanks, but I’m okay. I should go. Ty’s parents came by earlier to pick up his stuff. They left behind a few things they figured might mean something to us. So me, Ethan, and Vicky are packing up what’s left.”

Max looks at Ethan, who’s still standing beside Ayden, and gives him a friendly smile.

“You’re not a hunter, right? I mean, I haven’t seen you around before. It’s nice that Ty had friends outside of school too. His death really affected me. He was such a good guy. We talk about Ty a lot, right Teresa?” She turns to me.

I frown, unsure where she’s going with this.

“Well anyway, Teresa hasn’t been doing too well lately. We’ve been trying to help her out as much as we can, doing stuff together to take her mind off it. I figured maybe that could do you some good too.” She bats her eyelashes at Ayden.

He looks at me instead. I feel hot and cold, and my stomach clenches. My eyes wander automatically to his gorgeous lips, and there it is again: the image of him with his hands on Vicky’s back, pulling her in close, their lips pressed together and melting into a fiery kiss. I have to look away to fight back the anger, the disappointment.

“Thanks, but like I said, I don’t have much time right now,” he replied.

Max won’t let him brush her off so easily. “My brother’s in town. He has a small boat, and we could go sailing in the bay. You’d love it. You forget about everything when you’re out on the water. It’s pure freedom.”

“Thanks for the offer but...”

It’s only for a split second, but his eyes unmistakably dart toward me again.

Max looks at me and says, “If it’s because of Teresa, we’ve already discussed that. She has nothing against us being friends. Right, Teresa?”

The situation is starting to get really uncomfortable, and I don’t know what to say. Of course Max can be friends with him. I just wish she wouldn’t drag me into it every time. So I nod and say, “Sure, why would I have a problem?”

I can’t be sure, but I sense a change in Ayden’s expression. It seems colder, sullener. Then he nods and says, “Now that I think about it, a day on the water sounds great. Let’s do it.” With that, he turns around.

Max calls after him, “Okay, great. I’ll ask my brother if we can take the boat out this weekend.”

Ayden raises his hand in acknowledgement as he disappears into the stairwell.

“Okay,” says Ethan, who’s observed the entire exchange. “That was kind of weird.”

I have to agree with him.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Max says with a broad grin.

“Uh, so, anyway,” Ethan continues, turning to me. “I was on my way to see you.”

I frown and look at him inquiringly. “Oh?”

He holds out the little box and says, “We found this when we were clearing out Ty’s room. There’s a letter in it for you. I guess Ty meant to give you this before he died.”

I swallow hard and stare at the box in my hands. I’m overwhelmed and don’t know what to say. It’s a final message from him. A last note from a friend. What could it be about?

“Feel free to read it in private. If you need me, I’ll be here a while longer.”

He reaches into his pocket and takes out another object: a keyring. It’s made of thick, clear glass with a tiny leaf and some sand inside it.

“Ayden told me that you and Ty were close,” he says to Kate.

Surprised, she nods and looks at him expectantly.

“This keyring belonged to Ty. He had it made when he became a hunter. The leaf and the sand inside it are from the place in the Odyss where he found Gray. They had a special bond, and Gray was always really important to him.” He glances at the snake coiled beside Kate, and a faint smile plays across his lips. “I think he’s found the perfect successor.”

Kate takes the keyring and runs her finger over the thick glass. “Thank you. You have no idea how much this means to me.”

Ethan nods. “Ayden and I figured you should have it.”

I doubt Ethan knew that Ty and Kate were getting to know each other, so I’m guessing it was Ayden’s suggestion. It speaks highly of him because I can see how touched Kate is by this gesture. She carefully closes both hands around the keyring and nurses it like a treasure.

“Uh, I’ll get back to it then. Like I said, if you need me, you know where to find me.” He waves.

Holding the box in both hands, I ask Kate, “Do you want to come too?”

She hesitates, then shakes her head. “Read it in private first. It was meant for you.”

I know it must be hard for her. She cared for Ty too. But I guess she’s right. I can always show her the contents of the box later.

So I hurry back to my room, sit down, and place the box on my desk. Before I open it, I take a few deep breaths. Ty’s face pops into my head, his voice, his laugh. It hurts so much to think that he’s gone, and tears well up in my eyes.

I slowly reach out and grasp the lid of the box. When I lift it, I find nothing inside but a sheet of paper. I take it out and begin to read the short letter.

Teresa,

You’re probably wondering why I’m writing you a letter instead of just saying this in person. Maybe it’s because I’m afraid I may not be able to find the right words – or the courage to tell you everything. But it’s time.

I’m still so sorry about you and Ayden. I keep asking myself if there was anything I could have done to change the way things turned out. Maybe I should have interfered less. At the very least, I think we can agree that I shouldn’t have orchestrated the whole movie thing. In retrospect, I can see that was a really bad call. But I honestly meant well. I still believe you guys are good for each other. But unfortunately, Ayden can be a total knucklehead and hard to draw out of his shell. You’re not so different in that regard, by the way.

Anyway, I guess he prefers to cling to old patterns of behavior, and I can understand why you don’t want to play along with that anymore. And I’m sure that’s what’s best for you. Still, I’d like to explain a couple of things to you, which definitely don’t excuse anyone’s behavior, but which might shed some light. You’ll find the items for this in the box.

I look up and check inside the box again, but it’s empty. I feel around with my fingers for a hidden compartment – nothing. What’s going on here? Has someone already removed the items?

I read on and find the answer.

Okay, so I’m not going to make it too easy for you. I often think back to the experiences we’ve shared, and there’s one thing I’ll never forget: your disgusted face when I told you about blood seals. It was priceless. And so, to your absolute delight – or rather mine – I’ve created a blood seal for you. And not just an ordinary one – it’s a double blood seal.

Enjoy,

Ty

P.S. When you’ve taken a look at the contents, come see me and I’ll explain it all to you.

I wipe the tears from my cheeks and take a few deep breaths to get a grip on my emotions. I keep looking at Ty’s flowing handwriting, his last words to me. He wanted to tell me something and never got the chance. I wonder what it was and whether the contents of the box will actually help me figure that out.

I reread the part about the blood seal and can’t help smiling. It’s typical of him to turn that into a game. I have no idea what a double blood seal is, but I guess I’m about to find out.

So I prick my finger with a needle and wait for a drop of blood to form. I let it drip into the box, but nothing happens at first. I try a second drop, but the result is the same: the box remains conspicuously empty. Is more blood required? Or does the drop need to fall on a different spot? I try that too. Nothing. I look at the letter, and then an idea occurs to me. Ty left me two objects: the letter and the box. So I spill another drop on the sheet of paper. As soon as my blood touches it, the inside of the box begins to glow. The light gets brighter and brighter, and something appears to be forming at its center. I can’t make out what it is until the light suddenly disappears, leaving behind a pile of photos.

I take them out, and at first, I’m not sure what to make of them. The first photo is of Vicky, Ty, and Ayden. They look younger than they are now. They’re sitting close together; Vicky has her arms around the other two, and they’re all grinning at the camera. There’s a fourth person in the next photo: Ethan. The four of them are seated together on a sofa and Ethan’s pulling a goofy face. Vicky appears to be laughing raucously at it, which seems really out of character. I never figured she was someone who could be amused by such antics. The other photos are similar – the four of them by the sea, hanging out in the mall, generally spending time together and having fun. I never realized they were such a tight posse that apparently did everything together. But I still don’t understand what Ty’s trying to tell me with these. And then, I see the next photo and catch my breath. Ethan and Vicky. They’re standing on the pier, the wind in their hair, bathed in the light of the setting sun, holding one another and kissing.

“They were a couple?” I ask into the silence of my room. Or did she just have something casual with him, like with Ayden? I’m not sure. But when I find two more photos of them holding hands or cuddling, my suspicion is confirmed. “They were together.”

Vicky looks so relaxed, so carefree. In every photo, she has a broad smile on her face. She looks happy. So why isn’t she anymore?

I look at the last two photos and feel the knot in my stomach tighten. This is the Vicky I know. She’s sitting on a park bench, against a rich background of red and gold leaves. Her expression is stony, her lips thin, her eyes gazing pensively into the distance. In the last photo, she’s lying in Ayden’s arms on a sofa. She’s snuggled up to him, and he’s kissing her hair. This scene reveals such a deep bond between them that for a moment I ask myself how I ever thought there was a chance we could be together. Vicky will always be around. Is that what Ty was trying to tell me? She was evidently with Ethan for a while, but I guess that didn’t last long. At some point, Ayden and Vicky became close, and I expect there’s nothing that can destroy that bond. I swallow hard, put the photos back in the box, pick it up, and carry it out of my room.
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The door to Ty’s room is open, but I knock before hesitantly stepping inside. Ethan is standing by a shelf, packing two notebooks into a box. The room is almost empty, apart from a couple of items of furniture and a handful of photos, DVDs, and books. The sight of it makes my heart ache. Ty’s gone, and soon there’ll be nothing left here to remember him by. Another hunter will move into the room, and the last traces of Ty will disappear.

“Teresa, is everything okay?” Ethan asks.

He comes to me with a look of concern and puts a soothing hand on my shoulder.

I nod slowly. “Yeah, I’m okay.”

“I get it. This is hard for all of us.” He glances around the room. “It’s almost as if he were never here.” He rubs my arm. “But we’ll never forget him, and as long as we remember him, he lives on.”

I nod and clutch the box tighter. It hurts so much. Why did this have to happen?! I just want Ty to walk through that door and crack one of his stupid jokes. But of course, that won’t happen.

“I don’t know what Ty left for you in that box, but if you want to talk about it, I’m here.”

I open the box and take out the photos. Ethan looks at me in surprise, then picks up the photos and studies each one.

“I didn’t read the letter Ty wrote you. So I can’t be sure what he was trying say with these.”

I’m a little disappointed because obviously I was hoping Ethan might be able to shed some light. I hand him the letter, which he reads. When he’s finished, he runs his hand thoughtfully through his hair.

“Hmm, since Vicky’s in all of these photos, I assume it’s about her.”

That was my assumption too. So what was Ty trying to tell me about her?

“You two were an item?” I ask.

He nods. “But that was years ago. At the time, I really thought she was the love of my life.”

He sinks into a chair and absent-mindedly rubs the back of his neck.

“Vicky and I knew each other from school, but we never exchanged more than a few words back then. And that didn’t really change when we became hunters. I have to admit, it was difficult for me right from the start. I’d always wanted to be a hunter, but when I finally became one, I struggled to find any sense of purpose in it. The constant patrols in the hopes of finding a couple of Noctu, fighting them, and taking them out. It just wasn’t my world. I was already friends with Ty and Ayden at that point, but we grew apart during that period. At some point, Ty came to me and asked me what was up, why I had ditched them. He wouldn’t let it go, so after a lot of back and forth, I finally told him about my problems. He took it amazingly well and was really understanding. That made it a little easier because at least I didn’t feel so alone. The three of us started hanging out more again. We were always up to something. At some point, we were at this party. Vicky was there. We were messing around, and we joined in some stupid drinking game. Vicky came over to us with this intense look on her face, and I thought: oh shit, here it comes. Because she took her job as a hunter really seriously and was always a model student. Anyway, she took my glass from me and drained it on the spot. Then she said, ‘You guys are making a lot of noise considering how little you’ve had to drink. Let’s see if you can match you alcohol level with your volume.’ We were lost for words, especially when she burst out laughing at our moronic expressions. She was so free, so full of life, open, funny. I think that was the moment I fell in love with her. But it was still a while before we actually got together.

“Anyway, from that point on, the four of us were inseparable. We did everything together and had great times. One night, we were out on the town; Vicky and I had just come back from a deployment, and we were out celebrating. Ayden and Ty were walking a short way ahead of us; Vicky and I were talking, and suddenly she took my hand and looked me in the eye. I’ll never forget that moment. I stopped walking and we kissed.”

Ethan sighs and shakes his head.

“We started dating and were really happy together. But as it turned out, the problems were just over the horizon. I grew more and more discontented as a hunter. And at the same time, I discovered that cooking was a real passion for me and wondered whether that could be my calling. Vicky was the first person I told. It took her completely by surprise and at first, she couldn’t imagine a life for me outside of the Tempes world. But the more I told her about my dreams and ideas, the more enthusiastic she became. We spent more and more time away from our spirits, which wasn’t easy because, as you know, they try to follow you wherever you go. But it was so liberating to feel like normal people.

“So, Vicky decided to go down this road with me and turn her back on her world. As you can imagine, her parents weren’t exactly thrilled. Neither were mine, but in the end, it was more important to them that I was happy.”

I recall the charity dinner and Vicky’s parents talking about her daughter’s ‘crazy notion.’ They also mentioned something about her keeping bad company. So they were talking about Ethan. She actually intended to start a new life with him. This doesn’t sound anything like the Vicky I know. She’s so dutiful – being a hunter is her first priority, and she comes across as so tough and serious. Ethan is telling me about a totally different Vicky, whom I never got to meet, and even the photos seem to show a side of her that she never lets me see.

“Obviously, it wasn’t easy for her. Her parents are highly respected in the Tempes world. So she got into a lot of arguments with them. They were determined to stop from her leaving. I now see that I wasn’t supportive enough. I wasn’t there for her, didn’t give her the sense of security she needed to get through that difficult phase. And so in the end, we started fighting too. I couldn’t relate to her situation; I didn’t understand why she let her parents dictate to her like that instead of just leaving. At some point, it all got to be too much for her, and she broke up with me. That hit me pretty hard. It totally threw me. And yeah, I was resentful. So I had no contact with her for a long time. My reaction was unfair; I get that now. But there’s nothing I can do about it now. In the end, I just left without her, got myself a job in a restaurant, and worked my way up. Finally, with financial support from friends and family, I realized my dream and opened my own restaurant. But in the process, I lost sight of another dream.”

“Did you never try to patch things up with Vicky?” I ask. “Couldn’t you just talk things over with her?”

“Yeah, we did. After I’d been working in the restaurant a couple months, I went to see her. But she wanted nothing to do with me. And she refused to listen to anything about a life outside of the Tempes world. Too much had changed between us. She wasn’t the same old Vicky anymore. She seemed way more serious, kind of grimly determined, and never laughed anymore. The only time I ever saw her really happy and relaxed was around Ayden. So I quickly realized there must be something between them.”

I’m not sure I want to hear this part. But at least now I have an explanation for why Ty and Ayden have always been so protective of Vicky and let her get away with everything. She went through a bad breakup. The love of her life ditched her and started a new life without her. This loss obviously changed her somehow, and Ty and Ayden were the only ones who could still get close to her.

“They always got along well, but the idea of them together...” He shakes his head, clearly searching for the right words. “Don’t get me wrong, but Ayden loves his freedom. He’s always been independent, reluctant to tie himself to anyone, and that’s okay. But it surprised me to learn that they had a thing. Especially when I found out that Ayden was still seeing other women. I asked Vicky about it, but apparently it wasn’t a problem for her. In fact, she actually said to me, ‘You’ll never understand, but I’m a different person now. Ayden and I are more alike than you realize. We’re good together, and we’ll always be there for one another. I can count on him, and I get what I need from him – intimacy without strings attached.’ Obviously, I was hurt by that, but in the end, I accepted it. I moved on. I’m glad they’re happy because now I am too.” He’s finally able to smile again. “I have an amazing girlfriend, who I hope will soon be my wife. She’s a normal person – she has nothing to do with our world – and she’s the most wonderful person I’ve ever met. All I want is to share my life with her.”

“That’s sounds beautiful,” I reply.

I’m still kind of stumped over the whole Vicky thing. I look at Ty’s letter and thank him silently for helping me to understand the situation a little better. But it leaves a bitter aftertaste. Why did it have to be Ayden? And why do he and Ty have to keep protecting her like this? Just because she had a bad breakup? Is she still not over Ethan? I find that hard to believe.

“Well, I hope that helps a little,” says Ethan. “I mean, it was obviously important to Ty that you know more about the four of us, and about Vicky.” He leans forward and gives me a piercing look. “But I can’t help wondering why?” He hesitates. “Is it about Ayden?”

He’s pretty much on the mark, and I swallow hard, not knowing what to say. But I don’t need to say anything, because suddenly a voice behind us says, “What’s about me?”

I spin around to see him standing in the doorway. He’s carrying another box.

Ethan plays it down. “Nothing, we were just talking about old times. I guess it was important to Ty that Teresa learns a few details about our past.”

“Oh, really?” There’s an undertone in his voice that I can’t put my finger on. “Does this have something to do with the box and the letter he wrote you?”

I nod. “It was just photos. Ty wanted to explain a few things with them, I guess.”

Ayden hesitates. I can see him struggling internally. Finally, he asks, “May I?”

I nod because there’s no reason to keep any of this from him. He reads the letter, looks at the photos, and then says to Ethan, “You told her about you and Vicky?”

“Yeah, I did. And the fact that I’m over Vicky. It was a long time ago, and it’s pointless to dwell in the past.”

Ayden’s eyes flash, and I can see that he’s brooding over something. He almost looks angry, but I don’t understand why.

“It’s not always easy to just let things go and move on as if nothing happened.”

Ethan frowns and looks at him questioningly but says nothing. Ayden hands the letter back to me. I haven’t been this close to him in a while. His scent fills my nostrils; his fingers are only inches away from mine. But all I feel is pain.

“I hope this helped answer a few questions.” He turns around. “I’ll come back later for the rest of the stuff.”

He leaves, and I stare after him, speechless.
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Istretch and look up from my homework. The math is really challenging. But I’ve gotten through most of it. I bend down and pet Yoru, who’s curled up on the floor beside me enjoying his favorite pastime: sleeping.

I’m about to focus on my homework again when my phone rings. Is it Noah? Is he finally back from his mission? Is he okay? Did he have to fight the Tempes? One question after another, and I hope to finally get some answers. But when I see the caller’s name, I’m surprised.

“Mom, hi!”

“Hey, Teresa, I was just wondering how things are going? How was the charity dinner with Kate?”

“Actually, it was better than I expected,” I begin. “Her mom was so busy coordinating with the other committee members, keeping an eye on the staff, and taking care of the guests that she left us alone.”

“What about her father? Did he look after you?”

“Yeah, sure. He’s really nice – so different from her mom. He was really chatty over dinner. It was hilarious.”

“Did you get to mingle with the other guests?”

“Yeah, I guess you could call it that,” I reply.

I’m reminded of Ayden and Vicky. Will I ever get that image out of my mind? Thanks to Ethan, I now understand that they have a really strong connection.

“Did you see Charles? He told me he would be there.”

“Yeah, he was there. When did he tell you that?” I ask a little irritably.

“Oh, he came to see me at work the other day. When he visited us at home, I told him about my work and mentioned the fact that my breaks are kind of boring now that Chloe’s gone. So he said he’d come visit me there. And he did. It was nice. We had coffee in the cafeteria and got talking, and I told him about the dinner Kate invited you to. And he said he was going too.”

I nod, although I know Mom can’t see me. “He knew lots of people there. And our school principal was there too. And a few of our classmates.”

“Sounds like a big event. It doesn’t surprise me that Charles knew a lot of people there. He’s seems really extroverted and outgoing. When he visited me at work, he managed to draw three of my colleagues into a conversation.” She laughs at the memory. “He actually waved them over to us to tell them about a time when he came to the hospital to have a sprained ankle examined a couple of years ago... what a story! You should have heard him.”

I’m genuinely happy that Charles can make Mom laugh. I haven’t heard her sound this cheerful since Chloe’s death.

“We talked about taking a day trip together soon. I haven’t gotten out much since we moved here, and there’s so much of the city I haven’t seen. Charles wants to show me around. I’m sure it’ll be loads of fun.”

“Sounds great,” I say. “Let me know how it goes.”

“I will,” she promises. “Come visit me again soon.”

“Sure, maybe a weekend sometime soon.”

“I’d love that. Anyway, I shouldn’t keep you from your school work. Have a great day.”

I end the call and look down at my homework again. But my mind wanders, and I decide to take a short break. I reach for my phone again and write another message to Noah.

“Hey, still away on your mission? Just wondering how you’re doing.”

I hope I don’t sound like a desperate stalker. But it’s strange to feel so distant from Noah. I’m used to him always being there for me, available to talk to anytime. Now, he’s not only physically distant but emotionally too, somehow. His replies are so short and impersonal. I sigh. Yeah well, what can I expect? He’s away on some mission and probably has more important things to do than write me long messages.

As I put down my phone, a message comes in.

“I’m back in town since yesterday. Mission complete. I just have a couple things to take care of. I’ll be in touch as soon as I can.”

I frown. I can’t shake the feeling that something’s not right. I decide to ask him directly, hoping he’ll give me a straight answer.

“Noah, what’s up with you? You’ve been so strange lately. Did something happen?”

“All good,” he writes back. “Don’t worry. It’s just that we probably can’t see each other for a while.”

That sets off alarm bells. This is not like him. What’s he keeping from me?

“Since when do you have secrets with me?” I ask.

“Sorry, I can’t do this right now.”

That’s all he says, and then I don’t hear from him anymore. I feel angry and worried. But I know my hands are tied.

I need to calm down so I can figure out what to do next. My thoughts drift to Frida and her secrets. That makes me think of Charles and what Mom said about him. Frida liked Charles. She was in love with him.

It’s sad that she could never bring herself to tell him. But maybe that will help me find out more about her.

I go over to the dresser, pull out the bottom drawer, and take out the letters. I’m still hesitant. Is it right to pry into her private life?

But I can’t help feeling she left the letters behind for a reason. So I open one and begin to read.

Charles.

I’m writing this because I can’t bring myself to say the words in person. I waited a long time for you at the pier today. It’s become our place in a way – in my mind, anyway. Every time I’m there, I’m reminded of the happy times we spent together. Talking for hours, laughing, gazing at the sky, and telling each other about what really moves us.

It’s so different when I’m with you. Every time, I’m transported to another world without fighting, without Noctu. A life of freedom and endless opportunities.

I’ve grown so fond of you. You have no idea how much. But I can’t bring myself to tell you the truth. Do I even want to?

What if it changed things between us? I couldn’t bear that. But I have the sense that something between us has already shifted, which I don’t understand.

I really hoped you’d come today. I know you didn’t confirm. But I’ll be honest, I’m disappointed. Every time I heard a noise, I looked up in the hope that you would appear. In vain! Charles, what’s up with you lately?

You keep canceling on me or postponing. I don’t understand. We were so close – where has that gone? But maybe I’m just imagining things. You have a lot on your plate; you’ve told me that. I should just trust you. I’m sure everything will soon go back to the way it was. Even if there can’t be something more between us, I don’t want to lose my friend.

I miss you!

Frida

Frida’s words are so full of sorrow. I can feel her disappointment and pain, and I wonder what happened between her and Charles. He mentioned some incident and that they grew apart. I’m about to reach for the next letter when there’s a knock at my door.

“Come in,” I call.

Kate opens the door, and I put the letters aside.

“Hey! Feel like a movie and a snack?” she asks, holding up a bag of chips.

“Definitely,” I reply, putting my homework out of my mind.
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Iroll over and pull the covers over my head. Through a veil of sleep, I try to identify that annoying noise that keeps fighting its way into my drowsy skull. I slowly wake up, recalling the evening with Kate and the two movies we watched. It was pretty late when I finally went to bed.

There it is again, that beeping noise. And then, the penny finally drops. It’s my phone. The realization that it’s almost three in the morning wakes me up fully. Something must have happened. I quickly check the name on the display, and I’m surprised to see who it is. I pick up and hear loud music, thumping bass, and a hubbub of voices.

“Finally. Man, you took your time,” I hear Max slur drunkenly into the phone. “I guess you’ve already... already hit the hay.” She giggles, and then her voice is suddenly more muffled as she says, “Hey, watch where you’re going. Are you blind or something?”

I really hope Max isn’t about to pick a fight in the state she’s in.

“I’m just calling to say that I can have fun without you guys. And I am. And I’m not alone anyway. You guys always say no to everything I suggest.”

“Max,” I interrupt, hoping to get some useful information out of her. “Is Lucia not with you? Are you saying you went out alone?”

“Lucia didn’t want to come. Man, she’s so boring these days.”

“Just tell me where you are.”

“I’m in Condor. I’ve never been here before, but I always wanted to check this place out, and it was totally worth it.” Then she yells into her phone, “Woohoo, paaar-ty!” so loudly that I have to hold it away from my ear. “Hey you. Yeah, you. You look a really retarded in those pants, did you know that?”

A series of frightening images flash before my eyes, and I start to worry big time.

“I’m calling you a taxi, okay? Go and wait for it outside.”

“Uh-uh, no way. I’m not going anywhere. You can forget it.”

With that, she hangs up. I stare at my phone, then I jump out of bed and try to call her back, but she doesn’t pick up.

“Damn it,” I curse under my breath.

I get dressed in record time and look up the address of the club. It’s pretty far from school, and there aren’t many buses at this time. So I have no choice but to cover at least some of the distance on foot.

Yoru follows me. At this late hour, he doesn’t have to worry so much about staying hidden. There’s nobody around. The houses are all dark. Everything looks so peaceful, almost like a ghost town. It’s a totally different atmosphere from what I’m used to, and I would actually enjoy if it weren’t for my fear of being attacked by Noctu. This would be the perfect opportunity. I keep glancing at my little spirit, who’s keeping an eye on our surroundings, his ears pricked up. As long as he’s not distressed, I guess there’s no need to worry. It’s Max I should be worried about. What’s gotten into her? Why did she go out clubbing alone? Today was Sunday. Weren’t she and Ayden supposed to go sailing? I can’t imagine them spending the whole day together and then hitting the town afterward too. And surely, he wouldn’t have left her alone in that state if he were there.

I breathe a sigh of relief when I hear a bus coming up the street behind me. I sprint to the next stop and get in. This will get me there quicker. I’ll still have to walk the last bit, but not far. The question is: will Max still be there? By the time I get there, more than an hour will have passed since she called.

I’m staring out the window into the darkness when I spot two figures on the sidewalk. One person is much smaller than the other – petite by comparison – and the other person is supporting their weight.

“Shit, no way,” I mutter as we pass them. I jump up and ask the driver to open the doors. I’m the only passenger, so he eventually obliges after I become insistent. I leap out of the bus and run back to the two people. When I finally catch up to Ayden and Max, I still can’t believe it’s them.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I ask.

Ayden turns to look at me, and I’m not sure how to interpret his expression. Anger? Relief? Disapproval?

“So you were with her.”

I can’t believe it. They actually spent the whole day together and then went out clubbing afterward – although things appear to have gotten out of hand.

Max is the picture of misery. She’s wearing a very short sequined miniskirt and a provocative top. Her makeup is smeared, and her eyes are glassy. She’s chalky white and bathed in sweat, but she’s not wearing a jacket and is probably half freezing to death.

I glare at Ayden. I can’t believe he let her get this drunk. I scrutinize him to see if he’s drunk too, but I see no signs of that.

“If you’re going to party with her, you could at least take better care of her,” I snarl at him.

“You actually think I went to the club with her?”

Surprised, I look him in the eye and see an expression of amazement in his perfect face, but I also see the anger that my words have triggered in him.

He rolls his eyes. “I went sailing with her in the morning on her brother’s boat. We got back around noon and went our separate ways. I have no idea what she got up to after that. At some point, I checked my phone and found these weird voicemails from her. I called her back to find out where she was and eventually found her in Condor, where she was about to get dragged away by a couple of guys.”

“Don’t be so melodramatic,” Max slurs. “They were nice, and pretty cute too. They wanted to show me their car and take a drive to the beach.”

“Sure, perfect weather for a trip to the beach,” Ayden retorts.

I look at him. I feel bad for accusing him. “Thanks for helping her out,” I say, and our eyes meet. There’s suddenly a sense of that old familiarity between us, which I never want to feel again.

“No problem,” he replies in a soft voice that stirs up my emotions and makes my heart flutter.

“Geez, the way you guys are looking at each other. It’s enough to make me pu–” Max breaks off and somehow manages to prop herself up with her hands on her thighs before she throws up.

I hold her by the shoulders as she sways dangerously. After she’s purged the contents of her stomach, she slumps, but Ayden holds her upright.

“What do we do with her now?” I ask. “Should we call a taxi? It’s too far to walk to school with her in that state, and we can’t take her back to her parents like this.”

“No taxi driver would take someone this drunk,” says Ayden. And he’s probably right. He sighs and jerks his head to the left. “My dad’s apartment’s not far. We can make it there. I still have a room at his place. She can sleep it off there.”

I look at him doubtfully. “You want to take her to the principal’s apartment? What if he sees her?”

“He won’t come into my room. He never does when I have visitors.”

I roll my eyes when I hear this, but Ayden ignores it.

“And he’s hardly ever there. He’s often away attending conferences or meetings with Council members, as you know, and then he usually stays in a hotel nearby.”

I swallow, unsure if this is a good idea. I look at Max again, who’s hanging in Ayden’s arms, unable to support her own weight. What choice do we have?

“I hope I don’t wind up regretting this,” I mutter.

“Like I said, he won’t come into my room. I crash there now and then after I’ve been out partying. So he won’t be concerned.”

I hope Ayden’s right. I help him support Max’s weight. We make slow progress, especially as our friend now seems very tired and keeps complaining about feeling sick.

“I want to sleep. Just let me sleep,” she mumbles.

“Not far to go,” I reassure her, glancing at Ayden for confirmation.

“We’re almost there,” he says.

I’m so relieved when he stops in front of an apartment building. He unlocks the front door, and we climb a flight of stairs that seems to go on forever. It’s a struggle to get Max to lift her feet, so in the end, Ayden carries her. He finally stops in front of a door, carefully puts Max down, takes out a key, and unlocks it.

I’m the first to step into the long hallway. It has a parquet floor and several doors leading off it. At the end, I can see a large room, which I assume is the living area, but we don’t go in there. Ayden opens a door on the left.

He switches on the light, to complaints from Max. There’s a large bed, already made, some largely empty shelves, a couch, a desk, and a wardrobe. It’s obvious that nobody lives here. But it still feels cozy somehow.

“I think I’m going to be sick,” Max mumbles.

Ayden grabs a trash can and shoves it in front of her just in time.

When she’s feeling better, Ayden gives her a damp washcloth to clean herself up. Then, he helps me get her into the bed.

“Well, isn’t that courteous,” I remark. “When I spent the night in your room at school, I had to sleep on the couch.”

“Yeah, but I wasn’t worried about you falling off that narrow thing and breaking your neck.”

The memory makes me smile. Max is already fast asleep.

“She’s been having a rough time lately. That’s probably why she went too far tonight. She’s trying to distract herself and avoid going home.”

“Yeah, she told me her parents aren’t getting along too well.”

I nod. “And it’s really getting to her.”

“I can understand that,” he says, and we both look at her.

“I should get back,” I say. There’s nothing I want less than to spend the night in the same room as Ayden. We’re actually managing to behave normally right now, but that doesn’t change the fact that I want to get away from him as soon as possible.

“You know you’re welcome to stay too,” Ayden says. “It’s a long way back to school, and there are no buses at this time.”

“I’ll be okay.”

I’m turning to go when Max groans, “Teresa, I feel sick. Do something.”

I go to her and rub her back as she starts retching again. Ayden wastes no time handing me the trash can, which I hold in front of her.

I hold back Max’s hair and talk to her softly until she finally slumps back in the bed. She’s such a pitiful sight.

I weigh up whether I can leave her alone here and then sigh. “I can’t just palm her off on you in that state.” I have a feeling this is a bad idea, but I don’t want to ditch Max. “I guess I’ll stay.”

We’re supposed to be avoiding each other, and now we’re sleeping in the same room? This is not ideal.

“Do you want to share the bed with her? I’ll take the couch if that’s okay.”

I nod, go to the bed, lift the covers, and slip in beside Max, who’s sleeping again. Ayden pulls his shirt over his head. His rippling muscles take my breath away, and I wonder if the sight of him will ever lose its effect on me. I quickly look away and rest my head on the pillow. But I can’t help glancing over at him again. He’s lying with his long, muscular legs stretched out on the couch. The blanket only partially covers his torso, and memories surface – of how his skin felt, his warmth against me, his muscles moving under my hands. I turn away. What’s wrong with me? I look at Max, who’s snoring softly and twitching in her sleep.

Although it’s late, I keep tossing and turning and can’t sleep. At least this room doesn’t smell of Ayden. But I can’t relax.

At some point, my eyes finally close... and then I hear a sudden noise. I’m instantly wide awake. I look over at Max, who’s sound asleep. Ayden’s not moving either. I consider waking him, then I shake my head, and I’m about to lie back down when I hear noises again, and this time they’re unmistakable. I creep quietly out of the bed and go to the door.

I hear a door click shut and a voice say, “Yes, you’re right, of course. We can’t waste any time.” It’s the principal’s voice, and it sounds as if he’s on a call. “I’m glad you got to meet her at the charity dinner. I really think we need to find out more about her gift. She could be immensely valuable to us, but first we need to find out how much she can control it. I’ll keep my eye on her. And we should sit down with the Council soon and discuss it.”

I can’t believe what I’m hearing. Is Mr. Collins talking about me? About my gift? He can’t be talking about Kate, because he doesn’t know about her gift – or does he?

“And regarding contact with the Noctu. I honestly can’t imagine it. I trust all of my students and hunters. But we should obviously look into it and follow up on those leads; I absolutely agree with you. I’m in my apartment now, picking up the most recent transcripts. I check them for anything suspicious.” He pauses, presumably listening to the other caller. “Of course. I’ll stop by before classes begin, Albert.”

A shiver runs up my spine. Is the principal talking about me and Noah? I have to assume so because how many other Tempes would secretly maintain contact with a Noctu? I’m stunned. How does he know? And who’s he talking to? He said the name Albert... oh, Albert Cunningham. My heart races and panic grips me. Damn it. If I’m right, then Noah and I have a big problem. If they intend to investigate...

“A traitor in our midst – that’s more than just a scandal. It’s a crime, which won’t go unpunished.”

Mr. Collins falls silent again, pacing up and down the hallway as he listens to Mr. Cunningham. His footsteps get fainter, then louder again.

“I’ll take care of it. Yes, see you later.”

With that, he ends the call, opens the front door to the apartment, and closes it again behind him. I stand rooted to the spot for a few moments, a sense of horror flooding through me. What do I do?
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Ican’t sleep. I keep thinking about what Mr. Collins’ said. How much does he know? Did someone see me with Noah? Was he really talking about us?

My eyes wander to Ayden, who’s still asleep on the couch. I know he’d never forgive me for being a traitor. I’ve been meeting with his arch enemy behind his back. Worse than that – we care for each other, we’re close.

I take out my phone and reread the message I sent to Noah just after Mr. Collins leaves the apartment:

“We need to talk. Something’s happened. Please. It’s urgent.”

Noah hasn’t replied, and my patience eventually wears thin.

“Fine. Then I’ll just go to the hospital every day until you show up. Then you’ll have to talk to me.”

I’m not bluffing. But it’s a huge risk. If we really are being monitored, then we can’t just meet like that. But he can’t avoid me forever.

“Where are you right now?” Noah suddenly asks.

“At a friend’s place,” I say, glancing at Max.

“Fine, send me the address and I’ll come to you.”

I think for a moment. I would prefer to talk to him in person. And the issue is too important to discuss over the phone. Anyway, the principal didn’t know I was in his house, which means I’m not being watched, at least not right now. So if I want to meet Noah, this is probably the best opportunity.

I glance at Ayden again, who’s still asleep on the couch. Snow is curled up at his feet with his eyes closed. I hope he sleeps soundly too and won’t wake Ayden.

I write a short note for Max and Ayden, which I leave on the desk.

Sorry, I had to go. See you at school. Teresa.

The note is vague, but I expect the conclusion that Ayden will draw from it is that I couldn’t stand being near him – and he wouldn’t be entirely wrong.

I go to the door, and Yoru looks at me questioningly as he quietly follows me. When I touch the door handle, Snow lifts his head and fixes me with his brown eyes. I feel his gaze burning into me, but he can’t stop me. And he seems to understand this. He doesn’t know what I plan to do, and maybe that’s why he lets me go. In any case, I make my way out of the apartment without incident and then out of the building.

I walk a few steps to where I still have a clear view of the entrance. The minutes pass, but nothing happens. I keep checking the time and wondering where Noah is. He uses the doors to move through the world, so it shouldn’t take him long.

“Damn it, where are...” My quietly muttered sentence is cut off when I’m grabbed and pulled around the side of the building. It happens so fast that I don’t even have time to cry out.

As soon as we’re around the corner, I tear myself free. I glare at Noah.

“Are you crazy? What was that about?”

“Sorry.”

He holds up his hands apologetically, but he barely looks at me. Instead, his eyes dart restlessly, looking left and right. But the most unusual thing is that Rain is standing right beside him. He usually stays out of sight. Why is his wolf sticking so close to him?

“Come on, let’s go.”

He holds out his hand, indicating for me to follow him, but I shake my head and glare at him.

“First tell me what’s going on. I don’t hear from you for weeks; you mention something about a mission, but you don’t want to talk about that either, then you finally get back and still won’t tell me anything. And now you’re acting all weird. What’s going on?”

I study his features. I can see the tension in his face. He looks nervous, almost haunted.

“Oh my God, so it’s true!”

Suddenly his behavior makes sense. He’s discovered that someone’s onto us too. The Noctu also know about our friendship.

“Have they been onto us for long?” I glance around, suddenly fearful. “Do you think they’re following us now?”

Noah frowns and shifts his weight nervously from one foot to the other. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about. Let’s take a walk.”

I nod and follow him, but I can’t make sense of the situation. “What is it?” I probe. “Do the Noctu know about us too or just the Tempes?”

Noah stops and turns to face me. I see nothing but confusion on his face. “The Noctu or the Tempes?”

I take a deep breath and tell him about the telephone conversation I overhead.

Noah scowls, and a look of concern spreads across his face. “That’s not good news.” He runs his hand anxiously through his hair. “That really doesn’t make the situation any easier.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask. “What situation?”

Noah avoids my eye as if he’s hiding something from me. I’ve never known him to do that before, and honestly, it makes me really nervous. I’ve always been able to count on his honesty.

He can see the anxiety and disappointment in my face and moves a step closer. “Tess, I need to straighten things out first. You’ve been through so much, and now this.” He shakes his head. “I just can’t imagine how they found out about us. And you’re sure that’s what he said?”

“Yeah, it was pretty unambiguous.”

“We need to be careful.” He finally concedes with an expression of affection on his face. He steps up to me and caresses my cheek, and the look in his eyes touches my heart – gentle, warm, and tender.

“I missed you,” he finally says softly.

“I missed you too,” I admit.

“I wish our reunion could have gone differently,” he says with a mischievous smile, which is also tinged with sadness.

“Why won’t you just tell me what’s going on?”

I can see him wrestling with himself, but he shakes his head. “Everything’s fine. I’m taking care of it.” He runs his fingers absent-mindedly down the side of my face and through my hair. “Everything’s fine. You can trust me. And the thing with the Tempes – I’ll take care of that too. I’ll find out if they know anything. I promise you. Just try not to worry. You’ve been through enough already.”

I snort loudly and flash him an angry look. “Oh, and you figure I can just put my feet up, forget all my problems, and lead a carefree life while there are hunters after us and you’re still keeping secrets from me?!” I give it one last try. I put my hands on his cheeks and give him a piercing look. “Noah, you’ve never kept secrets from me before, at least not anything this important. Why do you want to start now?”

I can see him struggling internally. He hesitates because he knows I’m right.

“Noah,” I beg in a whisper.

He finally opens his mouth to confide in me when I hear a noise. He instantly spins around, pulls his key out of his pocket, and before I realize what’s happening, he’s summoned a door and pulled me through it. I utter a stifled scream, get a brief glimpse of the Odyss, then another door, and then we’re standing in the middle of the city at the edge of a park. I look around me, my heart pounding.

“What just happened?”

“I have to go. And I don’t know when we can see each other again. If anything comes up...” He pauses, leans forward, and gives me a peck on the cheek. “...message me. I’m here for you, I promise.” He turns around, takes out his key again and says, “I’ll explain everything to you soon, I promise. But now is not the time.”

With that, he summons a door, glances back at me one last time, and disappears.
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All the next day I keep thinking about Noah’s hasty departure. What’s wrong and why haven’t I heard from him? I check my phone again, but there’s still no message from him. I sigh and try to exercise patience – not one of my strengths, I’ll admit. I force myself to focus on the present and glance at Max, who’s sitting beside me. She looks tired, which is no wonder after last night. She reaches for another pain killer and washes it down with coffee. I wonder how many she’s already swallowed just to stay awake and follow the class. Ms. Warren, our biology teacher, is speaking at an incredible pace, as usual.

“The last breath of a dying person takes the form of a bright light, but most of us will never witness this unless we’re standing beside a Noctu at the moment they’re carrying out their heinous handiwork. They use the breath for two things: to maintain the Odyss so that they have a place to retreat to, and they also take power from the breath for the fallen and for themselves. The breath is an energy source, the quintessence of life, which the dying person expels with their final exhalation. The Noctu absorb this power into their bodies, thereby strengthening their magic. The strength and duration of its effect depends on the breath itself. The more vigorous it is, the more useful it is to the Noctu. There’s a formula you can use to estimate the strength of the final breath and then calculate based on that how long the effect will last.”

She writes a long, complicated series of letters, numbers, and symbols on the board and then rattles off an explanation. It’s all Greek to me, and I wonder how this information is supposed to help me. In a fight, I’m hardly going to ask if we can take a quick break so that I can figure out how powerful my opponent is and how long their power will last. And if I’m not intending to fight, then I definitely don’t need this formula. But I write it all down anyway, puzzling over how I’ll ever get my head around this complicated equation.

I’m glad when the class ends, and I stretch and yawn. It’s lunchtime, and after that we have training.

I instinctively look out for Ayden on the way to the cafeteria, although I don’t know what I’ll say to him about last night. Will he even ask? If he does, I can’t tell him the truth, that’s for sure. He’d kill me if he knew I went to meet Noah.

Max is looking at me, studying the side of my face inquiringly. I palmed her off with some lame excuse too, and I wonder if I’ll ever be able to stop lying to the people close to me. But right now, I have no choice, I have to accept that.

When I meet Max’s gaze, a guilty expression steals across her face, and she starts apologizing for the fourth time today.

“I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to worry you, and I really didn’t want to make you lose sleep. I don’t know what got into me.” She sighs deeply and stares at the floor. “And then I go and drunk-dial Ayden. It couldn’t be more embarrassing. As if it’s not enough to dump my problems you, then I have to go and do that.”

“You didn’t think it through, but you were so drunk last night you probably didn’t have much brain function left.” I wink at her, but my joke falls flat. “What was up with you?” I ask.

She glances sideways at Lucia, who I guess is already in the loop.

“My parents were fighting again. It was pretty hardcore. Dad came home late from a work dinner. Mom was pissed because he didn’t tell her he was going to be late. She had cooked, and the food was cold, and she threatened to never lift a finger for him again. He said she never does anyway. And then he saw the meal and yelled at her that her red goop disgusts him and he wouldn’t be surprised to find one of her revolting fake nails floating around in it.”

Max continues her report of screaming and shoving and broken plates, but my attention is already wandering because her words suddenly trigger a flash of inspiration. Red and disgust. I’m reminded of Ty’s letter, in which he mentioned the blood seal that I found so disgusting. He used a double blood seal just for fun. A cold shiver runs up my spine. Why didn’t I think of it earlier? Frida’s secret room is so well hidden; she was really careful about protecting her secrets. So I doubt she’d be satisfied with a simple blood seal. What if she went a step further to make totally sure that the secrets that needed safeguarding remained undiscovered? And it could be a kind of test for her successor: Does this person really deserve to have this information? In any case, I’m desperate to test my theory. But first, I need to be here for Max.

The idea of parents fighting like that and ripping each other to pieces is bad enough, but their children always get caught in the crossfire too.

“I’m sorry things are so bad between your parents right now. But getting totally wasted is no solution. You just wind up putting yourself in danger,” I reprimand her gently.

“Sorry,” she says again. “I actually thought the date with Ayden would improve my mood, but he was so quiet the whole time. It was like he was a million miles away.” A dark cloud passes across her face. “Oh well, at least he was there for me last night.” She flashes me a smile. “And so were you.” She sighs. “And here I go again, talking to you about him. Sorry, I just don’t know where my head is at. It was kind of insensitive of me, going out with him. I know you guys are still having issues.”

I shrug. “That’s not your problem.” And it’s true. They’ve known each other a long time, and I don’t want to come between them, even if it’s not easy for me to see them together.

“I know, but still. I’m not a great friend right now.”

She looks so guilty that I feel compelled to hug her.

“You’re going through a rough patch. We’re good, honestly,” I assure her.

She purses her lips, nods, and attempts a small smile. “Tell me honestly though: when you left suddenly last night, was it really just because you couldn’t sleep and wanted to be in your own bed?”

Hmm, I guess that excuse wasn’t too believable, but what else could I tell her? I snort softly, which is all the answer she needs.

“I figured as much. You just couldn’t stand being near him, right?”

What do I say? I can’t tell her the whole truth, and she’s not wrong, so I just nod. We arrive at the cafeteria at that moment, to my relief. It’s suddenly noisy, students bustling about, and I fall back a little.

“You guys find a table, and I’ll go stand in line.”

I’m about to take my place in the line when someone steps in front of me. Startled, I look up to see a no less startled face.

“Sorry,” Ayden mutters.

“It’s okay,” I reply, turning away.

But Ayden’s voice stops me. “Are you going to tell me what was so important last night that you had run off like that?”

I slowly turn back to face him and see the concern and hurt in his expression, because of course he’s already come to his own conclusion. But the truth is much worse.

“Thanks for taking such good care of Max. She really needed a friend last night, and it did her good to know you were there for her.”

He nods, still giving me that piercing look. He knows I’m just trying to change the subject.

“Do you realize how worried I was when I woke up and you were gone? After everything that’s happened to you lately, I never figured you’d just run off in the middle of the night and put yourself in danger again.”

“I avoided empty alleyways. See? Even I can learn.”

“I doubt that, because there’s nobody around at that time of night, and Chiara’s attack made it clear that there could be other dangers you’re not expecting.”

I know he’s right, and if I had another option, I wouldn’t have run off like that. Why does he have to look at me like this? So ardent – the concern in his eyes, the pain. I wish I could take those feelings away for him. And the fact that I still feel like that tells me it’s going to take me a while to get over him. Right now, there’s still a part of me that wants to hold him and tell him it’s not what he thinks.

But instead I jut my chin and say, “Did it go okay with Max this morning? I’m guessing it was hard to get her out of bed after a night like that.”

“Stop changing the subject,” he grumbles. “Just tell me what was up. Why did you leave so suddenly? And then that bland note.”

I gulp and hesitate. What I want to say isn’t easy. I think back to the charity dinner and what I overheard Vicky say: We haven’t even slept together since she started at the school. And then I picture their kiss. I don’t want to hurt him, but I have no choice. He needs to stop asking questions. I need him to leave me alone.

“You know why. I need some distance from you. And being in your room with you...” I shake my head. “I just can’t do that.”

I look up to see him searching my face for some truth belying my words, but I stand my ground.

He nods. “Okay. I was hoping we could eventually start acting normally around each other. But I guess you’re right. We’re just not good for each other.”

He’s echoing what I said to him the last time we kissed.

He turns around, and I try to ignore the wrenching feeling in my chest. It’s for the best, I keep repeating to myself like a mantra.
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Training is a good distraction from my tumultuous thoughts and at the same time, it’s pretty challenging. I’m sending odeon to Yoru, so that he can spit fireballs, when I feel this quiet whisper in my chest trying to tempt me. Test your limits, see how far you can go. You need to be strong so nobody ever dies again because of you. Ty lost his life because of you. At the same time, I remember the sense of lightness that came over me when my connection with Yoru intensified. My little fox looks up at me, but I find no answer in his eyes. Does he know what’s on my mind? If I tried it again, would I be able to control it and stop us from merging completely?

“You okay?” Kate’s voice snaps me back to reality.

When I see her concerned expression, I nod. To distract myself, I ask, “Did it work? Were you able to focus on a happy thought?”

She glances at Ty’s keyring, which she’s attached to her belt loop.

“Not really. Gray still looks the same as ever and can’t seem to do any hexes.” She runs a hand through her hair, looking lost. “What if I just can’t do it?”

I put an arm around her shoulders and try to cheer her up. “Ty’s key chose you for a reason. Gray belongs with you. He would never have chosen you if you didn’t have any power, and then you wouldn’t be here.”

She nods, but I can see the doubt written all over her face.

“Maybe we should concentrate on a different emotion. How are you feeling right now?”

She shrugs. “I’m tired. But is that really helpful?”

“Hmm, I guess we’ll find out,” I say with a grin.

We practice together again.

After class, Kate suggests we do homework together, but I have to decline.

“I want to see Mom today, so I’m planning to stop by the hospital.”

But before that, I have other plans. For hours now, I’ve been itching to test out my idea.

“Sure, see you tomorrow then. Say hi to your mom from me.”

I hurry to my room, pull out the painting, and enter Frida’s hidden room again without any problems. There, I take a look around. The wall with all the photos, articles, notes, and connecting lengths of yarn is the first thing I notice. Can I maybe find a small piece of the puzzle here? I let my eyes wander around the room and wonder where to drip some blood. On a shelf? An object? The floor?

I decide to stand in the center of the room and try it there. I prick my finger with a needle and squeeze it so that two drops of blood fall on the floor. I wait, but nothing happens. My eyes scour the room. Did anything change? It doesn’t seem like it. Apparently, Frida didn’t want to make it too easy for me. Where could she have hidden something? What am I overlooking? I glance at the shelf where I found the photos. I think of Charles’ photo. It was important enough to Frida that she wanted to keep it here. I go to where the photo used to be and squeeze my finger again. A drop of blood wells up and falls onto the shelf. And another. My heart pounds, and I wait with bated breath. Will it work this time? I breathe the dusty air. The diffuse light of the milky lamps makes some corners look pretty dark, so I take a few steps around the room. No, nothing.

“Shit,” I mutter, about to go back to the shelf and try again, when I notice something out of the corner of my eye. A darker spot on the wall to my right, low down near the corner. I go to it and see that a kind of flap has opened, revealing a small rectangular hole in the wall. I peer inside, but it’s too dark to see anything. I feel inside it with my fingers and have to push my arm quite far in before I feel something. A cold, smooth object. It feels like a small box, and I pull it out. The box looks unremarkable at first glance. It fits in my hands and is made of metal, maybe brass – it feels heavy anyway. It’s plain and unadorned. I open it without hesitation.

First, I take out some folded sheets of paper. I unfold them and see that it’s some kind of report. I only read a few lines. I can take a closer look at it later. I’m more interested in the other object in the box: a heavy ring that appears to be made of gold. It has a black stone in a slightly raised setting. I wonder where she got it and what it meant to her. I hesitate before putting it on my finger. It’s big and doesn’t really fit me. But there’s no hex on it because nothing else happens. It’s a nice reminder of Frida though, so I decide to hang it on the chain around my neck.

Finally, I read the report. There’s a reference number but no addressee. However, it soon becomes clear that it must be a report for the Tempes.

Observation of kindergarten teacher Colette Dubois, aged 35, resident of San Francisco.

Suspicion: possible family heredity.

03.05.2010 6:00 am - Miss Dubois gets up, showers, makes coffee, eats breakfast.

03.05.2010 7:00 am - Arrives at place of work. Talks to colleague. The children begin to arrive, and she greets them warmly. No indication that she has one of them in her sights.

03.05.2010 9:27 am - One of the girls, Elisa Smith, falls off the slide and grazes her knee. Miss Dubois comforts her, hugs her, and tends to the injury. She seems caring and not distant or cold.

I flip through the pages. My great aunt has written pages and pages on this woman’s daily routine. She must have observed her for weeks. I find photos of a room and a list of objects found in it. Frida was evidently in Colette’s home. It’s strange to think that Frida spied on this woman and rummaged through her things. I have a suspicion as to why she did this, although I wasn’t aware that the Tempes actually assign hunters to individuals to sift through their lives. I hope they don’t do this with key candidates, and this makes me think of Ayden. I’m sure he wasn’t following me everywhere. If he was, then he wouldn’t have needed to squeeze me for information. So this approach must only be used in cases where there’s a very specific suspicion.

I come to a kind of summary, and my hunch is confirmed.

Although as a kindergarten teacher Colette Dubois has access to vulnerable wards who would be easy targets for a goddess of destiny, I can say with certainty after two months of observation that Colette Dubois is no goddess of destiny. She exhibits normal social behavior and has friends with whom she meets regularly and fosters close ties. She has hobbies and takes loving, attentive care of the children entrusted to her. She is empathetic, sometimes a little chaotic and disorganized, but she laughs frequently and is friendly and helpful. It can be ruled out that the goddess of destiny Melisende Martin passed on her powers to her descendant Colette Dubois. I would like to end my report with a renewed request to be allowed to carry out an investigation of Patricia Morgan. As I’ve already expressed on multiple occasions, there are suspicious circumstances that urgently need to be followed up. For this reason, I ask you, the Council, to authorize an investigation. With the conclusion of this assignment, I now have time to devote to Ms. Morgan. I assure you that I will carry out my work with the utmost focus, attention, and professionalism.

With thanks,

Frida Mitchell

I reread Frida’s request to the Tempes Council to be allowed to take a closer look at this Patricia Morgan. I can tell how important this investigation was to my great aunt. Did she ever get to pursue it?

It sounds like she had already made the request at least once before and been turned down. But I’m more interested in why my great aunt hid this report here. I assume the Council received it and that this is a copy. But why was it important to Frida for her descendant – for whom the paintings and the blood seal were intended – to find this? What answers are contained in these pages?

Was my great aunt mistaken, and Colette turned out to be a goddess? Was that the mistake I keep hearing about? But would something like that have such serious repercussions? I doubt it. Was it something to do with this woman?

I turn my attention to the information on the wall and search for clues there. My eyes wander, and I scan a newspaper clipping about a homeless shelter and the work of the volunteers there. Then, I see a piece on a retirement home called Two Trees advertising an open day. I scan the short article, but there’s nothing interesting there, and the small photo accompanying it is also unremarkable: a long corridor, a series of doors, small chests of drawers between them holding vases of flowers, a couple of pictures on the walls, and large windows at the far end.

I move on, and a name catches my eye. It’s below a photo of a young woman with dark brown hair: Colette Dubois. She’s pretty, with big brown eyes and a warm smile. A piece of yarn is stretched between her photo and the kindergarten where she worked. Other threads link to people from her life. I look at the photos and read the names and information: kindergarten teacher, friend – best friend? One of the threads goes to a handwritten note: no relatives. And another reads: Submit by June 1 at the latest. Unable to confirm suspicion.

At least now I can understand the constellation around Colette a little better. All the other photos and news articles are a mystery, however. I slowly make my way along the wall, searching for another name: Patricia Morgan. At first, I find nothing, but then I catch my breath. A flyer for an art exhibition: ‘Beach Combing’ by Patricia Morgan. There are photographs of her sculptures and vases as well as a couple of paintings. I also find mention of another exhibition in a newspaper clipping. It’s accompanied by a very small black-and-white photo of her: fair hair, a friendly face with big round eyes set close together. I move on and find a couple of dried flowers on the wall, a ticket stub for a musical, and several hand-written notes: 3 in the morning! 3:45. Alone again.

I can’t make any sense of them, but these notes suggest that Frida must have been tailing and observing this woman. It’s unclear whether or not she had the Council’s permission to do so. But I wouldn’t put it past her to have taken matters into her own hands. Did her suspicions prove correct in the end? Or is this all just evidence that Frida got caught up in something? Something that resulted in the incident that Charles doesn’t want to talk about? I recall Mr. Brian’s words: Your great aunt was insane; she saw evil everywhere she looked. Again and again, she threw herself blindly into fights. Was he right? When I look at all this and see how far Frida intruded into these people’s lives... Did the Council condone to this approach? Did they maybe try to put Frida in her place?

She left out no detail, examined everything very closely. I look at the dried flowers again, the ticket stub. This is bordering on obsession. I return the report to its hiding place. The flap closes instantly and becomes invisible again. I take one last look around the room and then step through the door onto the landing in my mother’s house.

Hopefully, someday I’ll discover who Frida really was: a gifted hunter or a confused woman who lost herself in all these theories, threads, and ghosts.
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Iarrive in the surgical ward where Mom is on duty today and glance up and down the corridor hoping to see her. I make my way to the nurses’ station where a nurse is busy dispensing medication.

“Excuse me, I’m looking for Maggie Franklin. Do you know where she is? I’m her daughter.”

“Nice to meet you,” says the nurse, who looks about 60. “She’s on a break in the cafeteria.”

“Okay, thanks,” I say, turning to go.

The nurse holds out her arm and calls after me, “Wait a minute!”

She looks uncertain and seems unsure how to deal with me, which confuses me.

“Uh, I’m not sure if now’s a good time,” she says tentatively.

Now I’m really confused, and I look at her doubtfully.

But she dismisses it with a wave and says, “Oh, you’re old enough, and it’s not as if it’s something to hide.”

“Okay,” is all I can think to say, and I walk away. I’m still wondering why the woman was behaving so strangely when I reach the cafeteria and open the door. I can’t help smiling. Okay, now I get it. Mom is sitting at a table, her left hand around her coffee cup and her right hand in the middle of the table, half-way to the person opposite her. The nurse must have known who Mom was meeting here and was unsure if Mom wanted me to know about it. But why would I have a problem with this? I’m glad she and Charles get along so well.

I approach them with a smile and say, “Hey Mom, hello Charles. Nice to see you both.”

They turn to look at me, and both smile happily. My mother stands up and hugs me.

“This is a surprise. Thanks for coming by. How are you?”

I nod. “All good. I figured I’d call in and see you.”

“I’m glad.” She looks at Charles and says, “Charles just stopped by and brought cream donuts with sugar frosting, my favorite. Wasn’t that thoughtful?”

“Yeah, nice.”

Charles stands up too and shakes my hand. “Nice to see you, Teresa. Have a donut. I bought way too many.”

I happily accept and sit down at the table. The donut is delicious, and I can see why Mom is pleased by this thoughtful gesture. They smile at each other across the table. I’m glad they’re meeting like this. Charles is funny, open, charming, and seems to be a good guy, and my Mom clearly likes him a lot. I wonder if they’ll become a couple. I can’t be sure, but I suspect something is developing between them. And I wouldn’t have anything against it. I’d never object to Mom’s choice of partner as long as she’s happy. But I guess it could get complicated since Charles is a hunter for the Tempes. He’ll have to keep secrets and lie to her. Can a relationship like that work in the long term? And doesn’t my mom deserve someone she can completely trust and who’s open and honest with her? I think of my own secrets. How many people have I had to lie to so far? It’s a heavy burden that hurts relationships. I think of Ayden and everything that’s happened between us.

But thankfully, Charles draws me out of my introspection.

“It was nice meeting you and your friend at the charity dinner. I’m guessing you had fun. It was your first time at an event like that, right? Must have been eye-opening for you.”

I know he’s referring to the Council members, Mr. Cunningham, Vicky’s parents, and the school principal.

“It was definitely an experience,” I say evasively.

“Absolutely,” Charles agrees. “And the food was exceptional. The speeches could have been a little shorter, but the music at the end was great.”

“Did you dance?”

My mom’s wink makes it clear what she’s hinting at, and I’m reminded of Ayden again. Why does he have to keep popping into my head?

“No, Kate and I mostly just hung around the buffet tables and stuffed ourselves at the end with desserts.”

Mom laughs and shakes her head. “I would have done the same.”

“How are you, anyway?” I ask, trying to change the subject.

She shrugs and tells me about her work, which is pretty stressful right now. She drains her cup and stands up, saying, “I’ll grab another coffee. I could use the caffeine boost today. Do you guys want anything?”

Charles and I decline, and Mom goes to refill her cup.

“How’s your foot? Are you back at work?” I ask, trying to make small talk.

“Better, thanks. I’ll be back out in the field next week.”

I raise my eyebrows. “Trying to draw out a few Noctu?”

“I hope to encounter some because it’s always good to be able to take a few of them out. But I’m just part of a security detail. There’s a big Council session, and we always have a number of hunters present for the members’ protection.”

I nod and wonder how to use this opportunity to find out more about Frida.

“The hunters have a lot of responsibilities,” I begin, looking up at him with a thoughtful expression. “Patrols, fighting the Noctu and the fallen, protecting Council members...” I hesitate and then add, “And tracking down goddesses of destiny.”

Charles looks at me wide-eyed, momentarily lost for words. “How do you know about them? Did the principal’s son tell you?” He tilts his head to one side and ponders this. “Hmm, I find that hard to imagine. He’s pretty conscientious...”

“No,” I concede, toying with a sugar sachet. “I met one. She was my mom’s colleague.”

Charles looks at me incredulously, and I tell him the main points of the story.

“I can’t believe you got mixed up in something like that. Most students don’t know the goddesses exist.”

“I know.” I tear a piece off the sugar sachet and continue, “Did you and Frida ever track down goddesses? Was that one of your responsibilities?”

I can see in his eyes that he’s shutting himself off from me. He doesn’t want to talk about it, and he’s casting around for some innocuous response.

“We had a lot of different responsibilities. But yeah, that sort of thing was part of it. I’m not allowed to talk about it, as I’m sure you understand. You’re not supposed to know about any of that stuff, and believe me, it’s better to stay out of it.”

“Could you do that in my position?” I ask with a piercing look.

“I know where the boundaries are, and I sure as hell don’t want to overstep them. But I can understand if it’s difficult for you.” I detect a slightly admonishing undertone – or am I imagining that?

“Frida thought it was really important to track down the goddesses, am I right?”

Charles meets my gaze and then sighs and shakes his head. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?” He hesitates before saying, “Frida was an excellent hunter. Her work meant everything to her. But I guess she just got in too deep and could no longer distinguish reality from delusion. She had these crazy ideas and kept coming up with new ones all the time. I hate to say it, but she became dangerous. She made mistakes. Eventually it resulted in this terrible incident.”

“And someone died,” I say, prompting him to keep talking.

He nods slowly. “I was there,” he admits to my surprise. “We had just completed a lengthy deployment and stopped in at headquarters to write up our reports. Frida wasn’t in the best headspace, but maybe she was just tired, overwrought. I should have paid more attention to her at that point, but my mind was on other things, and I went to the park without giving her another thought... Whatever the reason, it shouldn’t have happened. I’m just glad that there weren’t more people in the park that day.”

He gets a far-off look in his eye. He’s probably seeing the scene play out in front of him – and however it may have transpired, it’s a scene he’ll never forget.

“What happened?”

Charles opens his mouth, but then he’s jolted back to the present by approaching footsteps. My mother’s on her way back to us. He gets that closed-off look again.

“I don’t want to talk about it. Hold on to the image you have of Frida now. Knowing the truth won’t help you.”

My mother puts down her coffee cup and sits down at the table again. “Why the serious faces? What’s up?”

A hesitant smile appears on Charles’ face. “I’m just a little sad that I have to leave already. But it really is time to go. See you soon,” he promises, giving Mom a hug. Then he strides across the cafeteria to the exit.

“Everything okay?” Mom asks with an inquiring look.

“Yeah, we were just talking about Frida. It seemed to make him a little melancholy.”

She nods and glances at the exit through which he just left. “He’s very empathetic and kind. It’s been a long time since I met someone I could have such good conversations with.”

“It’s good to see you happy.” I study her face. “Are you together?”

Her eyes widen in surprise, but a slight blush in her cheeks tells me I’m not too wide of the mark. “No, no. What are you thinking?” she mutters into her coffee.

It’s amusing to see Mom embarrassed like this, and I can’t resist teasing her. “But you wouldn’t have anything against it, am I right?”

She sighs and flaps her hand playfully at me. “You’re very inquisitive. I’m the mother. I’m supposed to be the one asking questions like that!” She winks mischievously at me. “I like Charles a lot, but I can’t say where this is going. And I really don’t like to overthink it. I just want to enjoy my time with him and see where it leads.”

“That’s a good attitude,” I reply. “But I just want you to know that you don’t need to worry about me. Anyone who makes you happy is fine by me.”

She stands up and hugs me. “That’s sweet of you, honey.” She glances at the clock and steps back. “Hmm, I guess I should get back to work. It was nice to see you.”

“Yeah, you too.”

“We should do something together sometime soon. Let me know when you’re free.”

“I will,” I promise, and we say goodbye.

Wandering through the hospital corridors, my thoughts drift back to Frida again. Thanks to Charles, I now know that Mr. Brian wasn’t lying to me. My great aunt actually killed someone. I’m guessing it was an accident, but there must have been something about it that was so terrible that nobody wants to talk to me about it. Maybe I should just drop the whole thing. What if the secret room and everything in it is just an expression of Frida’s confused mental state?

I’m still weighing up what to do when I turn into a corridor and see a young man step out of a room and hurry toward the exit. He has his back to me and doesn’t see me, but I recognize him instantly. My heart beats faster and before I know it, I’m running after him.

“Noah,” I call.

When he hears my voice, he stiffens. He slowly turns around, wide-eyed. “Teresa, what are you doing here?”

It should be obvious to him that I’m here to visit my mom.

“I’m not here because of you if that’s what you’re thinking,” I joke lamely.

Noah doesn’t take the bait. He’s still staring at me as if I’m the devil incarnate, which doesn’t escape me.

“I hope you’re just here to read to someone and not to collect a patient’s dying breath.”

I don’t like saying it out loud, and I try to banish the images that pop into my head.

“No, I... I was just reading.” His eyes dart around.

“Are you going to tell me what happened?”

Noah glances around again. I’ve never seen him so nervous. He almost looks... afraid.

“Not here,” he says. “If we’re seen together, it’s all over.”

“Who’s going to see us?” I look around. The corridor is empty.

“Come on,” he urges, moving toward the stairwell.

I’m surprised he doesn’t want to take the elevator. Noah’s nervousness rubs off on me, and I wonder if all this has something to do with the conversation between Mr. Collins and Mr. Cunningham that I overheard.

A cool breeze greets us as we leave the hospital. Yoru is instantly at my side. He must sense my tension, but maybe he also senses danger. He positions himself in front of me, very close, and seems reluctant to stray too far from me. To my astonishment, I also see Rain lurking at the corner of a building. The key spirits must be anxious if they’re sticking so close to us, which can’t mean anything good.

“Do the Tempes and the Noctu know about us? Is that the reason you’re acting so strange?” I ask.

Noah frowns and runs his hand through his hair. “What? No, that’s not it. At least not that I’m aware. No, I don’t think anyone’s found out about us – not yet anyway.” He meets my eye. He looks sad and extremely worried.

“What is it then?”

Noah gulps and says, “It’s about my last mission. I... I made a mistake, and if I’m not careful, you’ll be the one who pays for it. I... I should have just...”

“Damn it, Noah!” I interrupt. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Just tell me what happened!”

“He’s talking about me, or trying to.”

When I hear the voice, I turn around in horror. Out of the corner of my eye I see the color drain from Noah’s face. As if that’s not already cause for concern, I also see Yoru baring his teeth and assuming an aggressive stance as he lets out a low growl.

A girl is standing not far away, her right hand on her hip and a challenging look in her eyes. Her long brown hair is whipped up by the wind, and it looks like an inferno is raging in her brown eyes, about to annihilate everyone and everything. Her lips are narrow, making the smirk on them look especially wide. She’s wearing a large gray sweater that slouches off her naked shoulder. Her slender legs are encased in leggings and she’s wearing black Doc Martens.

“Frances,” Noah says in a horrified whisper, moving a few steps closer to her. “How many times do I have to tell you not to sneak around after me?! It’s...”

“So this is what you’ve been trying to hide from me the whole time?!” Her eyes wander in my direction, and she spits out the next words with a hiss of contempt. “A Tempes. She must be, judging by what I just heard. Or are you going to prove me wrong by transforming your key spirit? I’ll bet anything it’s not surrounded by black smoke like a Noctu’s.”

There’s no point in denying it. Noah and I are busted!

“I figured it must be something bad, but this?” She shakes her head in disbelief. “Noah, what’s going on?” She looks at me again, this time with utter revulsion.

Noah instinctively positions himself in front of me, shielding me with his body.

The girl’s eyes widen, and she gasps, interpreting the situation correctly. “You actually care about her, don’t you?”

“Frances, I keep telling you to stay out of my life. You have to stop following me and spying on me.”

“I only did that because I knew you were trying to hide something from me. I always felt like you were holding something back – especially when we talked about the Tempes. You never let me get close to you. And you kept staring at your phone the whole time. And don’t think I didn’t notice you running off in the middle of the night. I just wasn’t fast enough.”

I raise my eyebrows and look at Noah in amazement.

She saw him go out to meet me the night Max got really drunk? That means she must live with him. Who the hell is she?

I take a closer look at her and realize that she’s a little younger than me. 14 or 15 would be my guess. What does he want with this girl?

“Stop staring at me, Tempes girl,” she hisses. “Don’t think I’m not capable of tearing you to pieces. But first, I want some answers.”

“That makes two of us,” I mutter.

Noah runs his hand nervously through his hair and says, “This is Frances Height. She... she was my last mission.”

I stare at him, speechless, and then at her.

A cold, arrogant sneer appears on her lips, and my blood runs cold.

So she’s the reason he was away for so long.
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Iwas sent away to test Frances,” Noah explains. “My mission was to find out whether she was a suitable candidate to be a Noctu warrior.”

That means she hasn’t been with them long. Maybe that’s an advantage, although I’m not sure how this situation could turn out well for me! I can see clearly from Frances’ expression that she wants me dead, and she’s probably only hesitating for one reason: she wants answers from me. She wants to know why Noah came to see me and what kind of relationship we have.

“But that doesn’t mean I’m a total noob,” she asserts. “My parents are Assembly members, and they prepared me well for their world. Even as teenagers, you Tempes still have so much to learn. We Noctu are trained from a young age, waiting for the day when we get tested to see if we meet the high standards to become a warrior. If we are, we’re officially accepted into their ranks, and we get to fight and play our part. And Noah was rooting for me and Arthos.”

I hear him sigh quietly, and he shakes his head in resignation.

“We’re really close. He even gave me tips to help me pass the test. He didn’t want me to fail. But I only realized that afterward.”

“I didn’t want you to die. I wouldn’t want that for anyone,” Noah confesses with a glance at me.

“She... she could have died in this Noctu test thing?” I ask.

“Sure,” says Frances. “You Tempes are tested too, right? Don’t tell me you don’t have to prove yourselves?” She rolls her eyes and sighs. “Yeah, I should have guessed. You people are handled with kid gloves. And it’s obvious where that leads.” She gives me a dirty look before addressing Noah again. “Please tell me this is not what it looks like. Please tell me you’re just spying on her and messing with her. You’re doing it for the Noctu. That’s what this is, right?”

She stares at him in hopeful desperation, clenching her fists furiously.

Suddenly, an animal appears from behind a house. I catch my breath as I see a big brown bear lumber up to Frances and growl. It’s surrounded by thin wisps of dark smoke, and I can tell it’s just waiting for a command from its key carrier. So this is Arthos, I realize, and he’s supposed to kill me. Because I can see in Frances’ eyes that this is exactly what she’s thinking.

Noah’s jaw tenses. He knows that everything depends on him now. His gaze wanders to me again. It feels tender and intimate, as if he wants to take all my fears away, although he knows as well as I do that we’re doomed.

“I won’t lie to you,” he begins. I hold my breath because I know what’s coming. “Frances, you’re a nice girl, and I want to help you. That’s why I’m letting you stay at my parents’ house in the Odyss while your family’s away. I’m happy to support you, and I’m not about to spin you some story. Teresa’s a good friend. She means a lot to me, and it makes no difference to me whether she’s a Tempes or a Noctu or an ordinary person. I’m just glad to have her in my life. I know you won’t keep this a secret because you would never do anything against the interests of the Noctu. You should do what you think is right, but I’ll never let you or anyone else hurt Teresa.”

The determination in his voice sends a shiver up my spine. I see the fire in his eyes, the steadfastness. I’ll always be able to count on him.

I can see Frances struggling internally with this. Her fists are clenched and shaking. It looks as if every muscle in her body is tensed to its breaking point. And this is transferred to her key spirit, whose growl becomes more and more menacing. He seems barely able to contain himself.

Frances closes her eyes, and when she opens them again, she says, “Do you really think I could do anything to hurt you or put you at risk?”

I finally breathe out.

“It’s a mystery to me why you would do something so stupid, and I can’t condone this. But if I told the Noctu about her... They’d punish you, maybe even kill you.” She shakes her head. “No, I can’t do that, and I could never bring myself to fight you.”

I can see that it’s hard for her to say this. But I also sense that she’s sincere.

“You can’t hide your betrayal forever. Someday, someone will find out that you’re meeting with the enemy. If you’re smart, you’ll cut off all contact with her. I can’t force you to, I know that, but I strongly advise it. Even if only to protect her.” She looks at me with utter contempt and takes out her key. “I’ll wait for you in the Odyss and hopefully see you there soon.”

Arthos turns toward her as she opens a door, and then they both disappear through it. The tension in my body ebbs, but I sense that the danger is still far from over.

Noah and I stand facing one another, but we’re more distant than ever. Neither of us knows what to say or do. Something just happened that has changed everything between us.

“I’m sorry about that,” he mutters. “The test wasn’t easy for her. It’s not easy for any of us. I was tasked with going to her school, getting to know her, and finding out what her strengths and weaknesses were in order to decide whether it was even appropriate to put her through this test.”

I can’t believe what I’m hearing, because it sounds so similar to what I went through with Ayden. Did she fall for his games and develop feelings for him?

“We got on well, and she quickly learned to trust me. She’s really nice, and obviously I didn’t want anything to happen to her. So I gave her plenty of tips to help her survive the test.”

“What kind of test is this where a person can die trying to pass it?” I ask.

Noah hesitates. “Her task was to escape a fire. A fire spirit was sent to her house in the middle of the night. I tried to prepare her in advance by dropping a few hints, but I wasn’t allowed to spell anything out too plainly. It was hard for me too, having to stand by and watch everything go up in flames. I was so relieved when she came out of the building with her key spirit.”

I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “That’s horrible,” I say eventually, looking Noah in the eye.

“Unfortunately, that’s just how it is for us Noctu. I couldn’t do anything else for her.”

I see the pain in his expression, the inner torment that this assignment caused him. And I understand that he wasn’t supposed to help Frances at all. He took a personal risk for her. Yeah, that’s the Noah I know.

But I can’t approve of any of this. It just makes it clear to me once again how different our worlds are.

I look at Noah and ask, “And you go along with something like that? Could you have done anything if she didn’t make it in the end?”

“Teresa,” he says slowly, “my opinion is irrelevant. There are certain duties I have to fulfill. There’s nothing I can do about it.”

“Wasn’t it you who said to me a while back that you don’t like following rules and that you do your own thing?”

“Sometimes there’s no choice,” he admits.

I nod, disappointed, and at the same time I’m horrified by what I’ve just learned. It doesn’t exactly heighten my opinion of the Noctu.

“You already know what some of my duties involve, and you know what I think about those. In this case, my hands were tied, but that doesn’t change who I am. Teresa, you know me.”

There’s a look of desperation in his eyes, and I know he’s right. There are a lot of things I’m not okay with, but up to now I haven’t seen any option but to push these out of my mind if I don’t want to lose Noah. And yet it’s impossible for me to live with the things that he does.

“I hope that you can at least understand what Frances had to go through and why she wants to be around me. I was a kind of attachment figure for her. As members of the Assembly, her parents are often away – traveling or attending conferences. She never had anyone to take good care of her. And now her parents are away again, so she’s staying at my parents’ house, and I check up on her now and then.”

“She has feelings for you; you know that, right?” I ask.

He flaps his hand in protest. “She’s turning 15 in two months. She’s way too young for me, and I’m sure she knows that. She’d never think we could be…” He breaks off and shakes his head. “No, she’s like a little sister to me; she sees me as a brother who looks out for her. And she’s a born fighter.”

I’m pretty sure he’s way off the mark in his assessment of her feelings.

“So what happens now?”

My stomach tightens as I wait for his answer. Noah’s become an important part of my life, and the idea that I might lose him scares me.

“It’s probably best if we don’t see each other for a while. I’ll try to reassure Frances and make her understand the situation. But until then...”

He sounds so unconcerned, confident, relaxed even. But it’s clear to me that it’s not going to be anywhere near as easy as he makes it sound – if he succeeds at all. And for now, it means no contact for an indefinite period of time.

Noah comes to me and hugs me. He holds me close and strokes my hair.

“We’ll stay in touch, and you can tell me everything. If anything happens, I’ll be there. You can count on that.”

I nod against his chest and feel the tears well up Why do I have to keep losing the people close to me? I struggle to remain composed, to stay strong. But it’s hard. I cling to Noah’s shirt and breathe in his scent, feeling the deep trust between us.

“It won’t be forever,” he promises. He pulls back a little, and a reassuring smile appears on his face. “I couldn’t stand that.” He smirks and caresses my cheek. “I’d miss your sense of humor too much.”

“Oh yeah, I haven’t laughed this hard in ages,” I retort.

Noah grins. “See what I mean?” He winks at me and gives me one last look with those beautiful eyes that are so open and radiant. “We’ll see each other again soon,” he promises, taking out his key and summoning a portal. “Bye for now.”

The moment he’s finished speaking, he disappears, leaving me all alone.
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Ibrood over my homework, but I can’t really concentrate on it. Instead, I keep checking my phone for new messages. I haven’t seen Noah again since that last chance encounter, and he hasn’t contacted me either. I hope everything’s alright and that Frances didn’t decide to compromise him after all. But I can’t imagine she would. She seems to care about him. So much that she was actually prepared to let me go. But not being able to see him isn’t easy. There are so many questions plaguing me, for which I have no answers. I take out Frida’s ring, which I now wear on a chain around my neck with my key. What secrets does it harbor?

I glance at my homework and then stand up. It’s pointless. My mind is too preoccupied. I take out the box containing Frida’s letters, sit down on the bed, and sort them by date. Nothing will stop me from reading them all today. Maybe I’ll find the answer to at least one of my thousands of questions.

Charles,

I’m sorry if I went too far the last time we spoke. I just wanted to know why you’ve been so dismissive and avoiding me lately. You said it wasn’t true and that you just have a lot on your plate right now.

But now I know you were lying. I saw you with her. Why didn’t you just tell me the truth? Why don’t you trust me anymore? Why would you keep something like this from me?

Are you really a couple? She’s pretty, I’ll give her that – but in an obvious kind of way. She has no quiet elegance, no delicate features or the kind of charming traits that you only notice on second glance, but which are therefore all the more intense and unforgettable. But I guess you like her. In any case, you looked very happy with her. And I suppose that’s the main thing. I just hope you won’t forget me.

I’ll always be here for you.

Frida

The next letter I read sounds more insistent, and Frida’s jealousy, which I already sensed in the previous letter, becomes more apparent.

My dear Charles,

You showed up late again for our deployment today. That’s been happening a lot lately, and I know why, of course. I find it hard to believe she’s actually good for you. Especially as she’s the reason you keep neglecting your duties.

I miss those times when we’d go for coffee together or to the seaside. I miss talking to you and our relaxed, easy conversations.

Now you’re always in a hurry to leave after a deployment or a meeting. I suppose that’s always the way with new love, but don’t forget that other things are important too. And our duties should always take first priority.

With love,

Frida

Charles,

This is the fourth day in a row that you’ve refused to speak to me. I just don’t understand. Shouldn’t you be angry with her? I told you I saw her with another man after your dinner together. And I know you don’t believe it was coincidence that I happened to be there. But even if it weren’t, you should listen to what I’m trying to tell you! That’s what’s important and nothing else.

The way she looked at the guy. So intimate, so familiar. She had her hands on his shoulders. They were looking into each other’s eyes and talking the whole time. There was something between them. She leaned toward him, and I’m sure she wanted to kiss him. Please Charles, believe me. She’s cheating on you! I know this must hurt, but you need to open your eyes. Don’t fall for her lies. I’m here for you. You can count on me no matter what happens.

With deep affection,

Frida

Dear Charles,

I’m sad that you don’t believe me and that you yelled at me like that yesterday. We’ve known each other for so long, and we’ve always been friends. And now this. Just because of her. Yeah, maybe I was wrong. Maybe she wasn’t lying to you and the guy really is just a colleague. But the intimate way she behaved toward him, it wouldn’t surprise me if there was more between them. In any case, I’ll keep my eye on her.

Regards,

Frida

In the next few letters, Frida writes about her surveillance and that she suspects there’s something off about Charles’ girlfriend. She suspects her of having another affair, but when she can’t find any solid evidence of this, she develops another suspicion.

Dearest Charles,

Someday I’ll give you these letters in the hope that they will have a stronger effect than my words to you have had so far.

It hurts me that you refused to listen to me even for a moment today. Why do you refuse to understand?! There’s something not right about her. And now I have a hunch: I think she’s a Noctu and that she’s spying on you. I know you don’t want to hear it. But it would explain so much. Believe me, I’ve been following her a lot lately, and I keep seeing things that make me suspicious. For example, she keeps meeting strange men. And she’s always wearing that chain with the pendant. She hides it under her clothes. It could be one of those containers for capturing a dying breath. And in the last few days, she kept disappearing, and I couldn’t find her for long periods. There are other indications, but I’ve already told you about those. Please Charles, talk to me!

Frida

The last two letters are very short, but I get goosebumps reading them.

Charles,

I’m going to talk to you after work today. There’s no other way. You simply have to know what I found out. I know you probably won’t want to listen to me, and you definitely won’t want to believe me. But I can’t let you run headlong to your doom. You’re too important to me.

Love,

Frida

Charles,

This has to stay between us. Don’t make a mistake.

Frida

I keep staring at the single sentence in her last letter and wonder what she’s referring to? What were they conspiring to do?

My impression of Frida after reading these letters has changed dramatically. Tears well up in my eyes because I realize that what Mr. Brian said to me wasn’t wrong, as I’d hoped it was. Frida had problems, and she obviously took things too far. Maybe she really was dangerous – in fact, almost certainly, when I think about the way she stalked Charles’ girlfriend. And in the end, she made a big mistake, one that she could never atone for.

There’s a knock at my door, and I look up in fright. I hurriedly stuff the letters back in the box and shove it under my bed.

When I open the door, Kate’s standing there. She grins at me, holding up two cups of coffee, and says, “I was wondering if you want to study together. But if you’d rather take a break, I wouldn’t object to that either.” She winks at me, and I let her in.

I’m glad she’s here. But I’m really not in the mood to do homework. I sit on my bed again and say, “It would be great to just sit and chat for a bit. I can’t concentrate on schoolwork right now.”

Kate sits in the chair at my desk and looks at me inquiringly.

“Why? What happened?”

I take a deep breath, kneel down beside my bed, and bring out the box of letters.

“I read these. They’re from my great aunt.”

Maybe if I talk to someone about all this, I can get a clearer picture of the situation. And I know I can trust Kate.

I tell her what I’ve found out about Frida so far and about Charles and the mysterious accident.

“But that’s not all,” Kate concludes when I’m finished. “There’s another reason this is so important to you, am I right?”

I nod slowly and tell her about what Mr. Brian said to me when we were in his house.

“I don’t want to turn out like her and put other people at risk. What if he’s right, and my curiosity and the way I approach things winds up endangering everyone? I’m already responsible for Ty’s death.” I fight back the intense feelings of guilt.

Kate is instantly at my side and puts a comforting arm around my shoulder. “Ty’s death was not your fault. You fought so hard to protect me, and I never thanked you for that.” She hugs me tight and continues, “We both miss Ty so much, but he wouldn’t want you to blame yourself. You did everything you could.”

I nod. Part of me knows she’s right, but there’s still this voice in my head saying, if only you were stronger. If only you could take care of yourself and didn’t have to constantly drag other people into things. What if you really are like your great aunt? Headstrong, stubborn, and irresponsible.

Kate lets go of me and regards the letters with curiosity. “So what did Frida write?”

“They’re all addressed to Charles,” I reply.

Kate raises her eyebrows in surprise. “The way you say that makes me think they’re not just about hunter deployments.”

“No, Frida was in love with him,” I explain. “But he didn’t reciprocate her feelings. I guess she never sent him the letters, but I’m sure he must have realized how she felt about him. At some point, he had a girlfriend. Frida didn’t like her and began spying on her. She kept coming up with these absurd accusations and obviously took things way too far. Charles already hinted at something like that to me. Her imagination got the better of her, and she began to see everyone and everything as a threat. Apparently, she was like that in other areas of her life too, and it affected her work. At some point, it resulted in this accident. Charles told me he was there when it happened. Apparently, it was right after a deployment, and Frida was tired and overwrought. They were in a park, and I guess that’s where it happened.”

Kate stands up and strides purposefully to the door. I watch her, baffled. She turns around and urges me, “Come on, what are you waiting for? That’s a good clue. Let’s go and take a look.”

I grab my jacket and follow Kate, although I’m not sure what her plan is. “You actually want to go out searching for a park near the school?”

“We don’t need to search for one. Remember? I know the city really well, and I think I know where we should go. It’s worth a try.”

“What do you expect to find there? It was so long ago. I doubt we’re going to find a memorial plaque there about Frida Mitchell’s mental breakdown that sadly cost an innocent bystander their life.”

“Memorial plaque,” Kate repeats with a grin and a shake of her head. “That would definitely be helpful, but if we’re lucky, we won’t even need one. Because you have me.” She winks at me. “I figure it’s time to test out my ability.”

“You think you might have a vision if you go there?”

It’s not a bad idea because it’s true – Kate often sees things when she’s at the actual location of some incident. But I’m also aware of the fact that she’s never consciously tried to harness this ability.

“Whether I like it or not, I have this gift,” says Kate as we leave the school premises. “And yeah, I admit, it scares me. But I’m sure it’s no different for you with your ability. There’s no point in trying to deny it, I realize that now. And in this case, it might actually be helpful.”

I study Kate’s face, and I’m surprised but proud of her at the same time. “Thanks,” I say, eliciting a warm smile.

Kate leads me down a few winding streets. We have to walk up several of San Francisco’s many steep hills, but then we arrive at our destination. The park is nicely laid out and really expansive. When I see how big it is, my spirits sink. Will we be able to find the spot where the incident happened? Or is it enough for Kate to just get near it? So far, she doesn’t seem to sense anything, but she’s clearly making an effort. She walks beside me, intensely focused, constantly turning around and looking at everything anew. Now and then, she stops, waits, but nothing seems to happen.

At some point, we take a break and sit on a park bench.

“Sorry. I hoped it would work,” she says.

I lean back and look up at the blue sky. “Don’t worry. Thanks for trying anyway.”

I let my gaze wander, watching joggers pass us by and people walking their dogs. It’s really nice here. So peaceful. It’s hard to imagine anything tragic happening here.

Kate looks tense. She doesn’t seem ready to give up. She stares straight ahead with a concentrated expression.

“It’s okay,” I say, putting my arm around her shoulders. “It didn’t work, but it was good of you to...”

I don’t get to finish my sentence because it suddenly feels as if I’m being pulled into something. I feel a stabbing pain in my stomach. The world around me melts and draws together into a single point. I don’t know what’s happening to me, but my heart is racing, and my whole body is racked with fear. A kind of veil is drawn across my field of view, and although the sounds are muted in my ears, echoing strangely, I can see the people in front of me so clearly that I recognize them instantly.
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Just listen to me for once!” Frida shouts with clenched fists.

It’s a strange feeling, hearing her speak for the first time and actually seeing her in motion. Her face is pale, and there are dark circles under her eyes. But her eyes spark with a kind of anger and energy I never imagined.

“I’ve done that so many times. Too many times, I realize now. But now you’ve gone too far with this insanity,” Charles complains.

He’s angry too; that’s plain to see. But my focus is on the woman at his side. She’s slim, wearing a long blue dress with little white flowers on it. Her blonde hair is tied in an elegant knot. Her pale brown eyes look kind, although right now there’s a confused expression in them. She’s holding his hand and looking at Frida in bewilderment. This woman seems strangely familiar to me, and then the penny drops: the photo in the newspaper clipping. Patricia Morgan, the artist Frida suspected of being a goddess of destiny. She’s Charles’ girlfriend...

“It’s not insanity. Yes, I may have been mistaken a couple of times, but now I’m sure. I have proof.”

Frida opens the bag she’s wearing on her shoulder to take something out of it, but Charles waves his hand dismissively.

“You were sure every other time too. How did that go again? Patty’s cheating on you with one of her colleagues. Oh, wait, that’s not true. It’s not him, but she’s cheating on you with someone else. No, that’s not right, but don’t worry, now I have another accusation that I can explain totally plausibly. Frida, you’re crazy! Do you even know what you’re doing? You’re stalking my girlfriend. Do you realize how sick that is?”

“I know it must sound crazy. But you’re in great danger, believe me. Yes, some of my assumptions proved incorrect. I didn’t want to have to say all this in front of her. But it’s true, she’s no Noctu. She’s something else entirely.” She glances at the woman, who looks totally stunned. Frida draws herself up as if gathering her courage and says, “She’s a goddess of destiny. Please believe me! She’s just spying on you and using you for her own evil purposes. Charles, if you consider what I’m saying, a lot of things will start to make sense.”

He raises his eyebrows, and for a while, he’s lost for words. “You’re completely out of your mind, Frida.”

“Listen,” Charles’ girlfriend begins in a steady voice. “I don’t know why you can’t stand me and why you’re accusing me of all these... weird things. I’m not a... what did you call it?” She looks to Charles for help. “Some kind of goddess, and I’m sorry that you think you have to invent things like this to try and turn Charles against me. But take it from me, I love him, and I’m not going to break up with him, no matter what accusations you throw at me.” In a gentler voice, she adds, “I can guess the reasons for your behavior.” She takes a step toward Frida and extends her hand. “And I’m sorry that your feelings aren’t reciprocated. I know how painful that can be. Please, let’s bury the hatchet and start over. What do you say?”

Frida stares at her for a moment and then leaps back, yelling, “You can’t lull me into a false sense of security with that drivel. I know exactly what you are. You’re a monster, do you hear me?! A monster. And I know what you’re planning to do.”

Light begins to flash around Frida – a hex.

At that moment, the image wavers, blurs in front of me, becomes so murky that I can’t make anything out. There’s a rushing in my ears, and for a moment, I feel as if I’m being pulled back to the present, but then Kate seems to capture the vision again after all – because this can’t be anything else.

The scene I’m now looking at takes my breath away and freezes my blood in my veins. This can’t be happening. It just can’t be...

Charles’ girlfriend is lying face down on the ground. Her clothes are soaked in blood, and there’s a huge pool of blood around her. All around us, I see signs of damage caused by flying hexes. It’s obvious that some unimaginable force was at work here, which completely discharged itself. It must have happened fast. It appears that Charles had no time to launch a counterattack.

He’s standing by his girlfriend’s body, staring down at her numbly. He’s pale, and his hands are shaking.

Frida goes to him. At her side is the dog from the photo, which is now enormous, with sharp fangs. It’s covered in blood. I can see that Frida is really tense. But what’s worse is the blood spatter on her clothing and her deranged appearance. Her top and pants are frayed in places, and dirty, and her hair is disheveled. It’s obvious that she’s just been in a fight. There’s a strange gleam in her eyes that makes her look insane.

“Please, Charles!” She turns to him with outstretched hands as if he were a wounded animal. “Don’t do anything rash. You know what will happen if you tell anyone about this. Don’t do it, do you hear me? Let this be our secret.”

She takes another tentative step toward him and puts her hand on his forearm, which makes him flinch in fright. It’s almost as if he was unaware of her until that moment – and maybe that’s true.

“We’re a team; we always were, and this doesn’t change that,” she said.

I’m not sure why he does it. Maybe he’s afraid of her, or she has something else on him. But eventually he nods and says, “Yes, it was an accident.”

Frida smiles, and then the scene blurs again. I gasp and almost fall of the bench. I’m still breathing fast, and it takes me a while to realize that the vision is over and I’m back in the here and now. I look at Kate, who’s still sitting on the bench looking very pale, almost corpse-like.

She slowly turns to me and asks, “You saw that too, right?”

I nod. The fact that I was able to share her vision is extraordinary in and of itself.

“Your ability has obviously grown stronger, or you’re able to control it better.”

Kate nods. “Maybe. Or maybe it’s because you have a gift too. It could be that we have similar energy or odeon.” She shakes her head. “I can’t believe what your great aunt did. She killed an innocent woman...”

I swallow hard and picture the scene in my mind’s eye. It’s not something I’ll be able to forget anytime soon. Frida committed a murder and covered it up as an accident.

“I don’t understand why Charles went along with it. Why didn’t he say what really happened? I mean, she was his girlfriend, and Frida killed her.” This is hard for me to say. It’s all so incomprehensible.

I didn’t know much about my great aunt, but I assumed she was a loving, strong, upright person. And now I find out it wasn’t an accident; it was pure hate. She wanted to see Charles’ girlfriend dead. I get goosebumps on my arms and start to shiver. How am I supposed to deal with this information?

“Charles seemed to be afraid of her,” says Kate. “Which isn’t surprising after what he just witnessed. But maybe she had something else on him. I mean, she told him not to tell anyone because he knew what would happen otherwise. That was a pretty clear threat.”

“You’re probably right,” I say pensively.

Kate puts her arm around my shoulders and pulls me toward her. “I’m sorry. I hoped we’d learn something that would bring you some peace, not make everything worse.”

“Yeah, it couldn’t have been more horrific.”

I find myself wondering how it might change a person when their life basically consists of mistrusting everyone and spying on people day and night. How much of yourself would you lose in the process?

“What do you want to do now?”

Kate’s words snap me out of my reverie. I shrug.

“I guess I have to let the whole thing go. Now I know what Frida did and why. There’s nothing more I can do. I just need to find a way to deal with that.”

“I’m here for you,” she says again, putting her arms around me.

I hug her and thank her. It’s so good to have her on my side. Even though I never personally knew Frida, she was a kind of role model for me. A friendly figure in the key carriers’ world, which still feels a little alien to me. But now I no longer have that emotional crutch. I have to go at it alone.
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The mood between me and Kate is pretty subdued, and we’re both caught up in our own thoughts. On the way back to school, Kate suggests we stop for a bite. We order burgers and fries and sit down to eat them on a grassy strip near the fast food restaurant. A breeze carries the sea air to us. The sun has already set, and night is falling. Despite the traffic noises around us, the moment feels peaceful. I pet Yoru, whose head is resting on my lap. Now and then. I give him a morsel from my burger.

“He looks pretty content,” Kate observes.

“Yeah, I agree. Ayden still insists that key spirits don’t eat normal food, but Yoru seems to have his own ideas about that. He’s a real gourmet.”

I stroke him and look over at Kate and Gray. It’s amazing – although the spirits can’t talk, I can tell that he’s sad and still hasn’t gotten over Ty’s death. He nuzzles up to Kate and hides his big head under her arm.

“It’s alright, Gray,” she says softly. “I know it’s not easy. But we’re here for each other.”

She strokes his scaly skin, and the snake’s head slowly withdraws from its hiding place and looks at her. I can sense their connection. I hope Kate soon succeeds in sending him odeon. Because I’m convinced they’ll make an unbeatable team.

After we finish eating, we talk about more trivial things, and the mood gradually lifts. I’m able to push the vision out of my mind, at least for now, and enjoy spending time with my friend.

We arrive back at school with the intention of going back to Kate’s room for a while. She’s telling me about a phone call with Alex yesterday. Alex was out with Chrissy and had some hilarious anecdotes to share.

“Alex is the best,” I agree with a grin.

Kate nods and continues talking about Alex. I’m listening so intently that at first, I don’t notice the people approaching from the opposite direction. It’s not until I hear a sharp voice that I flinch and look up. I don’t know what hurts more – seeing Ayden with his arm around Vicky’s hip or Vicky herself looking daggers at us.

“It’s great that you two can be so cheerful again. I mean, it’s a while since Ty died because of you, so I guess it’s okay to start laughing and joking around again.”

I’m lost for words, and it takes me a moment to find them again. But she’s already focusing on Kate and the key spirit by her side. She sucks in a hissing breath, and I can see that has to hold herself back from launching at Kate.

“It’s actually true?! You! You of all people got Gray!”

She moves a step toward Kate, but Ayden reacts quickly and holds her back. “Vicky, give it a break, okay? Calm down.”

“Calm down?!” she snaps at him. “This pathetic little girl, who has no business in our world, now has Gray. This can’t be happening.”

“Kate is not pathetic,” I interject. “You don’t know her at all – unlike Ty. He and Kate were close, and that’s why his key chose Kate. If you actually cared about your friend, then control yourself for once in your life.”

For a moment, Vicky actually shuts up and just stares at me. But her look speaks volumes. “You are so presumptuous! You knew Ty for a few weeks, and you have the audacity to tell me what he was like, what he thought, and what he wanted?! Ayden and I were his best friends for years. So don’t talk to me about him. In fact, don’t even say his name. You’ve done enough. It’s your fault he’s dead, and I hope you’ll never forget that.”

“Vicky, that’s enough!” Ayden snarls at her. He looks really angry.

Vicky sees this too. “You’re defending her? Really? After everything she’s done?! I don’t understand you. You never even wanted her here – you said from the start that she didn’t belong in our world. If your initial assessment was taken seriously, then none of this would have happened, and Ty would still be alive. Don’t you get that? You’re making a mistake with her! She’s a mistake!”

“Control yourself, dammit! Teresa is no mistake. I was wrong back then. She’s much stronger than I realized. She has enormous potential. Ty’s death is not her fault. And if you’re honest with yourself, you know that. You just miss Ty, and you’re looking for someone to blame.”

Vicky shakes her head and fights back the tears. “No, that’s not true. You know... you must realize that...” She breaks off and Ayden puts his arms around her and holds her against his chest. He rubs her back, and she clings to him as if she’s afraid she’ll sink into a bottomless abyss without him. It hurts to see them like that. They’re so familiar; they know each other inside an out. And something else becomes clear to me: nobody can ever take Vicky’s place. She’ll always be a big part of Ayden’s life.

His words echo in my head and stir up feelings that I try to keep locked away deep inside me. I’m grateful to him for sticking up for me. But in the end, it’s Vicky who he holds and comforts. It will always be her, no matter what she says or does. Vicky can hurt other people, and he’ll always forgive her.

“Come on, let’s go,” I say to Kate. “There’s nothing left to say.”

“Tess, wait!” Ayden calls after me.

I turn back, but Vicky is tugging at his arm.

“It’s better this way, trust me,” I hear her say.

Ayden and I lock eyes for a moment, then his expression becomes cold and dark. I nod and continue on my way. It’s hopeless, I finally understand that.

I spend the rest of the evening with Kate in her room. After ranting exhaustively about Vicky and venting her anger, she calms down a little. My thoughts constantly return to Ayden and Vicky, as much as I wish they wouldn’t. He actually stood up for me at one point tonight, but generally, he’s always trying to protect Vicky. Ty used to do the same. And it’s not as if she needs anyone to defend her.

We watch a movie on Kate’s laptop, but it doesn’t take my mind off things. Around eleven o’clock, I make my way back to my room. So much has happened today, and my mind is spinning to the point where I feel like my skull will explode. Frida, Charles’ girlfriend, Ayden, Vicky. It was all too much, and I wonder how I’ll ever get any sleep. Maybe I should go outside and get some fresh air. But it’s pretty cold, and I’ll need to grab a jacket anyway. I’m still undecided when I turn into my corridor and see a figure sitting on the floor beside my door.

Ayden stands up when he sees me. “I was waiting for you,” he says, looking into my surprised face. “I hope that’s okay.”

I nod. “Sure.”

“Sorry about the thing with Vicky earlier. She doesn’t mean it. She’s just...”

I interrupt him. “Yeah, I know. Vicky’s messed up over Ty’s death. She’s not really like that; she’s normally a kind-hearted, cheerful person, who’s incredibly nice to everyone.” I risk looking up and losing myself in the deep green of his eyes. “Stop defending her. I’m tired of it.”

“That’s why I’m here,” he says without taking his eyes off me. “I actually wanted to talk to you about that.”

I expect to hear the same spiel as always: she’s a friend; she doesn’t mean to be like that. We’ve known each other a long time. Don’t take it personally. But the way Ayden is looking at me makes me think there’s more. Or am I mistaken? I guess I’m about to find out.

“Fine, come in,” I offer, opening my door. I’m not exactly comfortable being alone in here with him. It’s too intimate somehow; it’s my domain. But if this really is about something serious, then we can’t discuss it in the corridor.

I sit in the chair at my desk and nod at Ayden to take a seat too. He does, and I wait in silence for him to begin.

“I’ve thought a lot about this, and it wasn’t an easy decision. I mean, it’s about Vicky, and I don’t like spilling her secrets.” His expression is grim. “But Ty was right when he wrote you that letter. He figured you should know.”

I’m a little surprised because I was assuming Ty wanted to tell me about Vicky and Ethan’s relationship. Was there something else?

“Okay, I’m listening,” I say brusquely, folding my arms in front of my chest. I find it hard to imagine that there’s anything that could explain or justify Vicky’s rude behavior.

“You already gathered that Vicky and Ethan were a pair and that they decided to turn their backs on the world of the key carriers?”

I nod. “The way that her parents discussed it with Mr. Cunningham at the charity dinner made it clear that the news hit them pretty hard at the time.”

“You can say that again. We were all surprised,” Ayden admits. “But we could also see how happy Ethan and Vicky were with their decision. Still, they were met with a lot of resistance, which wasn’t exactly great for their relationship. They started arguing because Vicky didn’t want to rush into it and wanted to give things time to blow over. But Ethan was impatient to start a life away from the hunters and the fighting as soon as possible. Nothing and nobody could hold him back, not even Vicky. And she sensed that, obviously, and it hurt her. One day, they had this fight, and Vicky was really pissed and wanted to do something to distract herself. So she invited me and Ty to a late screening of some horror movie. It was the perfect way to blow off steam. We agreed. She had to go home first to talk to her parents, so we agreed to meet outside the theater.”

I can see that this is not easy for Ayden and that he has to force himself to go on. His eyes are as dark as I’ve ever seen them, and I suspect he’s reliving the whole thing as he speaks.

“It was our fault.” His voice sounds raw. “Ty and I took our sweet time and didn’t even think. We stopped to eat on the way and lost track of time. We were really late, and Vicky had to stand around in front of the movie theater on her own. She must have been waiting a while. The movie had already started, so there was nobody but her waiting outside. At some point, three guys walked past and started yelling stupid comments at her. Vicky gave as good as she got, but it didn’t help. I guess it all happened really fast. One of the guys dragged her into an alley, and she was so stunned that she didn’t even have a chance to defend herself. Then, when the others followed and the first one pushed her up against the wall, she screamed like crazy, and I’m sure people must have heard her, but nobody came to help.”

My eyes widen. Vicky, who’s always so strong and never shows any fear and doesn’t let anything or anyone get in her way – something like this happened to her?

“What... what about her key spirit? Why couldn’t he help?”

“She told Raven to stay at home. She and Ethan often did that. They didn’t want to be dependent on their spirits. Anyway, Ty and I eventually found her in this alley. The guys were long gone and Vicky...” He shakes his head as he recalls the scene. “She looked awful. I’ll never forget it. And after that she was never the same again. She couldn’t laugh anymore. She became really serious and withdrew from everyone. She developed this hard shell and tried not to show any weakness, tried to appear tough so that she could keep people at arm’s length. She didn’t let anyone get close. And she wouldn’t talk about what happened. She never told Ethan about it and threatened to kill us if we did. I guess she hoped that if she never spoke of it, she could erase it from her memory. But it didn’t work. Obviously, Ethan noticed that something was wrong. But the more he asked, the more distant Vicky became. They fought more and more. Eventually, Vicky changed her mind. She no longer wanted to leave the Tempes and live in the ordinary world. She decided to remain a hunter.”

I totally understand why. Being a hunter probably gave her back a sense of power. She would have felt safer in that environment. And at the same time, she didn’t have to be around the kind of people who did this to her.

“In the end, she broke up with Ethan. It was a really hard time for her. Ty and I tried to talk to her so many times, but she wouldn’t let us in at first. One night that changed. I was with her and tried to talk to her again. And she suddenly started crying, and it all poured out of her. She clung to me and told me everything. At least once in her life, she talked about what happened. And since then, we’ve kind of become each other’s confidants and been there for each other.”

So that’s the bond between them that I’ve always sensed and seen. And now I know the reason. Ayden was there for his friend who had suffered so much, and he also felt responsible for her suffering. And Vicky probably couldn’t bring herself to trust anyone at first and then finally turned to someone whom she was sure wouldn’t hurt her. Because she knows Ayden inside-out and knows how he ticks, and she put her trust in that in order to go on living somehow. But even with him, she wasn’t up for anything more than one-night stands – probably afraid that in a committed relationship, he could end up hurting her too.

It explains so much. But I have one objection. “You know that you and Ty aren’t to blame for what happened, right?”

“If we met her in front of the theater like we promised, this wouldn’t have happened to her, and she could still be the happy, fun-loving person she used to be,” he replies. “But yeah, I know. Nobody can put that on us. Just like you know you’re not to blame for Ty’s death.”

I nod. Yeah, I guess he’s right. But we’ll always have these crosses to bear.

I look at him and lose myself in his eyes for a moment. There’s so much pain in them but also this magic that holds me captive. I know he didn’t get involved with Vicky out of pity or guilt. It was more that he was there for her in a moment of need; she opened up to him, and something developed out of that. Something incredibly valuable and special for both of them. This horrible incident explains why Ty and Ayden have always been so indulgent with Vicky – knowing what she used to be like, feeling guilty, and wanting to shield her from any more bad experiences. Yeah, they were probably trying to protect Vicky because they failed to do so at the time.

“Ty and I searched for the guys for weeks,” Ayden continues. “Obviously, we didn’t have much of a chance of finding them. But we combed half the city looking for them. Vicky didn’t know, and she wouldn’t have approved. She just wanted to put the whole thing behind her.”

I can understand their motivation. But I wonder what they would have done if they found the guys.

Our eyes meet, and for a moment, we just look at each other.

“Why did you tell me this? Just because Ty wanted to?”

“I don’t want to keep any more secrets from you. Especially the ones that hurt you.”

I gulp and can’t look away. His words mean a lot to me, and I can’t help wondering if things could have been different if he’d confided in me earlier.

“I wish you didn’t have to carry that burden alone, and all that guilt,” I say.

“I wish the same for you,” he replies in a soft, almost tender voice. He leans forward and starts to reach out to me but then lets his hand fall. “Don’t take Vicky’s words to heart. She’s just desperately looking for someone to blame for Ty’s death because she can’t come to terms with it. None of us can. But it wasn’t your fault, I hope you know that.”

I nod, although I’m acutely aware that I can’t just brush off these feelings of guilt. Even Ayden can’t do that after all these years.

Vicky experienced something terrible, which she clearly still hasn’t come to terms with or processed. She probably couldn’t have coped with all that on her own, but she had Ayden to turn to. And she seems to trust him more than anyone else in the world. Who am I to take this special person away from her?

No, it’s good that Ayden told me all this. Now I finally understand her better, and it might even help me find a way to deal with Vicky in the future.

“Thank you,” I say. I look into his wonderful face again and study his beautiful, striking features. “It means a lot to me that you told me this.”

He nods and flashes me a wonderful smile, which I’ll probably keep picturing all night if I allow myself to think about him.

I wish I could be honest too and didn’t have to keep secrets from him. When he gives me that look, so intense and affectionate... But I know I can’t tell him about Noah. At least not yet... not like this...
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On Sunday I visit Mom. She has a day off, and we spend it together at her house. She talks about work, tells me a few anecdotes, and seems to be in a good mood. I’m glad she’s happy and that she’s made a few new friends among her colleagues.

“I never expected to get along so well with Ellen. At first, we seemed so different, so I didn’t even try to get to know her. But you should hear her – she’s so funny. She always comes out with these sassy comments and has a really dark sense of humor, which is right up my alley, as you know.”

It does me good to spend time with her, forget about school for a while, and clear my head. We eat cake that she bought especially from my favorite café. It’s delicious. We spend the whole afternoon talking, and in the evening we cook together. It winds up being a really nice day.

Around nine o’clock, I get up to leave.

“Come visit me again soon,” she said, hugging me one last time.

“Definitely,” I promise. I go to the door and give her a wave.

On the way to the bus stop, my thoughts linger on Mom and the pleasant day we spent together. I turn a corner and almost run into a man walking the other way.

“Excuse me, I didn’t see you there,” I say. I look up into Charles’ grinning face.

“Teresa, this is unexpected. Nice to see you. Were you visiting your mother?”

“Yeah, we spent the day together.” I can’t help looking at him with a mischievous grin. “What are you doing here?”

“Oh, I wanted to call in on Maggie. I just messaged to ask if she has time for a glass of wine.”

“Sounds nice. You guys have been seeing a lot of each other lately.”

I can’t resist the comment, and Charles’ expression is priceless. He’s clearly at a loss and doesn’t know what to say.

“Uh, I guess so, yeah,” he stammers. “You could say that. Uh... I really enjoy her company. Maggie’s an amazing woman.”

“I’m glad you guys have hit it off. She speaks highly of you.”

A smile appears on his face. “Oh, does she really?”

The scene from Kate’s vision flashes through my mind, and I know I can’t let the opportunity pass.

“She was your girlfriend, right? The woman Frida killed.”

I know this is totally out of left field and sounds harsh. But that’s intentional. I want him to react spontaneously in the hope that he’ll reveal something about the truth.

Charles instantly clams up. Something dark comes between us, like an impenetrable wall, and I know he won’t tell me anything.

“Who told you that?” he asks in an icy tone.

“You can’t keep things like that secret forever. They always come to light sooner or later.” I shrug, hoping he’ll accept my evasive reply.

He says nothing at first. “So? What do you want from me? You obviously already know everything.”

“Was it really an accident?”

He steps back, and for a moment his eyes are cold, with a look of fear in them. “Of course it was! What do you take Frida for? She made a mistake, but she wasn’t a monster. I know you never met her, but you should have gathered that by now. She would never have done something like that intentionally.”

He sounds so convincing, so absolutely certain, that I don’t probe any further.

“I didn’t mean to offend you,” I say. “It must have been hard for you.”

“It was. I loved Patty. And until that day, Frida meant a lot to me too. The whole thing gnawed at me for a long time, and I still can’t forget it. But life has to go on somehow.” He catches my eye and says, “You should take that advice too. Leave the past alone. All you’ll find there is pain and misery.”

With that, he turns away from me. “I should go. See you later.”

I nod and glance after him. Why does he keep insisting it was an accident? It wasn’t; I saw that in the vision. What happened during that short period of time when Kate lost the connection? What could Frida have threatened Charles with? What deal did they make?

I take out the chain holding the ring that I found in Frida’s secret room. Maybe he’s right, and I should distance myself from my great aunt and leave things be. I examine the black stone. Frida was a murderer and evidently had some problems. It’s probably for the best if I stop delving into her life and just leave things alone.

I’m about to remove the ring from the chain and sever my emotional connection to her when I hear a noise behind me. Yoru is instantly at my side. He looks tense and is scanning our surroundings as if searching for something. His body language speaks volumes – there’s something here. The moment the thought pops into my head, I sense it too. I’m being followed. And that feeling triggers memories that I’d rather forget. I can still vividly recall Chiara ambushing me and almost killing me. It was terrifying being surprised like that and attacked so brutally, and I don’t intend to let it happen again.

I slowly turn around but can’t see anyone.

“I know you’re there! Show yourself! There’s no use hiding from me.”

My body is flooded with adrenaline, and every muscle is tensed to its breaking point. I see Yoru assume a fighting stance and turn to face the corner of a building. So I turn my attention there too and send odeon to Yoru so that he can attack if necessary.

“I know where you’re hiding,” I shout again. I hope I’ve interpreted Yoru’s actions correctly.

“Don’t kid yourself. You wouldn’t have noticed me if it weren’t for your key spirit,” Frances snarls as she steps out from behind the building. She fixes me with an icy stare.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I snap at her. My heart is hammering in my chest. But I try to stay calm and not show any fear. “I thought you promised Noah you wouldn’t fight me. So what do you want with me?”

Her lips narrow, and I can see that she’s wrestling internally with herself. Her arms are folded in front of her chest, and she doesn’t move. So she doesn’t intend to attack me. Then what is this about?

Suddenly, a thought occurs to me. “You’re here to spy on me?” I can’t say exactly what prompts that idea. Maybe the way she’s looking at me – so piercing, probing, calculating. “So? Did it help? Did you find out what you wanted to know?” I hiss at her furiously. It’s not a nice feeling, knowing she’s been sneaking around after me and spying on me. How long has she been doing that? What did she see? The enchantment placed over the school means the Noctu can’t find it. So she can’t have been tailing me for long. But still...

“Don’t kid yourself. I just want to make sure Noah’s keeping his promise and has actually cut contact with you. You’re not good for him; you’re nothing but a huge risk to him.”

“So why don’t you sneak around after him then?” I know she’s lying. “Tell me! What are you really doing here?”

Her eyes dart around restlessly.

Suddenly, someone appears behind her. “She wants to know what’s so special about you that I keep meeting with you and basically committing high treason against the Noctu.” Noah and Rain step through the portal that has just opened behind Frances. He eyes her angrily. “It took me a while to find you,” he says to her.

Frances stares guiltily at the ground. “I didn’t do anything to her,” she mutters.

“That’s lucky for you because if you did, you’d get to know a whole other side of me.” He sighs loudly. “What were you thinking? What are you hoping to achieve? You need to leave Teresa alone. You got that?”

“And leave you to your fate?” she snaps at him furiously. “I know you’re just waiting for me to become less vigilant so you can continue this...” She waves her hands in the air. “...whatever perverted kind of relationship you guys have! Sooner or later, another Noctu is going to find out about this, and then it’s all over. You won’t just be ostracized. You’ll be killed – and so will she by the way. If you won’t do it for yourself, then do it for her sake. Her life must be worth something to you.” Her voice is quaking with agitation and anger. She looks imploringly at Noah, but he brushes her off coldly.

“I can take care of myself. And if you weren’t constantly creeping around after me, you would have never found out about Teresa. And nor will anybody else – at least as long as you keep your mouth shut.”

“I would never betray you; you know that. But it’s crazy to think you’re safe. You’re not invincible, and someday you’ll make a mistake.”

Noah groans quietly and shakes his head. “Even if a Noctu saw us together, it’s fine as long as they don’t see Teresa’s key spirit. They’ll just think she’s an ordinary person, and I’m allowed to have contact with them.”

“Who do you think you’re kidding? You know you’re on thin ice,” Frances warns him.

“Just drop it,” he replies. “Come on, it’s late. We’re going back. And I’m warning you: if I catch you sneaking around after Teresa again, then our friendship is over.”

Frances reluctantly summons a portal but doesn’t step through it because she’s waiting for Noah.

He comes to me and says, “I’m really sorry about this. I hope it wasn’t too upsetting. After everything you’ve been through, it must have brought back some scary memories.”

“It’s all good,” I reassure him, bending down to scratch Yoru behind the ears. “I have him, and he looks out for me.”

I smile and look up at Noah, who’s suddenly chalky white, staring at me with wide eyes, speechless.

“Noah, what is it?” I ask.

I straighten up, and that’s when I notice that he’s staring at something in particular. When I bent down to Yoru, the chain with my key and Frida’s ring on it must have slipped out of my shirt. It’s now hanging around my neck for all to see. My hand instinctively goes to my key and clasps it to my chest. Noah has never tried to take it from me, as the other Noctu allegedly do. What’s up with him?

As if in a trance, Noah reaches out, but not for my key. Instead his fingers close around the ring. “Where... where did you get this?”

My heart races when I see the look of horror on his face. I’ve never seen Noah look so worried, scared even.

“I found it in my great aunt’s stuff,” I reply.

I sense that this ring is associated with something terrible. So I quickly tell him about the hidden room and the double blood seal. If I thought he looked stunned before, that was nothing compared to how he looks now.

When I’m finished, he stares at me for a while, lost for words. Then he mutters, “That’s a Noctu vessel. Most of us have them.” He pulls a chain out of his pocket with a similar ring on it. Except that his has a dark blue stone.

“Vessel?” I murmur, but I know exactly what they’re used for.

“We use them to capture the breath of a dying person.”

“So what does it mean?” Frances asks. Oh. I had forgotten all about her. She’s been standing beside us this whole time, and now she’s staring at us both. But I want to know too: what does this mean?

“I... I’m not entirely sure,” Noah admits. “There must be a reason why Frida had this ring – and why she went to such trouble to hide it.”

I know what he’s insinuating. I shake my head. “No... no, that can’t be true! It makes no sense. If she were a Noctu, you would know!”

But the nod of affirmation that I’m hoping for doesn’t come.

“There are so many of us. It’s impossible to know everyone personally. It’s the same with you Tempes.”

I can’t believe it, but at the same time I know he’s right.

“Frida couldn’t have been working for the Noctu,” I insist. “She was a hunter. Although... after the incident – the supposed accident – her reputation was ruined, and she was demoted to school secretary.”

Noah frowns. He doesn’t know what I’m talking about. This is hard for me because we’re talking about my great aunt committing cold-blooded murder out of pure jealousy. But I tell Noah what I know, and his eyes bulge in disbelief.

He runs a hand through his hair. “Some of the Noctu know no boundaries,” he begins tentatively. “When a person’s life is abruptly cut short – that is, if they’re not old – uh, their dying breath is especially powerful. There are a few Noctu who have taken a life like that.”

I can see he’s against this and doesn’t like to talk about it.

“Are you trying to say that Frida not only defected to the Noctu but that she killed two birds with one stone by killing her rival and capturing her dying breath?”

Noah just looks at me but says nothing, which is enough of an answer.

“Wow, that’s hardcore,” says Frances.

“But that’s not what happened,” I object. Because even though I know so little about Frida, I simply refuse to believe it. “What if she was actually working for the Tempes and this was all a pretense so that she could spy on the Noctu?” I venture.

Noah hesitates, then he shakes his head. “It’s not that simple. To get one of these rings, you have to be officially recognized by the Assembly. And for that, you have to have captured a person’s dying breath several times.”

“So she definitely killed people,” I conclude.

Noah nods. “Also, you have to undergo a ritual to get the ring. You sort of become part of the Odyss, and you can’t simply separate yourself from it again. Your own energy and power are merged with the place from that point on. We nourish it, and we can never really get away from it.”

“It can’t be true,” I insist. But I can’t get the idea out of my head: it’s possible that she killed not just one person but several.

“Maybe she just confiscated the ring from a Noctu she defeated in a fight?” I suggest. And then another thought occurs to me. “Anyway, if she had gone over to the enemy side, then she couldn’t have found her way back into the Tempes premises anymore.”

Noah shrugs. “I’m not so sure. The enchantment keeps Noctu out, that’s true. But part of Frida was still a Tempes. Maybe that was enough to preserve her access to their sanctuary.”

“I... I can’t believe this,” I mutter to myself. My world feels like it’s crumbling. Finding out about the murder was hard enough to deal with, but the idea that everything about Frida was a lie?! What’s left for me to believe in?

“We could see if her name is on the ring,” suggests Frances, whose presence has slipped my mind again.

“What does that mean?”

“You’re right,” Noah mutters absentmindedly. “If we take the ring to the urn, the name on it will be illuminated.”

“Okay, now explain it again properly for those of us who aren’t Noctu and don’t know anything about rings and urns,” I say.

“Every breath captured by a Noctu is taken back to the Odyss,” Noah explains. “Just outside of the temple complex, there is a shrine where the urn is kept. That’s where you take the last breath, and it goes in the urn. Once it fills up to a certain level, some of the content is used to maintain the Odyss, and the rest is distributed among the fallen so that they can continue to exist.”

“Okay. And how do you intend to find out if the ring actually belonged to Frida?” I still don’t understand.

“The urn also serves as a verification tool,” Frances chimes in, sounding as if she’s reciting from a book. “When you prove yourself worthy as a Noctu warrior and capture your first dying breath, you receive a ring. The owner’s name is engraved inside it, but the script only becomes legible when the ring is near the urn. It’s kind of like a key or a fingerprint, which the seal of the urn unlocks so that the ring can capture the breaths.”

“And that’s how we read the name of the ring’s owner,” I summarize, and Noah nods.

I run the whole situation through my mind again, but I can’t see any other way. I have to find out if Frida betrayed the Tempes. It wouldn’t be the worst thing I’ve found out about her lately. The murder is much more serious, but this deception still bothers me immensely. It would mean that nothing, absolutely nothing that I thought I knew about Frida was true. It would mean that she didn’t just make a serious error as a result of some delusion, but that she made a cold, calculated decision to spy on the Tempes, to undermine them, and to join the Noctu. And that she was prepared to gather dying breaths for them. The idea is too much for me. I have to find out the truth. As soon as possible.

“Come on. Give us the ring,” Frances urges me impatiently. “It belongs to the Noctu anyway. It shouldn’t be in the hands of a Tempes.” She holds out her hand, but I shake my head.

“No way,” I say, turning to Noah. “You once said you’d take me to the Odyss and show me your world. You said you know your way around well enough that nobody would see us. I guess the time has come to put that to the test.”

Noah holds up his hands apologetically and shakes his head. “No, Teresa, I really can’t. Not in the shrine. If someone found us there... I hate to think what might happen.”

“Noah, I have to be there,” I urge him. “I need to see it with my own eyes.”

It’s true. Obviously, I trust him, and I know he wouldn’t lie to me. If I gave him the ring, I could count on finding out the truth. But for me, it’s imperative that I see it. Seeing her name on the ring may be the only way for me to accept the truth.

Noah looks at me in silence. I can tell he’s thinking hard about this. Then he sighs and nods. “Okay, we’ll take the Tolin path. It’s mostly unused, and there are a few places to hide if someone shows up. If we go soon, there’s a good chance there’ll be no one at the shrine.”

“Have you lost your mind?” Frances snarls. “What if someone shows up and figures out that she’s a Tempes?! This is total madness.”

“None of the Noctu knows every member. If we behave normally, maybe nobody will notice that she’s not one of us.”

“Uh, there’s one pretty obvious visual clue,” says Frances, nodding at Yoru.

“Nobody will see us,” Noah ventures, but he doesn’t sound convinced.

“I’ll leave him here,” I say quickly. “If that helps us to pass unnoticed in the Odyss, I’ll do it.”

It’s a big vote of confidence in Noah because I know I’m putting myself completely at his mercy. I’ll be dependent on him in that other world because without Yoru, I’m totally defenseless. But I don’t hesitate for a second.

Noah nods. “That’s not a bad idea. But are you sure?”

“Definitely,” I reply.

Frances snorts and rolls her eyes irritably. “You seem really determined to die.”

“Noah knows what he’s doing,” I retort. “I trust him.”

She snorts again and folds her arms in front of her chest. “Yeah, well maybe you shouldn’t in this case. What if one of the fallen picks up her scent? The other Noctu won’t recognize what she really is. But the fallen can detect it.”

“We just have to summon a door. That will get us close to the temple. From there, we continue on foot because the doors don’t work inside the sacred sites,” he explains. “Once we’re near the temple, not much can go wrong. The fallen aren’t tolerated there, so they stay away from the place.”

“Okay. I guess that’s settled then. When do we leave?”

“Preferably right now,” Noah suggests, and I nod.

“You’re both insane! I can’t believe I’m going on this suicide mission with you,” Frances mutters to herself.

I raise my eyebrows in surprise. “You want to come with us?”

“Do you seriously think I’d leave you and Noah alone together? Maybe I’ll be able to intervene and stop him from digging his own grave.”

“Gee, thanks!”

His expression makes it plain that he’s reluctant to bring Frances with us. But if he refused, it would just lead to more arguments, and we’re running out of time.

I bend down to Yoru and try to explain the situation. “I have to do something important, little guy. And unfortunately, I can’t take you with me. You need to hide around here somewhere and wait for me, okay? I’ll be back soon.”

I almost think I can see the doubt in the little fox’s eyes, but he turns around and trots toward a building.

I straighten up and watch Noah take out his key and open a door. Here goes. I’m about to go back to the place where Ty lost his life.
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Iknow to expect a fall as soon as I step through the portal, but the force of it somehow takes me by surprise. Once again, I fail to protect myself from the impact, and land inelegantly on my ass and my left arm.

“Shit,” I hiss between gritted teeth, acutely aware that Frances is watching me. She shakes her head disdainfully, but thankfully I’m spared her comments.

I scramble to my feet and take a look around. The darkness is oppressive and seems to go on forever. I start to shiver and wrap my arms around myself. There are countless doors everywhere emitting a soft light, so at least I can see something. Some of them can only be reached via narrow staircases, and others hover out of reach in the air.

How I hate this place. My thoughts wander to my previous visits. I recall the dark creature, one of the fallen, who pursued me the first time I was here, and then of course I’m reminded of Ty’s death and the horrific fight against Chiara. Grief and searing rage bubble up inside me.

Noah puts a hand on my shoulder. He seems to sense that I’m having a hard time and gives me an encouraging smile.

“It’s going to be fine; I promise. And we’ll be out of here before you know it.”

I nod. Noah takes his hand off my shoulder, extends it, and draws it in as if pulling on an invisible string. A door zooms toward us from somewhere in the distance.

“Come on, we need to move. The fallen can pick up our scent in here.” He offers me his hand. I take it and step through the door with him, Frances, Rain, and Arthos.

The next thing I see takes my breath away. In contrast to the darkness, which felt like a heavy, cold towel draped around me, I now feel a fresh breeze on my skin. Blazing lights dance through the air and warm my face. A wide plain stretches out before me, at the center of which I see ruins. Built up around them are dozens of little houses. They’re boxy, most of them whitewashed, reminiscent of some southern European village. There are little gardens in front of them with plants that are unlike anything I’ve ever seen. The lights seem to concentrate around these plants.

“Is that the temple?” I ask Noah.

He nods. “Yeah, the goddesses used to live there. We’ve since set up our homes in the ruined complex, but the central part, where the goddesses mostly lived, is still a sacred place for us. It’s been restored. Only Assembly members are allowed to enter it. There’s another place outside of the temple that used to be reserved for the goddesses. A small forest with a sacred spring. The goddesses used to pray there, and it’s said that some of their power and the power of the Odyss remains in the water there. Both the fallen and most Noctu are prohibited from going there. Only a few members of the Assembly have access to it, to check every so often that it hasn’t been disturbed.”

I’m still completely mesmerized by the new environment, and I let my eyes wander. The ground seems to be mostly bare rock, and yet plants grow here. I see a few patches of bluish grass growing around my feet. They emit a fluorescent light, as most of the plants here seem to do.

“Nature is different in this place,” Noah explains. “The plants all emit this glow when they need food. They attract the lights that you see floating around here. They are the energy of the Odyss, which provides light and supports all life. Everything would perish without this energy.”

He doesn’t need to explain to me where these lights get their energy. I know that’s what the dying breaths are used for. As horrible as that idea is, the scenery is beautiful and awe-inspiring. From a death elsewhere, life grows in this place.

“Can we stop talking botany now?” asks Frances. “Or do you want to keep discussing flowers for a while? If so, you can give me the ring, and I’ll get this thing over with.”

I roll my eyes and survey the temple again as we walk past it. A few walls are still standing. I can make out imposing columns towering into the air. The remains of individual rooms and a few isolated walls appear to have once had murals painted on them. But I can’t make out the details at this distance.

Noah chooses a path that takes us past the temple complex, but far enough away that hopefully we won’t be spotted.

“How many Noctu live here?” I ask.

“Oh, so now you’re squeezing us for information?!” Frances exclaims. “Do you really think we’re stupid enough to tell you our numbers and...”

“Around five thousand,” Noah replies. “But those are only the ones who live exclusively in the Odyss, and that’s not counting the fallen. Most of us live in the human world.”

“Why don’t you just go ahead and draw her a map and mark the place where the Tempes can most easily break through our walls?”

“Which walls? All I see is a bunch of rubble.” I give her a teasing wink.

“Very funny,” she retorts.

Okay, I guess we don’t have the same sense of humor.

“How many fallen are there, and why don’t they go into the temple area?” I ask Noah.

“The exact number is hard to estimate. They lead totally independent lives. Many of them work with us and fight alongside us, but there are plenty who don’t. Some of them are former Tempes. After they go past the point of no return and merge with their spirit, they come here. It doesn’t matter to us who they used to be, and they probably don’t even know themselves. They’re completely feral, animalistic, many of them acting totally on instinct, so you can’t reason with them at all. They know no boundaries; all they care about is their own survival. But they also know that they need us because we supply most of the odeon that keeps them alive. So they stay away from us and only roam around the temple when they need more odeon, or we go to them and wait for them to volunteer to fight.”

It’s a strange relationship that exists between the Noctu and the fallen, but it seems to work. I think back with horror to the dark creatures that I’ve previously had to face in combat. I really hope I never have another encounter with them.

As we continue on our way and I marvel at the unusual landscape, I have to secretly agree with Noah: the Odyss has its fascinating side too. I’ve never seen anything like it, and I can understand why he waxes lyrical about it sometimes.

When we reach the crest of a small hill, I discover a huge sea of dazzling flowers ahead of us. It stretches as far as the eye can see, except for a small clearing in the middle with a stone structure that looks like a tiny chapel.

The lights are especially concentrated above these flowers. They dance around, settling like butterflies on the peculiar plants, and then rising up into the air again. The whole place radiates a warm glow because the flowers also emit a warm, magical light.

We walk a few more steps and reach the edge of the meadow. Utterly captivated, I bend down and touch the petals of one of the flowers, which look like glass. The entire flower is made of this pale blue crystal that emits a soft bluish light. Some of the plants are small and delicate, while others are tall and lush with numerous healthy flowers.

“Those are Odylia,” Noah explains. “Every Noctu is linked to one of them. The more dying breaths we gather, the larger and more vibrant the flowers.”

“They look really impressive,” I admit, although the idea of what feeds them makes me a little uneasy.

“They’re also a monitoring device to see if everyone is doing their job,” Noah admits in a cooler tone. He turns away. “Let’s keep moving.”

A path runs between the flowers, leading directly to the shrine, which is made of roughly hewn stone. The arched windows have all been walled in. A small tower rises from the center of the roof, and I can make out a tiny square window in it. There’s an entrance on one side only – a large wooden door, which is open.

As soon as we enter the chapel, I see the shrine standing against the opposite wall on a stone pedestal. It appears to be made of pure gold and looks like a small, ornate cupboard. There are various symbols and depictions on it. Its two doors are open, providing a glimpse inside, and there I see a silver urn, which looks unremarkable at first glance.

I take a deep breath and follow Noah to the shrine. So, I’m about to find out the truth. I carefully take out the ring, remove it from my chain, and look inquiringly at Noah. “What do I do now?”

But he doesn’t need to say anything. Silver smoke rises from the urn, groping its way through the air like thin fingers, and winds around my ring. I get goosebumps all over as I watch the smoke pour into the black stone. And suddenly, something changes at its center. A golden light emerges and begins to take shape. I quickly realize what’s happening, and for a moment I watch with bated breath. They’re letters. Even before they’re fully formed, I can make out the name. Seconds later, there’s no longer any doubt. The name Frida Mitchell is clearly visible in glowing golden letters in the stone. I feel a knot in the pit of my stomach.

“I’m really sorry,” says Noah. He puts a hand on my shoulder to comfort me. “I was hoping we might see something else.”

“Hmm, if only you’d followed your aunt’s example and chosen the right side,” says Frances.

I glare at her furiously and hiss, “I’ll never be like my great aunt. She killed innocent people.” I look at the ring and say quietly, “I hate to think about how many lives she took.”

“Now that we know she was a Noctu, I can try to find out more about her,” Noah suggests. “I could ask around. Maybe someone remembers her.”

But I shake my head. “No, it’s okay. I already know enough.”

And none of that knowledge helped me in any way or did me any good. It only ever caused me pain and disappointment. I recall Kate’s vision, the dark smoke swirling around my aunt. I thought she was being pursued by a Noctu. But in reality, they had no intention of harming her. Frida knew they were nearby; they were confidants, allies. My great aunt was a traitor and a murderer. I look at the ring again and then hold it a little farther away from the urn. I’ve seen enough. I just want to get back to my world and try to process all of this somehow. I know I’m not responsible for my great aunt’s actions, but discovering the truth sure isn’t easy.

Another thought pops into my head: What happens if the Tempes learn that my great aunt was a Noctu? Would that reflect badly on me? Should I report my findings to Mr. Collins and show him Frida’s room? I don’t know. It’s hard to believe that my great aunt, with whom I felt a special kind of connection, could have done such monstrous things.

“I just want to go home,” I say, turning to leave. As soon as I raise my head and look in the direction of the door, I see a dark, imposing figure. Its face is disfigured, its teeth sharp and deadly. But the worst are its lifeless eyes. A low growl vibrates in the creature’s throat, and it stretches out its scrawny arms, looking from one of us to the other, as if trying to decide who to lunge at first.

“Damn it, what is this?” Noah hisses at the creature. “What are you doing here?! Get out of here, now, or you’ll regret it.”

The creature doesn’t seem fazed by the warning. It keeps growling and looks at me. It knows I’m a Tempes! Noah seems to realize this too.

“Go! Run!” he calls to me as he charges at the monster. Rain joins him and bites into the creature’s right leg, holding it in check for a moment. Meanwhile, Noah merges with Rain, and a little dark smoke begins to swirl around him. The wolf’s eyes glow; and frenetic black flames curl around him.

“Frances, get Teresa out of here,” Noah commands, throwing a black fireball at the creature. Noticing Frances’ hesitation, he repeats with more urgency, “Go! Hurry!”

She stiffens and then grabs my arm, swiftly pulling me past the fallen creature that Noah continues to hold in check. We reach the chapel door and run as fast as possible back along the path through the flowers. I keep glancing back, looking for Noah – but I can’t see him.

“Just focus on moving faster, and then I can go back and help him,” Frances hisses at me.

I’m sure that a single one of those creatures is no challenge for Noah, but I’m still worried about him.

“We need to get a little farther from the temple. Then I can summon a door,” she pants. “I knew this was a mistake. If anyone finds out, we’re screwed. But you just had to come and see with your own eyes that your great aunt was one of us. As if you couldn’t trust Noah.”

“I had to see it for myself to fully grasp it,” I retort. I can’t explain it any better than that, but Frances is clearly not satisfied with this justification.

“Did you figure your people were all saints? They kill us, hunt us, and help themselves to the key spirits that live in the Odyss. But they’re not prepared to get their hands dirty maintaining the place. They point the finger at us Noctu because we collect people’s dying breaths. Learn to live with it! Your aunt did horrible things. So what? That’s life.”

I can already see the place where we first arrived, and I’m glad we’ve made it. But Frances’ words make me angry. “That’s bullshit! There’s always a choice. What Frida did was just plain wrong.”

“Oh, is that so? There’s always a choice?” She glances sideways at me, still running. “You just make it so damn easy for yourself. I don’t understand what Noah sees in you. Your great aunt may have made some bad decisions, but at least she chose her own path. You’re the type who’s totally dependent on other people, which you demonstrated just now. You expect them to protect you and let them risk their own lives. And for what? So you know what your great aunt did however many years ago?! Noah has to fight one of the fallen for that? He might be forced to kill it. Stay out of our lives! You don’t understand the Noctu; you don’t understand Noah, and you’re no good for him!”

Her words, so full of hate, shock me, and I stop abruptly. Is she right? Do I not understand Noah? Have I asked too much of him? Can Frida’s behavior be justified somehow?

Frances summons a door. “Go, get out of here, and if you care about Noah, then think long and hard about what you do in the future.”

At that moment, I hear a voice behind us. My heart does a relieved somersault. Noah’s running toward us with Rain. They both look unscathed.

“Tess, everything okay?” he calls out to me. As usual, he’s only thinking of me, which makes me think maybe Frances isn’t entirely wrong. Noah has just put himself at risk to protect me. And I keep telling myself I want to finally stand on my own two feet. My heart aches, and I try desperately not to think of Ty.

I nod. “Yeah, all good,” I call out to him.

He looks relieved. When he reaches us, he leans forward with his hands on his knees. “It was no big deal. I drove it away. Nobody saw anything.”

I nod, relieved that everything turned out okay. This time. But what about next time?

Noah reaches out to me. I guess he can see that something’s not right. “What’s up?”

“Nothing,” I reply. “Today was just a lot to take in. But thank you for your help.”

Noah nods, but he looks confused and glances back and forth between me and Frances.

I step toward the portal, raise my hand in farewell and say, “Thanks again. For everything.”

I catch a glimpse of Noah frowning. “Teresa, something’s...”

The rest of his sentence is lost as I disappear through the portal and land near my mom’s house.
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I’m on the street for less than a minute before Yoru comes running out of a shrub and sits down beside me, looking up at me expectantly. I crouch down and stroke his head.

“It doesn’t look good, little guy. Frida wasn’t the person we thought she was. Why did she do all those terrible things?”

I recall what Mr. Brian and Charles told me. They both said that Frida had changed. That she lost herself in some sick delusion. Did it have something to do with the Noctu? Or did Frida only turn to them after she felt misunderstood by the Tempes? I can’t be sure, but it’s pointless wrecking my head over it now. I have to live with the fact that I’m related to a murderer who betrayed her own people. I start to worry again about whether this could impact my own life. Would the Tempes still trust me if they knew about Frida? Mr. Brian was anything but friendly toward me after he found out I was related to her. Would others react that way too? I think about my classmates, who are loyal Tempes. They wouldn’t welcome the descendent of a traitor in their midst, surely.

I sigh and head back to school with Yoru. I barely register my surroundings. I’m far too busy trying to process everything that happened today. Noah was forced to fight for me. Because of me, one of the fallen found its way into an area where they normally don’t venture. What if some did notice? Until now it seemed unlikely despite everything that anyone would learn of our friendship. But now I realize it’s not just about that. Noah will always try to protect me, like today when he fought for me. And that’s exactly the position I never want to put anyone in again. I swore it to myself after Ty’s death. Was Frances right, then, when she said I’m just a burden to Noah? I bite my lip, unsure what to do or think. I feel so overwhelmed, but I don’t know if I can talk to anyone about all of this. And if so, who?

Kate pops into my head. As soon as I arrive at school, I make my way to her room. I’m passing the corridor that leads to the hunter wing when someone calls my name.

“Tess?”

I turn to see Ayden walking toward me.

“Are you okay? You look wrecked.”

I really don’t want him to see me in this overwrought state – and his presence doesn’t exactly make me calmer.

“I... I was just...” I wave dismissively. “I’m fine, honestly. I was just going to see Kate.”

His eyes widen, and I can see the concern in them. “It’s almost midnight. I’m still up because I was out on patrol and just got back.”

“Oh,” I say lamely. “Then Kate’s probably sleeping.”

I know I must sound loopy. But my head is a chaotic mess right now. I just don’t know what to do. I really wish I could talk to Kate. She would at least have something to say about the whole thing.

“Teresa, what happened?” Ayden asks, slowly walking toward me. I can make out the vibrant green of his eyes even in the dimly lit corridor. They’re so radiant, and I love it when they look at me like that.

But I shake my head. “It’s okay. It’s... it’s nothing.”

Ayden frowns. It’s obvious to him that I’m lying.

“It’s okay if you don’t want to talk to me. I can understand after everything that’s happened between us if you can’t trust me. But if you need help, I’m here for you.”

In his eyes, those incredibly beautiful eyes, I see a look of pure tenderness. It feels as if they’re caressing my face and teasing out something that I’m desperately trying to keep locked away. I hold my breath, feeling the tension, all the thoughts and emotions trying to break through the surface. I have to get out of here! I can’t do this anymore. But Ayden is already beside me, tentatively reaching for my hand. I don’t resist; I let his fingers close around mine. It happens so slowly, so carefully, as if he wants to be sure that every millimeter is okay for me.

His warmth on my skin feels incredibly good, and I’m acutely aware of how much a part of me has yearned for it. For something that shouldn’t happen.

Ayden puts an arm around me and slowly pulls me toward him. My face rests against his chest; I can feel the contours of his muscles and instinctively press myself harder against him, sucking in his wonderful scent. His hand goes to the back of my head and caresses my hair as he whispers, “I just can’t look the other way when you’re so unhappy.”

Tears well up in my eyes, and I slowly shake my head. I don’t know what to do. What’s right? What’s wrong? What should I listen to? My racing heart and my boiling blood telling me never to let go of him? Or my mind warning me sharply not to make a mistake? But how can this be a mistake?

I look up at him, into his eyes, which are so warm and affectionate, and then it just bursts out of me.

“Frida was a traitor. She did terrible things and betrayed the Tempes. She became a Noctu and worked for them.”

I can’t deny it: I’m afraid of Ayden’s reaction. What if he pushes me away? Or runs straight to inform the Tempes? He’ll tell his father. They’ll launch an investigation, and I’ll have to testify – before the Council, probably. They’ll search Frida’s room, the house. What will happen to my mom?

But Ayden puts an abrupt end to all those thoughts by cupping my face in his hands and bringing it close to his. He’s horrified by what he’s just heard; I can see it in his face, but something else is motivating him right now. Affection for me. His gaze burns into mine.

“I won’t tell anyone, okay? I could never do anything to put you at risk.”

A warm tingling sensation floods my body. He’s here for me. He’s putting me ahead of his duties as a hunter.

“Whatever Frida did, it was a long time ago. It’s irrelevant now, you got that? You’re not to blame for what your great aunt did or didn’t do.”

I nod as the meaning of his words gradually sinks in. Is it really irrelevant? Can I try to put all that behind me? Ayden holds me close, his fingertips wandering over my back, my hair. His breath caresses me, and a sweet shiver flutters over my skin. My hands develop a life of their own and slide around his waist and up his back.

I can’t lie. There’s a fire in me, this unbridled yearning. I’ve always wanted Ayden, and I still do. But can I trust him? He opened himself up to me and explained why he hurt me the way he did. He promised to never do it again. But can a person make that kind of promise? Isn’t it inevitable that you hurt the ones you love? And it’s precisely this realization that hits me like a bolt of lightning. I know he cares about me; I can feel it with every fiber of my being. And I believe him, too, when he says that he wants to be here for me and not hurt me again. But at some point, that’s exactly what will happen. It would be the same with any other person. There will always be problems. The question is whether I’m prepared to take a chance with him. Do I want to be with him, be held by him, open up to him? And there’s only one answer. I’ve known it for a long time. It’s only out of fear that I’ve always run from it, kept things from him – out of fear of how he might react. That has to stop!

We’re still looking into each other’s eyes, connected by this gaze, which says it all. I slowly lean toward him, cautiously and deliberately, as if I’m afraid something between us could shatter. But I only need to look into his face to know that won’t happen. This is right; it’s the only way, the only logical outcome. We belong together.

Ayden’s eyebrows are slightly drawn together, as if he can’t understand exactly what’s happening between us. And at the same time, there seems to be no doubt for him either. When our lips touch, it’s more than intoxicating. Sweet sparks flare inside me, making my blood boil and telling me how right this is. I’m exactly where I should be.

As gentle and tender as our kiss starts out, it soon becomes intense and passionate. I open my mouth and let in his tongue, which plays so deftly with mine that it takes my breath away. It feels so good – far too good, and soon I want more. My hands run down his strong back, and I just want to feel his skin.

Very slowly, Ayden pulls back. Even this small distance is unbearable. I want to lean forward again immediately, search out his lips and feel him.

He strokes my cheek and looks at me with his inimitable smile. “I thought we were no good for each other.”

I shrug and reply, “But apparently, I’m no good without you either. I’m prepared to take the risk.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” he murmurs. “You know you mean everything to me.” And then he lets me feel this with a kiss.

My hands slide around his hips and wander up to his chest, feeling his firm muscles under the thin fabric. I moan softly as he pushes his hands under my shirt and touches my belly. With these passionate kisses and his touch making everything inside me sing, all the longing in me that I’ve been trying to keep locked away now pushes its way up to the surface.

“I missed you so much,” I whisper.

“I missed you too,” he replies, kissing me again.

I have no idea how we get there, but eventually we make it to the corridor where our rooms are located. Ayden opens his door, and we stumble inside and land on his bed together. He strokes my hair, kisses my temples, my neck. His lips leave behind a sweet prickling sensation on my skin. He kisses my collarbone, and I catch my breath again. He runs his fingertips along my spine, up and down, and I’m sure nothing has ever felt better.

For a moment, I’m able to forget everything around me. There’s nothing but us two, and I’m immensely happy.

“I’m glad you’re feeling better,” he says, looking into my eyes. “I can understand why the news about your great aunt messed with your head.”

I nestle against his chest and push my hands under his shirt, letting them wander over his warm skin. It feels so good to be with him, but at the same time, I know there’s a lot that still stands between us. There can’t be any more secrets. If this is going to work, we have to be able to trust each other. And that means I need to open up to him. I seek out his gaze and see the warmth in it.

“You already know that she left some of her things to me. Including the paintings you saw. There was a blood seal on them.”

He frowns, and I quickly explain, “Ty told me about them. But I’ll explain all of that later. Anyway, I traveled through the paintings to a secret room belonging to my aunt. She kept things hidden in it. A wall of photos, newspaper clippings, memos... Apparently, she was hunting goddesses of destiny – even after her time as a hunter. There were letters too, and reports.” I shake my head. How do I make this all clear to him? What should I tell him first?

Ayden leans toward me, gently cups my cheeks in his hands, and looks at me in that way that makes me forget everything around me.

“It’s okay,” he says. “Try to put it behind you. It was so long ago. We’ll never know what information she leaked to the Noctu, and it’s irrelevant now anyway. We can’t do anything about it. Try to forget her and move on with your life.”

He caresses my cheek, and his breath dances across my skin.

I know he’s trying to be supportive, and he’s right of course. But there are still things I need to tell him. He needs to know everything about Frida and see her secret room. I want to tell him about her friendship with Charles and Mr. Brian... I need to tell him about Noah...

But then he touches his lips to mine and silences all my thoughts. We have time, I tell myself. Now that we’re finally together, there’ll be plenty of opportunities to talk about everything. Right now, I just want to be near him and savor this moment with all of my senses.
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Iroll over in bed and stretch, feeling better than I have in a long time. I open my eyes slightly to see the big bed in which I’m lying, the wardrobe, the sofa that I once spent the night on.

So it wasn’t a dream. A peculiar feeling grips me. It’s a stabbing chill, so icy and piercing that I jump in fright and quickly grope around to my right. But the other side of the bed is not empty, as this feeling of dread was trying to lead me to believe. Ayden hasn’t run away. He’s lying beside me. He held me the entire night, talked with me, kissed me, until we fell asleep. Now he turns over in his sleep and instinctively puts his arm around me, pulling me toward him, and sleeps on.

It’s a wonderful feeling being so close to him. I look into his perfectly proportioned face and find that even early in the morning he looks like a model – perfectly styled for just such a morning scene. His long dark lashes, his cheekbones, his straight nose, his full, beautifully contoured lips. I want to kiss every inch of him. I nestle up to him and listen to his breath, his heartbeat. I caress his back and look at the clock. It’s already six o’clock. I should start getting ready for school. I need to shower and change into fresh clothes.

I gently try to wake Ayden by stroking his arm, but he doesn’t wake up. I shake him gently, and he just grunts irritably, moves away from me, and continues sleeping. It’s not until I give him a shove and say his name that he opens his eyes. As soon as he sees me, a smile appears on his lips. He reaches out and pulls me in close again.

“You’re awake early,” he observes.

“It’s six o’clock, and I need to go to my room and get ready.”

“That’s the middle of the night.”

“Apparently. It was hard to wake you.”

“When I sleep, I sleep soundly,” he replies with a smile, giving me a peck on the cheek.

Our eyes meet again, but only for a brief moment. Because then our lips quickly find each other. This irrepressible desire instantly surges over me, like a raging storm. I can’t understand how Ayden triggers such feelings in me. I pull him closer to me. His hands are on my hips, running along the band of my briefs, pushing them down a little. I gasp as his fingers wander lower. My whole body tingles, feels like it’s on fire, and yearns for more.

At that moment, the alarm on my phone beeps, and as much as I resent it, I have to lean out of the bed and switch it off.

“It’s okay,” Ayden says when I look back at him. “We should get up. I have a meeting with the hunters before class to report on yesterdays’ patrol,” he says as he plays with a strand of my hair.

“Did it go okay?” I ask, unable to disguise the concern in my voice. I think of Noah and wonder – as unlikely as it is – whether Ayden may have encountered him.

“It was fine. Nothing special,” he reassures me.

He kisses me briefly on the lips, softly, like a sweet promise for later. He gets up, pulls on a pair of pants over his boxers and walks me to the door. I can’t stop staring at his naked torso, taut skin stretched over muscles.

“Sure you don’t want to go back to bed?” he asks with a suggestive grin.

I give him a light punch on the arm. “Don’t make fun of me. If I had anywhere near the kind of effect on you that you have on me...”

I don’t get to finish my sentence because Ayden moves around behind me and brushes his lips along the curve of my neck, whispering, “If you had any idea how crazy you make me. I can barely control myself...” His hands brush across my belly and then feel their way over my jeans, and when I press myself into him, I can distinctly feel what he means. I hear him gasp and a shiver runs up my spine.

“You should go,” he murmurs, “or we’ll never make it to any of our classes.”

It’s hard to tear myself away, but I know he’s right.

“I’ll see you after training. I won’t be there this afternoon,” he says.

I open the door, give him a kiss that’s far too fleeting, and step out into the corridor. I glance back at him to see that breathtaking smile and when I turn to leave, I almost run into someone. I wish I could fall through a hole in the floor because it’s none other than Mr. Collins. And he immediately grasps the situation. I’m leaving his son’s room early in the morning, and Ayden’s standing in the doorway half naked. It’s not that I’m ashamed of being with him. And I have no problem with Mr. Collins knowing about us. But I wish he didn’t have to find out like this.

I glance at the principal, and I’m relieved to see a friendly smile on his face.

“Ayden, I was just coming to see you. You haven’t filed your report from yesterday’s patrol, and I also wanted to...” He glances at me and then continues evasively, “...discuss a few dates with you.”

I can’t help wondering whether he’s referring to the weird study that Ayden’s part of. I shudder because I still have no idea what it actually involves. And I can’t deny that I’m afraid for him.

“But I can see you’re busy.” He’s still smiling, but now I notice the displeasure in Mr. Collins’ eyes. He’s looking down his nose at me, and his voice is sharp. “I didn’t know you had a new fling. Although I suppose I’m not aware of most of them. So, this time it’s someone from school.”

His last sentence lingers in the air, and Ayden tries to explain. “It’s not like that with Teresa.”

The principal dismisses his comment with a wave. “It’s alright; you don’t owe me an explanation. I’ll leave you to get cleaned up. We’ll shift the meeting to my office. See you soon.”

With that, he hurries away, and all I can do is stare after him, speechless. I can sense Ayden scrutinizing me, trying to read from my face whether his father’s behavior has hurt me. But I’m fine. It was just an awkward moment. All that matters to me is that Ayden cares about me. And he does.

In class, I’m pretty distracted to be honest. Instead of concentrating on Mr. Brian’s lesson, I’m preoccupied with Ayden and last night.

The teacher shoots me a cold look every now and then, but that’s nothing unusual. He does that in almost every class. It seems like he’s fighting an eternal battle. Most of the time, he tries to ignore me, but every now and then he can’t resist making his aversion known to me. At the same time, he takes great pains to treat me the same as the rest of the students. So I guess my threat to tell the principal about the theft of Frida’s painting is still having an effect.

But I make it easy for him and try to stay out of his way and not provoke him. And because he almost never calls my name, it doesn’t really matter that my thoughts keep wandering back to Ayden.

“What’s up with you today?” Kate asks as we leave for our next class. The corridors are full, and a crush of students is swarming in the same direction as us, mainly due to the fact that two really big key spirits are trying to stay close to their key carriers. A huge antelope with corkscrew horns squeezes past us, and on the other side, a twenty-foot-long crocodile is plodding along the corridor. Although I’m pretty much used to the spirits now, I can’t help instinctively recoiling from these gigantic animals.

Lucia’s looking at me suspiciously too. “Yeah, I was wondering the same thing. Mr. Brian’s class wasn’t that boring, and you’re not usually so vacant. Did you sleep badly?”

Images of last night pop into my head, and my heart rate increases. It’s not that I want to keep me and Ayden a secret, but it’s going to be hard to explain it to them. We’ve been having problems for a while, and I’m supposed to be staying away from him.

I’m about to tell them when I hear a shout beside me. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Kate stumble. I reach for her but can’t get to her before she falls on a student in front of her and drags him down.

“Hey, what the hell?!” the boy grumbles, struggling to his feet in the steady stream of people. “Watch where you’re going!”

Some of the students around us look down at them both and then continue on their way.

“Sorry, someone bumped into me, and I lost my balance,” says Kate, slowly getting to her feet. Her hand instantly goes to her waistband, but there’s nothing there. Panic spreads across her face. “No, no way,” she mutters and begins to look around frantically.

I realize at once what she’s looking for. “Ty’s keyring,” I say and begin to search for it too. Kate wades through the throng of students, pushing people aside and eliciting some evil looks. Lucia and Max help with the search, although they’re not entirely sure what they’re supposed to be looking for.

“A keyring,” I explain. “It belonged to Ty.” They both immediately understand.

We all search for it but find nothing. I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear and turn to say something to Kate when I see her kneeling in the middle of the corridor a short distance away.

My heart contracts when I see her bent forward, cradling something in her hands as if it’s the most precious treasure in the world. I slowly approach her, put my hand on her back, and look at the shards in her hands. The dried leaf that was inside the keyring is crushed into tiny pieces, and the sand is probably irretrievably scattered across the floor.

“Kate,” I say quietly. “I’m so sorry.”

She just sits there holding the broken keyring. Over the last few weeks, she’s pulled it out and looked at again and again. It was a last precious reminder of Ty. Something that meant a lot to him and that he always carried with him. And now it’s irreparably destroyed.

Max and Lucia join us and try to cheer Kate up. “Maybe it can be repaired,” Lucia suggests. But we all know that’s impossible.

Tears trickle down Kate’s cheeks and fall on the floor. But not a sound passes her lips. She just keeps holding the pieces in her hands, without saying a word.

Gray comes to her side and nudges her hands with his big head. He looks up at her with his dark eyes, nestling up to her and grieving with her. Kate lets the shards slowly fall to the floor and puts her hands on Gray’s head instead. She strokes it tenderly, and finally a sob bursts out of her throat. Now the tears come freely, falling on the snake, who also seems to be silently weeping. They’re united in their grief, their pain, their memories of a mutual friend who meant so much to them both.

Then next tear that falls on Gray slowly begins to glitter and shine. It transforms into what looks like a deep blue pearl, and Kate extends her finger toward it, looking utterly baffled. I hold my breath when I see the teardrop begin to move. It slowly rises up in the air and follows the movement of Kate’s finger.

Gray lifts his head, closes his eyes, and suddenly all the tears rise up from him, swirling in the air as brilliant points of light. When Gray opens his eyes again, a surge of ice-blue water shoots out of his body and soaks the floor. Speechless, Kate stares at the wet corridor and then at her hands.

“What... what was that?” Lucia murmurs incredulously.

“I guess Kate just discovered her power,” Max observes.

Kate stares at her hands and stammers quietly, “Grief. The feeling I have to draw on is grief.”

“That’s... I’m sorry,” Max mutters.

But Kate shakes her head and looks at us. “No, grief has its place. Sure, it’s painful and makes us suffer. But we need that emotion in order to process experiences and grow from them. We’ll never forget,” she says, stroking Gray’s head, “but from now on we’ll allow ourselves to feel the grief and gradually let it pass. Only then can something new grow out of it. It’s the only way we can grow stronger.”

I put my arms around Kate and squeeze her tight. Now my tears are flowing too. I know Ty would have been incredibly proud.
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Ican tell by looking at Kate how hard she has to concentrate. The effort is written all over her face. But sure enough, she manages to send odeon to Gray. Water droplets form on his body, continuing to accumulate until he ejects them outward in a lightning-fast motion. They form a small wave that surges across the floor of the gym.

Kate looks at the teachers, who are standing nearby with their arms folded, watching the whole process.

“Not a bad start,” says Mr. Laydon.

“Yes, something finally seems to be happening,” Ms. Rupert agrees.

“And you said that Gray’s element used to be earth?” Mr. Laydon asks again.

Kate nods. “Yes, I actually thought he was an earth spirit.”

Mr. Laydon rubs his chin thoughtfully. “As you’re probably aware, sometimes after a person dies, the same key spirit passes to someone close to them. This usually happens within families. We know of a few cases where the spirit’s element has changed. But it’s a rare phenomenon, which we don’t know much about. However, we suspect that it has something to do with the different odeon of the key carrier. Apparently, everyone’s odeon is different.”

“Keep working on it,” says Ms. Rupert. “This is a big achievement. But you still have a long way to go.”

I frown and sigh quietly. Somehow these two teachers always manage to diminish every accomplishment. Kate should feel proud and allow herself to enjoy this moment.

“Keep practicing and we’ll check in with you later,” says Mr. Laydon. He and Ms. Rupert move on to observe some other students.

“You did great,” I say, putting my arm around Kate’s shoulders.

“It’s a really weird feeling. Suddenly there’s this burning inside me, this tingling feeling trying to get out. And as soon as I let it out, I’m able to help Gray direct his magic effectively. Sure, we still need to practice, and we have a lot to learn. But... isn’t this just incredible?!”

I nod, and I’m really happy for her.

“I’m still sad about Ty’s keyring. But I realized I don’t need it anymore. I have so many memories of him, and so does Gray. Together we can keep Ty’s memory alive.”

She looks at me, and I see how sincere she is. She’ll never forget him.

“I want to go to his grave sometime in the next few days. Now that I’m a Tempes, I’m allowed to go there. I was kind of nervous about it before. But I think I can handle it now. Gray will come with me, and we’ll bury the pieces of the keyring there and say goodbye.”

“That’s a great idea,” I say. “If you want company, I’m happy to come with you.”

“Thanks,” says Kate, “but this is something I need to do alone.”

“I totally get it. You guys will be fine.”

She nods. “Okay, let’s train some more. Do you have any other tips for me? If you do, tell me quick before those teachers come back and lose themselves in long-winded explanations again.”

I grin. I’m happy to help her. As we practice, I keep glancing at the clock and wishing for the end of the period. Is Ayden maybe already back in his room? It’s strange, but even though we saw each other only this morning, it feels like an eternity, and every part of me longs to see him again.

After training, I shower and dress in record time. Kate grins and asks, “What’s the rush today? You got somewhere to be?”

“Yup,” I say with a wink. That’s all she gets out of me because I don’t want to get held back explaining how Ayden and I hooked up.

“We usually have to wait for you,” Lucia says as she shoulders her school bag. “This is new.”

“Don’t get used to it,” I reply with a wink.

Lucia waves her hand. “If that’s your only character flaw...”

We leave the locker room together and step out into the corridor. I’ve barely taken two steps when a pair of strong arms wrap around me from behind and pull me against a warm, firm body. Ayden’s husky voice whispers into my ear, “Hey, I figured I’d pick you up from training.” I turn around, put my hands on his cheeks, and can’t get enough of this view.

“Good idea,” is all I get to say before he bends down and seals my lips with an intimate kiss that makes me forget everything around me. My fingers glide through his soft hair. I run my fingertips along his cheekbones, committing every detail of his beautiful face to memory, and it feels like my whole body is about to go up in flames.

“I don’t believe it,” I hear Lucia say, and I suddenly remember where we are. I let go of Ayden, who notices my embarrassment and grins.

I slowly turn to face my friends, searching for the right words.

“Are you... together now?” Max asks me with a horrified look. This must be weird for her.

“Uh... yeah,” I admit. Standing behind me, Ayden puts his arms around me and leans his head against mine, and I can feel his hands through my top. Not very helpful when I’m trying to concentrate.

“How long has this been going on?” asks Lucia.

“Uh, honestly, not long,” I admit. “Since last night.”

Max’s eyes widen. I know how it must sound.

“Okay,” she mutters.

“Even when I was trying to steer clear of him,” I say, “I couldn’t get him out of my head. And last night... I wasn’t doing great... and he was there for me.” Man, is it awkward saying all this in front of him. A sidelong glance at his face tells me that he finds this very entertaining. “Anyway, I realized it was stupid to keep running from my feelings and decided to give things a chance.”

Max looks back and forth between Ayden and me and simply mutters, “Uh-huh.”

I can see that Kate has doubts about the relationship, but I expect she’ll keep her misgivings to herself.

“Uh, okay,” Lucia mutters, trying to break tension in the air. “This is a surprise. But I’m happy for you guys.” She doesn’t sound convinced, but I don’t care.

“Wanna get out of here?” Ayden asks me. His voice tickles the back of my neck.

I nod and say to the others, “See you guys tomorrow.”

I can feel their eyes on my back, and I understand their amazement. But I don’t want to worry about that right now. And although it was pretty clear what my friends think, their reaction doesn’t seem to bother Ayden.

He kisses my hair and starts talking about other things. He tells me about his day, his training, and a really boring meeting with the hunters.

“Charles was there too. But he wasn’t part of the last deployment, so there was no report from him – which is a shame because they’re often really entertaining.”

I raise my eyebrows and look at him inquiringly.

“Oh, you know how he likes to talk. He always exaggerates and turns everything into a compelling story. He’s hilarious.”

“Don’t make fun of him,” I admonish him in a mock serious tone. “Mom seems to really like him. So don’t question her taste.”

He holds up his hands defensively. “I wouldn’t dream of it. And he’s actually a nice guy.”

“The main thing is that he makes Mom feel good, which he does.”

Ayden nods and asks. “So how was your day? How was training?”

I tell him about the class in general but quickly come to the main point.

“Kate finally learned to access her power.”

I tell him how it happened and wait for his reaction. I know it’s painful for him to be reminded of Ty.

“I’m glad she and Gray have strengthened their bond, and it’s cool that he has a new element. I know they’ll never forget Ty, but they need to move on with their lives, as hard as it is.”

I squeeze his hand and lean my head on his shoulder. We arrive at his room. He opens the door, and I’m surprised to see that it’s not locked.

He responds to my questioning look with a shrug. “I hardly ever lock up. Nobody here steals anything, and there’s only ever been one break-in.”

I remember that day well. Chiara critically injured Grace in order to get her hands on a key. “How’s Grace doing, by the way?” I ask.

“She’s in a rehab clinic. She seems to be doing better, and it looks like she’ll make a full recovery. But she doesn’t want to come back here.”

I nod and follow Ayden into his room. As soon as the door closes, he takes me in his arms. His gaze locks onto mine and makes my heart race. It’s me who leans forward and seeks out his lips. Ayden reaches out without breaking contact and, contrary to his habit, locks the door.

My breath comes faster, and when our tongues touch, a soft moan escapes my throat. Ayden’s lips wander along my chin down to my collarbone, electrifying me. He runs his hands over my ass and then up my back, pushing them deliberately slowly up under my shirt. He caresses my skin with almost unbearable tenderness, as if he wants to explore every inch of me, and it drives me wild with desire. I’m filled with this tingling sensation that becomes more and more intense until I can hardly stand it.

I put my hands on his hips, feeling the firm muscles below his belly, and slide them under his shirt. He gets goosebumps, spurring me on. I want to put my lips there and taste him all over.

But he has the same idea. He pulls off my top and kisses my shoulder, his lips moving down to my bra. I shiver and draw a shuddering breath as I wait for him go a step further. He slides his fingers under my bra straps and pushes them off my shoulders, all the while gazing into my eyes. An irrepressible fire burns in his eyes, making me gulp. His fingers begin to move over my skin, he kisses me again, and just at that moment, someone rattles the door.

“Ayden, what is this? Since when do you lock your door?” It’s Vicky, and she doesn’t sound happy.

Ayden growls impatiently and lets go of me. I put on my top as fast as I can. I know this encounter is going to be unpleasant, and I brace myself for it.

Vicky knocks and calls out, “Ayden, what the hell? You can’t get rid of me that easily.”

I’m amazed at her brazenness. It must be clear to her that she’s not welcome right now, but no, of course she doesn’t see it that way. On one hand, I’m incredibly sorry about what happened to her, and I understand their relationship better now. But he’s not responsible for her well-being.

Ayden opens the door and makes no effort to disguise his annoyance. “Can you come back later? Now is not a good time.”

“What’s going on? Do you have one of your booty calls here? Tell her to come back later. I need to talk to you. My parents just called. You wouldn’t believe the fuss my mother made...”

She tries to push past him, but he puts his arm out and blocks the way. Vicky looks up at him in surprise, and then she catches sight of me behind him. Her expression instantly turns icy, and her mouth narrows into a thin, angry line.

“You’re fooling around with her?! You really think that’s a good idea?! She’s not going to take it well when you get bored and ditch her.”

“That’s not going to happen,” he says. “We’re together.”

Vicky raises her eyebrows incredulously and seems torn between laughter and anger. In the end, the former wins out. She bursts out laughing and asks, “You’re serious?! Are you her boyfriend now or what? You’re really not cut out for that.”

“Lay off him,” I interject. “Why do you have to run him down like that?”

“Run him down?! I’d never run him down. He’s a fantastic person; he’s just not right for you. But you’ll find that out soon enough, trust me. You two are a bad match.”

“Vicky, stop!” Ayden insists.

I have to bite my tongue to stop myself from giving her a piece of my mind. But then I remember what Ayden told me, and I calm down.

“I know how much he means to you,” I say quietly. “And I know he... was there for you.” I exchange a brief glance with him. “You’ll always be close...”

Halfway through my sentence, Vicky claps her hand over her mouth and no longer seems to be listening to what I’m saying. But she understood one thing clearly.

“You told her, didn’t you? That’s why she’s giving me that weird look and trying to be nice to me in her own creepy way.”

“Teresa’s important to me. I had to tell her. I want her to understand who we are to each other.”

Vicky’s expression is one of pure rage and hurt, and I can understand that. It’s a sore point in her past that she’s trying to put behind her. And now Ayden’s spilled her secret to me of all people, although it wasn’t easy for him.

“I just want us to get along better,” I venture in a calm voice. “I know how important you are to each other. I’d never try to come between you two. The fact that he’s with me now doesn’t change that. I just hope we can make peace.”

“You think I’m going to make it that easy for you?!” she hisses at me. “You don’t understand anything! I’ve never tried to keep anyone from getting close to Ayden. He’s totally capable of doing that himself, believe me. I don’t know what he suddenly wants with you, but up to now he’s never been interested in a committed relationship, and that was always fine with me. Ayden and I are the same in that way, and believe me, that’s rare. We’re good together. I can’t see you being okay with that kind of relationship, which is how I know this is doomed to fail. And if you think I’m just going to stand aside and give up everything that Ayden and I have built, then you’ve got another thing coming. That’s not who I am!”

“Vicky, that’s enough! Are you listening to me?!” Ayden warns her. I haven’t seen him this angry in ages. “Stay out of my business.”

I can see Vicky swallowing the words that are on the tip of her tongue. Her hands are clenched into fists, and her arms are shaking slightly. But she just nods and snaps, “Oh yeah, I understand. And I hope your little girlfriend does too.” With that, she turns and stalks off.

“She won’t give up,” I mutter. “She doesn’t want to lose the only person she really feels close to.”

Ayden puts his arm around me and kisses the top of my head. “She’ll have no choice. She doesn’t get to dictate to me.”

I turn around and nestle up to him. “But you care about her.”

“As a friend, yes. But it’s different with you, and you should know that.”

I nod and think about what Vicky said. I recall the scene at the charity dinner.

“I saw you kiss her at the charity dinner, and you went out with Max.”

He puts his hand under my chin and forces me to look him in the eye. “I wanted to give you some space. That was the one thing you asked for, and I was trying to respect that because I didn’t want to hurt you any more than I already have. And yeah, I tried to distract myself. But it didn’t work, as I soon realized. And the thing with Max... I wouldn’t even call her a close friend, but we’ve known each other a while, and we hang out now and then, although normally in a group...” He shrugs. “She was having a hard time, and so was I. I figured it was okay to spend some time with her.”

“It was,” I concede.

I’m glad to hear this, and he’s right. But I find the Vicky situation hard to deal with. They’re so close, and I know they go back a long way.

“I hope you know how much I care about you,” he whispers, gazing at me with those gorgeous eyes.

I nod and then feel his lips softly brush mine. It’s like a sweet promise, an enticing call, which I’m only too happy to answer.
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Okay, it’s really simple,” Ayden tries again, pointing at the homework problem. It’s some kind of chemical process that occurs in the cells of key spirits that use the element of wind. But I just don’t get it.

Ayden and I both have a free period, and he’s helping me with my biology homework. We’re in the hunters’ library, which is totally empty at this time of day.

“Try to picture it. First, ATP is released inside the cell – that’s this part of the formula.” When he points at it, he has to lean across me, and I catch a whiff of his delicious scent. His arm accidentally brushes mine, and I feel the warmth coming off his skin. I’m thoroughly enjoying not having to hold back anymore, being able to be near him all the time. I lean into him and look at the side of his face – his focused expression, those long dark lashes framing his eyes, his full lips, which taste so incredible. I feel his muscles moving under my hands, and for a moment I’m totally distracted.

“I can tell by the way you’re looking at me that your mind is on something other than schoolwork,” he says with a grin, resting his chin on his fist and regarding me with amusement.

I roll my eyes and kiss him quickly. “Oh, you figure I’m that transparent? Maybe I’m just trying really hard to follow your explanation.”

He reaches out and runs his fingers along my arm, fixing his eyes on mine. “I think I can tell the difference.”

“You seem so sure of yourself.” I kiss him on the cheek and stand up. “I’ll go find a book on the topic. Maybe that will help because I still don’t understand this formula. Maybe you’re not as good at explaining things as you think,” I say with a wink.

I disappear behind one of the shelves and take a deep breath. How long can this go on, that I only have one thing on my mind when I’m around him?! I roll my eyes at myself and try to turn my thoughts to other things. I run my fingers along the spines of the books, but I can’t even read the titles properly. I’m supposed to be finishing my homework, which is due tomorrow. I really need to practice resisting Ayden’s charms.

“I doubt you’ll find anything here on that topic,” I hear him say in an amused voice. Ayden leans on the end of the shelf and points at the sign above his head, which reads Classical Literature.

I snort, but before I have time to say a word, he comes to me and kisses me so passionately that I gasp. I lean against the shelf behind me and put my hands on his strong back.

He runs his tongue along my neck and says, “You drive me crazy. I go out of my mind not being able to touch you every minute of every day.” As if to emphasize this, his kisses become more urgent, and I gladly open my lips for him.

His hands go to my waist, move down until they reach the hem of my sweater, and then push up under it. I suck in air and throw my head back. My chest rises and falls rapidly. I close my eyes for a moment and relish the feeling of his cool fingertips on my hot skin. His lips are on my earlobe, his breath tickling it. The tingling sensation in my belly spreads throughout my body and ignites an irrepressible desire. A quiet moan escapes my throat, and I feel like I’ll scream if I can’t have him now. I caress his broad back and pull him harder against me, and I can feel him distinctly. He too seems scarcely able to contain himself.

Wild with passion, he turns my face toward him and kisses me, a soft moan in his throat. When I hear it, the deliciously sweet tingling in my body, which is already driving me insane, becomes so intoxicating that I can’t stand it any longer, and my fingers wander to the button of his jeans.

Now he can’t hold back either, and his hands slide up and gently cup my breasts. He caresses them, and I whisper his name hoarsely.

I seek out his lips like a drowning person, press mine against them and seal his mouth with a fiery kiss. His hand moves over my breast again, pushing my bra aside so that he can touch the skin, and that’s when I completely lose my self-control. I press myself against him and wrap my right thigh around his hip, at the same time fumbling with the button on his jeans – and right at that moment, the school bell rings, marking the end of the period.

I look up at him, panting. I see the same unbridled lust in his eyes that he must see in mine. He’s gasping for breath too, and neither of us is ready to stop. But the sound of a door opening thwarts our plans. We look at each other with this smoldering gaze, and then Ayden grins wryly, and I can’t help laughing quietly. The situation is too funny.

“Maybe we should continue this later somewhere else,” he says quietly, his tongue wandering along the curve of my neck again.

It’s cruel to ignite the fire in me again like that. I retaliate by running my hands over his jeans and whispering, “Let’s see, maybe you’ll be the one to have problems concentrating in the meantime.”

I kiss him again and hear him gasp, then I let go of him and come out from behind the shelf. The two women seated at one of the tables look at me in surprise, which only increases when Ayden steps out to join me. It’s probably clear from our flushed faces what’s just been going on.

I hurry past them and can’t suppress a giggle. I take Ayden’s hand and walk with him to our next class.

“I just can’t believe it,” Lucia mutters for what must be the hundredth time, staring at me. “You and Ayden. I honestly didn’t see that coming.”

We’re in the cafeteria, and I’m trying to focus on my cheese sandwich and avoid the annoying looks from my friends.

“Well, I’m happy for you,” Max says finally. She’s been pretty uncommunicative all day. “You look happy, and if he’s actually serious about this...” She shrugs and gives me a friendly smile.

“I’m still not ready to forgive him for the way he treated you, but I know you care about Ayden and I’m really happy for you both,” Kate says, giving me a quick hug.

All this talk about me and Ayden is too much. So I try to redirect the conversation.

“Have you guys finished the biology homework? It’s pretty hardcore.”

Lucia groans quietly and says, “I totally rely on my brother for that. I’m going to call him later and ask if he can help.”

Max picks at her food and looks pensive again. “I haven’t even started.”

Lucia gives her such an empathetic look that I realize instantly what’s wrong.

“Are your parents at it again?”

Max waves her hand dismissively. “It never stops. I’m starting to hope they’ll get a divorce soon so the drama finally ends.” The situation is obviously getting to her more than she likes to admit. “I’m not looking forward to the weekend with Dad back at home.” She pulls a face.

My phone beeps. I quickly read the message. It’s Alex asking if I want to meet up with her on the weekend.

“Yeah, cool. Should I invite Kate?”

“Sure. Chrissy’s coming too. We could go shopping and then stop for coffee somewhere.”

I turn my attention back to the group and hear Lucia say, “Sorry, I’m busy this weekend. We’re going to visit my grandma again.” She hesitates and looks at Max. “But if you need me, I could tell my parents I can’t come.”

“It’s okay,” Max says with a smile. “I don’t need a babysitter. Really.”

“Come with us,” I suggest. “I just arranged to meet up with a couple of friends from my old school for coffee and shopping. You’re welcome to join.” I turn to Kate. “Alex is asking if you want to come too?”

She nods. “Sure.”

We both look at Max expectantly.

“Only if you’re sure it’s okay.”

“Great, I’ll just let Alex know,” I reply, reaching for my phone again.

At that moment, I receive another message. Not from Alex but from Noah.

“I wanted to give you some space after last time we met. I couldn’t help noticing you weren’t happy, and I assumed something must have happened. I asked Frances if she said something to you. You can imagine her answer. But since you haven’t been in touch, I figured I should ask... Sorry about the confused start to this message. What I actually want to know is: are you okay?”

I chuckle to myself and picture his face as he wrote the message.

“I’m fine, don’t worry. I just needed to think some things over.”

“And what was the verdict?” he replies instantly.

That’s not so easy to answer. “Honestly, I’m still not sure.”

“Then we should talk, don’t you think?”

I’m about to decline, my fingers already hovering over the keys, but then I change my mind. We have a few things to discuss, and we probably shouldn’t do it over the phone.

“Can do. When and where?”

“Tonight? Outside the hospital at 8?”

“OK.”

I turn my attention to my friends, but my thoughts keep drifting back to Noah. I really need to tell Ayden about him.
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It’s a cool evening, and I pull my jacket more tightly around me. Yoru is sitting beside me, alert, looking out into the darkness. Sometimes, like now, he stares straight ahead, intensely focused as if he can see things that no one else can see.

“What is it? Have you spotted something?” I ask.

He doesn’t look at me; he just swivels his ears once as if to capture the sound of my voice.

At that moment, I see Noah emerge out of the darkness. I’m pretty sure Yoru must have had him in his sights for a while.

“What, all alone today?” I ask.

“I hope so,” Noah replies. “I told Frances if I catch her sneaking around after me again, I’ll kick her out of my parents’ house, and she’ll be dead to me. That seemed to work.”

“Pretty harsh.”

“Sometimes it’s the only way.”

An uncomfortable silence descends on us. I guess we both sense that there’s something hanging in the air. This conversation won’t be pleasant.

“You’re different somehow,” he says.

And he’s right. I’m not sure how to behave toward him or what to say.

“Where’s that warm smile? That glint in your eyes?” he continues. “It must be more serious than I thought.”

“It’s not easy.”

I look at him. His open face, those kind eyes in which I find so much warmth and now such familiarity too.

He takes a few quick steps toward me and tries to anticipate my concerns, saying, “Teresa, I can imagine the kinds of things Frances might have said to you. But you don’t need to worry. None of the Noctu knows about us. And if someone saw us in the street, most of them don’t know you’re a Tempes and would assume you were just an ordinary person. As long as they don’t see Yoru. I’m allowed to have non-key-carrying friends. Trust me, Frances’ fears are unfounded. I wasn’t sure at first how she would react if she found out about us, but she knows that if she told anyone, it would come back on me. And she doesn’t want that.”

I know he’s right, and his words reassure me a little. But this doesn’t come close to addressing all of our problems.

“What about the Tempes? I heard Mr. Collins clearly. They seem to suspect us. What if they catch us together?”

He shakes his head. “If anybody was tailing us, Ran would sense them immediately. There’s no way...”

“Are you sure?” I ask, studying his face closely. I detect a slight hesitation, which answers my question.

“There’s no way he would miss it,” he repeats, as if trying to convince himself.

I’m not so sure, but that’s not even our biggest problem. I swallow hard and search for the right words. But I guess there’s no easy way to say this.

“Me and Ayden are together.”

I see him flinch at this news. His eyes widen in disbelief. But then he seems to realize I’m serious, and he nods slowly.

“Okay, that’s a surprise.”

“It hasn’t been long.”

He nods again. “Right. That kind of complicates our situation, I get it.”

“Aren’t you going to tell me what a stupid idea this is and that he’s no good for me? Even my girlfriends think so, although they didn’t come out and say it,” I say with a sad smile.

Noah studies me impassively, then says, “I’m sure you know what you’re doing and have given it a lot of thought. And you already know what I think of him, so there’s no need to say it again.”

This neutrality, this calmness and objectivity – these are things I really appreciate about Noah. Of course he’s not going to lecture me.

“You want to tell him about us, right? That’s what this is about,” Noah guesses.

I nod slowly. “So much has already come between us. All the secrets... I really want to give this thing a chance, and for that to work, I have to be honest with him. I owe him that, and I can’t keep hiding things from him.”

“You know he probably won’t take it well, right?”

I nod and bite my lip.

“He might even break up with you over it.”

“I know,” I reply, looking straight into his lovely eyes, which I feel I know so well. “But it’s the only way, and at least then I’ve come clean with him.”

Noah shakes his head and sighs. “So this means you don’t want to see me anymore.” It’s not a question, just an observation.

I quickly move a step closer to him and take his hand. “No, that’s not what I said. I decide who I’m friends with. You’re important to me; you know that. And that’s not going to change.”

Noah’s lips curve up in a sad smile. “It won’t be easy for you.”

“Was it ever?” I ask with a shrug.

“No, I guess not.”

He reaches out to push a strand of hair out of my face. His touch is so soft, so tender and familiar that a lump begins to form in my throat.

“I just wish it didn’t have to be this way.” He kisses the top of my head, puts his arm around me again, and says, “If something comes up, let me know. Otherwise, I’ll wait for you to contact me. I think that’s for the best.”

I’m grateful to him for giving me the space and being willing to wait and see how the conversation with Ayden goes. But at the same time, it hurts because, like him, I have no idea how we can keep up this friendship in the long term.

He turns to face me again, looking at me with his warm, sad eyes, and I know I’ll never forget this moment.

On my way back to school, I keep wondering whether I’ll ever see Noah again, and if so, when? Since Frances found out about our friendship, it’s become clearer than ever that we’re treading a dangerous path. I always knew there would be serious consequences if we were found out. But Frances made it seem much more real. And now the Ayden thing... How will he react? I desperately hope he’ll listen to me and give me a chance to explain myself. But how do I even approach the subject?

I walk down our corridor and don’t hesitate for long. Best to get this over with. I’m raising my hand to knock when I hear a loud voice through the door.

“Are you going to tell her about the trials?” I instantly recognize Mr. Collins’ voice and stand rooted to the spot.

“Teresa knows,” Ayden replies. “I told her about it before we got together.”

“And you think that’s a good idea?”

“Yes, because I want to be with her, and she deserves to know the truth.”

“You realize that something could go wrong at any time during the trials? What then? Will you just throw in the towel for her sake? Knowing her, I’m sure she’s really worried about you.”

Ayden says nothing for a moment, then, “I won’t let you down.”

Mr. Collins sighs heavily and pauses for a moment, then I hear him say, “I’m surprised that you’re suddenly interested in a committed relationship. I never had the sense with any of your previous flings that you were looking for something serious.”

“Things change,” Ayden retorts, and I can hear the irritation in his voice.

“Ayden, I came to appeal to your conscience regarding the trials. I doubt she’s comfortable with it, which is understandable. She doesn’t understand these things; in the end, she’s not one of us.”

“You’re the one who offered her a place here,” Ayden reminds his father. “You must have seen something in her.”

“She has a strong connection with her spirit, and her gift is valuable to us. But you know as well as I do that she has a tendency to get herself into trouble and doesn’t like following rules. She’s very headstrong.”

I clench my fists and have to resist the urge to burst into the room. All that’s stopping me is the fact that doing so would only prove his point.

“Despite all that, she’s a nice girl, and I just want the best for her.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Ayden asks.

I hear his father sigh loudly again, and I have to strain to hear what he says next.

“You know what I mean, Ayden. I’ve known you all these years, and you know this can’t end well. Sooner or later you’ll hurt her, there’s no doubt in my mind. Don’t get me wrong, I love you, and I’ll always have your back. But you’re just not the type for the kind of relationship that this girl wants. You can’t live up to her expectations. It’s up to you, but if you really care about Teresa then you should think long and hard about whether you can give her what she really longs for.”

They fall silent, and I quickly dart across to my room. As I’m closing the door, I catch a glimpse of Mr. Collins coming out of Ayden’s room and walking away down the corridor. I lean against the wall and feel my heart thumping in my chest. Mr. Collins’ words echo in my head and then come the tears. Who does he think he is, meddling in our relationship and saying things like that? What does he know?!

Anger bubbles up inside me. I feel like running after him and telling him where to get off. Instead, I try to calm myself and clear my head. It must be even harder for Ayden to hear him say those things.

I square my shoulders, wipe the tears off my face, and go straight over to him. Outside his door, I take another deep breath and knock.

Ayden opens it immediately, but apparently it wasn’t me he was expecting. “Hey,” he says, attempting a smile.

I don’t even try to pretend. “Your father was just here.”

I notice his eyes widen a fraction, and he takes a deep breath.

“He doesn’t seem to like me,” I say.

Ayden quickly reaches out and pulls me into a hug. “It’s not that. It’s more that he’s convinced I’m no good for you.”

He could hardly have said anything more hurtful to me, and I wonder how it must feel for him to know that his own father thinks that way about him.

I look up at him, put my hands on his cheeks, and say, “You know that’s bullshit, right? You don’t really believe him?”

He sighs, and I can see the doubt in his eyes.

“It’s basically true. Before you, no girl ever meant enough for me to want to be with them long term. And even now I’m not sure I’m the right guy for you.”

I shake my head slowly. “We’ve been over all this.”

He nods and tenderly touches my face. “Yeah, but I’m not sure you really understand what that means.”

“Are you talking about those weird experiments and the fact that something could happen to you? What did your father mean? What could go wrong?”

I can’t hide the fact that I was eavesdropping on their conversation. I don’t care what he thinks of me. I just want an answer.

“There’s always a chance that something unexpected could happen. It’s all pretty safe, but they can’t be sure of the long-term consequences. We don’t know if there could be unwanted side effects later on.”

“The tests could make you sick?”

“Or worse.”

I stare at him, my eyes bulging. I want to scream at him and ask him why he would agree to something like this. How can he be willing to take that kind of risk? And for what? So they have an edge in the war against the Noctu? But I pull myself together. I know it won’t help if I lay all that on him. Instead, I try to keep my voice calm and say, “I don’t like it, and I’m not going to pretend that I do. You don’t owe your adoptive father or the Tempes anything. Especially not your life. But I’m not going to try and force you to do anything. It’s your choice. I’ll be here for you and have your back whatever may come.”

I can see how much this means to him, and at the same time, I sense that there’s still a part of him I can’t reach. He’s closing himself off to me, and I can’t help wondering why.

“Why aren’t you saying anything?” I ask.

He fondles my hair and looks so deeply into my eyes that my pulse races, and a painful knot forms in my stomach.

“Teresa, you mean so much to me. But I’m not sure that’s enough. Do you get what I’m saying? It’s a credit to you that you don’t want to push me into anything and that you’re prepared to stand by me. But I want you to be happy.”

His fingers move over my skin, as delicate as a breath of air, and my body instinctively records every sensation, locking it away so it never forgets.

“And I just don’t know if I’m right for you,” he continues. “I’ve never been able to fully let another person in. I’ve never been close to anyone. There’s always been this sense of distance, as if a part of me is missing. I have no idea why. Maybe it has something to do with my parents being murdered and losing them so young. My adoptive father tried to be there for me, but even with him there’s this distance. But he knows me and accepts it. Maybe some things are so horrible that they leave scars that never fully heal.”

“What are you talking about? I know who you are, and I don’t care if you never wanted to be with anyone before me. All that matters to me is that you care about me.”

“And I do,” he whispers. The pain in his voice is unmistakable.

“What is this then?” I ask quietly, fearing the answer. “Are you breaking up with me?”

He looks at me, and part of me hopes he won’t answer that. But then he says, “I can’t, even if maybe it would be better for you if I did.”

“I won’t let you do that. We’ve been running from our feelings for so long, hiding behind excuses for why we shouldn’t give it a chance. The truth is, we were probably both scared. But I don’t want to run anymore, and I don’t want you to either, you got that? I’m strong, and I can handle it if you wind up hurting me, and chances are something will happen that hurts you too. That’s how relationships are. But we’re not giving up, okay?”

I look into his eyes and see him wrestling internally with himself.

“You’re not responsible for me,” I continue. “I decide who I want to be with. Even if you think I have no idea what I’m walking into, it’s my choice. So don’t decide for me. There’s nothing I want more than to be with you.” My fingers touch his temples, trace his cheekbones, his chin, and find their way to his beautiful lips. “You mean everything to me. So don’t give up on me.”

His burning gaze stokes the embers in me. At the same time, I’m afraid to hear his decision. It’s clear to me that we don’t have an easy road ahead of us. But I’m going to walk it, even if it continues to throw obstacles.

Finally, Ayden bends down and whispers, “I can’t let you go now.” With that, he kisses me, and all my emotions crash over me in a single wave. The fear mingles with the anger and sadness, combines with our trust in each other, collides with my crazy desire for him, my lust, my longing, my faith. And finally, all these feelings merge and forge ahead in these kisses that no words in the world can describe.

We lie awake half the night, and I nestle against Ayden’s firm chest, running my fingers over his naked skin. I still get the sense that his doubts aren’t completely dispelled, but it helps to know that he believes in us. We talk a lot, and I’m able to organize my chaotic thoughts a little.

“The fact that your father can’t stand me doesn’t exactly make things easier,” I say.

“Believe me, he has nothing against you. He was just trying talk sense into me.”

That’s not how it sounded to me.

Ayden smiles when he sees my expression and caresses my cheek. “I’ll talk to him again, I promise.” He seals my lips with a kiss, quashing my anxiety, at least for a while.

“Do you have any memories of your parents?” I ask. It’s a painful topic for him, but I want to know more about him.

He shakes his head. “No I was only a few weeks old when they died.”

“They were killed in a Noctu attack?”

“My father was out on a deployment with a few other hunters. My mother was at home with me. The hunters managed to take out most of the attackers, but one got away. They assume my father was followed. Anyway, they were attacked in their home the same night. Several Noctu broke in and surprised my parents while they slept and killed them. I don’t know why they left me alive. The hunters figure they may have overlooked me or were interrupted. Anyway, the neighbors alerted the police after they heard me crying and rang the doorbell several times. My adoptive father was a close friend of my parents. He fought for me to remain in the custody of the hunters. It was mostly him who cared for me, so it made sense to him to take me in and adopt me at some point.”

“That can’t have been easy.” I try to imagine what that would mean for a child.

Ayden shrugs. “He is the only father I’ve ever had. He’s all I know, and we have a good understanding.”

“Do you have photos of your parents?”

“Just one. It’s all I have left of them.”

At least now I understand why he despises the Noctu so much. They killed his family. And over the years, he’s seen other hunters and friends lose their lives in fights against them. I swallow hard and decide that this is not the right time to tell him about Noah. I look into his wonderful green eyes, shining as brightly as the starry sky. No, not now, I think. Right now I just want to be with him and be here for him. I arch toward him, caress his face, and gently kiss his lips.
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I’m struggling to hide my apprehension. My thoughts keep drifting to the evening ahead. As promised, Ayden spoke to his father, who invited us both to dinner in his apartment. Since Ayden seems serious about this, he’d like to get to know me better – so he says. I don’t know what to think about that, and I have a nasty feeling in the pit of my stomach. On one hand, I want to try and establish a good relationship with Mr. Collins. But I’m afraid that he may know about my contact with Noah. So what’s he really hoping to achieve with this dinner? I guess I’ll find out, for better or worse.

“These pants make me look like I’m about to go hay baling,” Alex says, looking at herself in the mirror. She’s wearing a pair of dungarees that make her thighs look big and completely hide her waistline.

“All you need is a piece of straw in the corner of your mouth and a checked shirt, and I’d say, ‘Start the tractor!’” I comment.

Kate, Alex, Chrissy, and I are shopping together. Max still hasn’t shown up, and I check my phone again.

“Maybe I should call her and find out what’s up,” I say. I’m about to select her number when an SMS comes in.

“Sorry, I’ll catch up with you guys later. I met an old friend on the way. Can we meet at the café later? Around 4?”

“Sure, no problem.”

I send her the name of the café and put my phone away. I normally resent being left hanging like this, but I make an exception in Max’s case because she’s going through a rough time.

“And? What did she say?” Alex asks.

I explain the reason Max is late.

“Hey, then let’s go to my favorite store next,” Alex says with a mischievous wink.

Her favorite store turns out to be a secondhand clothing store with loads of quirky garments. Chrissy tries on a petticoat, and Kate drapes a black stole around her shoulders. This stuff is definitely good for a few laughs.

Later in the afternoon we make our way to the café. I suggested this one because they have the best pie in town.

“I still don’t know what you guys have against my skirt,” says Alex, holding up the bag containing the dark gray cotton skirt she bought at the secondhand store. “I’ll just make some adjustments, and it’ll look the bomb.”

“Oh yeah, you’ll turn heads in any club wearing that,” Chrissy teases.

“At least it’s eye-catching. The guys will look,” says Alex with a mischievous wink. Then she scrutinizes me. “Speaking of guys, Kate said you found someone.”

Kate throws up her hands defensively. “It wasn’t like that. I didn’t tell her anything. She just asked if we...”

I put my arm around Kate’s shoulders. “It’s all good. It’s no state secret.” I turn to Alex and say, “Me and Ayden are together.”

She and Chrissy both raise their eyebrows.

“Wow, that’s a surprise,” says Alex.

“I thought you couldn’t stand each other,” says Chrissy.

Alex flaps her hand dismissively. “Well obviously that changed. And I have to say, I totally get it. I wouldn’t push him out of my bed either.”

I roll my eyes, and I’m glad when we finally reach the café. But that doesn’t stop Alex from asking more questions.

“How long have you been together? How did it happen? And what’s he like, uh... you know?”

I stop in my tracks and stare across the room.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to freak you out,” says Alex, holding up her hands apologetically.

But that’s not what shocked me. We’re standing in the entrance to the café with a view of all the tables. And a couple is walking toward us. The woman is holding the man’s arm, resting her head on his shoulder. He smiles fondly at her and bends down to kiss her.

“Mom?” I say in amazement as the couple starts moving again.

My mother stands rooted to the spot and looks at me in surprise. Embarrassment is written all over her face. But there’s no need. I look at Charles, who’s also eyeing me awkwardly.

I quickly give them a reassuring smile. “Hey, it’s okay,” I say, looking back and forth between them. “I was just surprised. But I’m happy for you. Honestly!”

“It’s only been a week,” my mother explains, smiling up at Charles. “I was going to tell you as soon as I got the chance. But now that we’ve run into each other...” She shrugs sheepishly.

I quickly go and hug her, saying, “You have my blessing. I’m really happy for you guys.”

I know it won’t always be easy with Charles, because there are things he can’t tell Mom. But I hope that in the end it won’t be a major problem and that they can be happy together.

“Wow, what a coincidence. It’s great that you both have someone now,” Alex says without thinking. She instantly realizes her mistake and looks at me apologetically.

“Really?” Mom asks. “You met someone too?”

I nod and say, “I’ll tell you all about it later. Now is maybe not the right time.”

Mom nods. “Sure, I can’t wait to hear about it.”

“I’ll call you.” I step back and wish them both a nice afternoon. They leave the café holding hands, and it’s obvious that they’re both really happy.

“Sorry,” Alex apologizes again. “Sometimes my mouth is just faster than my brain.”

“No problem. Come on, let’s find a table.”

We treat ourselves to pie, cake, and large cups of coffee. The conversation turns to school and exam stress. But the time flies, and we’re in the middle of a conversation when I see a person approaching us and waving.

“Max, you finally made it!” I say, and then I notice the young woman with her. She’s tall, with long brown hair that tumbles down her back, an exceptionally pretty face, and a breathtaking figure.

“Hey, sorry I’m so late,” Max begins as soon as she arrives at our table. “I met June on my way here and we got talking. I hope it’s okay that I brought her with me. We haven’t seen each other in ages.”

Max laughs and looks at June, who nods.

“Yeah, it’s been so long. I really didn’t want to intrude. But Max said it would be okay.”

“Sure,” says Alex. “I don’t know Max either, so what’s one more stranger?”

I can’t help smirking, but Max is unimpressed.

“Hey, it was just a joke,” says Alex. “It’s cool. Nice to meet you both. I’m Alex. I used to be in school with Kate and Teresa.”

Chrissy introduces herself too, and June explains that she lived in San Francisco until a year ago, when she moved to Washington and that she’s here visiting her father.

“After I graduate, I want to spend a year traveling. So I’m working as a waitress while I’m still in school. Eventually I’ll go to college, but first I want to see some of the world.”

“I totally get it,” Max agrees dreamily. “I wish I could just drop out and travel around, see new places and people, and just leave all this behind me.” There’s a hint of heartache in that last phrase. “I can’t wait for school to be over. It’s really stressful right now. But we’re all in the same boat.”

“Oh.” Alex flaps her hand dismissively. “I don’t let it stress me out. I’m calmness personified.”

Chrissy giggles. “Oh yeah, especially right before an exam. Then she’s a total wreck.”

Alex rolls her eyes. “That’s just because I drink too much coffee. My exam strategy is to start studying a day or two before the exam. So I have to force myself to stay awake longer.”

“Okay,” June says doubtfully. She turns to Max. “I meant to ask – how’s Lucia? She’s such an amazing dancer; I figured maybe she’d wind up doing something with her talent.”

I didn’t know Lucia was a talented dancer. But I’ve only seen her dancing once, and she was pretty drunk.

“June and Lucia and I used to go clubbing together a lot,” Max explains to us. “We actually met in a club. We went out every weekend. Those were the days.” She sounds like someone in their mid-fifties reminiscing with an old college friend.

“You can say that again!” June concurs. “How’s Ayden? Are you still in contact with him?”

“Sure,” Max replies. “He’s doing okay.”

Her eyes swivel pointedly in my direction, and my stomach tightens.

“That was an intense time with him. We really partied hard. Is he still as hot as he was back then?” June asks with a giggle.

Max laughs too and says, “I guess. But Teresa can answer that better than I can.”

My heart is pounding in my chest, and I stare at June, stunned. Obviously, I know he’s been with other girls, and that’s not what’s bothering me most. What stuns me is that I’m sitting here with one of his ex-girlfriends and didn’t even know it. I look at Max and can’t disguise my dismay. She could have warned me!

“So you have a thing with him?” June asks.

“I wouldn’t call it that. We’re a couple,” I say.

Her eyes widen in surprise. “Okay!” she says in that same doubtful tone. “If you say so. I went out with him too. I met him in a club with Max and Lucia. We fooled around for a few weeks and had a good time. But then I found out that he was seeing another girl. So yeah, it was over for me at that point.”

I gulp and don’t know what to say.

“Wasn’t the other girl a friend of yours?” Max asks with feigned innocence. I really feel like wringing her neck.

“Yeah, at least she was until then,” says June.

“Wow, unbelievable,” I mutter.

Max nods vigorously. “Yeah, I know, right? I couldn’t believe it either. I felt so sorry for June.”

I shake my head and say, “No, I don’t mean June’s story – although I’m sure that sucked. I was more referring to you parading one of Ayden’s exes in front of me and getting her to tell stories about him. What is wrong with you?”

“Yeah, that’s what I’d like to know,” says Alex, leaning back expectantly in her chair. “I have to agree with Teresa – it’s a pretty mean stunt.”

If looks could kill, Alex would have just fallen lifeless off her chair, the way Max is looking at her.

“That wasn’t my intention,” she says, trying to talk her way out of it. “We honestly just ran into each other, and I thought it would be okay to bring her with me.”

“I don’t get what all the fuss is about,” June chimes in. “Everyone knows Ayden likes to have a good time. To go off like that because I said something about him that you don’t want to hear...”

“You can say whatever you like about him. I don’t care. What I’m not happy about is that my friend obviously orchestrated this whole drama. I don’t like being manipulated. That’s all.”

“Wow,” says June, shooting me an evil look. “Maybe she was just trying to help you by opening your eyes. You don’t seem like the kind of person who could deal with being dumped and then finding out he has three other girls in his sights. Because that’s what’s going to happen.” She stands up, hugs Max, and says to her, “Sorry, but this is getting too weird. I don’t want to waste my time arguing with someone like that, and you shouldn’t either.”

“Okay,” Max replies. “Let me know when you’re next in town.”

June shoots me another evil look and stalks off.

“I’m sorry if you felt like I was trying to manipulate you,” Max offers. “But maybe June’s right. Maybe I was just trying to open your eyes because I’m worried about you.”

“Oh yeah? Didn’t you say before that you were happy for us? I mean, apparently I just look so happy.”

“You’re my friend, and I don’t want you to get hurt. You’re always there for me. Like that time when you came to get me from that club when I... you know. So I can’t just stand by and watch you get hurt.”

I snort loudly at the rueful look in her eyes. “Just stay out of it, okay? It’s sweet that you’re concerned about me, but you don’t need to be. I’ll come and talk to you if I need to. Otherwise, I prefer to deal with things on my own.”

Max nods slowly. She looks downcast. “I think I should go. I’m really sorry.” With that, she stands up and weaves through the tables toward the exit.

Alex picks up a cushion off one of the chairs and holds it up in front of me. “Just punch this and let it all out. Or do you want me to go after her and say to her face that she obviously has a loose screw?”

I smirk and shake my head. “It’s okay. I think she got the message.”

“I mean, who needs enemies when you have friends like that?”

“She made a bad call, but I guess she meant well,” says Kate.

I glance at the exit. Max is gone, and I guess Kate’s right. But that doesn’t make me feel any better.
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Ayden had a late meeting with the hunters, so we agreed to meet in front of his father’s apartment block. I’m pretty nervous, and on top of that, the thing with Max and her friend June still rankles. I’m not sure if I should ask Ayden about June. It was over a year ago, and it doesn’t sound like they parted on good terms. And it has nothing to do with us. But maybe he should know that I met her.

I pace up and down the street trying to prepare myself for my encounter with Mr. Collins. How much does he know about me and Noah? He seems to suspect that we’re in contact. Is there anything I can do to throw him off the scent? What will happen tonight?

I take a few deep breaths and spot someone walking up the street. A smile spreads across my face when I see that it’s Ayden. He hugs me and kisses the top of my head.

“Sorry, it went on later than expected.”

“Tell your father, not me. We’ve kept him waiting.”

Ayden waves it off. “He knows that comes with the territory.”

This is basically the last thing I feel like doing right now. I have too much on my mind. But I need to put those things on hold and focus on the evening ahead. Ayden unlocks the door, and together we climb the stairs to his father’s apartment. He opens the door and calls out, “Dad, we’re here.”

Mr. Collins greets us in the hallway. He gives us a friendly smile, which puts me slightly more at ease.

“Wonderful! The food is ready.”

That’s when I notice the delicious aromas that suggest he has a real feast in store for us.

I follow Ayden into the dining room, which adjoins the kitchen. There’s a large solid wood table set with a pristine white table cloth, plates, cutlery, and glasses.

Ayden and I take our seats as Mr. Collins serves up duck à l’orange and vegetables. I’m impressed. Did he cook this himself or did he order in?

“I haven’t had the chance to get to know many of Ayden’s companions. So I made a special effort in the kitchen for the occasion. I hope you like it.”

The word ‘companions’ makes me squirm because it’s not very flattering. But Mr. Collins went to the trouble to cook for us, and I’m sure he doesn’t often have time for that in his busy life. So I try not to take it personally and to enjoy the evening as best I can. The food is a good start – it tastes amazing.

“Really delicious,” I say. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I never figured you were such a good cook.”

Mr. Collins smiles with pleasure. “Cooking makes a nice change from my job, which can be really demanding. It relaxes me. But I’ll admit I don’t often find the time. So occasions like this are very welcome.”

He glances at me and then returns his attention to his plate. There’s a period of silence, which hangs over us uncomfortably.

“How was your meeting today?” Mr. Collins asks his son.

“Nothing special,” Ayden replies. “Wayne and Linnway want to go over the next deployment in detail with you.”

His father nods. “Good. I wanted to discuss it with you too. I hope you can spare some time later.”

Ayden glances at me. I can tell he’s not thrilled about the idea of staying on after the meal, especially not without me. But in the end, his sense of duty wins out.

“Sure,” he says.

His father nods and then smiles at me. “As you can see, the hunters carry a lot of responsibility. But I’m sure you’re already aware of that. It can’t be easy being so new to all of this.”

I recognize the dig for what it is, especially since he’s laboring the point that everyone always rubs my nose in.

“I’m settling in well, and I think I have a good sense of this world now.”

“Is that so?” asks Mr. Collins. “I’m glad to hear it. Do you have any plans for the future?”

I hesitate, and Ayden comes to my aid. “Teresa’s made amazing progress. I’m sure she’ll have a lot of options open to her in the future.”

“Of course,” Mr. Collins replies with a warm smile. “I heard from Mr. Laydon recently that you’re making efforts to progress. But perhaps you go a little too far at times with techniques reserved for experienced hunters.”

I raise my eyebrows. He’s referring to the training session in which I almost lost control and merged with Yoru. I still vividly remember the liberating feeling that took away all my pain.

“It would have ended badly if Ayden didn’t intervene. You would have turned into one of the fallen. But testing boundaries seems to be part of your nature.” He quickly holds up his hands apologetically when he sees my expression. “Everyone has a unique disposition, don’t get me wrong, and I suppose it’s important to exercise a certain skepticism with regard to our world, and sometimes even each other.”

“Oh, I absolutely agree,” I grumble, flashing him an angry look.

“Anyway, it’s unbelievable what you’ve had to go through in the short time you’ve been with us. And I have to say in all honestly that I’m very sorry we hunters weren’t able to protect you better on some of those occasions. Several Noctu attacks, encounters with a goddess of destiny, being attacked by and having to fight the daughter of a goddess. It’s a lot. Sometimes I wonder why it’s always you getting mixed up in this stuff. And you’re no ordinary student – you have a gift. Perhaps we should be keeping a closer eye on you for that reason if nothing else. You certainly keep us on our toes.”

I swallow. He’s still looking at me, but now his gaze is cold and piercing. It’s as if he’s trying to draw out something that he knows I’m trying to hide. And I know what he’s insinuating.

“Maybe you just need a little guidance to get you back to the right path.”

I catch my breath. The smile on his face is friendly and courteous, but his words say something else entirely. He knows, I think. He now seems certain and is trying to warn me to stay away from the Noctu, to choose the right path, the right side.

“Teresa can take care of herself,” Ayden argues. “She’d never deliberately put herself in danger. It’s ridiculous to suggest that she has.”

“That’s not what I meant. I just want her to be careful. She’s still a student in need of our protection. She needs to remember that. Her actions have consequences – for all of us.”

“You could say that about anyone,” says Ayden, whose mood also seems to be sinking by the second.

“Of course. I wasn’t trying to accuse her of anything. I was just expressing a point of view that comes with experience. And I’m very happy, by the way, that you’ve decided to enter into a committed relationship. I’m sure it’ll do you good.”

Ayden says nothing else, but he looks pretty pissed. I don’t say a word either. I can’t eat another bite of the excellent meal – my appetite has vanished. The principal’s warning gnaws at me. He was trying to tell me they’re onto me, that they can expose me at any time. Maybe he wants to give me another chance because I’m with Ayden. But I don’t understand – why doesn’t he confront me directly? Is it because I have a gift and I’m valuable to the hunters?

I study his face and see that smile again. Yeah, that’s probably it. He doesn’t want the Tempes to lose me, but he can’t tolerate my behavior. So I’m getting this once chance, but if I don’t follow the rules... I can guess what will happen.

I don’t know how I get through the rest of the evening, but at some point, the meal is over. We sit together in the living room, where Mr. Collins mostly talks to Ayden about school, occasionally asking me questions, but without the aggression he exhibited at the dinner table. He looks totally friendly and relaxed, but that does nothing to alleviate my discomfort.

Around ten o’clock, I make my way back to school. I had no opportunity to exchange a word alone with Ayden. But it’s clear to me that I finally have to tell him the truth.

I arrive back at school and go straight to my room, but I can’t sit still for even a minute. I pace back and forth like a caged animal. Then I decide to wait out in the corridor. At least then I’ll know the minute Ayden gets back.

Around eleven thirty he finally turns into the corridor. He looks surprised to see me here.

“Were you waiting for me?”

“I need to talk to you,” I begin cautiously.

“I know – my father. But something was up with you earlier too, right? I noticed before we went up to Dad’s that something was wrong. And then he has to go and act like that.” He runs his hand through his hair, sighs, and takes my hand. “Come inside.”

We go into his room, and Ayden sits down on his bed. Since we urgently need to talk and it’s about to get serious, I pull up a chair and sit opposite him. This doesn’t escape him, and he raises his eyebrows.

“Did something happen when you were out with your girlfriends today? I know they’re not too happy about us.”

There are actually more important things we need to discuss. But maybe this is a good place to start because the whole thing with his ex is really weighing on my mind.

“Max is worried about me. She doesn’t want me to get hurt. I made it clear to her that it’s none of her business.” I look him in the eye and say, “She brought her friend June along.”

Ayden just sits there waiting for me to continue.

I raise my eyebrows. “The June that lived in San Francisco until a year ago and used to go out clubbing with Max all the time?”

Ayden cocks his head and looks at me irritably. “I’m supposed to know Max’s friend?”

I sigh impatiently. “Uh, she remembered you. You guys had a thing.”

“Oh,” he says. “And Max brought her to meet you?”

I nod. “And she was telling me that you saw each other on and off, but that she wanted more commitment, and you didn’t, and you had a thing going with some other girl at the same time.”

I can tell by his expression that he’s trying to remember June. Finally, the penny seems to drop.

“We were never together,” he says. “And she knew that. When she said she wanted more, I told her straight that it wasn’t going to happen. And yeah, I was seeing another girl at the time.”

He stands up and kneels in front of me. He tries to catch my eye, reaches for my hand, intertwines his fingers in mine, and says, “You know what I have with you is different.”

I nod. “That’s not why I’m so angry.”

Ayden caresses my arm and keeps looking at me. “Is it just the fact that Max brought her along?”

“It annoys me that everyone keeps trying to talk sense into me and convince me things will never work out between us. I want to be allowed to find that out for myself.”

Ayden gives me that smile that I love so much and says, “I’m guessing you made that pretty clear to Max.”

Now it’s my turn to smile, but then I remember what I wanted to talk to him about and my expression becomes serious again.

“The thing with your dad... He wasn’t treating me like that for no reason,” I begin tentatively. This is so hard to say, and I really don’t know how Ayden is going to take it.

“It wasn’t directed at you,” he says, still caressing my hand. “It’s important to him that I don’t neglect my duties as a hunter. He assumes you don’t see that as a priority.”

“And he’s right,” I admit. “Especially these trials you’re involved in. I can’t deny that I’m scared. But we already talked about that.”

I’d really like to know more about this, but it’s not the right time. I don’t want to give him the sense that his father might be right.

“We did,” Ayden continues. “But Dad’s afraid that you’ll hold me back. That’s why he was being so hard on you. He wanted to make it clear to you that he has his reservations.”

“Because in his eyes, I’m still not really part of this world.”

“No, because he’s convinced that you have a different point of view because you didn’t grow up in this world.”

I nod. He’s right about that. But I don’t see it as a problem. Shouldn’t we question actions and events so that we don’t keep repeating the same mistakes over and over?

Ayden stands up and touches my face.

“I don’t care what my dad thinks. Or what your girlfriends think about us, or anyone else. I know how I feel about you. And although I have concerns, I want to be with you.”

“It’s the same for me,” I reply.

“You did well standing up to my dad. And don’t worry, I talked to him again afterward. He knows I’m serious about you.”

There’s that smile again that makes my heart somersault. For a moment, I forget to breathe; all I see is his breathtakingly beautiful face in front of me. He runs his hands up my arms to my cheeks.

“I was afraid I wouldn’t see you again tonight. We didn’t have enough time for each other today.”

“Ayden,” I murmur. I need to tell him. He needs to know everything, including the real reason his father behaved so strangely toward me. But then his lips are on mine, and with a deft movement of his tongue, this irrepressible desire flares up in me. I sling my arms around his neck and pull him toward me. My hands wander to his chest and trace his firm muscles, and we kiss as if our lives depend on it. My breath comes faster, and I feel the arousal surging in my pelvis. Everything else fades into the background, no longer important. The only thing that matters is Ayden and his lips, which are pushing me over the edge.

His breath tickles my neck, his tongue brushes my skin, and my whole body feels electrified. A light shiver flutters across my back, making me gasp.

“Ayden,” I murmur as he kisses my collarbone. His hands slowly slide under my top. A sweet shiver radiates out from the places he touches, and I get goosebumps. His fingertips circle my waist and then move up my ribcage until they reach my bra. He slowly pushes aside the straps, and I hold my breath in anticipation. I can’t stand it any longer; I want to finally feel him.

When he runs his hands over my naked skin, it’s simultaneously a release and sweet torment. Because it just makes me want more. Slowly and deliberately, he explores my body, setting every inch of it alight.

I lay my hands against his belly, but I’m nowhere near as calm and slow as he is. I quickly push them under his shirt and greedily trace the outlines of his muscles. I feel them tense under my touch and hear his breath become rougher. He kisses my ear, runs the tip of his tongue along it and then down my neck. His thumb rubs my breast, and now I can’t hold back. I practically tear his shirt off him and stand there in awe. Seeing him like this, as flawless as a marble statue, bathed in light – it takes my breath away.

A roguish smile appears on his lips, and I guess I’m totally transparent to him. He takes my hand and slowly places it on his belly, murmuring, “I’ve never wanted anyone as much as I want you.”

It’s no different for me. I move my hands over his muscles again as he caresses my back, then his hands slowly move around to my waistband. He unbuttons my jeans and caresses the inside of my thigh. My blood surges in my veins, pumping adrenalin into every cell in my body.

When he pushes his hands under my final layer of clothing, I gasp and throw my head back, giving myself over to the intoxicating feelings. My jeans drop to the floor, and I feel Ayden all over me. His warmth, his breath, his hands, his body. We somehow make it to the bed. Ayden is above me, supporting himself with his hands beside my head and looking at me with those incredible eyes that never fail to captivate me. He looks at me as if I’m a dream come true, but it’s my dreams that are being fulfilled.

I stretch up and kiss his lips, sucking on them as I liberate him from the rest of his clothes. Seeing him before me like this, completely naked, drives me out of my mind. I could look at him for hours, but fortunately, Ayden has other plans. His hands caress my hot skin, the insides of my thighs. His lips wander across my belly, my navel, and then move lower. I suck in a breath and surrender to his skillful mouth. I dig my hands into his back, his hair, and when he looks up at me again, his eyes glazed with lust, I can’t bear it any longer. I arch up toward him, feel him against me, and as we finally become one, the world seems to explode around me. Heat and flames devour me; glowing embers flare deep inside me and shoot out into every fiber of my body, and I’m sure I’ve never felt anything so complete and perfect. I never want to be without him again. Because it feels as if I’ve been searching for him my whole life.

I nestle up closer to Ayden’s bare skin. He has his arm around me, firmly, as if he doesn’t want to lose me. His scent and his warmth are so tantalizing that I can’t resist running my hands over him again. Like last time, he doesn’t wake up, just murmurs softly, which I find pretty sexy. It’s not until my hands wander lower that he opens his eyes and grins at me. He props his head on his arm and looks into my face. “You’d take advantage of a guy when he’s asleep?”

I can’t help laughing. “When the guy looks the way you do and it’s the only way to wake him up.”

He shrugs. “Hmm, I guess my talent for sleeping soundly is paying off.”

He prods my nose with his finger and softly traces my face with it.

I immediately seek out his lips and seal them with a passionate kiss. He buries his hands in my hair and pulls me closer. His breath dances across my skin, and I soon want more.

He can read my thoughts and grins. “I have to go soon. But not right away. Maybe you could join me in the shower.”

I run my hand over his chest, and it doesn’t take me long to make up my mind. “Sure. I’ll just go grab some fresh clothes.”

He kisses me again, holding my face in both hands, and a glorious shiver runs through me. It’s hard to pull myself away, but I want to take him up on his offer.

“I’ll be right back,” I say, quickly getting up and putting on my shirt and jeans.

Ayden follows me, hugs me again, kisses my neck and says, “Good, see you soon.”

I hurry to my room, but it takes me a while to decide what to wear. Eventually, I pick out an oversized sweater and tight jeans and go back to Ayden’s room. I have my hand on the door handle when my phone vibrates. I check the display as I’m stepping into Ayden’s room and see that I’ve missed ten messages and two calls. They’re all from Noah.

“I need to talk to you urgently. I have important news. Please get back to me,” says the last SMS. My heart begins to race, my thoughts swirl, and then I stiffen as two arms wrap around me from behind and pull me against a warm body.

“I was about to come get you,” Ayden says, kissing my neck. He must sense the tension in me because he quickly asks, “Everything okay?” He turns me around, so I’m forced to look at him. “Bad news?”

And that’s when I realize the moment has come. I have to tell him.
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There are no words to sugarcoat this, no excuses, no half-truths. I get straight to the point. “Noah messaged me,” I say, and Ayden’s expression instantly freezes to ice.

“Okay, we can deal with this,” he says, letting go of me. He instantly switches to hunter mode and starts thinking of strategies to get the situation under control. “He must be dumber than I thought if he’s still trying to make contact with you. But at least we know he can’t follow you. As long as you’re living here in the residence, you’re safe.” He puts his hand on my arm and tries to reassure me with a smile. “We’ll find a way to get him off your back. But we need to figure out what he actually wants from you.”

He gives me a piercing look, and I can tell what he’s thinking: Has this been going on for a while? And his suspicions are correct.

I shake my head and search desperately for the right words. It’s so hard because I know this could change everything between us – just when we’re finally together and everything seems so perfect between us. And now I have to put this happiness to the test.

“It’s not like that,” I begin quietly, looking up at him. “Noah’s not a threat to me. We... we’re friends.”

Ayden just stands there and stares at me. Incredulity doesn’t begin to describe the expression on his face. He’s shaken, horrified, and... disappointed. And that’s what hurts the most. I didn’t want to hurt him, certainly not like this. And I realize it’s one of the worst things I could have done to him.

“Tell me you’re not serious,” he whispers very slowly. He looks at me, hurt but also with a flicker of hope that maybe I can somehow dispel all this.

“We... we kept in touch. He’s helped me several times. With training, in Mr. Brian’s house. He carried me and Kate out of the Odyss after the fight with Chiara, and released odeon so the hunters would find us. And he was the one who helped Kate get her key spirit from the Odyss.”

Ayden raises his eyebrows; he’s breathing heavily, and I see his whole body tense up. He’s incredibly angry. Snow, who until now was lying on the floor beside the desk, now springs to his feet. He stands beside his master, looking up at him expectantly. Little sparks flicker in the air around him. I can feel the atmosphere become charged as if a storm is brewing.

“Noah’s not the person you think he is,” I venture. “I know you two don’t like each other, but he has another side, and I’ve gotten to know it. We’ve become friends. He’s always been there for me and without him I...” I shake my head. “...I don’t know where I’d be now.”

“Teresa,” Ayden says in a tortured voice. He begins pacing up and down the room. He runs his hand through his hair, and his expression is filled with anger and desperation. “I don’t get it. All this time. You’d rather turn to someone like him for help than come to me or one of the other hunters.”

“It’s not like that,” I object, but I know it’s futile. “I was afraid of how you’d react. Everything was already so fragile between us. We were constantly fighting, and then you’d become totally unapproachable and were avoiding me. How was I supposed to tell you?”

“And you’d rather trust him, a Noctu? Do you have any idea what he’s done? How many Tempes he’s killed? He kills people to take their dying breath. And you’re okay with all that?”

“No,” I reply. “Of course not. But just because I’m friends with him doesn’t mean I condone everything he does. Can’t there be parts of his life that I don’t like but still like him as a person?”

“He’s not a person,” Ayden snarls. “Never forget that.”

“Then neither are we.”

I move a step closer and reach out to touch him, but he recoils.

“Ayden, please. I don’t want any more secrets between us. I want to be with you, and for that to work, there can’t be anything between us.”

He looks at me with such coldness that I shiver. “So there’s more? Do you have something else to tell me?”

No, not if you’re going to act like that, I want to say. But I can understand his anger, and part of me knows it’s justified. I didn’t put my trust in him. But now that’s changed.

So I tell him everything. I tell him about Frida, about Mr. Brian, about breaking into his house, and Noah helping me, about Ty and the goddess of destiny, the message on the wall, Chloe’s daughter, and the fight. And finally, I tell him the thing that’s hardest to say.

“When you brought Max home from the club and we were in your father’s apartment...” I falter, take a deep breath. “That night, your dad came home to pick up some documents. I overheard him on the phone with Mr. Cunningham. They know there’s a traitor among the Tempes. Someone who’s in contact with a Noctu.”

I’m struggling to find the right words, becoming more and more aware of how messed up the situation is and what I’m dragging Ayden into. I should have confided in him sooner. But I wanted to be strong, and I couldn’t forgive his mistakes. And now I hope he’s more generous than I was.

He closes his eyes and takes a deep breath, then starts pacing again. He needs to find a way to process all this information.

“I can’t believe it.” He shakes his head. “Teresa, you don’t know this guy. You have no idea what he’s really about. Shit, Teresa, he’s using you, can’t you see that?”

“No, it’s not like that. If you actually got to know him... He’s taken a lot of risks for me, he’s...”

Ayden stops in front of me and interrupts me. “You have no idea, really. He is and will always be a Noctu, our enemy. They’re at war with us. They kill us.”

“And you kill them,” I cut in. “That’s not much of an argument.”

“They murdered my parents, and not just them.”

He gives me a piercing look, and I gulp.

“Figure out what side you’re on. Sooner or later you’ll have to decide.”

I don’t know what else to say, and neither does he. He’s still wrestling with his anger and disappointment. I take a tentative step toward him and try to take his hand, but he steps back and mutters, “I need some time to process all of this.”

He picks up a shirt, puts it on, and heads for the door.

I follow him and say, “Please, don’t just leave. Let’s talk about this.”

But he shakes his head and looks at me so distantly that he almost feels like a stranger.

“I need time.”

He can see the hurt in my eyes, and it’s a small consolation that this doesn’t leave him completely unmoved. He kisses the top of my head, but it has none of the intimacy from earlier. It’s quick and somehow mechanical.

“And I need to try to find out what my dad knows about you and this Noctu,” he adds. Then he simply walks away.

I’m left standing alone in Ayden’s room, feeling like something between us has broken. I know I was right to tell him everything. But only time will tell whether we can get past this.
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Just give him a little more time. He’ll come around,” says Kate, looking at the side of my face.

“It’s been almost a week,” I say. “And he’s still avoiding me.”

Actually, that’s not true. Ayden doesn’t walk away when our paths happen to cross. But he doesn’t go out of his way to be near me. And in all that time, we haven’t been alone together once. When we see each other, he doesn’t say more to me than what’s absolutely necessary, and he’s reserved and neutral. He’s withdrawn and doesn’t want to touch me.

Noah contacted me again, and I had to tell him that I can’t see him for a while. I don’t want to make things worse with Ayden. Noah reassured me that the thing he wanted to talk to me about can wait; he needs to do some more research anyway – whatever that means.

“When I try to talk to him,” I continue, “he keeps saying he needs time to think.”

“It’s not easy for him. And I can kind of understand,” says Kate. “The way he sees it, you went behind his back and fraternized with the enemy. But I’m sure what he cares about more is that you’ve exposed yourself to danger and lied to him.”

“I know,” I admit. “But things were so fragile between us, and often so tense that it was impossible for me to confide in him.”

“You were worried you’d push him away even more. You should tell him that sometime.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right. But first I need to give him time.”

“Right. And for now, just try to enjoy your day.”

I smile gratefully at Kate and try to cast aside my gloomy thoughts. She convinced me to come out with her and take a walk through the city because I’ve been so miserable the last few days, trying to search for a way out of this situation for me and Ayden. She’s probably right: I need to clear my head.

“I know I’m not the best company right now, but I’ll try to forget about my problems for one day.” I turn to her and ask, “Want to go to the mall?”

But her expression is blank. Her eyes are staring at nothing, and her mouth is slightly open, as if she’s paralyzed with fright. But her posture is in stark contrast to this – she’s totally limp, like a lifeless shell. And then I realize what’s happening.

“Kate? Are you having a vision? Do you see something?”

It takes a moment for my voice to get through to her, but then she says, “It’s just a... strange feeling. As if something’s pulling me. Something wants us to go that way.”

She points down a side street. I look at where she’s pointing but see nothing unusual.

“There’s something important there,” she adds quietly. She sounds dreamy.

“Then let’s go,” I say, and we start walking. I mentally summon Yoru and ask him to stick close to us. But I don’t need to. He already senses the tension, the change in me, and takes cover behind a nearby car. He follows me, and Gray follows Kate at a short distance, keeping a lookout for danger. Meanwhile, I keep an eye on my friend and our surroundings. But apart from a few passersby, we see nobody.

Kate wanders around in a trance. She seems to know the way, although she still doesn’t know where it will lead. She turns right, then left, and follows a long street. Fortunately, we don’t have to go down any lonely alleyways, so hopefully we won’t be ambushed.

I’m a little surprised when we turn a corner into a really busy shopping strip. There are lots of stores, restaurants, and small bars. Kate walks past the other pedestrians without paying them any mind. She finally stops outside a small eatery and extends her arm mechanically, pointing at it. “We should go there for a drink.”

I look at the little restaurant and wonder what awaits us inside. Kate goes in, and I follow close behind. Our key spirits are already fanning out to find a way inside unseen.

The place is fairly busy, but the tables and seating are set up for privacy. The walls and floor are dark wood, and so are the little booths with their chunky tables. Kate goes to one of the booths and slides right to the end. I sit beside her and wait for something to happen. I’m feeling less anxious now because I doubt we’re in any danger here.

A waiter comes, and we order drinks. Then I lean back and look around. The booths are high, the seats upholstered in dark leather, and there are huge potted plants everywhere that provide extra visual cover and privacy.

“Kate, what are we doing here? What are we waiting for?” I ask quietly, but before she has a chance to reply, I hear a quiet but clear voice.

“Did you get anywhere with the mother? You need to get her to trust you so you can take a good look around.”

My blood freezes in my veins because I recognize the voice at once. “Mr. Brian,” I murmur, and Kate’s face mirrors my stunned expression.

“Don’t worry. Everything’s going according to plan. I was able to search the upstairs rooms last time.”

These words shock me. I sit bolt upright and have to force myself not to jump up. Because the second voice belongs to none other than Charles.

“Did it help to use the hex? Did you find anything?” Mr. Brian probes. The impatience in his voice is unmistakable. “Frida must have hidden the stuff somewhere. I’m certain she left clues for her successor. What else could the paintings be for? I’m convinced there’s something in them. I don’t know if Teresa’s deciphered it yet. So it’s all the more important that you make some progress.”

“I already have,” Charles replies quietly. I have to strain to hear him. “Frida set up a secret room. It must have been protected with a hex, but that was broken. So it wasn’t hard to find it and get inside using the incantation. I guess Frida figured that if her successor managed to break the hex, they’d also know how to protect the room.”

“That’s good news and bad news. It means the girl has already been in there.” Mr. Brian snorts angrily.

“I don’t think she was able to draw the right conclusions from that stuff,” Charles surmises. “A lot of it is still a mystery to me. I’ll need some time to understand it all.”

“Try harder,” Mr. Brian urges. “Remember what’s at stake here. You don’t want the girl to find out the truth, do you?”

“That would be bad for you too,” Charles says with in a cutting tone. “But don’t worry. Everything’s going smoothly. Maggie trusts me, and so does her daughter. I have time to take care of everything.”

“Don’t get careless. You know how much Teresa likes sticking her nose in things that don’t concern her.”

“This will work, I’ll make sure of it.”

I’m paralyzed, and at the same time, I feel electrically charged. I have to do something. But what? I can’t believe it. Charles and Mr. Brian are conspiring together, planning something. And it has something to do with Frida’s room. There must be something really important hidden in there. So important that Charles has inserted himself in my mother’s life. I swallow hard when I think of the enamored look on Mom’s face. She’s so happy. I clench my fists and can barely contain my anger. It’s all a lie! Charles is using her.

I can’t take it anymore. I jump up and run to the door. Out of the corner of my eye I can see Kate following me. She doesn’t look vacant or mechanical anymore. The premonition that led her here seems to have faded.

But there’s a storm raging in me. Fragments of the conversation flash through my mind, reigniting my fury. Once we’re outside, I can’t get away from this place fast enough. I try desperately to clear my head.

“Teresa,” Kate calls after me. “Stop! Try to calm down. Then we can figure out what to do together.”

It takes a huge effort for me to get a hold of myself, but in the end, I know she’s right. It won’t help if I storm off and jump the gun.

“He’s just using my mother! He’s playing with her emotions,” I shriek, pacing up and down.

Kate watches me and takes a deep breath. “We need to think hard about what to do next. Telling your mom the truth is probably not an option.”

I bite my lip and nod. Without the other information, about the world of the key carriers, she probably won’t believe me.

“But I can’t just stand by and let it happen.”

Kate and I exchange a glance, both knowing that our options are extremely limited. I can’t just badmouth Charles to my mother. I’d need to give her facts. But I can’t possibly reveal those.

“I need to go to her house anyway,” I say. “If nothing else, to see if he’s changed anything in Frida’s room or taken anything.”

And hopefully in the meantime, I’ll come up with a plan...
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Irun the last stretch to my mother’s house completely out of breath. The adrenaline pumping through me is the only thing keeping me going. After saying goodbye to Kate, I ran straight to the nearest bus stop, but I couldn’t wait. So I ran most of the way, which didn’t get me here any faster in the end, but at least I was moving.

I try to gather my thoughts and focus on what I need to do. I take another deep breath and sprint the last few yards. I unlock the door, slam it behind me, and hurry upstairs.

“Mom?” I call out. “Are you home?” No answer. She’s probably at work.

I open the hidden room and go inside. Still breathing heavily, I look around. At first glance, there’s no indication that anyone was in here. I examine every object and try to remember precisely how it looked the last time I was here. Has the little cupboard been moved? Is something missing from the wall? I just don’t know, and it makes me want to scream.

“I can’t tell if anything’s missing,” I mutter to Yoru, who looks up at me and doesn’t seem to know either. I stand in front of the display wall again and look at each item. Something catches my eye. It’s the article about the retirement home. It has a second hole, as if it’s been removed and then pinned up again. But was the hole already there? And if so, what does it mean?

Suddenly, I hear a noise, and I quickly realize what it is: someone has just unlocked the front door and stepped into the hallway. I hear footsteps and... voices. I hurry to the door, open it, and leave the room. As soon as I close the door, it melts back into the wall as if it were never there.

“You promised,” I hear a man’s voice say. “And I was so looking forward to it. I mean, it’s okay if you don’t feel like cooking today. But you really talked up this chicken dish.” I recognize the voice instantly and get goosebumps.

My mother laughs and says, “I thought we could go out somewhere, maybe down to one of the piers. And then take a walk... That might be nice.”

There’s a brief pause, and I assume they’re kissing. Then Mom continues.

“But if it means that much to you, I’m happy to cook.”

I go downstairs, and it takes all my resolve to hold myself back and not burst into the kitchen. Instead, I step into the room sedately and assume a calm tone of voice. “Hey, Mom, so I did catch you after all. I’m glad.”

I give Charles a friendly smile, which isn’t easy. I feel like lunging at him and dragging him out of the house.

“Teresa, what are you doing here?” he asks in surprise.

I could ask you the same thing, I think. I can’t believe he was just sitting with Mr. Brian discussing their plans, and now he’s already back here to search the room again. There’s a reason he’s insisting that my mother cook for him. It’ll buy him time to snoop around.

“It’s lovely to see you,” says my mother. “What do you say? Want to stay and eat with us? I’m going to cook something nice.”

I absolutely have to get him out of the house, and if I get a chance to talk to him alone, I will. It may turn out to be a mistake to reveal to him what I know, but I have to do something. And with any luck, it will make him stay away from my mother for a while.

“You don’t need to create extra work for yourself. Let’s go out. We could get takeout and sit down by the waterfront and talk, get to know each other better.”

I give Charles a smug smile, which seems to annoy him.

But my mother thinks I’m being polite, and she claps her hands together happily. “That’s a nice idea. What do you say, Charles? I can cook for you some other time.”

Charles looks at me sharply. His expression is not as friendly now, although he’s trying his best to keep up appearances. “Sure. Whatever you guys want.”

We grab our jackets and head out. Charles offers to drive us, and I have to overcome my reluctance to get in his car. Mom and Charles talk animatedly, laugh, and seem to be in high spirits. I have to sit on my hands to control myself. The drive seems to take forever, but eventually we reach our destination. Charles parks, and together we walk to the pier.

“It’s so lovely by the sea,” says Mom, smiling blissfully at Charles. “I don’t come down here often enough.”

“We can change that,” he replies, bending to kiss her.

I’m overcome with nausea and a chilly shiver. I go to stand close to Mom and interrupt them. “You guys ready to eat?”

“There’s a nice restaurant near here with comfy seats and good music. Oh yeah, and the food is pretty good too,” he says to Mom, looking at her lovingly.

“Oh, that’s a shame,” I butt in again. “I was hoping we could get something to go, and sit outside. Then we can walk along the waterfront and enjoy the fresh air.”

Charles frowns and then nods. “Sure, if you prefer.”

“I think that’s a nice idea,” my mother agrees, so we order hot dogs and take a stroll along the waterfront.

“I hope you’re enjoying the evening,” he says to me as I take a bite out of my hot dog. The sarcasm in his voice doesn’t escape me.

“Totally. It’s really nice being out with you guys and getting to know you a little better. You know what? I’ve been wondering for a while how come a man like you, who’s so charming and eloquent, was still single. I guess Mom got lucky.” Yeah, I can be sarcastic too.

His eyes flash again, and his mouth twitches, as if he’s holding back from saying the wrong thing.

“Everyone deserves some good luck,” my mother answers for him, leaning against his shoulder. “I’m really happy, anyway.”

I feel like I’m about to flip my lid, and I have to force myself to keep my cool. It’s not easy standing by and watching these two being so affectionate.

My mother is saying something to Charles when my phone rings. I take it out and look at the display in surprise.

“Ayden?” I ask after taking the call.

“Teresa,” he sounds tense, and I can hear that he’s on the move. “Listen carefully. For the last few days, I’ve been trying to find out what my dad knows about you and Noah. And I got some answers. The call you overheard between him and Mr. Cunningham... it wasn’t about you. It was about someone else. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Surprised, I look up and mechanically follow my mom and Charles, who are moving closer to the water.

“It was Charles,” Ayden continues. “Apparently, he’s working with the Noctu. He meets with one of them and supplies them with dying breaths.”

I stop dead in my tracks, and my hand grips my phone tightly. I slowly look up at Charles, who doesn’t fail to notice my horrified expression. He seems to immediately draw the right conclusion. He can see that I know the truth.

“Are you sure?” I mutter.

“There’s no doubt. Keep away from him, okay? Hunters are on their way to arrest him. We’re supposed to make sure he’s not with your mom when it happens. Where are you? I’ll pick you up.”

“I... You’re too late,” I say quietly, as Charles reaches for my phone and takes it away from my ear.

“I can guess who that was. So now you know. Hmm, I honestly didn’t see this coming.”

Mom is standing behind Charles, looking at us both in confusion. “What’s going on?”

He turns to her with a warm smile and says, “It’s alright, darling. I’ve got this.”

And when I see the icy look in his eyes, my blood freezes in my veins.
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Ishould have listened to Arthur. He was right about you getting mixed up in things that don’t concern you.”

Charles raises his hand. His sinister smile strikes fear into my heart.

I see a movement in the background – a key spirit, I realize, and then I have just one thought: I don’t want my mother to watch this man kill me.

Suddenly, four men are approaching us. It’s only because I’ve had a lot of practice that I spot their key spirits. We’re pretty isolated here, I realize. Charles has led us away from the busy pier. There’s nothing around here but an old warehouse and boats moored in the water.

A man in jeans and a dark shirt moves a step closer to Charles. His expression is sinister, and his brown eyes look almost black.

“You should have known you couldn’t get away with this forever, Charles. How could you betray us like this? And in such a despicable way?!” He shakes his head in disgust. “Come with us now. Don’t make this harder than it already is. Things will go better for you if you don’t resist.”

I slowly move away from Charles, putting as much distance between us as possible, and try to get closer to Mom, who’s frozen to the spot, staring at the newcomers. Charles just stands there trying to keep his cool. He shudders faintly and then shakes his head vehemently.

“No! No, I can’t. I wouldn’t talk to you anyway. But he’d never believe that.” A grimace spreads across his face that makes him look insane. “I’m finished either way. So I may as well try. Maybe I have a chance, one last chance. And then I’ll set everything straight.”

“Charles,” the man warns him, “don’t do anything stupid.”

“What’s going on?” asks my mother, finally coming out of her trance. Her eyes dart from one man to the other. “What do you want from Charles? Leave him alone!”

She strides decisively toward Charles, trying to come to his defense. Out of the corner of my eye, I see the bright light, but I can’t tell what element it is. My attention is on my mother, who’s gone to stand with Charles, putting herself directly in the line of fire. I open my mouth to scream, because there’s nothing I can do to prevent the worst, the most horrific thing from happening. The light is going to hit my mother. She just stares at it wide-eyed, unable to utter a sound. I scream like I’ve never screamed before and watch as the bright light hits its target.

Tears well up in my eyes, and I can’t breathe. I can scarcely believe my eyes. Charles didn’t hesitate for an instant. At the last possible moment, he threw himself in front of my mother and intercepted the deadly hex with his own body. He’s now holding her in his arms as the blood flows copiously from his right side. Her eyes are closed, and she’s not moving, and I desperately hope that she’s just unconscious.

He looks down at her tenderly, pushes a strand of hair out of her face, and says, “I want you to know that I truly cared for you, far more than I should have. I wanted to spend the rest of my life with you. I’m so sorry. I hope that you can hold on to at least some of what you saw in me. I love you.” He kisses her cheek and lays her gently on the ground. She stirs slightly, and a weight is lifted off my heart. Charles turns to face the hunters. “So, here we are. This is the end.”

He spreads his arms, summons his spirit – a small slender hawk that instantly transforms and becomes larger, letting out a menacing screech. It spreads its wings and hurls a gust of wind at the other hunters, but they immediately launch a counterattack.

Four hexes from four different spirits speed toward him. He doesn’t stand a chance against them, and somehow, I have the feeling he’s not really trying. When they strike Charles, I’m blinded by a bright light and can’t see anything for a moment. I hear a short, blood-curdling scream, followed by a silence that’s even more horrifying.

I turn to look at Charles. Smoke rises off him. He’s covered in blood and horribly disfigured. I go to him as if in a trance; I have to convince myself that this really just happened. His skin is ruptured and scorched, his clothes shredded. I slump down beside him and can’t believe what just happened. Behind me, I hear footsteps; the men are approaching. And then Charles stirs. With the last of his strength, he grabs my arm and tries to pull me toward him. The horror I feel is indescribable, but I yield and bend down to hear him rasp, “Watch... out... for him.” He takes a shuddering breath, and with his last exhalation, he whispers two words, “Two trees.”

I don’t know what he means, and I can’t think straight. I simply watch as the hunters approach, gently pull me away from Charles, and lift his dead body.
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I’m sitting at my mother’s bedside in the hospital, holding her hand and trying to give her strength. It’s only hours since Charles died, and she somehow has to come to terms with the knowledge that he’s no longer alive.

“He protected me,” she weeps. “I don’t know what it was... that light. It was so bright. Probably a gunshot or something.” She holds her head, as if in pain, and then shakes it slowly. “He saved me. From those men. Who were they? What did they want from him?”

“I don’t know,” I say quietly. I hate having to lie to her about this. “But I’m sure the police will find out.”

There’s a knock at the door, and we both look up. Two men in uniform enter. They identify themselves as police and want to question my mother about what happened. I met them earlier out in the corridor. They’re actually hunters working undercover in the police force. Apparently, the Tempes have people in every important institution in order to ensure that the world of the key carriers remains secret.

I get up to give my mom the space to tell them her version of events. They’ll give her the sense that they’re doing everything in their power to solve the case. But that won’t happen. Charles was killed by hunters because he resisted arrest and attacked his own people. It’s all so simple.

As soon as I step out into the corridor, Ayden approaches me, and I realize he’s been waiting for me. My eyes fill with tears.

“Ayden,” I murmur.

Without a word, he comes to me and takes me in his arms. I can’t imagine a more wonderful feeling. This is exactly what I need right now: his warmth, his scent, just being close to him. He makes me feel safe, and for a moment I can pretend that everything is okay.

Ayden hugs me tighter, gently caresses my back, and leans his head against mine. “I’m so glad nothing happened to you. When our call was cut off, I was really scared.”

“I still can’t really get my head around what happened,” I reply. “Everything went so fast, and my mother was there to witness it all.”

I swallow hard, and the tears run down my cheeks as the scene from just a few hours ago flashes through my mind.

“We’re all stunned. A traitor among us – that doesn’t happen often. And then refusing to go quietly and launching an attack...”

“He was scared,” I say. “He was afraid of someone. I think maybe it was Mr. Brian.”

Ayden gives me a puzzled look. “What makes you say that?”

“They were conspiring together.” I quickly tell him what I heard in the restaurant, and Charles’ final words.

“Okay, that’s sounds suspicious. What were they hoping to find in the room?”

I shrug. “I guess that’s what we need to find out.”

Ayden nods. “You should get some rest first and take care of your mom.”

He kisses my hair, and I nestle up to him again.

“I’m glad you’re here and that you’re talking to me again.” I sense a part of him close off to me, and suddenly there’s this distance between us. He’s still holding me in his arms, but their soothing effect is gone.

“I told you I’m here for you if you need me,” he says quietly. “We can talk about everything else later.”

“I’ll stay a while,” says my mother, as we’re standing beside Charles’ grave a few days later. He was buried in a city cemetery, not the hunter cemetery, because there’s no place for him there as a traitor. I don’t know what to think about all this. I’m torn. On one hand, I despised Charles for using my mother. He hurt her. And he wormed his way into my life and gained my trust too. But he saved Mom’s life. And what he said to her when she was unconscious – somehow, I actually believe him. Why did he have to end it all like that?

“Are you sure?” I ask her.

She nods and gives me and Ayden a sad smile. I’m glad he came, although I know he only did it for me. He doesn’t think much of Charles anymore.

“You two go. I’d like to stay here a while longer. I’ll make my own way home.”

I’m about to try to convince her to come with us, but when I look into her eyes, I understand that this is important to her, and she knows what she’s doing. So I head home with Ayden.

“I talked to my father about Arthur,” he begins.

It’s a cool day and it rained a few hours ago. The sky still looks gray, heavy, and oppressive. A cool breeze makes me shiver, and I wrap my arms around myself.

“As I expected, he listened to what I had to say, but he has his doubts. I obviously couldn’t tell him everything; he doesn’t know about Frida’s room. So the information I could give him was limited. But he’s going to keep tabs on him. That’s all he can do.”

I nod. We anticipated that kind of response, so it comes as no surprise.

“What now?” I ask.

He shrugs. “We don’t want to provoke him. Right now he’s probably on high alert and being cautious. We’ll just watch him in the hope that he eventually makes a mistake.”

I snort angrily. Ayden’s right, of course. But it’s hard for me to sit tight. I look at the side of his face, his striking profile. There’s a hardness to it that I’ve seen a lot in the last few days. When I was at the hospital with my mother, I hoped that maybe we had turned a corner, but I now know better.

“Do you want to talk about the Noah thing again?” I ask.

He sighs irritably, is silent for a moment, and then says, “I have a meeting with the hunters.”

I nod sadly. “Patrol?”

“A briefing. We’re planning a deployment to lure out and eliminate a few Noctu.”

My heart contracts. I know it’s unlikely that anything will happen to him and that these deployments are a daily occurrence for the hunters, but there’s always a chance that something could go wrong. I nod mutely and a chilly feeling sloshes inside me like icy seawater. It spreads out through my veins, and every muscle in my body tenses. But I don’t know what to say.

When we arrive back at school, Ayden kisses the top of my head and disappears down one of the corridors. I weigh up whether to go to my room or go to class after all. I’ve been excused from classes for the rest of the day because of the funeral, but the idea of sitting alone in my room makes me shudder.

So I gather up my school things and make my way to biology. My friends are surprised when I show up to class, but they’re pleased. They know about the funeral, and they try to take my mind off things as best they can.

“Today must have been tough for you.” Kate puts a comforting arm around me. “I was meaning to ask if you want to hang out tonight. We could go to the movies or something.” She studies my face.

I shake my head. “I could definitely use a distraction, but I’d prefer to have a quiet evening.”

“Then let’s go to my room and watch a couple of movies on Netflix and pig out on ice cream and chips. It’ll be fun.”

I nod and smile. “Sounds good. How about you guys?” I ask Lucia and Max.

“Yeah, you should come too. It’ll be a real girls’ night,” says Kate.

Max and Lucia exchange a brief glance, then Max says, “We have plans to go out. There’s a band playing tonight at Nude, and it’s gonna go off.”

“Okay, maybe some other time,” says Kate.

The class is pretty demanding, because Ms. Warren is once again trying to pack three classes worth of information into one. I write non-stop, and when the bell rings, I can hardly move my right arm anymore.

“Man, next time I think I’ll just record the whole thing on my phone,” Max grumbles as we leave the classroom.

“Yeah, but then you still have to go through it all. I don’t know if that’s any better,” says Lucia.

“True,” says Kate. “But I have to say, I found today’s class really interesting. I never knew it was possible to maintain the energy level like that...”

We step out into the corridor, and a glance to my right makes me pause for a moment. The scene shouldn’t worry me, but something about it annoys me. Maybe because the girl is being so familiar with him; she looks so exuberant, and she gives him a hug. Without really thinking about it, I slowly start walking. I say mechanically to the others, “Go ahead without me. I’ll be right there,” and I walk toward the girl with the almost white-blonde hair who’s hanging off Ayden. She’s really pretty, a little shorter than me, but slim. Her long, wavy hair tumbles loose down her back. She still has her arms around Ayden, and she’s looking up at him with a big smile.

“It’s so good to see you. I’m actually on my way to see Grandpa; he’s in a meeting with Dad. I’m going to take him out for a meal. I didn’t expect to run into you here. Are you on your way to class?”

“I’ve just been in a meeting, but yeah, now I have classes. How about you? Are you in town for a while?”

He sounds surprisingly cheerful. I haven’t seen him like this in a while.

“Yeah, I want to spend some time with Grandpa. We don’t get to see much of each other. But that might change soon,” she replies with a suggestive wink.

Ayden laughs and says, “Okay, you planning to make a change?”

She nods vaguely. “Maybe. That is, if everything goes according to plan.”

“So you’re up to your old tricks again. Don’t let your grandfather find out. Old man Cunningham can be pretty strict.”

The girl dismisses this with a wave. “He gives that impression, but he actually prefers things to be harmonious. But tell me about you. How are you doing? When I spotted you just now, you looked like you were about to sic Snow onto everyone and everything. What’s up?” She scans his face, moves a step closer again, and gives him a penetrating look. “Are you having girl trouble? That’s usually the reason men look the way you do. Although it surprises me. You’re usually pretty unattached. Just find a new one if this girl’s giving you grief.”

“It’s... kind of complicated,” he replies. “And right now, I’m not even sure what I actually want.”

His words take my breath away. It’s not just that he’s speaking so openly with this girl – he’s also sharing some really private stuff with her. And those last words pierce my heart like splinters.

“We should catch up again sometime. We always used to have loads of fun. It might take your mind off things.”

“Thanks, Claire. But first I really need to think things over and come to a decision.”

“Ugh.” She pulls a face. “Sounds serious. Well, I’m sure you know what you’re doing. Anyway, call me. Grandpa would love to see you again too. As would I,” she adds, giving him a peck on the cheek.

I watch her disappear into another corridor. Ayden’s eyes follow her for a moment, and then he continues on his way. I just stand rooted to the spot and don’t know what to do. His words echo in my head and momentarily sap me of energy. I’m gripped by an uneasy feeling that I can’t shake off.

Then suddenly, I feel energized. The shock is gone, and I know exactly what to do. Ayden is important to me, and I don’t want to lose him. My legs start moving of their own accord, then I start running and call out Ayden’s name.

He stops and turns around in surprise. The bell rings – the last chance to get to class on time. But there are more important things to worry about right now.

“I need to talk to you,” I say.

He raises his eyebrows in astonishment. “Now?”

I nod. “Please.”

“Okay.” He looks at me expectantly.

“I don’t know what’s going through your head. Since I told you about Noah, you’ve been keeping me at arm’s length. I get that you feel hurt. But I don’t know how to move forward.”

He looks at me, cool and distant. “Teresa, it’s not about the fact that you stayed in contact with Noah and didn’t tell anyone. Although I can’t understand why. Do you have any idea how dangerous that was? He could have killed you. At best, he was just squeezing you for information and using you. And you keep insisting you have some kind of friendship with him. It’s crazy. But like I said, it’s not just that. You’ve been through so much in the last few months, getting yourself mixed up in things...”

I interrupt him because I refuse to listen to this accusation anymore. “Mixed up in things? Stop making it sound like I’m some inquisitive little kid who keeps sticking her nose in things.”

“I didn’t say that. But you never asked for help. You always insisted on doing everything alone. And when you needed someone, you turned to Noah, our enemy.”

“Or Ty,” I correct him.

“Yeah,” he concedes quietly, and his mournful tone hurts more than any words he could say. It makes me feel like he does blame me for Ty’s death despite what he says. If I hadn’t tried to do everything alone, then maybe things would have turned out differently. I swallow hard and fight back the sadness welling up in me.

“Teresa, none of this is easy for me. I care about you.”

He reaches out and touches my cheek tenderly. He takes a step toward me, and now he’s very close. I feel his warmth, and my heart begins to pound. He bends toward me and runs his thumb over my lips, and I close my eyes for a moment.

“I can’t and I won’t ask you to stay away from Noah. But I’m not going to pretend to like it.”

His words snap me back to reality. He’s gazing at me with those wonderful eyes, in which all I can see is pain and disappointment.

“What does this mean for us?” I hear the tremor in my own voice as I fight back tears.

“I don’t know. I just need a little more time.”

He runs his fingertips over my cheek again, as delicate as a breath of air.

Then he drops his hand, and I feel as if my soul is crying out in pain. I don’t want him to leave, but there’s nothing I can do. For now, I have to let him go.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 35
[image: ]

I scrape the last of the ice cream out of my Ben & Jerry’s tub. Then I sink back onto Kate’s bed and rub my full belly.

“I’m think I’m going to burst,” I groan, looking over at her. The whole bed is covered in gummy bear packets, candy bar wrappers, and chip packets. We’ve actually demolished most of it. Comfort eating! It had to be done.

“Do you still want to watch the movie?” Kate asks, scrolling on her laptop. “The plot summary sounds really interesting.”

I glance at the clock. It’s already one thirty in the morning. I sigh. “I don’t know. I found it hard to focus on the last movie,” I admit.

Kate lies down beside me, props her head on her hands, and gives me a searching look.

“Have you talked to him again?”

I nod. “But it didn’t really help. The Noah thing is still a sticking point.”

I turn onto my back and stare at the ceiling. I picture Ayden’s face and miss him with every fiber of my being.

“I saw him today in the corridor with old man Cunningham’s granddaughter. She was really pretty. I got the impression they’ve known each other for ages.”

Kate’s eyes widen. “And you’re afraid something might happen between them?”

I shake my head. “No, it’s not that. Oh, I don’t know. It was just weird seeing him with her. He finally looked happy and relaxed again.” I swallow hard at the thought. “I guess it just hurt to see him opening up more to a stranger than me.” Tears well up in my eyes, and I quickly wipe them away. “I made the right call telling him everything, right?”

“Yes,” says Kate, putting her arm around me. “Even if it doesn’t feel that way at the moment. He’ll come around. You guys have already been through so much, and you’re finally together now. You’ll get through this. You belong together, I’m sure of it.”

I smile sadly and squeeze Kate. “That’s not how it feels right now. It feels more like everything is falling apart.”

She shakes her head. “Ayden’s attached to you, that’s why he didn’t break it off. He cares about you. So he’s trying to come to terms with all of this. Which can’t be easy. I guess he’s never been the kind of guy to let this stuff get to him. He’s probably used to just walking away and finding someone new. But with you it’s different, and he has to find a way to deal with the feelings that he would normally just avoid.”

I raise my eyebrows and stare at Kate in amazement. “You sound like a real psychologist.”

She smiles and shakes her head. “I guess I’m just good at putting myself in other people’s shoes.”

I nod because it’s true. There was that game she used to play as a child, of looking at strangers and imagining what their lives were like. And when you do that, you can’t help but think about what makes people tick.

“What are you going to do about Noah? Will you keep seeing him?”

“I keep asking myself that,” I admit. “On one hand, it’s become clear to me ever since Frances showed up how risky that is. Then there was the thing with the school principal when I thought he knew about our friendship. That was really hard; I was so scared. But Noah’s important to me. I don’t want to lose him. But I don’t want to hurt Ayden either. Maybe it’s on me to take that step for his sake. I should probably stop seeing Noah for a while and just hope that Ayden’s opinion of him changes over time.”

Kate shrugs. “Don’t look at me. In the end, it’s your decision. But you should definitely talk to Ayden again.”

I nod. “I can’t sleep anyway. I think I’ll go see him now.” I glance at the clock again and mutter, “It’s already so late.”

Kate shakes her head and winks at me. “I doubt he’ll mind if it’s you who wakes him.”

I hug Kate and get up. “Okay, I guess I’ll do that.”

“Good luck,” she says with a smile as I walk to the door.

I wave to her as I leave. I hope Ayden and I can get past this. I feel a sense of determination, and I won’t let myself be easily deterred.

When I get to his room, I knock and wait, but nothing happens. I try again, this time louder and more urgently.

“Ayden,” I call. “Are you there?”

I think I hear a sound. I know he doesn’t normally lock his door, so I push it open.

“Sorry to burst in on you so late, but I can’t stop thinking about everything, and I need to talk to you again,” I say.

My voice has barely faded away, and the words still seem to hang diffusely in the air when I catch a glimpse of his bed. I stagger back as if I’ve just received an electric shock. I can’t believe what I’m seeing. This must be some horrible nightmare – that’s all I can think.

I hear Snow growl. He’s standing by the bed, teeth bared. He’s now looking at me with an angry expression if that’s possible for a key spirit.

The young woman pulls the covers up over her naked breasts and stares at me in panic. I still can’t process what I’m seeing. I stare at Ayden lying next to her, still sleeping peacefully. He’s naked at least from the waist up, I can make out that much, and that fact burns through my veins like acid.

“What... what is this?” I hear myself say, afraid of the answer.

Max frantically wraps a sheet around herself and murmurs, “Shit, damn it!” She gets out of the bed, holding the sheet with one hand and raising the other to her lips. “Shh, be quiet, you’ll wake him.”

My eyes widen, and I stare at my friend. She slowly approaches me, reaching out to me. She seems flustered too, but she regains her composure faster than I do.

“Are you insane?! You’re telling me not to wake him?! Are you completely out of your mind? What the hell is this?” My voice cracks.

The only reason she succeeds in steering me back through the door is because I’m too mortified to know what to do with myself. Once we’re outside, she tilts her head to one side and sighs quietly.

“You must have known this would happen sooner or later. I mean, you know Ayden. You’ve heard all the stories. I even tried to be nice to you and warn you by introducing you to one of his exes. So this should come as no surprise.”

“I... I don’t believe this,” I mutter, glancing back at him. “He... you... you’re supposed to be my friend.”

“Oh, you actually believed that?!” she asks, sounding genuinely amazed. “Wow, I figured I was pretty bad at hiding how I really felt. You’re obviously more gullible than I thought. You know, the moment you came to this school, Ayden started acting different. He was so angry when he first saw you. And then he kept worrying about you. Believe me, I’ve known him long enough to see that there was something else going on. He doesn’t normally let anyone get under his skin. Except with you it was different. So I figured it couldn’t hurt to hang around you. Sooner or later, he would try to get close to you. And it wouldn’t be a bad thing if I was there when he did. And it worked. Being your friend meant I gradually got closer to Ayden. We partied together in your room; he started talking to me more; he came and got me from that club, and then we went out together.” She shrugs. “And when he needed someone to comfort him, I was there.”

I shake my head and stare at her in disbelief. “No,” I murmur in horror. “No way. I don’t believe it. You were just using me?”

She shrugs again. “I guess that’s one way of putting it.” She looks back at Ayden, who’s still sleeping, and the full force of the pain, the hate, the disappointment and rage surges through me.

“He wouldn’t do that. I can’t believe this is happening.”

Max laughs and shakes her head, clearly enjoying herself. “You’re so naïve. Ayden told me about your fight. I know about Noah and how much that hurt Ayden. We had a few drinks, and I listened to him. I was there for him. And when I kissed him, he hesitated, but in the end, he was the one who took it further.”

I stare at Max, speechless. Her words echo in my head, seep into my bones, flood through my whole body, and rip me apart. The tears stream down my cheeks, and I tremble, wanting to scream out my pain. But I can’t. All I can do is shake my head in disbelief.

“I know it’s hard,” Max continues, “but it was never going to work out between you two. The damage was already done.” She shakes her head condescendingly.

I hear a noise, detect movement behind her, and I look over at Ayden. He’s waking up and probably noticing that something’s different – that there’s no one beside him. He sits up, and I see his breathtakingly beautiful body, then his eyes wander in my direction. And if there was any doubt in my mind that Max is telling the truth, it’s now dispelled once and for all. His eyes widen; he looks Max up and down, and then back me. There’s a look of shock on his face as he mutters, “Fuck, Teresa.”

I don’t need to hear anymore. I turn and run. Behind me, I hear him calling my name, but I don’t stop. With a pounding heart I run away, surprised to find that there’s anything left in my chest to keep beating. It’s so painful, so incredibly painful. I never expected this. I never thought he could do something like this to me. And yet I’ve been warned so many times. But I didn’t want to listen, didn’t want to believe it.

Max was using me. This whole time. Nothing but lies. The tears burn in my eyes, and I can hardly breathe. I storm out of the school building, stop running, scream, turn in a circle and feel like punching the air. But nothing helps. The emotions tear me apart. All I can think is: I need to get away from here, as fast and as far as possible. And so I run, with no idea where I’m going, and all I hear are my own sobs.

How could he? How could he do this to me? After everything we’ve been through. I keep picturing Max putting the sheet around herself and coming toward me. The triumph in her eyes, the smugness. And then Ayden is there, that face that I love more than anything else. I hear his dismayed shouts, see his expression of torment and guilt. It’s all too much. I can’t bear this pain; it has to come out. So I stop. It’s as if my body knows what it needs to do before everything inside me shatters. I fling my arms in the air, tilt my head back, and let it all out. I just want it gone; I don’t care what happens to me afterward. I just want this to end.

A wind buffets me, whipping up my hair and clothing. Flames envelop me, and I feel them dancing on my skin, my fingertips. I see Yoru standing beside me. He’s transformed, and his eyes are glowing, his nine tails wagging ecstatically. He too is surrounded by flames, but between them, I can make out dark smoke spreading out inexorably.

I feel myself dissipate, lose myself in the feeling of power. My ego slowly fades away – I’m only vaguely aware of it peripherally, and it’s irrelevant now. Nothing matters anymore. Fire blazes around me, shooting out of my bones, my skin, wandering across my whole body. The smoke gets thicker. It hangs heavy in the air, streaming out of me and swirling around me like mist. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I know what this means.

And then two arms appear. They wrap around me, hold me. “Teresa,” I hear a voice say in my ear. “I’m here to help. Can you hear me?”

I recognize Noah, make out his face through the flames. He has to use odeon to protect himself from my fire. His face is tense, and he’s breathing heavily. It seems to cost him a lot of energy. But he doesn’t let go.

“I’ll take care of you. It won’t be easy, and we need to hurry. I just hope it’s not too late,” he whispers as he takes out his key. I watch him open a door to the Odyss. He looks at me again, silently asking me to trust him, to consent. I suddenly realize what’s happening to me. I’m turning into a monster, one of the fallen. As horrifying as that thought may be, right now it seems so enticing. Because it feels so good. Freedom from all that pain. A sense of lightness and ease call to me. I could forget everything. Leave it all behind me. I hear the fire around me, feel it prickling my skin.

“I won’t let this happen,” Noah says with dogged determination. He tightens his grip on me and pulls me without hesitation through the door into the Odyss, where he hopes I can be healed – not even knowing if I that’s what I want.

- End of book 4 -

Continued in volume 5:
Tear of Destiny

OceanofPDF.com

cover.jpeg
E;mwm 3‘
L FA ‘FE& |

Ji® EMBRACING
DARKNESS






OEBPS/image_rsrc2HV.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc2HU.jpg
FNTWINED
FATES






page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




